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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    The student union of Boston University was packed, inside and out. The first day of moving into the dorms was always hectic, and by lunch, everyone wanted to just find a seat and sit down. Late August in Boston, while not hot, wasn’t cool either, so most wore shorts, tanks, skirts, and various other summer paraphernalia. A Dr. Dre Beatbox on one of the outside tables blared some upbeat playlist, and lots of the people assembled outside moved to the music. A veritable feast of hormones. 
 
    At least that’s how Nikoli Kincaid saw things. His gaze moved over the mass of bodies, categorizing all the women there. He couldn’t find a single one outside the newly arrived freshmen he hadn’t bedded over the last three years. Well, there were some, but he simply wasn’t attracted to those few. He never had sex with the same woman twice. It was a strict rule of his, and one he refused to break for anyone. He sat there and debated if he should pick up the cute little redhead who looked lost or the brazen blonde who eyeballed him with open lust. 
 
    Nikoli smiled at the blonde. He knew the effect he had on women and used it to his advantage daily. His grandmother called his good looks a curse; he called them facilitators of a good time. Hair the color of rich, dark chocolate and onyx eyes pulled women to him. His eyes were always full of the promise of mind blowing sex. His Russian accent only added to his allure. He’d had a woman twice his age tell him that once. He’d been a little grossed out at first being hit on by a woman who could be his mother, but he’d accepted a long time ago what his looks could do for him. 
 
    No better way to christen the beginning of his senior year than…his mouth dropped open, earning him a questioning look from the guy sitting beside him. Luther Conway had been his best friend since freshman year of high school and was the only person who really knew him. Hell, some days Nik didn’t know himself, but he could count on Luther to keep him grounded. 
 
    “She is not a freshman.” 
 
    “Who?” Luther sat up and scanned the crowd, his eyes coming to land on what caught Nik’s attention so thoroughly. Hair so black it glinted blue in any kind of light was held up in a high ponytail. Warm blue eyes rested on the guy she spoke with. Her small, delicate face radiated laughter. She was a stunning beauty who had no idea how beautiful she really was. Lily Holmes really had no idea the effect she had on men. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it, Nik,” he warned. “That’s Lily Holmes.” 
 
    Ah, the fabled Lily Holmes. He’d heard her name often. She tutored most of the football team and several members of his own frat house. How had he never laid eyes on her before? 
 
    “They’ll break every bone in your body if you hurt her,” Luther growled at him.  
 
    “It’ll be worth it.” He grinned and jumped up, the lusty little blonde forgotten as he sauntered over to meet Miss Lily Holmes. 
 
    Lily smiled, but inside she grimaced. All she really wanted to do was go find a quiet corner and sit for a bit. Not that that was even a possibility. She sighed as several of Adam’s football buddies came over. They all had to say hello, and then more people wandered over, the small crowd around the maple tree in front of the Student Union growing by the second. She’d promised to meet Adam here for lunch, but if he didn’t show up soon, she was going to bail. She needed to check with the bookstore to see if her lit book was in yet. As of yesterday, it still wasn’t in stock, but they were hopeful it’d be in today.  
 
    She scanned the crowd and sighed in relief when she spotted Adam heading her way. He looked so all American, boy-next-doorish with his sandy blond hair artfully spiked, laughing at his friend Mike Craft as the two of them pushed their way through the crowd. Lily smiled softly as they approached. Adam Roberts had been her best friend since third grade. She only wished he would wake up and realize how much more they could be, but she’d given up on that hope a long time ago. Now he was engaged to be married to Susan Williams, and she had to pretend to be ecstatically happy for him when all she wanted to do was cry. It sucked to be her, but then that was nothing new. 
 
    For two seconds, she wanted to growl in frustration. Sue and her little posse of sorority sisters were firmly attached. Adam had been so busy over the summer working for his dad and then spending what time he had left with Sue, that Lily had been put on the back burner. She’d been busy herself, interning at a literary agency in New York most of the summer. While she didn’t hold it against him—well, not much—she would like to sit down and eat one meal with him, just the two of them. She missed her best friend. 
 
    “Lily.” Adam grinned and wrapped her in a bear hug, but only for a second. He knew about her phobia. 
 
    “Hey.” She grinned right back at him. “Hi, Sue.” 
 
    “Lils, you gonna be too busy to help me with my economics class this semester?” Mike asked. 
 
    She loved Mikey dearly. He was the only other person besides Adam who she trusted. Mike’s curly brown hair and big old green eyes were always gentle. Now, put him on the football field, and people ran from the terror those eyes inspired. It always made her laugh. 
 
    “Mikey, I’ve never taken an economics class.” 
 
    “What? Why haven’t you taken the class?” He frowned at her. 
 
    “Um, because I’m not a business major?” 
 
    “Well, hell, Lily, what am I gonna do?” 
 
    “Hell if I know.” She laughed at his chagrined expression. Somehow, over the last three years, she’d become the unofficial football team tutor. She blamed Adam for that. It had started with him asking her to help out a friend or two, and before she realized it, she was tutoring most of them in one subject or another. Now she found it hard to say no. They depended on her. As a result, she was friends with the entire team, their frat houses, and several of their girlfriends and their sorority houses. She’d gained tons of “friends,” but really, she could count her friends on one hand. Sad, but true. She had major trust issues. 
 
    “He can go sign up for a tutor.” His girlfriend, Janet, shook her head at him. Janet was a tiny little thing. She always reminded Lily of Tinker Bell with her gamin features and pixie cut strawberry blonde hair. 
 
    “Hey, can I borrow you for a sec?” That was the only thing Lily heard before someone grabbed her hand and she was running to keep up. What the hell? 
 
    She ran straight into him when he stopped. They stood about a hundred feet away from the crowd she’d just been in. Yanking her hand free and taking several steps backward, she turned furious blue eyes up at him and nearly stopped breathing. The inky black depths she stared into were alight with amusement. 
 
    “That was rude,” she told him in an attempt to regain a bit of her composure. 
 
    “I thought you needed rescuing, Lily Bells.” 
 
    “That’s not my name,” she seethed. The nerve. 
 
    “I know who you are.” 
 
    Lily knew exactly who he was too, and what his reputation was, but damn, why was his voice like silk with his sexy Russian accent? She had no intention of ending up on his list of one-nighters, though. 
 
    “And I know who you are, Nikoli Kincaid, so you can just march yourself back to wherever you came from. I’m not interested.” 
 
    “Aw, now, Lily Bells, don’t get your panties all in a twist. I never once asked you out.” 
 
    Lily narrowed her eyes. She could see Adam and Mikey staring at them, a frown on both their faces. “I’m just saving you the trouble.” 
 
    He smiled, which caused things south of the border to clench, and Lily gasped slightly. “What if all I wanted was a tutoring session?” 
 
    “Your GPA is as high as mine.” 
 
    He reached up and traced the outline of her lips with a finger, and she flinched back. She did not like to be touched. 
 
    “That’s enough,” she told him a little more forcefully than she’d intended. “I’m going back to my friends now. And even if you did just want a tutoring session, the answer is still no.” 
 
    His words stopped her retreat. 
 
    “I don’t give up that easy, Lily. I always get what I want.” 
 
    “Then get used to disappointment.” 
 
    Nikoli watched her stomp back over to her friends and smiled wickedly. He hadn’t had a challenge since the ripe old age of seventeen when he’d set out to seduce one of his uncle’s newly divorced friends. She’d held on to her morals for all of a week. Lily was going to be a challenge he’d relish. 
 
    Yes, indeed, Lily Holmes and he were going to be on intimate terms, and soon. This was going to be fun. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lily was fuming by the time she returned to her friends. The nerve of the cheeky bastard. She was mad at herself too. Nikoli’s touch had not inspired the same type of fear everyone else’s did. The fear was still there, just lessened a bit by something else she didn’t understand. Something that made her stomach clench deliciously. He wasn’t going to know that, though, not ever. She had no intention of ever being one his girls. 
 
    “What was that about?” Adam asked as soon as she returned. 
 
    “Nothing,” she said dismissively. “So how was your summer, Mikey?” 
 
    Mike laughed at her obvious attempt to change the subject. “You need us to go explain a few things to old Nik?” 
 
    “No, there’s nothing to explain,” she said, exasperated. “He needed a tutor, and I told him I didn’t have time to take on anyone else.” 
 
    “Tutor, my ass,” Adam grumbled. “Lily, you…” 
 
    “I know exactly who he is, Adam,” she interrupted. “I already told him no.” 
 
    Adam frowned at her, before turning his eyes back to where Nik still stood under the tree where she’d left him. Sue, who up until now had not said anything one way or the other to Lily, reached out and tugged Adam to her, reminding him she was there. He looked down and gave her his one hundred watt smile. Lily died a little inside at the sight, but she kept her bland expression firmly in place. Wouldn’t do to give Sue any more ammunition against her. 
 
    “So, did you guys watch the news last night?” Janet piped up. “There was another woman reported missing.” 
 
    Lily had been watching the news, and it disturbed her. Three women had gone missing in the Boston area over the last three months. The bodies were recovered exactly a week after their disappearance. All three had been brutally raped, tortured, and severely beaten before being strangled. The police were finally admitting they had a serial killer on their hands. This latest disappearance had occurred six days ago. If the serial killer stuck to his pattern, the poor woman’s body would show up tomorrow. 
 
    “Janet, you worry too much.” Sue rolled her eyes. “We’re perfectly safe on campus.” 
 
    Lily wanted to roll her eyes at the little blonde tart. She honestly thought they were safe just because of a college campus? Psycho killers could stroll through campuses as easily as they could through a mall. There was no major security when it came to monitoring who was and who was not supposed to be on campus. Colleges were just as open to the public as the local McDonald’s. Sue grew up in a bubble. She had no idea of the big bad wolves out in the real world, right in your own backyard. Stupid. 
 
    “Don’t worry, ladies.” Mike flexed his muscles. “We’ll protect you.” 
 
    Lily did roll her eyes at that. Mikey, for all of his six feet, two inches, still behaved very much like a little kid showing off. It was one of the things she loved about him, though. 
 
    “All right, Michelangelo, I feel soooo much safer now,” she said. She and Mike had bonded over Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles reruns last year when Janet broke up with him. They were both addicted to the new TMNT cartoon series, despite the fact they were both technically adults. Who said adults couldn’t watch cartoons? 
 
    He smiled and threw a fist in the air. “Who else is gonna save your ass?” 
 
    “Campus security?” Lily asked dryly. 
 
    He stuck his tongue out at her. So mature. Lily turned her attention back to Adam, who was still nose deep into Sue. They looked so happy. It was one of the reasons she was so supportive. She didn’t really like her, but Sue made him happy, and that was all that mattered to Lily. 
 
    “Lunch?” she asked Adam pointedly. 
 
    A contrite expression appeared. Oh, no…the little Barbie struck again. 
 
    “Lils, we had something come up, and I have to go to lunch with Sue and her Mom. Wedding plans.” 
 
    “No worries.” Lily laughed good-naturedly, even though she was cursing six ways to Sunday inside. “You go do what you need to do. We’ll get dinner or something later in the week.” 
 
    “You could always come with?” 
 
    Sue glared the promise of death at her from behind him. She was tempted to say yes just to piss her off, but shook her head instead. “No, I’m good. I’m gonna go grab a bite, then head to the bookstore to check on a textbook I’m waiting for.” 
 
    “You sure?” he asked again, a hopeful expression on his face. Lily knew for a fact he detested Sue’s mother. His bed, he could lie in it. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure. You two go make your wedding plans.” 
 
    “He’s a blind fool, Lils,” Mike whispered sympathetically as they watched Adam and Sue walk away. 
 
    She sighed, not bothering to deny anything was wrong. Mike knew her too well, almost as well as Adam. Instead, she changed the subject. “What are we gonna do about that economics class of yours?” 
 
    “Did you have to remind me of that?” he grouched. “You know I’m doomed, and I won’t graduate.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at him. Despite being a jock, Mike was exceptionally smart. He just needed a little prodding in the right direction sometimes. “You know I’m not gonna let you fail if I got you through statistics.” 
 
    They both grimaced over that statement. Statistics and Mike were not things that should ever be said in the same sentence. Lily had almost given up on him before she found something that made sense to him. Thank God she had, or they’d both have failed. She’d spent so much time trying to teach him the basics, she’d fallen behind herself last year. It hadn’t even been a class she needed, as she was an English major. She’d only taken it to help him, but she refused to do that again. Her GPA meant to much to her. 
 
    “I’ll find you a tutor,” she promised. And she would. God help her if she’d let him fail after all the time and effort she’d put into him so far. 
 
    “How was your summer?” Janet asked, bringing Lily’s attention back to her. 
 
    “It was great.” She smiled. “I spent most of the summer interning at a literary agency in New York.” 
 
    “You were in New York all summer?” Janet’s eyes lit up. She wanted to move to New York after graduation to become a journalist, and Mike wanted to work on Wall Street. The two of them had been together for almost two years now. Lily was expecting Janet to show her a ring soon. Mike was over the moon for her. 
 
    “I can’t believe you were in New York all summer and didn’t think to call up and say, ‘Hey, Mikey, I got a pad in NYC!’” He looked seriously injured. “Do you realize the epic parties we could have had?” 
 
    Lily laughed at his outraged expression. “Sorry, Mikey.” 
 
    “Dude, not cool.” He glared. “Not cool at all.” 
 
    She laughed “I’ll catch you guys later. I do need to check and see if my book is in before all the new freshmen swarm the bookstore.” 
 
    Every time Lily was around Adam and Sue, she got so frustrated it was all she could do not to scream. She honestly couldn’t figure out what Adam saw in the little tart, aside from her being a blonde, blue-eyed Barbie doll. Adam had always been a sucker for blonde hair. There was no substance to Sue. All she cared about was herself. There wasn’t a kind bone in her body. She had even attempted to stop Lily and Adam from being friends, but that was where Adam had drawn the line. He’d told her in no uncertain terms that Lily was family, and if she pushed, she wouldn’t like the outcome. Sue had shut up, but she still did little things to try and separate them. Like lunch today. Lily would guarantee the emergency was nothing but a ruse to get Adam away from her. 
 
    Sighing, she shook her head and headed for the bookstore. Maybe at least something would go right today and her book would be in. 
 
    Nik watched Lily walk away from the crowd gathered under the tree and debated following her. She was going to prove to be a challenge. He couldn’t think of a single time he’d ever had to work for a woman. They usually fell all over him, but not Lily. She had outright told him she had no interest whatsoever in him. Maybe she was just playing hard to get? Something told him that wasn’t her game, though. She had zero interest in him, and it rattled him. 
 
    Luther joined him under the tree, and the disgusting grin across his face irked Nik almost enough to punch his best friend. Not that it wasn’t warranted; it just rankled he could wear the grin at all. This was a new experience for him, and he didn’t like it one bit. 
 
    “She shut you down in less than a minute!” Luther crowed. 
 
    “Shut the hell up, man,” he grouched. 
 
    Luther laughed. “Hell, no. This is a first, and I am going to take extreme advantage of all the ribbing I can do.” 
 
    “Not for long,” Nik said darkly. 
 
    “Leave it alone, Nik.” All the laughter had gone out of Luther’s voice. “Lily is not the kind of girl you just fuck.” 
 
    “Then what kind of girl is she?” Nikoli’s mind was already plotting how to get her into his bed. 
 
    “She’s the kind of girl you marry,” Luther told him. 
 
    “That’s bullshit, man,” Nik scoffed. “They’re all the same, just have to figure out the right notes to hit with her.” 
 
    Luther shook his head. “Your funeral.”  
 
    Nikoli knew Luther was only looking out for him, but Luther’s warning wasn’t going to deter him.  
 
    He always got what he wanted.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    The bookstore was just as crowded as Lily suspected it would be. All the new freshmen were eager to get their things sorted quickly. At least this was her last year here, the last year she’d have to deal with seeing Adam and Sue together. He was her best friend and she loved him, but being around him hurt a lot. He never saw what was in front of him. He preferred the blonde airheads. 
 
    With a sigh, she fought her way to the front counter, only to discover the book had not yet arrived. Class started on Monday, and they didn’t expect it in until sometime next week. Well, that was just flippin’ great. Dejected, Lily made her way back to the cafeteria. At least she might be able to grab a bite to eat before she needed to go check on the girls at the dorm. She was in charge of one of the floors and got a steep discount on her room and board because of it. The do’s and don’ts speech she had to give later this evening was not something she looked forward to. Inevitably, each semester someone just had to try sneaking either booze or their boyfriends into their rooms after hours. College kids were college kids, no matter the school. 
 
    Lily snagged a salad and a Coke before heading into the main lunch room. She nodded to people as she passed. Several waved her over to their tables, but she wasn’t in the mood for chit chat. Depressed over Adam’s deciding to bail on lunch, she refused to try to be sociable with anyone else. Instead, she found an empty table and sat. If people came over, she’d just excuse herself, but most people knew to leave her alone when she sat by herself. 
 
    Stabbing a piece of tomato, she imagined it was Sue’s smiling face. What she wouldn’t give to be able to tell that woman what she really thought of her, but Adam loved her, and that was that. Lily had been determined to put her feelings for Adam behind her, but how could she when he was there all the time? 
 
    Boston was supposed to be Lily’s escape from everyone and everything from her past, but Adam found out she was going here and decided to tag along. She’d specifically chosen Boston because he wanted to go to LSU. He’d been given a full football scholarship there. Who knew he’d go and change his mind? Boston offered him a full scholarship too, but their team was nothing compared to LSU. 
 
    At first, she’d taken it as a sign that maybe she meant more to him than she’d first thought. The man had followed her to Boston over LSU. She later found out he didn’t think she could handle it on her own, and his big brother instincts had kicked in, trying to protect her like he always did. He’d never see her as anything but a little sister. Then he’d met Sue in their sophomore year. Nail—coffin. 
 
    New York was her new out. She’d worked her ass off over the summer, and it paid off. The literary agency where she’d interned told her they’d be willing to take her on as an assistant to one of the agents when she graduated. Lily loved books, and the opportunity to work where she could one day represent authors who wrote awesome books was amazing to her. She, herself, was polishing up a manuscript to start sending off to prospective agents. Now that she’d had the opportunity to understand what agents looked for when reading query letters and partials, she had a better grip on how to present her own work to them. 
 
    “So is it just me, or men in general?” 
 
    Lily’s head snapped up to see Nikoli sitting down at her table. Her eyes narrowed. He gave her a grin designed to melt her bones—and it did—but she refused to let him see how much he affected her. Right now, she just needed to get up and get out. She’d come over here to sulk in peace and quiet, not listen to BU’s self-proclaimed connoisseur of women attempt to hit on her for the second time today with that sexy Russian accent of his. 
 
    “I think it’s just you,” she told him with a sigh. There went her lunch. Maybe she’d be able to grab a bite after her floor meeting with the girls. 
 
    “Aw, now, Lily Bells, that’s not very nice.” Nikoli’s smile widened when he saw the flush creep up her face. “Everybody says you’re the nicest girl around.” 
 
    “Did we, or did we not, already have this conversation?” she asked. “I have no plans to sleep with you, so go find some other poor, unsuspecting girl to play with.” 
 
    Nikoli laughed outright at that. “Sweetheart, I don’t do poor, unsuspecting females. They know what they’re in for right up front. Sex. That’s all I want, and if they delude themselves into thinking anything else, it’s not my problem. I want to make sure you understand that right up front too. It’s just sex. Mind blowing sex, but still, just a one-time deal.” 
 
    Nikoli watched her roll her eyes at him. It irritated him, but it fascinated him as well. She seemed to be insulted that he’d decided to have sex with her, which didn’t sit well with him at all. There wasn’t another girl in this cafeteria who would turn him down, and he knew it, so why was he bothering with Lily Holmes? Because she didn’t want him, dammit. That rankled. 
 
    “Why don’t you want to sleep with me?” he asked curiously, not sure if he wanted to know the answer or not. 
 
    She wrinkled her nose and screwed up her eyes. “God only knows what diseases you have.” 
 
    “I use condoms, or we don’t do shit,” he told her, offended. “I get regular health checks too.” 
 
    “The very fact that you need to get checked for STDs regularly is a complete and total turn off.” Her voice dripped with disgust. 
 
    “No, it just means I’m smart,” he countered. “I won’t apologize for liking sex. It’s nothing to be ashamed of.” Oddly, though, looking into her blue eyes full of scorn and disdain, he was just a little bit ashamed of how many partners he’d had over the years, and that made him mad. “Is that why you’re so uptight, Lily Bells? Do you need to get laid and are just too ashamed to admit to your own needs?” 
 
    He watched her face go pale and frowned. Was she ashamed of sex? When she shot out of her seat and prepared to storm off, he grabbed her wrist, and she yanked it back with a look of terror on her face for a fraction of a second. He could almost think he’d imagined it if he hadn’t been looking directly at her. 
 
    “Don’t touch me,” she hissed. “Don’t you ever fucking touch me!” Her voice was barely above a whisper, but all eyes in the cafeteria settled on her. She had no idea how beautiful she looked with her ivory skin all flushed and her blue eyes flashing. It made him want to do some very naughty things to her, but he ignored his own lust for a minute. Something was wrong here. Very, very wrong. 
 
    “Calm down, Lily Bells,” he said softly. “I didn’t mean any harm. I just didn’t want you to run.” 
 
    “I wasn’t running,” she said hotly. “I just didn’t want to suffer your unbearable ego one more minute.” 
 
    He stared at her, his eyes sweeping from those luscious lips to her perky breasts, to her trim waist, and down to her petite feet. Color flooded her face, and it made the blood rush downward to settle right where he didn’t need it to right then. “Mmm…I was hoping you’d run so I could chase you.” 
 
    “Problem here, Lily?” 
 
    Nikoli wanted to shout in frustration. No less than six members of the football team, two of whom were from his own frat house, stood behind Lily. How the hell was he going to wear her down if he couldn’t get five minutes alone with her? 
 
    “No, Jimmy.” She smiled up at the guy who’d spoken. “Nikoli and I were just discussing his STD status.” 
 
    His mouth fell open. She did not…the little…oh hell no. He stood up himself, ready to…damn, he didn’t know what he wanted to do. 
 
    He heard laughs all around, some not as concealed as others. Fury radiated from him in the next second. The laughs stopped as fast as they’d started when he rolled his shoulders, muscles rippling. Football player he wasn’t, but he fought with the best of them and had beaten all the guys standing across from him bloody at one time or another over the last three years. They knew better than to cross him. He gave them his best hard-ass stare, and several took a step back. 
 
    “You know what?” Lily shook her head and started walking away. “I don’t have time for the testosterone showdown. I have more important things to do.” 
 
    “Let me buy you dinner, at least.” Nikoli leapt after her, ignoring the snickers behind him. He wasn’t letting her get away that easily. He made sure not to touch her this time around, though. “You didn’t get to eat your lunch.” 
 
    “Will you go away and leave me alone if I let you buy me dinner?” 
 
    He gave her his patented cocky grin. “Trust me, Lily Bells, you won’t want me to leave you alone.” 
 
    She gave him a long-suffering look like someone would give a child and resumed walking back toward the dorms. “I am not sleeping with you now, or tomorrow, or a year from now. What do I need to do to get it through that thick skull of yours?” 
 
    “Milaya, there are so many things I can think of you doing to me.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” she asked, frowning. 
 
    “It’s Russian.” 
 
    “But your last name is Scottish.” 
 
    “My mother is Russian, but my father’s family originated in Scotland before they moved to the United States. When he joined the army, he was stationed in Russia, where he met my mother.” 
 
    “Did you grow up in Russia?” 
 
    He had her talking, and he let out a little sigh of relief. He didn’t normally ever talk about anything personal with a woman, but this one was different. She wasn’t falling for his usual BS. There were also her football players following them at a discreet distance. Luther was right about one thing. Lily was not one to be used and abused lightly with so many would-be protectors waiting in the wings. Even knowing he could get the shit beat out of him, he didn’t care. He wanted her. 
 
    “Until I was fourteen. Then Dad sent me and my brothers to live with my Uncle Brian in Virginia the summer before I started high school. He wanted us educated in the States where he grew up. My parents still live in St. Petersburg, though.” 
 
    She smiled. “I’ve seen photos of the city. It looks beautiful.” 
 
    “It is,” Nikoli agreed. “I miss it sometimes. There are so many places I used to roam when I was a kid. My brothers and I used to play in old ruins and pretend we were great knights fighting for Mother Russia.” He let out a laugh. It had been years since he’d thought of that. 
 
    “How many brothers do you have?” 
 
    “Five.” They always brought a smile to his face. All of his brothers, except Victor, were older, and he’d been their punching bag until he was old enough and strong enough to beat them black and blue. 
 
    “No sisters?” 
 
    He laughed. “Thank fuck, no.”  
 
    She gave him a curious look at that. “My brothers and I are all very much alike, and if we’d had to defend a sister against guys like us…” He shook his head. “We’d never have had any fun.” 
 
    “So they’re all jackasses too?” She looked up at him, her tone innocent, but her eyes danced with mischief. 
 
    Nikoli grinned, thinking about his brothers’ reactions to that statement. They’d like his Lily Bells, indeed they would. Hold up…his Lily Bells? What the hell was he thinking? He had to bag this chick quick before they got around to more talking. 
 
    He saw the dorms up ahead and frowned, glancing at his watch. Damn. He’d spent fifteen whole minutes talking to a woman. His longest conversation began and ended with ‘your place or mine?’ Definitely had to get her in the sack fast and be done with it. 
 
    “So, dinner?” he asked as they came to a stop outside of one of the East Campus Brownstones, one of the smaller dormitories on campus. He liked it and the area where it was located. There was a lot of old world charm to the dorm, not like all the modern ones built in the last couple decades. The architecture screamed colonial, and the feel of it reminded him of some of the buildings in Russia. It was also located close to Kenmore Square. He rubbed his hands together at the thought of how quickly they could have access to a bed or couch—or anywhere, really. He wasn’t that picky when it came to sex. The floor did the job as well as a bed. 
 
    “I thought you might have forgotten that.” She let out a long-suffering sigh. “You do realize if I go to dinner, we are not having sex afterward? I’d just be going so you’d leave me alone the rest of the year?” 
 
    “I might change your mind.” He watched her shiver at the smoldering look in his eyes. 
 
    “No,” she said, “you won’t. I have more self-respect than some of the women I’ve seen you with. Besides, I’ve had to clean up after you before, and it’s not a situation I’d ever put myself in.” 
 
    “Clean up after me?” 
 
    She laughed harshly. “Remember that spiel you gave me about women knowing it was just sex, and if they had other thoughts, it was on them?” 
 
    Nikoli nodded slowly, a sinking sensation creeping into the pit of his stomach. 
 
    “I’ve had to sit and listen to some of those girls, let them have a good cry, and then tell them you’re nothing but a jerk and not worth their time. Why would I ever do that to myself?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t,” Nikoli replied quickly. “You know the deal up front. Just sex.” 
 
    She sighed like he’d missed some big point. In her mind, he probably had, but Nikoli was clueless as to what. He didn’t speak girl. 
 
    “Why the hell not?” she muttered. “Not like I have other plans anyway. If you’ll go away, then yes, I’ll go to dinner with you, but you have to promise you’ll stay away from me for the rest of the year.” 
 
    She just waved a red flag in front of his face, and she didn’t even know it. 
 
    “You’ve got a deal, sweetheart.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    She smiled coyly at him, and he threw her dress at her. The brazen blonde from earlier today frowned at him. Nikoli was not in the mood to deal with her. He’d worked his frustration out with her, yeah, and the sex had been good, but not great. She just needed to get dressed, and then get the hell out. 
 
    He threw the used condom in the trash and started the shower. He could hear Luther in the other room explaining to her she needed to leave. She was a clinger. How had he missed that? Luther would take care of it, though. He always did. Nikoli sometimes felt bad about putting him in that position, but not enough to keep from doing it again. Luther knew him, accepted him for the asshole he was, and never judged him. They were like brothers. He loved him as much as he did his own brothers. Luther knew that too. It was why he put up with so much shit from Nikoli. 
 
    “Nik, get your pearly ass out here!” Luther called through the door. “I got a line on a ’69 Mach 1, fully modded.” 
 
    Those last two words almost caused Nikoli to slip as he got out of the shower. Luther and his dad had introduced Nikoli to cars, and his very own love affair had been born. Luther and he both did rally and off-road racing. Luther’s dad frowned on it, but didn’t say much else. That old man had bailed them out of more than one scrape because of racing. If Nikoli’s father had known some of the shit the two of them got into on the racing scene, he’d personally drag Nik’s ass back to Russia and put him under lock and key. Those boys in the Miami scene were heavy hitters and pulled no punches. You either survived or you didn’t, and Nikoli loved it. 
 
    They’d been looking for an old American muscle car that already had the modifications they needed for the upcoming race in Miami, or one that could be modded. The race they wanted to enter had a few hitches, and not having to worry about getting the car’s electronics knocked out was the key. They’d entered the race last year, only to die three hundred yards from the finish line from a tech bomb attached to the car. Nikoli had bashed a few heads, but couldn’t do much else. 
 
    “We could still overhaul your Fiat,” Luther offered as Nikoli exited the bathroom. “It’s smaller and lighter.” 
 
    Nikoli shook his head. “No, we don’t want any repeats of last year. What’s the payout this year, you heard?” 
 
    “Four hundred grand, last count. Entry fee went up to twenty thousand.” 
 
    Nikoli nodded. “That’ll bankroll the new programmers.” He and Luther had started their own business at the age of seventeen. They’d both been huge gamers and took that love to a new level. They’d designed and programmed a shooter game that eventually blew up once it was released. They hadn’t wanted to sell the game, so they’d tried to figure out how to manufacture, promote, and distribute it themselves. Getting a bank loan just wasn’t possible for the two of them at seventeen. So they found an alternate route—fast cars and underground races. 
 
    Luther found the first race thanks to a buddy he played Call of Duty with online. The entry fee had been harsh, three thousand dollars. They bankrupted their savings and begged and borrowed from everyone they knew. Luther’s dad donated a thousand, as had Nikoli’s uncle. They’d driven down to Miami and won that first race, and came away thirty thousand dollars richer. 
 
    All they’d told Luther’s dad and Nikoli’s uncle was the money came from an investor who believed in the game. After that, Nikoli’s uncle had gotten them in touch with the right people, and their game had gone into production. They’d hired a business manager and a marketing manager who’d made deals with all the major players in the world of video games. A year later, that thirty thousand dollars turned into three million. After that, it’d just been an upward climb. The two of them owed no money to anyone and were able to bankroll any new projects by winning races. Eventually, they’d give it up, but not for a while yet. Luther loved working on the cars, and Nikoli loved racing them. Perfect relationship. 
 
    “Show me the car.” Nikoli grabbed a beer out of the fridge and sat down on the bar stool next to where Luther was engrossed in the computer. 
 
    “Dude’s selling it on eBay,” Luther said with a laugh. “Stupid.” 
 
    Nikoli let out a low whistle when the car’s specs came up. Stupid wasn’t the word—fucked up insane better described the ass selling it. The original 351 motor had been replaced with a 428 bored out big block. Custom three-inch dual exhausts with Flowmaster mufflers, Offenhauser Port O Sonic intake manifold, Barry Grant 1000 CFM Silver Claw carburetor, and the list just went on and on. This car was still street legal, but it had the heart and soul of a racer under the hood. They would have to do very little to it. 
 
    “Email the seller. Offer him twice what he wants for it, and we’ll pick it up tomorrow, cash in hand,” Nikoli said, his eyes gleaming as he finished reading all the specs. “He’s a first class dumbass. There’s no way he built this car just to sell it for not even a tenth of what it’s worth.” 
 
    Luther snorted before checking his phone. His brow furrowed, and then he looked at Nikoli, perplexed. “What the hell? Is it true?” 
 
    “Is what true?” Nikoli asked, not really paying attention. He was still too focused on the car. The deep burgundy color set off the chrome nearly as well as black could. 
 
    “Did you ask Lily Holmes on a date?” 
 
    Nikoli’s head snapped around. How the hell did Luther know? “Who told you that?” 
 
    “Mac just texted asking if it’s true.” 
 
    “It’s not a date.” 
 
    “So you didn’t ask her to dinner?” Luther frowned at him, then looked back down to his phone. 
 
    “Well, yeah, I did, but…” 
 
    “Then it is a date,” Luther crowed, and then burst out laughing. “Oh, God, I never thought I’d see the day when Nikoli Kincaid had to resort to asking a girl out on a real live date.” 
 
    “Do you want a beating?” Nikoli growled. How in holy hell did the fact he asked Lily to dinner get out? “Tell Mac to shut his mouth or I’ll shut it for him.” 
 
    Luther wheezed he was laughing so hard, and all it managed to do was piss Nikoli off even more. He swung, and his fist collided with Luther’s face. He went down, cussing a blue streak. “What the hell, man?” 
 
    “This is not funny,” he bit out. “I can’t handle her like I do everyone else. She isn’t falling for it. If I have to take her to dinner to get her naked, then that’s what I’ll do.” 
 
    “Whatever you say.” Luther laughed. “I told you to leave her alone. If you don’t listen, then I am going to enjoy every minute of your domestication.” 
 
    “That just ain’t right, man.” Nikoli glared down at his friend before extending a hand. “Nikoli Kincaid doesn’t do domestication. Never have, never will.” 
 
    “Whatever you say.” Luther chuckled and sat back down at the computer. “Whatever you say.” 
 
    Nikoli gave Luther one last glare and stomped out of the room. No way in hell would he ever be domesticated. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You did what?” 
 
    Lily winced and held the phone away from her ear. How did Adam find out she’d agreed to go out with Nikoli? Less than two hours had gone by, and he was shouting from her phone. 
 
    “It’s not a big deal,” she murmured while she unpacked the groceries she’d bought at the market. Cereal, milk, pop, and some snacks had her set. Her little mini fridge was overflowing with cans of Coke and bottles of water. 
 
    “Not that big a deal?” She could hear the frustration in his voice. “Lily, this is Nikoli Kincaid we’re talking about. Do you even know who he is?” 
 
    “Yes, Adam, I know very well who he is, as I already told you,” she said. “I’m not stupid.” 
 
    “Right now I’m not so sure about that,” he snapped. 
 
    She pulled the phone away and glared at it, imagining Adam’s head. How dare he? “Did you call just to insult me?” she demanded. “Because if you did…” 
 
    “Lils, I’m just worried about you.” Adam sighed. “I know Kincaid. He’s a douche with only one thing on his mind.” 
 
    “I’m perfectly aware of that.” He had no right to call her and start trying to dictate what she could and couldn’t do. He was her best friend, but she was not his sister or his girlfriend. It was about time he figured that out. It’s not like he had time for her anymore either. She’d agreed to go out with Nikoli more because she was mad at Adam than anything else. He’d blown her off one too many times for Sue, and today’s latest ditching session had grated more than she’d realized. 
 
    “Then why the hell did you agree to go out with him?” Adam exploded. 
 
    “Because I wanted to.” She could hear the irritation in her own voice, but she didn’t care. 
 
    “Lily, there are things you don’t know,” Adam stressed, “rumors about the kind of stuff he’s into…” 
 
    “Adam, I am not having this conversation with you,” she interrupted him. 
 
    “Well, you obviously need to have it with someone!” He paused to speak to someone in the background, and Lily heard him mumble Sue’s name. She groaned inwardly. He was talking about this with her there? Lily’s face flamed up, and she felt mortified. 
 
    “Look, I gotta go,” she said. “People are lining up outside, and I have to give them the speech.” 
 
    “Lily, this conversation isn’t over,” he warned. “You are way out of his league…” 
 
    “I’m not good enough for him?” she shouted into the phone. “And why exactly is that, Adam? Am I not as pretty as some of his girls? Am I too boring? Too lame? What? Explain it to me.” Her voice had gone softer with each word. 
 
    Complete silence greeted her. He knew exactly how pissed she was in that moment. 
 
    “I’m waiting, Adam.” 
 
    She heard him take a deep breath. “That’s not what I meant, Lily.” 
 
    “No?” she asked softly. “I hate to break this to you, Adam, but just because you don’t see me, doesn’t mean other people don’t. Now if you’ll excuse me, I don’t have time to listen to you piss and moan about something that is none of your damn business!” 
 
    She ended the call and threw the phone on her bed. Honest to God, he confused her sometimes. Like just then, he got all jealous and territorial, but other times, it was like she wasn’t even there. It could be the big brother complex he had, but that tiny spark of hope inside of her jumped up and down. Maybe he was jealous. In the end, it didn’t matter, though. He’d never seen what had always been in front of him, and he never would. 
 
    She had to get over it. Adam and Sue were getting married, and she needed to accept it. Once she graduated, she could move to New York and forget all about her problems. If Adam wasn’t in her face twenty-four-seven, she might be able to mend her broken heart. 
 
    A loud knock on her door interrupted her silent frustration. One of her returning girls from last year stood in the doorway, twisting her hands. Something was up. 
 
    “Mandy, what’s wrong?” she asked, concerned. 
 
    “It’s Stephanie,” she said. “Something’s wrong. She’s in our room crying, and I can’t get her to tell me why.” 
 
    With a sigh, Lily closed her door and followed Mandy down the hall to the room she shared with Stephanie. They were sophomores this year, and Lily tended to look out for them. Both were young and had made a lot of bad judgment calls last year. She’d even had to bust them once for drinking in their rooms. God only knew what Steph had done now. 
 
    The girl in question was curled up on her bed, her old stuffed bear held tightly against her chest as she sobbed brokenly. Her blonde hair was matted to her head and her dress wrinkled. 
 
    “What’s wrong, honey?” she asked, sitting down next to the girl. 
 
    “Go away,” she cried. “I’m too ashamed to talk about it.” 
 
    Lily’s instincts went on alert. “Did someone do something to you, Stephanie?” 
 
    She hiccupped and nodded her head. “I was so stupid, Lily. I knew better, and I did it anyway, thinking it’d be different with me. That he couldn’t be as bad as everyone said he was.” 
 
    Lily’s gut clenched. She had a feeling she knew exactly what happened. “Tell me,” she said slowly. 
 
    “I was going to eat lunch and he caught me before I went in.” She sniffled. “I couldn’t help it, I wanted to say no, really I did, but ohmygod, he’s so hot.” 
 
    “Nikoli Kincaid?” Lily asked, resigned. 
 
    Stephanie nodded. “Yeah. After, he just threw my dress at me and left. His friend told me to leave and not bother leaving my phone number. I’m so stupid, Lily. Why did I think I could make him look at me any differently? I know his reputation.” 
 
    Lily sighed. She’d heard all this before. “Every girl thinks that, Steph. They all think they’ll be the one to finally catch and hold his attention for more than a couple hours.” 
 
    “It wasn’t even that long,” she said forlornly. “It was only an hour, and he didn’t even bother to say good-bye. He had his friend throw me out.” 
 
    “Just check it off your bucket list,” Lily told her. “You had sex with BU’s very own manwhore. Everyone else has, so why not you?” 
 
    That caused Stephanie to giggle. “He is hot, and the sex was really great.” 
 
    “See, it’s not the end of the world, is it? Now you know what all the hype was about, and you can go on and find a nice guy this semester to fall for, yeah?” 
 
    Stephanie smiled before lunging up to hug Lily, who went completely still, fighting the scream that rose in her throat. “You’re the best, Lily. I’m glad you’re our dorm mom!” 
 
    “Just promise me you two won’t have any more beer parties this year, please.” She gave Stephanie a strained smile and disentangled herself as fast as she could. She winced at the conspiratorial look Stephanie and Mandy gave each other. Dear God, they were going to give her white hairs before she was even twenty-two. 
 
    “We promise to try to behave as long as it doesn’t get in the way of our fun.” Mandy gave Lily a grin and pulled Stephanie to her feet. “Come on, Steph, you need to wash your face before we join everyone.” 
 
    Lily sighed and followed them out. They were good girls, just a little too mischievous for their own good. And they did ridiculously stupid things in the name of fun, like having sex with the slutty manwhore. 
 
    She and Nikoli had a lot of things to talk about, and if he had any thoughts of seducing her, they’d die as soon as she told him in no uncertain terms she’d never be a throwaway he forgot in less than five minutes. She refused to be the one on the bed crying because she let her guard down. 
 
    No way in hell was she sleeping with him. He just didn’t know it yet. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lily glanced at herself in the mirror and grinned. Worn, baggy jeans and one of Adam’s jerseys over her black tank top was probably not what Nikoli had in mind when he asked her to dinner. Comfortable sandals completed her outfit, her toes shining from the pink nail polish she’d put on yesterday. Nikoli probably expected a dress and heels. She pulled her hair back in pigtails and then slipped on her 1950’s style black rimmed glasses. She screamed nerdy geek going to a high school football pep rally. So not Nikoli’s style. 
 
    “Well, you certainly aren’t going to inspire any lustful thoughts.” Janet laughed from the open doorway of Lily’s room. 
 
    “My point,” Lily said with a grin. “Plus, I’m going prepared to wage war.” 
 
    Janet arched a brow in question. 
 
    “You remember Stephanie and Amanda from last year? The ones who had the beer party that nearly got us all kicked out?” 
 
    Janet laughed. “Oh, yeah, I don’t think I’d ever seen you that mad.” 
 
    “Well, seems our boy accosted Stephanie and left her in tears.” Lily shook her head. “Why will they never learn? Women are just his toy of the hour.” 
 
    “He’s too pretty for his own good,” Janet agreed. “I love Mike dearly, but if Nikoli gave me one of those sex filled stares of his…” She shrugged. “I don’t know what I’d do, honestly. I know how bad that sounds, but he is just one of those men…” 
 
    Lily sighed. Nikoli was a man who could potentially destroy a woman without a second thought and she’d go into it with her eyes wide open. He never gave them any expectations. They did bring it all on themselves. 
 
    “Speaking of Mike, he said Adam put his foot in his mouth.” 
 
    Lily rolled her eyes. “Yeah, he went into over-protective big brother mode and tried to forbid me from going out with the manwhore.” 
 
    “Oh, God, I never thought about him like that,” Janet giggled. “Now every time I hear his name, I’m going to think manwhore.” 
 
    Lily laughed herself. “Just imagine it…Nikoli dressed in black strappy heels, a mini-skirt, and a slutty top, hooking on the corner.” 
 
    “Stop,” Janet gasped between laughs. “That image is going to stay with me now, damn you! How am I supposed to indulge in sex fantasies about him if I keep seeing him posed on a street corner in trashy prostitute gear?” 
 
    Lily performed a mock bow. “My job is done, and the only man you’ll be having sex fantasies about is Mikey.” 
 
    Janet took several deep breaths and then walked over to Lily’s bed and collapsed. “I needed that laugh. Mike has been grumpy all week.” 
 
    “Everything okay?” Lily asked and started cleaning up the nail polish she’d left scattered on her desk. 
 
    “I think so.” Janet frowned. “He’s being very secretive. I’d almost think he was cheating if I didn’t know him better.” 
 
    “Cheat?” Lily turned and looked at Janet. “Mike wouldn’t do that to you, Jan. He respects you too much. He’d break up with you before he went out with someone else.” 
 
    “I guess.” She sighed. 
 
    “I know,” Lily said firmly. “Trust me. He loves you. When you broke up with him last year, I got the full-on Mike meltdown. If you’d seen what that did to him, you’d never doubt him again.” 
 
    “I’m surprised he didn’t go cry on Adam’s shoulder,” Janet said ruefully. 
 
    “Oh, he went there first,” Lily confessed, “but Adam and Sue had just gotten engaged the week before, if you’ll remember. Not the best place for poor, jilted Mikey to get some sympathy. Besides, he and I bonded over Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles.” 
 
    “So is that what you guys did that whole week?” Janet asked, curious. 
 
    “I supplied him with beer, chips, and cartoons.” Lily smiled. “Then he got drunk, laughed at Michelangelo and Donatello, and told me all about why you broke up with him, how much of a jerk he was, and his cockamamie scheme to win you back.” 
 
    “Which consisted of him storming the sorority house drunk, busting out his Ninja Turtle moves, and confessing his undying love for me.” Janet giggled. “He promised to try not to be such a jerk, emphasis on the word try.” 
 
    “Mikey’s a good guy,” Lily said. 
 
    “He is,” Janet agreed and flopped over on her side. “Why are you going out with Nikoli, anyway? Adam is really freaking out.” 
 
    Whiplash on the subject change, Lily thought to herself. “He said if I went to dinner with him, he’d leave me alone for the rest of the year. Apparently he thinks a little alone time with me will be all he needs to charm his way into my panties. And Adam can go piss off. This is none of his business.” 
 
    “He’s only worried about you, Lils,” Janet said softly. “He’s over at the frat house beating himself up right now because he thinks he hurt you with some idiot thing he said.” 
 
    Lily sighed. “Did he send you over here to try and get me to cancel my date?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Janet hedged. 
 
    “No offense, Jan, but…butt out,” Lily told her friend. “Adam has no right sending you over here to try and do what he couldn’t.” 
 
    “What was the idiotic thing he said, anyway?” Janet asked. 
 
    “Didn’t tell you that, did he?” Lily bit out. “He insinuated that I’m not good enough for Nikoli, that I’m too far out of his league to ever even catch his eye.” 
 
    “Well, dressed like that…” Janet grinned. 
 
    “Shut it,” Lily snapped. “I don’t need you reminding me I’m not worth his time too.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” Janet sat up. “Lily, if anything, you’re too good for the manwhore. He doesn’t deserve anyone like you. I’m sure Adam didn’t mean…” 
 
    “Can we not talk about Adam?” Lily asked, tired all of a sudden. “For once, I’d just like to forget Adam exists and have some fun.” 
 
    Janet gave her the pitying look Lily hated with all her heart. Mikey knew how she felt about Adam, and Janet knew because Mikey knew. Why the hell had she let herself get drunk and confess to Mikey she was in love with Adam? 
 
    “Look, I just want to get this over with. He should be here in a minute. I told him I’d meet him out front. You can tell Adam to mind his own damn business.” 
 
    Lily grabbed her purse and pointed to the door. Janet frowned, but followed Lily out the door. “Want to come wait with me so you can see his face when he gets a load of this?” 
 
    Janet grinned and nodded. The two of them laughed as they took the elevator down to the first floor and outside to wait on the front steps for the manwhore of the hour. 
 
    They didn’t have long to wait, and when he pulled in, Lily gasped in delight. It had nothing to do with Nikoli and everything to do with the car he got out of. It was a black 1970 Plymouth Barracuda. She hadn’t seen a car like that since the one her dad owned when she was a kid. He’d loved it. She gave a squeal of delight, much to Janet’s chagrin, and ran over to the car. Nikoli gaped at her as she lovingly ran her fingers just above the body of the car as she examined it. You didn’t touch them with your fingers. Luther shook his head as he pulled himself out of the passenger seat. 
 
    “Are you running a 440 or a 426?” she asked as she squatted and inspected the rims. 
 
    “You know cars?” Nikoli asked incredulously. 
 
    She ignored him and looked at Luther. “What’s it running?” 
 
    “Let me pop the hood for you, and then you tell me.” 
 
    Lily waited impatiently and then dived to put the hood up when it popped. There, in all its glory, sat an original 426 engine running 425 horsepower. The car could run, and run fast. There were only a limited number of the ’Cudas manufactured. Her dad had one of the first ten off the factory line, and after he’d died, her mother sold it to help pay the bills. 
 
    “426.” Lily grinned like an idiot at Luther. “It’s gorgeous.” 
 
    “How do you know about cars?” Nikoli stepped closer to Lily, his arm brushing hers. She took an instinctive step to the side to keep distance between them. 
 
    “My dad taught me,” she explained as she examined the engine more closely. “I could put a carburetor back together by the time I was nine, and rebuild an engine before I turned twelve. I used to live under the hood of a car when my dad was racing.” 
 
    “Your dad was a racer?” Luther frowned and then gasped. Lily figured he probably just put her last name together with her dad’s. 
 
    “Martin Holmes,” she muttered and stepped back out from under the hood. Her dad had been one of the biggest NASCAR drivers on the circuit, but his real love had been rally or strip racing. He’d never let her go to any of those, though. Said it was too dangerous for a kid. She’d grown up on NASCAR tracks instead. “He died in a crash down in Daytona the summer I turned twelve.” 
 
    Luther let out a low whistle. “Did he teach you to drive?” 
 
    “’Course he did,” she laughed. “I was driving before I could reach the pedals. I used to sit in his lap and steer the wheel until I grew enough so my feet actually touched the gas pedal.” 
 
    “Who would have thought sweet, innocent Lily Holmes was a car junkie?” Luther laughed. 
 
    “I can still be sweet and innocent and be a car guru,” she said with a wink and turned to Nikoli. “Can I drive her?” 
 
    Nikoli frowned. This was not what he’d expected. She knew cars. She knew them enough to know the engine model under the hood of the limited edition car he drove. It threw him slightly. 
 
    “Well, can I?” she demanded impatiently. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said slowly. “I don’t even let Luther drive my baby. She’s…” 
 
    “A limited edition ’Cuda, only six hundred sixty-six made in 1970,” she interrupted him. “I know what kind of car it is, Nikoli. My dad owned one. He had the seventh one off the assembly line. I promise to be careful.” 
 
    He blinked and shook his head. “Maybe on the way back,” he said finally. 
 
    She pouted. It was a full-on lip pout, and he didn’t even think she was aware she was doing it. Her lips were beautiful when she pouted, and he took a step closer, noticing she took another step back. He was going to have to get to the bottom of this. He had no chance if he couldn’t touch her. 
 
    “Don’t feel bad, Lils,” Luther said. “I’ve known him for years and he barely lets me ride in it.” 
 
    “Why don’t I know that you know about cars?” Janet asked from behind them. “You think Mike or Adam would have mentioned it.” 
 
    “Mikey doesn’t know,” Lily said, “and Adam wouldn’t say anything. He gets embarrassed when he has to call me to fix his car.” 
 
    Janet laughed. “I’ll bet. Well, I’m off to find Mike. He’s supposed to take me go see some new scary movie.” She shuddered. “Why I let him talk me into these things is beyond me.” 
 
    “Hey, can you drop me off at my frat house on the way?” Luther asked. “Nik refused to stop on the way over. We were running late.” 
 
    “Sure,” Janet said. “Lily, call if you need anything.” 
 
    Nikoli snorted at Janet’s very obvious innuendo. Frankly, he was sick of it. For the last three hours, his phone had been blowing up with texts from people he knew telling him to leave Lily alone and not to hurt her. You’d think she was Mother Theresa the way people rallied to protect her. 
 
    She was still eyeballing his car with lust when he finally focused his attention on her. Her barreling down the steps toward them and straight for his baby had sidetracked him. Now he gave her a good once-over and laughed outright at her obvious attempt to make herself look awful. Unfortunately, Nikoli didn’t think the woman could look awful in a burlap sack. The pigtails made her look cute, and the baggy clothes she had on only added to her comfortable appearance. She looked adorable, and it made him all kinds of curious to see what she had on underneath them. 
 
    “Alone at last, Lily Bells,” he murmured salaciously. 
 
    She gave him a startled look and took another five steps back. 
 
    “Shall we go?” he asked mildly when she looked ready to bolt at the desire in his eyes. 
 
    She was the prey dancing with the predator. The predator fully intended to win this hunt. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, where to?” Nikoli asked as they pulled away from the dorm. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” she said, distracted, her fingers caressing the interior of the car. 
 
    Nikoli grinned. She was too busy examining the car to be nervous with him. If she only knew what watching her fondle his car was doing to him, she’d put her hands under her rump and sit still for the rest of the ride. 
 
    “Joe’s okay?” he asked her. 
 
    “Sure,” she said. “They’ve got the best Reubens in town, and I’m starved.” 
 
    “Didn’t get to eat?” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “I had too much to do, speaking of which…” 
 
    Nikoli glanced over at her and grew slightly alarmed at the pissed off look on her face. “What?” he asked cautiously. 
 
    “You made one of my girls cry today.” 
 
    Nikoli groaned inwardly. He’d only had sex with one girl today, the lusty blonde from check-in. She was in Lily’s dorm? Damn. 
 
    “Lily, we’ve already been over this,” he warned. “Every girl I have sex with knows up front what to expect. I already told you this.” 
 
    “Oh, I know.” She nodded. “Stephanie knew it too, but she assumed she could make you feel differently.” 
 
    “Her mistake,” he put in quickly. “Not mine.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Lily said. “What I’m talking about is the fact you had someone, I’m presuming Luther, throw her out instead of having the decency to do it yourself. Do you even realize how used that makes a woman feel? Especially a nineteen year old girl?” 
 
    Well, hell. Who knew the blonde was going to land him in a morality lecture from Ms. Sweet and Innocent herself? Lily needed to stop trying to think of him as a decent guy. He wasn’t, and he knew it. He was a selfish bastard on the best of days. 
 
    “What’s your point, Lily?” he asked. “She knew what she was in for when she came back to my place. I was done and needed a shower. I figured she had the good sense to get gone. Not my fault Luther had to kick her out.” 
 
    “You really don’t care how your actions affect the women you sleep with, do you?” Lily asked, appalled. 
 
    “First, there’s no sleeping involved,” he grinned wolfishly at her, “and second, no, I don’t care. We both get mutual pleasure out of the deal. Why should I care about anything else?” 
 
    Lily opened her mouth, but he interrupted her. “Look, we could argue about this forever and we’d never agree, so let’s drop it, okay? We’re here, and I actually want to eat. I didn’t get lunch either.” 
 
    He’d brought her to Joe’s because he thought it would be the one place he wouldn’t run into many people she knew. Joe’s was a little hole-in-the-wall that specialized in Cuban cuisine, and most of the BU students specialized in pizza, burgers, and beer. Nikoli had been surprised Lily knew it. She kept surprising him the longer he was around her. 
 
    “Nik!” Joe boomed when they walked in the door. He found himself tucked into a huge bear hug. Joe owned the place and treated the regulars like family. Nikoli loved it here. He’d sat here for hours programming a new game before, and Joe supplied him with food and beer for as long as necessary. Most people did coffee shops; Nikoli did Joe’s. 
 
    “Hey, man.” Nikoli grinned when he got loose. “Got a free table?” 
 
    “Always for you, my friend.” Joe smiled, and then looked past Nikoli to where Lily stood watching, amused. “And who is this?” 
 
    “Joe, this is Lily Holmes.” 
 
    Joe frowned, and then he brightened. “Original Reuben?” 
 
    Lily smiled and nodded, causing Nikoli to frown. 
 
    “I do a lot of takeout from here,” she explained. “Mikey and I found the place last year, and I fell in love with the food. Mikey eats here too.” 
 
    “It is good to put a face to the name.” Joe smiled at Lily. “A beautiful face for a beautiful name.” 
 
    Lily blushed and Nikoli laughed. Leave it to Joe to try to schmooze his date. “Down, Casanova, she’s here with me.” 
 
    “You’ve never brought a girl in before.” Joe winked at him. “She must be very special.” 
 
    Lily laughed, but refrained from saying anything, much to Nikoli’s astonishment. He assumed she’d make some wisecrack about their date, but she didn’t. Much to his chagrin, he was glad she didn’t. He sighed and ushered her into the dining room. 
 
    “We’re starving, Joe,” Nikoli said. “Where’s the table?” 
 
    Joe led them to the back of the small eatery where an empty booth sat. Lily slid in, and Nikoli debated about sitting down beside her. Remembering her earlier reaction, he opted for sitting in the opposite seat. As much as he would have really liked to trap her, he would give her some space for now. The small sigh of relief she let out told him he made the right decision. 
 
    “The usual for you both?” Joe asked, and hurried off when they both agreed. 
 
    “Pigtails?” Nikoli smirked. “Going for the cute schoolgirl look?” 
 
    “Nope,” she said. “I was going for comfortable. Your jeans and t-shirt make me glad I didn’t go all out for a dress and heels.” 
 
    “I figured you’d pull something like this,” Nikoli admitted. “I came prepared for war.” 
 
    “War?” She laughed. “It’s just a fast dinner so we can go our separate ways and not have to think about each other again.” 
 
    Nikoli frowned. Fast was not going to cut it. He needed to get her talking again. “So, your dad was Martin Holmes?” 
 
    She nodded, her expression sad. She must miss him a lot. 
 
    “What was that like, growing up on the racetrack?” 
 
    “Awesome. There is nothing like being in the pit on race day. My dad had a special headset made for me so the noise wouldn’t hurt my ears. I lived for those days. We’d always get there early and talk to some of the other drivers. Dad liked to go over his car himself before the start of the race, and we’d run through the checklist together. Then I’d get to watch the race from the pit. Seeing them fly by lap after lap, it’s the most amazing rush.” 
 
    “You were allowed in the pit?” Nikoli quirked an eyebrow. He and Luther had tried to sneak into the pit at one of the smaller tracks once, and security had escorted them right back to the stands. 
 
    “My dad was Martin Holmes. What do you think? I lived in that pit thanks to my dad’s crew. They always snuck me in. Being there, feeling the rumble of the ground beneath my feet as the cars sped by, the rush of the trail of wind they left behind them…there is no other feeling in the world like it.” 
 
    She sounded like him, Nikoli realized. That was exactly how he felt every time he got behind the wheel for a race. The adrenaline rush was almost better than sex. Almost. 
 
    “You never thought about driving yourself?” he asked, curious. 
 
    “No. I was there the day my dad crashed. I saw them have to cut him out of the car. I haven’t been behind the wheel of an actual race car since that day.” 
 
    “I get that.” He nodded. “Do you still like racing, though?” 
 
    “Sure, I grew up on it. I’m still a huge NASCAR fan. My dad loved rally racing too. He used to build cars just for those races. He never took me to any of them, but it was his passion.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever met a girl who knew so much about cars.” Nikoli shook his head. “It’s new for me.” 
 
    “Well, that might not be true.” Lily smirked. “You admit yourself that you don’t talk to the girls you sleep with, so how do you know they didn’t know cars?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve never had a girl completely ignore me to lust after my car, either.” He laughed. “I’m guessing that’s a dead giveaway.” 
 
    Lily blushed. “I think lust is a strong word.” 
 
    He grinned. “You were caressing the car like a lover, Lily Bells. I know lust when I see it.” 
 
    “You are going to let me drive her, aren’t you?” Her eyes lit up with excitement. 
 
    “That car is my baby, Lily.” He frowned. “You said yourself, you haven’t driven a racer…” 
 
    “She’s a racer?” Lily burst out. “I didn’t see any mods.” 
 
    Nikoli stopped breathing for a second. Before him now sat the sexiest woman he’d ever known, even dressed like a high school teeny bopper. She knew cars, she knew racers, and her eyes lit up like Christmas when she talked about them. 
 
    “I removed them last year. She’s street legal now, but there are still a few modifications that aren’t noticeable at first glance. She’ll run faster than the average ’Cuda.” 
 
    “Maybe not drive, then,” Lily hedged. “Could you take me for a ride, show me flat out how fast she runs?” 
 
    “Yeah, I can do that.” He grinned, his own excitement shining through. He loved to drive fast, and he sensed a kindred spirit across from him. For the first time all night, the thought of being just friends crossed his mind. Then she shifted and her breasts bounced slightly, and the thought flew out the window. Nope, sex, and then maybe just friends. Or friends who have sex a lot? He’d never done the friends with benefits thing before. Hell, he’d never done the female friend thing in his entire life. 
 
    Lily was gentle and shy at a deep level, and an enigma. She had the courage to stand up to him, but blushed and looked down at the smallest compliment. Her innate tendencies were calling to all sorts of his own dominant ones, including some serious protective ones. Very few women had ever struck that cord in him, and Lily was the only one he’d ever contemplated keeping. He frowned. When had he started to think about keeping her? 
 
    His phone buzzed and he pulled it out. Luther wanted to know how the date was going. He made a face at the phone, well aware his friend couldn’t see it, but it made Lily chuckle. 
 
    “So you race cars?” Lily surprised him by asking. 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah. Luther and I got into when we were seventeen. Been racing since. We do a lot of rally races, as well as a few underground ones.” 
 
    “Underground? Can’t you get into a lot of trouble for that if you get caught?” 
 
    Nikoli grinned. “That’s the point, Lily Bells. It’s all about the risk you take.” 
 
    “You do seem like a risk taker,” she said, her smile infectious. 
 
    “You have no idea.” He winked at her and leaned back, letting his leg touch hers. She immediately scooted over. He frowned at her, and she glanced away and then looked relieved. 
 
    “Food’s here,” Lily murmured as Joe and a server came trudging over. 
 
    “Here we go.” Joe beamed at them as he set Lily’s plate down. Nikoli laughed at Joe’s obvious attempt to impress Lily. He never brought food out himself. 
 
    “Thank you.” Lily smiled shyly up at him. “It looks wonderful.” 
 
    “Only the best for Nikoli and his lady.” Joe grinned. “You let me know if you need anything at all, beautiful lady.” 
 
    “Go on back to the kitchen.” Nikoli laughed. “You’ll end up stealing her before I even have a chance.” 
 
    Joe turned to look at him, and the censure in his eyes made Nikoli very uncomfortable. Joe was well aware of his one night stands, as well as his other peculiarities when it came to sex. The two of them ran in the same circles. It’s how he’d met Joe. 
 
    “Be careful with her,” Joe warned. “Slow, my friend, and you’ll keep her. She’s worth keeping.” 
 
    Nikoli nodded his understanding, aware Lily took an entirely different meaning from that statement. “I’ll keep it in mind.” 
 
    “If you don’t, I might,” Joe warned him. 
 
    Nikoli bristled and actually stood up. 
 
    “Just warning you, friend to friend.” Joe may have said it with a smile, but the warning was clear in his voice. The man was only twenty-six and handsome. If he wanted to charm Lily, he could, Nikoli realized. He didn’t like the thought of Joe with Lily, not one little bit. 
 
    “Stay the hell away from her, Joe,” he growled. A wave of rage he didn’t quite understand hit him hard. “She’s mine.” 
 
    “Uh, girl sitting right here,” Lily piped up, “and I don’t belong to anyone except myself.” 
 
    “Things change, Lily.” Nikoli’s voice had gone cold, and Joe finally got the message. He backed off and left them alone. Nikoli refused to let Joe anywhere near her, especially knowing what he did about him. If that meant Nikoli letting Joe believe Lily belonged to him, then that’s what he’d do. 
 
    “Care to explain that?” Lily asked once Joe had left. 
 
    “Joe is worse than I am,” he said after a minute. “I just wanted to make sure he left you alone.” 
 
    “So, protecting me from the wolves, huh?” she asked mildly. “Pot, kettle, black?” 
 
    Nikoli laughed, aware of the irony. “I’m the only wolf getting into your bed tonight.” 
 
    “You wish.” She grinned at him. “I’m remaining chaste tonight.” 
 
    “That remains to be seen,” he told her, his eyes full of the promise. 
 
    Lily picked up her sandwich and took a bite. A look of utter joy crossed her face. “Ohmygodthisisgood.” The words came out all strung together between mouthfuls of food. 
 
    “You are hungry. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone shovel food like that.” 
 
    “You don’t know our Lily then.” 
 
    Nikoli watched Lily stiffen up and then turn to see Adam glaring down at her, Sue beside him. How the hell had he found out where they were? Anger and frustration played a tug-of-war inside him. He knew Adam was Lily’s best friend, so he had to be careful here, or she’d get mad and leave. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Lily demanded, obviously pissed. Maybe he wouldn’t have to do anything. Nikoli forced his face to remain calm as he watched the two of them. 
 
    “We came to grab something to eat,” Adam said carefully. “We saw you and decided to come check on you.” 
 
    “You wanted to come check on her,” Sue said petulantly. “I wanted to go get pizza.” 
 
    Nikoli frowned at Sue. He’d never liked the woman. What Adam saw in her was beyond him. It was obvious she despised Lily from the death glare Sue leveled at her. 
 
    “Adam, you hate Cuban food.” Lily’s voice was velvety soft, and Nikoli realized just how mad she was. “So why are you here? I didn’t think you even knew about Joe’s.” 
 
    “Luther mentioned that Nik loved this place, and I knew you loved Cuban food, so…” 
 
    “So you decided to stop by and what, exactly? Demand I go home? I’m not your sister or your girlfriend, Adam. You can’t tell me what to do. You don’t have that right.” 
 
    “Lily, you’re my best friend, I have every right…” 
 
    “You know what? I’m not going to ruin my date by arguing with you. I was having fun before you showed up. Why don’t you go and find a table and shovel food into your own mouth before you put your foot in it…again!” 
 
    Adam looked like he wanted to say more, but his very angry fiancée hauled him away. Nikoli studied Lily as she glared at their departing backs. It wasn’t until she looked back at him that the truth of it hit him. He’d seen it in her eyes before she could conceal it. 
 
    Well, hell. 
 
    “You’re in love with him!” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lily gaped at Nikoli. How had he figured that out? “Awesome skills there, Sherlock, but you couldn’t be more wrong.” 
 
    “I saw how you looked at him.” 
 
    “Does it really matter?” She sighed. 
 
    “Of course it matters,” Nikoli said. “Does he know?” 
 
    “What do you think?” She focused her attention on the people walking along the sidewalk outside. “He’s getting married in four months.” 
 
    Nikoli stared at her, and it made her squirm. She couldn’t quite read his expression, and it made her nervous. As long as they’d been talking about cars, she’d been fine. She adored cars as much as some women freaked out over shoes. To her surprise, she’d been having fun before Adam showed up. There weren’t many people she could sit down and talk shop with. He’d surprised her. 
 
    “Why don’t you tell him?” Nikoli asked her after a long moment. 
 
    “Because he thinks of me as his little sister,” she admitted bitterly. “He’s never seen me that way.” 
 
    “Oh, I think you might be surprised there.” Nikoli gaze swept to Adam and Sue’s table. “The way he’s glaring at me right now smacks of jealousy.” 
 
    Lily forced herself to refrain from looking in Adam’s direction. 
 
    “Again, you’re wrong,” she told him. “He’s only looking out for me. I am, after all, going to dinner with Boston U’s very own manwhore.” 
 
    Beer spewed, and Lily laughed out loud. Nikoli looked at her, aghast. 
 
    “What did you just call me?” he demanded, his eyes smoldering. 
 
    “A manwhore,” she replied sweetly. 
 
    “I am not a manwhore!” he denied hotly, which only made Lily laugh harder. He looked so shocked. 
 
    “Yes, yes, you are,” she wheezed. “You sleep with a different woman every night, sometimes several a day. You define the word whore. It’s your nickname with most of the girls.” 
 
    “I am a connoisseur of women,” he growled. “Yes, I enjoy sex, but that doesn’t make me a whore!” 
 
    Lily giggled, thinking about her earlier conversation with Janet about him hooking on the corner. She wondered what he’d say to that, but he looked so upset she decided to hold that little tidbit for later. 
 
    “I’m not sure I want to sleep with you anymore,” he told her petulantly. 
 
    She only laughed harder. Gods, she hadn’t laughed like this in ages. Her sides ached from it. She caught Adam staring at her from the corner of her eye. He looked bewildered and alarmed. It was almost as comical as the outraged look on Nikoli’s face. 
 
    “This is a situation I’ve never been in before.” Nikoli leaned back. “The girl I want to sleep with is in love with her best friend, who’s getting married.” 
 
    “It’s not your average quandary,” Lily agreed, trying to stop laughing. 
 
    Nikoli stared at her, his look calculating, and it made her nervous, drying up her laughter. “Why are you looking at me like that?” 
 
    “I’m thinking, here, Lily Bells,” he said softly, his eyes measuring. 
 
    Lily’s sense of self-preservation went on high alert, DEFCON two, to be exact. Her eyes narrowed. “There’s nothing to think about here, Nikoli. Adam’s getting married, I’m moving to New York when we graduate, and you’re not sleeping with me tonight.” 
 
    “No, I’m not sleeping with you tonight,” he agreed, shocking her. “I have other plans for you, Lily. Things we can’t really discuss here, though.” 
 
    “We can discuss anything you want right here out in the open.” No way was she going anywhere private with him. That might not bode so well for her. 
 
    “Let me ask you a question.” Nikoli leaned forward, shifting his legs so they were touching hers. He’d essentially trapped her, because she couldn’t scoot anywhere else. So she pulled her legs up underneath her. Nikoli raised his eyebrows. “Question answered.” 
 
    “What was the question?” She pushed her food around on her plate nervously. She had an idea of where he was going with this. 
 
    “You don’t like to be touched.” It came out more of a statement than a question. He’d answered it himself so she saw no point in denying it. 
 
    “No, I don’t, but that’s really none of your concern.” 
 
    “Oh, but it is, Lily Bells, especially if I’m going to help you.” 
 
    “Help me?” What was he talking about now? “If you think your sexual prowess is going to instantly cure me, you’re dead wrong.” 
 
    He smiled, but it was a smile full of danger. Lily shrank a little against the booth she sat in. That smile made all sorts of things inside of her clench in a not unpleasant way. She didn’t understand how a smile could do that to her, but she was beginning to see how so many different girls had succumbed to it. 
 
    “Do you want Adam?” 
 
    “That’s a moot point. He loves Sue and he’s getting married. Once we graduate, I can escape like I tried to before. He’ll go off with Sue, and I’ll go to New York and move on.” 
 
    “Escape?” 
 
    “I decided to come to Boston because Adam was going to LSU,” she admitted. “He changed his mind and came here instead.” 
 
    “So he followed you to Boston?” Nikoli’s gaze became more calculated by the second. 
 
    “Yeah, but not for the reasons you’re thinking,” Lily put in quickly. “He only wanted to make sure I was okay, that I could handle it.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t you be able to handle it?” 
 
    That was not something she wanted to get into with him. “Doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Does it have something to do with why you don’t like to be touched?” he asked softly. 
 
    Her nostrils flared defiantly. Why was he getting so personal? 
 
    “You realize if you want to stand any chance of winning him away from the blonde model, you’re going to have to let him touch you.” 
 
    “Adam is aware of my sensitivity to people touching me,” Lily hissed. “Why are we even talking about this?” 
 
    “Look over at Boy Wonder, see how he’s holding her hand? Would you let him do that? Could you let him touch you like that?” 
 
    Lily peeked over at Adam’s table. Sure enough, he was holding Sue’s hand, his thumb idly brushing the back of her palm. Lily wanted to be able to let him do that, but the thought alone sent her into panic mode. 
 
    “You don’t stand a shot at winning him if you can’t let him touch you, Lily Bells,” Nikoli whispered so only she could hear. “You need to be able to tolerate it if you want Adam. He needs someone he can touch, caress, kiss, and make love to. Right now, that’s not you.” 
 
    “Do you think I don’t know that?” Lily seethed. “I have wondered so many times how different things might have been if I could let him touch me.” 
 
    “Then let me help you.” 
 
    “How exactly can you help me?” Lily asked suspiciously. 
 
    “For starters, you said he only looks at you like a sister, but the looks I’ve been getting since he got here say something else entirely. He’s jealous, and it’s working the blonde up into a full on rage. You need someone to show real interest in you, to spend time with, someone he can’t stand.” 
 
    “Let me guess, that someone would be you?” Sarcasm dripped from each word. 
 
    He gave her a devilish smile. “Of course. Who better to get his attention than Boston U’s very own manwhore?” 
 
    Lily smiled when he threw her words back at her. He sounded much less cranky now. What was he up to? 
 
    “Everyone knows you don’t date, Nikoli,” Lily pointed out. 
 
    Nikoli’s grin turned wolfish. He knew he had her attention. She wanted Adam, he wanted her, and he’d found a way to get them both what they wanted. Hopefully. It all hinged on her acceptance of his help. He had to be careful here. 
 
    “As you pointed out, everyone thinks of me as a manwhore.” He couldn’t help but cringe at that. He was not a whore. Usually. “So, you’re going to help me buff up my image.” 
 
    “And how exactly am I going to do that?” 
 
    “By dating me, and making me remain celibate.” 
 
    Her mouth dropped open. Just the right response. He was slowly reeling her in. Now the tricky part. 
 
    “No one is going to believe that,” she said after a minute. “Can you even go a day without sex?” 
 
    “Of course I can,” he snapped. “That’s not the point, anyway. I’m not going to need to go have sex with random women. I’m going to have you.” 
 
    “Uh, no, you’re not,” Lily told him hotly. “There is no way I am going to sleep with you just to get Adam’s attention.” 
 
    “Oh, baby, there is so much more to it than that,” he said, his voice low and deep. He knew exactly how his voice affected women, and Lily was no different. Her eyes glazed a bit and her cheeks warmed. Despite what she said, he affected her. He hadn’t lost his mojo just yet. “You can’t just spend time with me. You have to let me touch you.” 
 
    Her eyes went wide and her nostrils flared. He saw sheer panic in her eyes. “Lily, if you want Adam, you have to be able to let him touch you. I can help you with that. You just need some structure, rules. I promise I won’t do anything to scare you, and if I do, I’ll stop right away. All you have to do is safe word.” 
 
    “Safe word?” She frowned and then she glared, getting ready to go all outraged female on him. 
 
    Damn those books. Was there a person left on the planet who hadn’t read them? “Don’t go and get all outraged, Lily Bells, it’s not what you think. I don’t do pain. I have no urge to inflict pain on you. I’m all about pleasure. The panic in your eyes right now make me believe you’d be more comfortable with a safe word, is all. I don’t do BDSM in the sense that you know it.” 
 
    “What exactly are you proposing then, Nikoli?” she asked softly. 
 
    Tricky, tricky. How to do this? 
 
    “I’m not going to lie to you, Lily. I want you, very badly. But I don’t stand a chance if I can’t touch you. I want you in my bed, and I’m willing to be patient and teach you to trust me, to let me touch you, for a price.” 
 
    “And what exactly do I get out of this deal of yours?” 
 
    “You get Adam,” he told her bluntly. “You get to drive him crazy and make him see you for the beautiful, intelligent, and desirable woman you are.” 
 
    “What’s your price?” She sounded belligerent, outraged, and suspicious all at once. 
 
    “You, of course, Lily Bells. The chance to seduce you into my bed, to be more exact. I’m not a gentleman, Lily. I will get you naked, and then I’ll use every trick I have to get you to say yes. That’s my price.” 
 
    She was staring at him like he’d lost his mind. Nikoli needed her to think about this seriously. He could help her, and he’d get to touch that beautiful body whenever he wanted to. Once she felt safe enough with him, he’d be able to seduce her. First he needed to understand where her fear came from, but that was going to be a conversation for another day. He’d shocked her enough for one day. 
 
    “Don’t give me an answer right now. Go home, think about it, and then if you are willing to do what it takes to steal Adam from the blonde, call me. It won’t be easy, and you’re going to have to be honest with me, but I will help you.” He signaled the waitress for their check. “Can I see your phone?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “So I can put my number in it. You need to know it so you can call,” he explained patiently. She was wary, and he expected that. He just needed to be patient and wait her out. Patience, however, was not a virtue he possessed. He was a child of the times. He grew up with the ‘I want it now, now, now’ generation. It was going to be a test of his own willpower to do this, but he had a feeling she’d be worth it. 
 
    She begrudgingly handed her phone to him. He let out a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding. That was new. He’d never been nervous about a girl before, but he’d been afraid she’d just say no and walk away. 
 
    First he dialed his own number so he’d have hers and then he stored his number in her phone. “Come on, Lily Bells, let’s get you home.” 
 
    Tonight certainly hadn’t gone like he’d planned. He’d taken Lily out with the simple task of seducing her, and instead found a woman who held his attention for more than five minutes, one he actually wanted to get to know. He wanted to help her, to see her succeed. As much as he wanted all that, he was slightly terrified. He didn’t do the whole girlfriend scene, and that’s exactly the position he’d put himself in. 
 
    How the hell had he gotten so far off track? 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    After dropping a shell-shocked Lily off at her dorm, Nikoli drove back to his apartment. The lights were on, so he assumed Luther had already come home. He sighed, gearing up for the ribbing he was in for. He’d gone to dinner expecting to have Lily for dessert, and now he had to face Luther’s laughter. Not that he was in the mood to listen to Luther crow. He couldn’t really put his finger on how he felt at the moment. Lily had thrown him from the minute he met her, and she continued to keep him off balance with every moment spent with her. 
 
    He regretted his offer to help her now, in hindsight. He didn’t know if he had the patience to do what needed to be done. The problem was he wanted to help her. Those blue eyes of hers haunted him when he remembered the terror and the panic in them. Something bad had happened to her, and it scarred her to the point she couldn’t bear to be touched by anyone. Someone as beautiful and innocent as Lily shouldn’t be afraid. People loved her, which told him she was special and had a huge heart. His mother would adore her. Which only served to terrify him more. 
 
    Manwhore. He shook his head. He’d had no idea that’s what people thought of him. Sure, he’d slept with a lot of women, but not nearly as many as everyone thought. He’d heard girls bragging about sleeping with him who he’d never touched and had no plans of ever getting naked with. He’d just never bothered to correct the tall tales and rumors. It only enhanced his reputation. Or so he’d thought. Instead, it made him appear like the male slut of Boston University. 
 
    There were reasons he didn’t attach himself to anyone. He and Luther worked hard to make sure no one knew they were millionaires. There were several who did know, but they were the ones who read the gaming magazines or the magazines like People or Time who had interviewed them before. Most of the BU population read the magazines specializing in celebrity lives. Nikoli didn’t want a woman clinging to him for his money. When he decided to settle down with one woman, he’d damn well make sure it was for him and not the millions sitting in his bank account. He was paranoid about it, and so refused to go past a single encounter with anyone. 
 
    Luther sat glued to the TV playing Call of Duty when Nikoli opened the door. Why Luther loved that game, Nikoli had no idea. He’d played it and won and never had the urge to play again. Currently they were working on a new zombie game, one that would make Resident Evil look like child’s play. They’d employed a graphics team to design the game to look as real as possible. He and Luther were the only ones working on the programming. It was groundbreaking work, and they were keeping it as hush-hush as possible. 
 
    “No, no, no, no…dammit!” 
 
    Nikoli glanced at the TV to see Luther had been the victim of a sneak attack and was now cussing enough to make even him raise his eyebrows. It wasn’t until Nikoli heard him muttering about a grand that he understood the outburst. Luther must have had money riding on the game. Whomever had taken him out must be very good. Nikoli never bet against Luther in gaming. 
 
    “Bad luck there, man.” Nikoli tossed Luther a beer. “You going for a rematch?” 
 
    “No,” he snarled. “Little fucker refused. He knows he’ll lose.” 
 
    Nikoli laughed and then joined Luther on the couch. He cracked open his beer and took a long draw from the bottle. Ah, he’d needed that. 
 
    “So,” Luther drawled. “How did your…date…go?” 
 
    “We talked.” 
 
    “Talked?” Luther’s eyebrows shot up. “Just…talked?” 
 
    “Do people really call me the manwhore of BU?” he asked instead of answering. 
 
    Luther laughed. “You hadn’t heard that before?” 
 
    Nikoli shook his head. “No, it was a little disconcerting. I am not a whore. I don’t sleep with every single woman I meet. I enjoy sex, and I won’t apologize for that, but I am not near as bad as Lily said.” 
 
    “Well, you do have a reputation, Nik, that’s spread like wildfire through the female population. It’s made you into a bit of a celebrity.” 
 
    “Don’t sugarcoat it.” Nikoli took another swig of his beer. 
 
    “I’m not.” Luther shook his head. “You’re an icon, man. Every woman on campus wants to mark you off her bucket list.” 
 
    “Somehow that doesn’t make me feel any better,” Nikoli muttered. 
 
    “So what are we gonna do since you struck out with Lily?” Luther asked, his face deceptively blank. “Wanna head over to T’s Pub? I think everyone else is either over at Jillian’s or The White Horse.” 
 
    Nikoli’s eyes narrowed. Why was Luther suggesting they stay away from everyone? 
 
    “I mean, it’s obvious you had an epic failure with Lily,” Luther continued. “I’m sure you don’t want to listen to every guy we know go on and on and on about it…” 
 
    “Not a problem.” Nikoli stared pointedly at Luther. “If that were to happen with any guy we know, I’d beat him to within an inch of his life.” 
 
    The grin slid from Luther’s face, and he beat a hasty retreat to the fridge for more beers. “At least you’re giving up on Lily and…” 
 
    “Who said I was giving up on Lily?” Nikoli savored the jaw drop currently on Luther’s face. 
 
    “But…but…you came home alone!” Luther stammered, slamming the fridge door. 
 
    “Yeah, so?” 
 
    Luther snapped his mouth shut and glared. “You can’t do this, man. She’s not a girl you fuck with. She’s too nice. I swear to God, you hurt her, me and you, we’ll have a problem.” 
 
    Nikoli’s eyebrows shot up. He’d heard Luther talk about Lily before. She’d helped him out in one of his English classes he’d been failing. Nik had no idea Luther was this protective of her, though. 
 
    “Calm the fuck down and stop acting like an outraged woman. You look like your sister when you do that.” Nikoli chuckled when Luther’s glare got hotter. He loved riling him up sometimes. “You got it wrong. Lily and I came to a mutual agreement.” 
 
    “What kind of agreement?” Luther asked suspiciously. 
 
    “She’s in love with Boy Wonder,” Nik told him, disgusted. “He’s marrying the blonde. I promised to help her win over Boy Wonder if she agreed I could try to seduce her.” 
 
    “And she agreed to that stupidity?” Luther barked. 
 
    “Not yet,” Nikoli admitted. “I took her home and told her to think about it. If she stands a chance of stealing Boy Wonder, she has to get over her fears, and I can I help her with that. Deep down, she knows she needs help, and she’ll agree.” 
 
    “Fears?” Luther asked, curious. 
 
    Nik debated with how much he should tell Luther, but Lily would be spending a lot of time here as well as his other apartment. Luther needed to know her boundaries if she was ever going to be comfortable around him. 
 
    “Lily has a phobia,” he said at last. “I’m only telling you because you need to know so you don’t do something to send her running. If she finds out I told you, she’ll beat me bloody.” 
 
    “Now I really am curious.” Luther tossed Nik a bottle of water as he sat down. “What? We’re out of beer. Water won’t kill you.” 
 
    Nikoli grunted. Truth was neither he nor Luther were big drinkers. They could drink with the best of them, but they both agreed after the epic car crash of 2008, they’d keep their drinking to a manageable level. They’d gone out drinking with a buddy, and on the way home, they’d crashed the car. Their friend, who’d been driving, died. After that, both Nikoli and Luther refused to drink and drive. 
 
    “She doesn’t like to be touched,” Nikoli said. “That’s where my biggest problem is. If I can’t touch her, I stand zero chance of getting her in my bed. If she can’t learn to tolerate someone touching her, she stands zero chance of stealing Boy Wonder, who is a touchy-feely person.” 
 
    “Well, damn.” Luther whistled, his expression thoughtful. “That explains a lot. So what kind of agreement did you two come to?” 
 
    “I’m willing to help her get past her phobia and make Boy Wonder jealous if she agrees to my price.” 
 
    “And what price is that?” Luther was back to being suspicious. 
 
    “I get the chance to seduce her, and she gets Boy Wonder.” Nikoli swallowed the rest of his beer and then broke open the water. “It’s a win-win.” 
 
    “Until you break her heart,” Luther growled. “Lily’s not…” 
 
    “Dammit, Luther, shut the hell up!” Nikoli exploded. “I’m tired of hearing everyone warn me off. She’s just a chick!” 
 
    Luther’s mouth worked furiously, before he snapped it shut. A slow grin spread across his face, and Nikoli’s frown deepened. 
 
    “I take it back,” Luther said. “I think this is the best damn idea you’ve ever had.” 
 
    Something was definitely up; Nikoli just wasn’t sure what. “Why are you grinning like an idiot?” 
 
    “Because you are never going to see it until it’s too late,” Luther said. “Lily is the best thing that’ll ever happen to you, but by the time you figure it out, she’ll be gone.” 
 
    “You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about,” Nikoli denied, even though he knew Luther was probably right. Lily Holmes terrified him. 
 
    “We’ll see.” Luther grinned. “Come on, let’s get out of here. The White Horse or T’s?” 
 
    “T’s,” Nikoli told him. “I’m not in the mood for trendy. I need a bar tonight.” 
 
    Luther didn’t say a word. He just held the door open and grinned like the idiot Nikoli labeled him. Nik grumbled and headed out. Tonight he needed some stiff whiskey. Lily Holmes wasn’t even his yet, and she was already driving him to drink. Just what the hell had he gotten himself into? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The phone buzzed again, and Lily sighed. She knew without looking it was Adam. He’d been blowing up her cell since she left the restaurant. He was worried. She got it, but at the same time, he didn’t have the right to make her feel like second best to anyone. It may not have been his intention, but that’s how she ended up feeling. That’s how she always felt around Adam. 
 
    It came back to her aversion to being touched. Adam looked out for her, protected her. He saw her as a pseudo little sister. Never once in the entire time they’d known each other had he ever looked at her the way he looked at any of his girlfriends. Even before her aversion started. She was always just Lily to him. 
 
    Frustrated, she threw a throw pillow at the wall. Nikoli was right about one thing. Adam was a touchy-feely person, and he needed that intimate contact. Her hands started to shake just thinking about letting Adam stroke her hand like he had Sue’s, and she cursed herself six ways to Sunday. Why couldn’t she get past her stupid phobia? 
 
    Someone started pounding on her door, and she closed her eyes in frustration. It was only the first day. What kind of trouble could the girls have gotten themselves into already? Grumbling, she dragged herself to the door, surprised when she saw Adam on the other side. He looked relieved to see her. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Adam?” Lily asked, resigned to a potential fight. 
 
    “I just need to make sure you were…that you didn’t…are you okay?” 
 
    Lily quirked a brow. “That I didn’t what? Sleep with Nikoli? You know me better than that, Adam.” 
 
    He let out a breath she didn’t realize he’d been holding. Maybe Nikoli wasn’t entirely wrong about how Adam felt. Could there be hope? One way to find out. 
 
    “Not that it would have been any of your business if I had,” she said. “Why do you even care who I sleep with?” 
 
    “Can I come in?” he asked, his eyes a little pained. “I don’t really want to talk about this standing here where half the hall is listening.” 
 
    Lily peeked around him and saw that several of the doors had opened and people were listening. Damn nosy freshmen. She stepped back and let him in, closing the door. He collapsed on her bed and stared at the ceiling for a minute. She leaned against the door and waited. 
 
    He rolled to face her. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “For what?” She narrowed her eyes. “For insulting me? For following me to Joe’s? For acting like a complete asshole? For embarrassing me in front of Nikoli? For making me feel worthless? What exactly are you sorry for, Adam?” 
 
    He had the good grace to wince. “All that,” he said. “I didn’t mean to make you feel worthless, Lily, or insinuate that you weren’t good enough for Nikoli. I swear to God, that’s not what I meant.” 
 
    She continued to glare, and he flushed. “Look, Lily, it’s just that Nikoli is more experienced, he’s…well, he’s…” 
 
    “A manwhore?” Lily supplied. “I know that, Adam. No one has to tell me who he is. I know who he is and his opinion of women.” 
 
    “Then why the hell would you go out with him?” Adam shouted, his blue eyes starting to burn with his own anger. 
 
    “Because I wanted to!” Lily shouted right back. 
 
    “You really have lost your damn mind!” Adam growled, sitting up. “He will eat you alive, Lily.” 
 
    “Again, none of your business!” 
 
    “Yes, it is my business!” Adam stood and stalked over to stand barely inches from her. “You’re my business.” 
 
    “Adam, like I said at Joe’s, I’m not your sister, and I’m certainly not your girlfriend. You can’t tell me what to do, who to do it with, or where I can do it! If I want to screw the entire football team in the locker room, I can, and it still won’t be any of your business!” 
 
    His eyes glowed with fury. She could read it in every muscle in his body. His fist landed against the wall beside her head. She’d never seen him this mad. Nikoli was right about one thing. Adam was jealous. 
 
    “Lily Isabella Holmes.” His eyes softened. “You have been my business since you beat the shit out of Jimmy Carson in fourth grade when he tried to take my lunch. You’re my best friend, and I’ll be damned if I sit and watch you fall victim to Nikoli Kincaid. You’re better than that. You deserve to be treated like something more than a piece of ass.” 
 
    “Nikoli has been very upfront and honest with me.” Panic started to creep in as Adam moved closer, blocking her in. “He never promised me forever, only a good time. If I do anything, I will go into it with my eyes wide open. I’m not stupid, Adam.” 
 
    His hand came up and pushed a stray lock of hair behind her ear. She flinched and whimpered. The small touch made her start to shake. She couldn’t bear it, and Adam knew it. He laughed. “I don’t think I’ll have to worry about that, anyway, Lils.” 
 
    “Really?” she asked, her fear turning to anger. “Why’s that, Adam? Explain it to me.” 
 
    “You won’t let him touch you, Lily.” The anger bled out of his eyes. “You and I both know it.” 
 
    “Bastard,” she whispered, tears welling up despite her attempt to keep them back. “Get the hell out!” 
 
    His face blanched, realizing what he’d said. “Oh, God, Lily, I’m sorry! I didn’t mean it…I’m so sorry…” 
 
    “Get. Out.” 
 
    He moved away from her, and she yanked the door open. “Get out!” 
 
    “No!” he yelled. “I didn’t mean it. Please, Lily, I didn’t mean it!” 
 
    She could hear the doors opening down the hall, and she closed her eyes, mortified. “Adam, I can’t talk to you right now. I need you to leave. Please.” 
 
    “Not until you forgive me.” He pulled the door from her and shut it. “I can’t leave until you forgive me, Lily, please. I’m sorry. I swear to you, I didn’t mean it. I would never try to use that to hurt you.” 
 
    “Adam, I’m going to ask you one more time to leave, then I’m calling Mikey to come haul you out. I can’t, not right now. Please, just leave me the hell alone.” 
 
    “Lily…” 
 
    “No,” she cut him off. “I want you to leave. Go find your perfect little girlfriend who can stand for you to touch her.” 
 
    “Shit, Lily…” 
 
    “Shut up!” she shouted. “You have no right, none! Now. Get. The. Hell. Out!” 
 
    She opened the door. His whole body slumped, defeated. “I’ll leave, but this isn’t over, Lily. I’m not about to lose my best friend because I can’t control my own stupid mouth.” 
 
    “I already lost you a long time ago, Adam,” she said softly. He frowned, confused. “Please, just leave.” 
 
    Finally, he walked out of her room, and she slammed the door, sliding down until she sat against it. Her whole body shook from the pain of what just happened. How dare he throw that in her face? She felt worse than worthless; Adam had used her phobia to demoralize her. It hurt. Tears burned wet tracks down her cheeks. 
 
    Lily was tired of being afraid, tired of feeling like she was worthless, broken, and not worthy of the great Adam Roberts. She was tired of being a self-imposed victim. She deserved better, dammit. Adam was right about that. She’d be damned if she sat here and let her own fear hold her back anymore. She would never let anyone make her feel like this again. 
 
    Reaching for her phone, she found Nik’s number. He picked it up on the second ring. 
 
    “Lily Bells?” 
 
    “Okay, Kincaid, you’ve got a deal.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong?” Nik sat up in his chair and pushed the blonde off his lap. Lily sounded like she was crying. “What happened?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” she whispered, her voice a little broken. “Do you want the deal or not?” 
 
    “Hell, yes, I want the deal,” he said. Why was she crying? 
 
    “Call me tomorrow and we’ll set up the details.” Click. 
 
    Nik pulled the phone from his ear and stared down at it, shocked. She’d hung up on him. No one ever hung up on him. Why the fuck was she crying? The blonde tried to crawl back in his lap, and he stood up. “Luther!” 
 
    Luther emerged from the direction of the pool tables. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Find your own way home,” he told him. “I need to go take care of something.” 
 
    Luther nodded and wandered back the way he’d come. Nik waved his waitress over and paid his bill, tipping the girl a fifty. She’d been a good server, actually doing her job instead of flirting. Plus he knew she had three kids at home she was supporting off her tips. He’d overheard her discussing it with one of the other waitresses last year. Since then, he always tried to tip her well when she was his waitress. She appreciated it, and he got great service. 
 
    “We’re leaving already?” the blonde asked, her eyes lighting up. 
 
    “I’m leaving. You can do whatever you want.” With that, he grabbed his keys and walked out of the bar, the blonde glaring at his retreating back. He couldn’t get Lily’s voice out of his head. She’d sounded devastated. He was thrilled she’d agreed, but the thought of this making her cry unsettled him. 
 
    It only took him about twenty minutes to get to her dorm. He nodded to Jamie, the security officer, as he strolled in. “Jamie, how’s it going?” 
 
    “Not too bad,” the young guard said with a yawn. “I just got here, so I’ll let you know in a few hours.” 
 
    “I’m supposed to meet Lily Holmes, but I forgot what floor she said she’s on,” he continued, not missing the look Jamie gave him. “She called earlier and left a voicemail.” 
 
    “Lily called you?” Jamie asked suspiciously. 
 
    Nikoli sighed and pulled out his phone, showing Jamie the last call with Lily’s name on it. “What room?” 
 
    Jamie’s green eyes narrowed further, and his red hair only served to make his face look redder when he glared at Nik. “She’s in room 432, but I swear if you upset her, I won’t let you back in this dorm for any reason.” 
 
    Nikoli frowned. He was getting tired of the threats. “Trust me.” He forced himself to curb his irritation. “The last thing I want is to hurt her. She’s upset, and I just need to check on her.” With that, he boarded an elevator and tapped his foot impatiently as he rode up to the fourth floor. When he stepped off the elevator, two freshmen stared at him, but he ignored them as he started searching room numbers. 
 
    Lily’s door was dead center of the hall, and as he was about to knock, he heard something. Listening, he realized she was crying, and it made his gut wrench. Not letting himself think about why it bothered him, he knocked. He heard shuffling, and then the door opened. Her face was a puffy red mess. “You don’t cry well,” was the first thing out of his mouth. She tried to slam the door in his face, but he caught it and pushed his way in, closing the door behind him. 
 
    “I said we’d meet tomorrow.”  
 
    “Milaya, what happened?” he asked softly. “Why are you crying?” 
 
    She just stared at him, tears leaking out of her big blue eyes, and it nearly did him in. It was a feeling he’d never experienced, and it unsettled him. He reached out to touch her, and she shrank away from him, her whole body trembling. He could see the fear in her eyes. This was the first time he’d ever really wanted to comfort someone, to help them, and he couldn’t. Her phobia prevented him from even trying to soothe her. Frustration burned inside, both at himself for wanting to comfort her, and his inability to do just that. 
 
    “If our arrangement is upsetting you this much, Lily, we won’t do it.” Nikoli couldn’t believe the words escaped his lips, but he wouldn’t be the cause of this. People were right in that Lily was special, and maybe that was why he was determined to have her, but he would never deliberately do anything to cause her this much pain. 
 
    She shook her head. “No…no, this isn’t your fault. Adam…” 
 
    When he heard her voice break, he wanted to smash Adam’s face. What the hell had the little fucker done? “Adam what?”  
 
    She shook her head again and hiccuped. “Doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “It matters to me, Milaya.” His voice was deceptively calm. When he got his hands on Boy Wonder, he was going to do some damage. “I…” He broke off when someone started pounding on the door. With a growl, he swung around and nearly ripped it off its hinges, hoping Adam would be standing there so he could hurt him as badly as Lily was hurting now. Instead, he saw the same girl he’d seen Lily with earlier tonight. 
 
    She stared up at him, surprised. “Where’s Lily?” 
 
    “She’s not seeing anyone right now.” Nikoli tried to shut the door, but she slid around him. When she saw Lily in tears and shaking, she turned on him like a rabid dog. “What the hell did you do?” 
 
    “Nikoli didn’t do anything,” Lily defended him. “What are you doing here, Janet?” 
 
    “Adam said you were upset and…” Her eyes widened. “Adam did this? Honey, what happened?” 
 
    Lily’s gaze shot to Nikoli, and he cursed. Janet did the same. 
 
    “Come on, Milaya,” Nikoli said. “We’re getting out of here for a little while.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Lily backed further away. “I…” 
 
    “I promise, I’ll be on my best behavior,” he assured her. “You need to get out of here, away from everyone for a little while.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Lily,” Janet frowned at him, which caused him to snarl in return. 
 
    “I’m not the one who hurt her,” he said, the bite in his own voice shocking him. 
 
    “Not yet,” Janet said hotly. “She’s not a one night stand, and she’s not one of your girls who spread their…” 
 
    “Enough!” Lily shouted. She’d had it. Everyone needed to shut up. Her head was pounding, and she felt like she’d been dragged over a pit of hot coals. She hurt. Everywhere. She couldn’t deal with any of this right now. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Janet apologized. “I just…” 
 
    “I know, Jan.” Lily closed her eyes and let out a long sigh. “You care and you’re concerned, but Nikoli isn’t anyone’s business but mine. Leave it alone.” 
 
    Janet’s eyes went round, but she nodded. “Do you need to come stay at the House tonight?” 
 
    Lily shook her head. She couldn’t face anyone until after she calmed down. No way in hell did she want Janet pitying her all night either. “No, I’ll be fine. Go home, Janet.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “No buts,” she said firmly. “I’m going out with Nikoli anyway, so no need to stay here. I’ll be fine.” Lily couldn’t believe she’d just agreed to that, but the thought of all those girls in the hall whispering and talking about all the fighting…it was too much. Plus if she stayed here another minute remembering everything that happened with Adam, she’d go a little nuts. 
 
    Nikoli held the door open for Janet. Lily expected to see a self-satisfied smirk on his face when he closed it behind her, but instead, he still looked angry. Lily had been surprised to see Nikoli at her door to begin with, but was even more suprised he seemed to be pissed on her behalf. It confused her a bit. She hadn’t expected him to rush over here after her phone call. 
 
    “Why are you here?” she asked him, more curious than anything. 
 
    “I honestly don’t know.” He grimaced. Lily had the distinct feeling he was as confused by his own actions as she was. Nikoli Kincaid was not a man who checked on women, let alone women he’d just met. 
 
    “You didn’t need to,” Lily told him after a minute. “I’m fine.” 
 
    He snorted. “You are not fine, Milaya. Come on, let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “I just told Janet I was going with you so she’d leave,” Lily said. She had no intention of going anywhere with him. She’d changed her mind. “You can leave too.” 
 
    He studied her, and it made Lily squirm. “Do you really want to stay here by yourself, Lily? As soon as I leave, all those girls are going to start knocking on your door asking questions. Are you up for that?” 
 
    Lily frowned. He had a point. She’d seen the number of people staring when Janet left and had no doubt they’d be over here as soon as Nikoli departed. Dammit. She just wanted to curl up and cry in peace and quiet. 
 
    “Fine,” she said. “But no funny business, deal doesn’t start until tomorrow.” 
 
    He gave her that sly smile she was coming to actually like, despite her better judgement. “Scout’s honor.” 
 
    “You grew up in Russia,” she reminded him. “Do they even have Boy Scouts in Russia?” 
 
    “No, but I like the American saying. It makes people trust you.” 
 
    “I trust you about as much as I would a scorpion, Kincaid.” 
 
    He grinned wider. “Let’s go, Lily Bells.” 
 
    Lily grabbed her keys and followed Nikoli out the door, stopping only to lock it. She stared straight ahead, catching curious faces staring at her out of the corner of her eye. She rubbed her forehead to try and ease the throbbing headache as she walked, knowing she was going to be the talk of the campus after this. So not what she had planned for tonight. 
 
    She waved at Jamie, the security guard. He took one look at her and stalked over to them. “What the hell did he do to you?” Then he turned his fury on Nikoli. “I told you if you upset her you’d be banned from this building…” 
 
    “Jamie, wait,” Lily interrupted him. “Nikoli didn’t upset me. He came to check on me.” 
 
    “But you’ve been crying.” Jamie frowned. 
 
    Lily stared at Nikoli’s somewhat pained expression and shook her head, frustrated. “Has this been going on all day?” she asked Nikoli. 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah, it’s a little hard to get near you without someone trying to get in my face about it.” 
 
    “Adam.” Lily sighed. She should have known he’d pull something like this, which only infuriated her more. 
 
    “Oh, no, Lily Bells.” Nikoli laughed. “It’s not just Adam. I don’t think you realize how many people care about you. My phone has been blowing up since lunch.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. People were warning Nikoli away from her? Why? “Jamie, I’m fine. If you want to blame anyone for making me cry, blame Adam. Nikoli is just being a good friend.” 
 
    Jamie’s eyes widened and he stared at her, nonplussed. Lily headed out, Nikoli right behind her, before Jamie could say anything else. She’d had no idea. Maybe that was another reason Nikoli seemed intent on gaining her as a conquest—because everyone told him he couldn’t have her. People needed to mind their own business. 
 
    Nikoli didn’t try to talk as they drove. Lily was grateful for that. She was afraid she’d burst into tears again. She was angry too. What Adam had said to her…that hurt. He’d used her phobia against her, to make her feel pathetic and worthless. He’d said it deliberately. Adam had never been cruel to her before. How could he do that? 
 
    Lily expected Nikoli to take the next turn, but he continued, driving deeper into the heart of the city. This was not the route to his apartment. She’d been with Mikey when they’d dropped Luther off before, so she knew they were not going there. About twenty minutes later, they pulled into the parking deck of a very expensive apartment high-rise. 
 
    “Where are we?” she asked when he opened her door for her. 
 
    “My place.” He motioned her to follow him to the elevator. She frowned when he inserted a key and then punched the button for the top floor. 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Luther and I share an apartment close to campus, Lily, but this place is mine. I’ll answer all your questions when we get upstairs, okay?” 
 
    The ride up the elevator seemed to take forever. Nikoli stared straight ahead, and it made Lily even more nervous than she already was. She shouldn’t have come. Why did she let him talk her into this? 
 
    When the elevator opened, Nikoli ushered her out into what looked like a foyer or entrance hall. She couldn’t see any other apartment doors, so this had to be a penthouse apartment. The floor was black marble and the walls a stark white, with expensive art hanging strategically here and there. Her mouth went a little dry. She knew he and Luther had money, but she hadn’t imagined this. Lily was a gamer and read the gaming magazines. She knew who Nikoli was, but she hadn’t mentioned it because he hadn’t. She liked her own privacy, and therefore respected everyone else’s. 
 
    The inside of the apartment was huge. It had an open concept look, with the living room flowing into the kitchen and dining room. The furniture was done in earthy shades, with splashes of red to provide a stark contrast to the browns and taupes. It was very masculine. Her mind kept going back to their earlier conversation at the restaurant. He said she needed a safe word, and her eyes widened at the thoughts of what he did here with other women. She didn’t trust him, so why did she let him bring her here? Panic set in, and she glanced back at the door, wondering how fast she could make an escape if need be. 
 
    Nikoli kicked off his shoes and walked to the kitchen, where he grabbed two bottles of water out of the fridge before coming back into the main room. He sat down on the couch and motioned for Lily to join him. 
 
    Lily stared at him, and Nikoli waited. He had to let her make the decision to come to him. It had to be her decision. This was the first step toward her learning to trust him. Without trust, they’d get nowhere fast. The different emotions that ran through her eyes fascinated him. There was fear, hesitation, and curiosity. He was betting on curiosity being the driving factor here. 
 
    She’d been quiet on the ride over, and he’d respected that. Whatever Adam had done earlier really messed her up. She was still shaking slightly. Nikoli let out a small sigh of relief when she hesitantly sat down on the opposite end of the couch as far away from him as she could get. He didn’t let it bother him. Trust would be learned, and he would learn a little bit of patience in return. 
 
    He tossed her a bottle of water. She twisted the cap off and took a sip, her tongue darting out to lick the drops from her lips. His nostrils flared at the sight, but he tamped his own desire down. He had to be careful not to scare her. 
 
    “You said you’d explain when we got here?” She looked everywhere but at him. 
 
    “This is my escape,” he told her. “It’s where I come to get away from everyone, where I come to…to share certain experiences with women who enjoy the same things I do.” 
 
    Her eyes flew up to his face, and he bit back a smile at the anger in her eyes. He knew what she was thinking. She had nothing to fear from him. 
 
    “Lily Bells, don’t overreact.” He tried to keep his voice soothing. “I told you I had certain tendencies, but none of them involve pain. I have never caused a woman physical pain, and I never will.” 
 
    “You just break their hearts.” Her voice was full of her own anger at his behavior. He was relieved. He’d take anger over hurt any day. 
 
    “I thought we agreed to disagree,” he said mildly. “Now, Lily Bells, what happened tonight? You were fine when I left you.” 
 
    She pulled her knees up against her chest and wrapped her arms around them. Her eyes took on a haunted look that made him want to hit something. “Adam came over to check…” 
 
    “To check what?” he prompted after a minute when she didn’t go on. 
 
    “You were right,” she said, her voice small and anguished. “He was jealous. He came over to check to see if you and I had…if we…” 
 
    “Had sex?” he offered. He could see how hard this was for her talk about. He needed to know what happened tonight, but more than that, he needed to know why she was afraid of anyone touching her. 
 
    She nodded. “I told him it wasn’t any of his business, and he got angry.” 
 
    “Did he hurt you?” Every muscle coiled at the thought of anyone touching her in anger. 
 
    “Not like you mean,” she whispered. “Adam would never hit me, but he did hurt me.” A tear slipped down her cheek, and as much as he wanted to reach over and wipe it away, he kept his hands tightly clenched. “He…he…Adam knows how hard it is for me to…” She closed her eyes briefly, and Nikoli felt his anger burn hotter. He knew what Adam had done. He’d done it deliberately out of anger. 
 
    “He used your fear to make you feel inadequate?” Nikoli clenched his fists. She nodded, and his frown deepened. Adam was supposed to be her friend. No matter how jealous the dickhead was, he should never have hurt her like that. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    She gave a humorless laugh. “He’s right, though. I’ve let it turn me into someone who isn’t capable of intimacy. I can’t give him what Sue can.” 
 
    “I told you I’d help you with that,” Nikoli reminded her, “but I have to understand why you’re so afraid. Did someone hurt you, Lily?” 
 
    “I wasn’t abused, molested, or raped as a kid if that’s what you’re thinking.” Her fingers twisted the end of the throw cushion she’d picked up. “It’s all in my head, according to every therapist and psychologist I’ve ever been to.” 
 
    Nikoli had expected a story of violence, given how she’d reacted when he’d grabbed her at lunch, so he was very surprised to hear that. “So, it just kind of developed on its own?” 
 
    “Do we have to talk about it right now?” Her voice was strained as her eyes fell away from his, but he’d caught the glimmer of shame in them. 
 
    “Yes, we have to talk about it right now.” he said, his voice firm. “I need to understand this if I am going to help you.” 
 
    Another hollow laugh erupted from her. “It’s not about helping me, and you know it. It’s about trying to get me naked.” 
 
    “That’s true.” He cracked a grin, despite the seriousness of the situation. “I won’t lie about it, but I do want to help you, Lily. I don’t know exactly why, but I do. And I can help you, more than anyone else, but you have to help me understand why you can’t bear for someone to touch you.” 
 
    She remained quiet for a long time, but Nikoli patiently waited. He couldn’t push her, not right now. He would eventually, but for now, she needed to do this, to trust him. It was hard for her. Her face said as much, but when she nodded, he relaxed. 
 
    “You know my dad died when I was twelve,” she began. “I started to act out after that. Gave my mom some serious trouble. I skipped school, started hanging out with the wrong people, and over the next three years, you name it, I did it. My sister, Laney, decided enough was enough. It was Friday night, and I snuck out of the house. Laney followed me and tried to stop me. She grabbed me, and I pushed her. When she fell, I went running across the street. There was a park across from us that cut straight through to the cemetery where I was meeting up with my friends. She got up to follow me. Our house was on a curve, one you couldn’t see around. The driver never saw her. He wasn’t even going very fast, but he drove right over her. She died from massive internal bleeding.” 
 
    “And you blame yourself.” Nikoli hadn’t expected that. Losing so many people in such a short amount of time had to be hard to begin with, but blaming herself too? It sucked ass. He at least understood her a bit better now and could build from there. 
 
    She nodded. “Wouldn’t you?” 
 
    He could have lied to her, but that wouldn’t have done either of them any good. “Yeah, Lily Bells, I probably would have blamed myself too.” 
 
    She smiled slightly. “After that, it got harder for me to let anyone touch me. I kept seeing her grab my arm and me pushing her away, and then watching as the truck ran her over. Adam tried to help me, he used to grab me in these bear hugs, but I just couldn’t…I started to shake, and then I’d start screaming. I couldn’t. He gave up after a while. It was an easy diagnosis, but a little harder to cure. It really is all in my head.” 
 
    “You equate someone touching you with death, specifically a death caused by you,” Nikoli muttered. This might be harder than he’d expected, but he wasn’t going to let her mental hang-ups deter him.  
 
    “So how can you fix that?” She laughed bitterly. 
 
    “With patience,” he said, determined. And some help from friends in the psych department. A few owed him favors and might be able to shed some light on her phobia for him.  
 
    Lily glanced up, surprised. Patience? He seriously thought he could cure her of her worst phobia with patience? Nikoli Kincaid was truly insane if he thought that. 
 
    “Adam tried that for over a year, Nikoli. Why would your attempts be any different?” 
 
    He studied her, and Lily squirmed. She also blushed when his gaze traveled from her head to her toes and back up, landing on her lips and staying there. She felt hot and took a sip of water. His stare caused all sorts of unfamiliar sensations to assault her. His smile said he knew it too. Here she’d told him her darkest secret, and all that was on his mind was sex! Now she felt really stupid. Why did she believe this could work? Nikoli was the worst kind of womanizer, and she knew it. 
 
    “Lily, Boy Wonder is an asshat and an idiot,” Nikoli told her. “You needed patience and a firm hand. He couldn’t give that to you. It was too hard, and he gave up. I, on the other hand, don’t give up, and I love a challenge.” 
 
    “How are you supposed to help me when all you can think about is getting into my pants?” Lily asked, rubbing her arms. 
 
    “It’s because I want into your pants that I can help you,” he fired back. “I have methods we can use, things that will help you learn to tolerate my touch, enjoy just thinking about what my hands will do to you.” 
 
    She swallowed, every muscle in her body tightening at the promise in his voice. Somehow in that moment, looking into his black eyes, she believed him. He might be able to do this for her. 
 
    “I’m sorry about your sister,” he told her. “I don’t know what I’d do if I lost one of my brothers, so I can’t begin to imagine what you felt, what you still feel. Hell, all but one of my brothers have graduated and spread out around the country, and I miss them. If I couldn’t call one of them or see them…” He closed his eyes, and Lily just stared. She’d never seen this side of him. He sounded like a decent human being for once. “I am sorry, Lily.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said softly. 
 
    “I’m a bastard. I know that, but I’m not a heartless bastard,” he said, sliding closer to her. She pushed herself as far into the cushion as she could, but he came closer, until he was sitting only about two inches away from her. Her palms started to sweat. “I want you to understand that simple fact. I’m going to push you, Milaya, push you well past your breaking points on many levels, but know that I heard you, heard your pain. I won’t let my own needs make me forget how much you’re hurting. You will always come first with me. You just need to be willing to try.” 
 
    His dark eyes burned with an intensity that scared Lily a bit. She’d never had anyone look at her like that. Those eyes held a promise. All she had to do was accept it. Could she do it? 
 
    “Will you tell me exactly how you plan on helping me?” She needed to know the specifics. 
 
    “We’re going to go slowly, Lily. First, you have to be comfortable with me, so you and I are going to spend a lot of time together. You’ll be as comfortable with me as you are with Boy Wonder and Mike.” 
 
    “Hardly.” She couldn’t repress the giggle that slipped out. She was too nervous. “Neither of them have designs on my virtue.” 
 
    He smiled, really smiled, and she couldn’t help but admire his dimples. Nikoli had a nice smile when he wasn’t trying too hard. It was honest. “Once you start to get used to me, we’ll move on to something basic.” 
 
    “Like?” 
 
    “Like putting your hand in mine. I won’t do anything except let you set your hand in mine. You can snatch it back without fear.” 
 
    “So you’ll let me touch you instead of touching me?” She’d never tried that before. Adam had always forced her to let him hug her. 
 
    “It’s all about control, Lily,” Nikoli explained. “Everyone has been forcing their touch on you, and I won’t do that. I may do a few sneak attacks, but I’m going to let you get used to touching me, become familiar with how my skin feels against yours. Once that happens, then I’ll touch you. Trust me, Milaya, you will learn to love the way I touch you.” 
 
    “What does that mean? Milaya? It’s Russian?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s Russian,” he said. 
 
    “So?” she prompted. “What does it mean?” 
 
    Nikoli wasn’t ready to tell her yet what it meant. He wasn’t even sure himself why he called her that. It meant sweetheart. He’d never in his life called a woman sweetheart. It slipped out around this one, and it unnerved him a little. 
 
    “What it means doesn’t matter.” He brushed the question aside. “Are you ready for this, Lily? Really ready for it? I want you to be sure.” 
 
    “I…I don’t want to live like this anymore, terrified, unable to show anyone how much I care about them. I can’t even hug my mom.” She twisted her fingers, her anxiety easy to read. “Even if things don’t turn out with Adam, I want to be normal again, Nikoli. I want to have what everyone else has—someone who loves them, a family. I need to be able to touch someone in order to get that. ” 
 
    Nikoli watched her. So many emotions ran rampant on her face. He couldn’t even begin to fathom all the pain this woman had gone through, but here she sat, stronger than most. Yeah, she had a hang-up, but she was trying to get past it. She wasn’t taking it lying down anymore. To face your fears took more courage than people ever gave you credit for. He’d faced a few demons himself, so he understood. Lily wasn’t just special; she was extraordinary. 
 
    “Then you’ll have it, Lily. I promise.” 
 
    “What about you, though?” she asked. 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    Lily grinned, her inner devil shining through, and Nikoli frowned. What was the minx up to? 
 
    “Well, you did say you wanted to improve people’s perception of you. If you plan on doing this, it means you can’t go out and have sex with whomever. If you want people to believe we’re dating, then you are going to have to conform to my standards.” 
 
    So the little minx had a devil in her after all. Two could play this game. He pushed her. He scooted until his thigh was pressed firmly against hers. She sucked in her breath. “As I told you earlier, Lily. I won’t need anyone else. I’ll have you.” Before she had time to respond, he leaned in and softly brushed his lips against hers. It was over and done before she could freak. He stood up and walked over to the row of window overlooking the Boston skyline. He needed to give her a moment and to get his own emotions under control. 
 
    Lily’s hand shook as she brought her fingers up to touch her lips. She couldn’t believe he’d done that! He’d told her he wouldn’t touch her this soon, and he’d gone and done it anyway. 
 
    “You said…” 
 
    “I did say.” He turned to face her. “My goal is to help you, Lily, make you comfortable with me, but I also want to touch you, very badly. It’s why I’m over here right now. I want to bend you over that couch and fuck you so hard, you’ll feel me inside you for a week, but I’m controlling myself.” 
 
    Lily’s mouth formed a silent O. She hadn’t expected that. He was honest, if nothing else. “How can I trust you, though, if you can’t even keep your word for one day?” 
 
    “Lily, I promised we’d take it slow, get you comfortable with me, but part of that includes my sneak attacks. My lips feathered over yours, not even a touch really. I will do it again and again. Get used to it.” 
 
    She swallowed. He meant that. He was going to do it again. Her insides tightened, but not in fear. Her hands were shaking, yeah, but there was more than fear there—she felt excitement, anticipation. Why did his touch, even the promise of his touch, do this to her? No one, not even Adam, had ever made her feel like this. Maybe the manwhore really was that good. She laughed, thinking about what Janet would have to say on the matter. 
 
    “Something funny?” he asked, his voice low and rough. 
 
    Lily looked up and her laughter died. He looked hard, determined. Not the laughing man of before. He looked more like the dominant males she secretly loved to read about, and it made her mouth dry. Dear Lord, what was she getting into? She almost called it off right then and there, but forced the words back. If she didn’t take a chance, then she’d never know. This man—not the boy from before, but the man in front of her—could give her back her life. Instinct told her this, and she wasn’t going to give up the chance for normalcy. 
 
    Not that she’d tell him that, though. “I was just thinking about what everyone’s going to say when the manwhore goes straight. Do you think you can handle the ribbing?” 
 
    “Connoisseur of women, Lily, connoisseur of women.” 
 
    “If that gets you through the night,” she said, shrugging. “At least you’re not hooking on the corner…” 
 
    He spewed the water he’d just put into his mouth, and Lily laughed. Oh God, she was going to have to tell Janet about this one for sure. 
 
    “You are going to pay for that one, Milaya,” he promised. “I may spank you.” 
 
    “No, you won’t,” she said, laughing. “You just told me you don’t hurt women.” 
 
    “I never said it’d hurt, did I?” His eyes glittered with intent, and Lily’s own widened. 
 
    Her own doubts crowded back in, and she pushed them down. This man could be more dangerous to her than anyone else. He struck a chord in her, and it scared her, but she refused to be a coward anymore. 
 
    “No touching, remember?” 
 
    He grinned, a slow, lazy smile that put her on alert. “Oh, but when I do touch you, Milaya…” 
 
    Lily took a shaky breath. She needed to get out of here, before they both did something she wasn’t ready for. “I think we should probably go back to campus now.” 
 
    Nikoli chuckled. “Running already. You realize I’m not going to let you escape so easily next time?” 
 
    “I’m counting on it,” she said and meant it. She needed him to not let her run. Maybe it was what she’d needed all along. 
 
    “Come on, Lily Bells, let’s get you home.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lily felt like crap, but her growling stomach roused her out of bed. She didn’t even bother changing, she just took care of business in the bathroom and washed her face. Lily headed to the cafeteria dressed in her favorite penguin pajama pants and an old AC/DC t-shirt. Stifling a yawn, she grabbed a bowl of fresh fruit and yogurt covered in granola, along with a glass of OJ. She plopped down at the first table she came to and rubbed her eyes. They felt blurry and gritty from her lack of sleep. Her only plans for today were to eat, then go back to bed for a couple more hours, and then possibly she’d deal with Nikoli. 
 
    Just thinking about last night twisted her stomach into knots. She still couldn’t believe Adam had done that, said those awful, hurtful things to her. Never would she have thought him capable of being so cruel. She tried to tell herself it showed he cared enough to be jealous, that she might have a shot at winning him from Sue, but it hurt too much. Lily didn’t know how long it would take her to forgive him, but it wasn’t going to be soon. It might actually help, too, if Nikoli’s plan worked. If she stayed away from Adam, and spent her time with Nikoli, then it might drive him crazy enough to realize she was more than just his best friend. 
 
    If Nikoli’s plan worked, and that was a big if. 
 
    Her phone buzzed and she looked down to see Adam’s face on the screen. She hit ignore. Too early to even try to deal with that. 
 
    “You look like hell, Lily.” 
 
    Lily let her head fall on the table. Mikey. Of course. Adam probably sent him to feel out how mad she was. 
 
    “Well, thank you, Michelangelo,” she grumbled. “Make me feel all awesome, why don’t you?” 
 
    He plopped down across from her, and his plate of steaming eggs and waffles made her grimace. How anyone could eat something that heavy first thing in the morning was beyond her. Just gross. 
 
    “Soooo…” 
 
    Lily grimaced, and he laughed, but then his face got serious. “Adam got so drunk last night, I thought he might have alcohol poisoning.” 
 
    “Is he all right?” she asked, alarmed. She might be mad and hurt, but she didn’t want him hurt too. Well, not much. 
 
    “Sleeping it off, but he told me some stuff,” Mike said. “I’m sorry for what he said, Lils, and so is he.” 
 
    She sighed. “Sorry doesn’t cut it this time, Mikey.”  
 
    “I know, but you realize he only said those things because he was jealous, right?” Mike shoveled eggs in his mouth and swallowed. Man didn’t even chew. Lily screwed up her face. “All he could go on about was you and Nikoli. He wants to beat the crap out of him.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, it’s none of his business, especially after what he said to me.” 
 
    “Janet said you left with Nikoli last night.” Mikey put his fork down and stared at her. “Lily, Nikoli…” 
 
    “Is none of your business either,” she said bluntly. 
 
    “I just don’t want you to do something stupid out of spite.” Mike turned his full attention on her. “You’re like a sister to me, Lily, so I have to put my two cents in. Your eyes are bruised and hurt, so I don’t know if you’re thinking straight. Nikoli is, he’s…” 
 
    “I know all about him. I’m going to tell you the same thing I told Adam. Stay out of it. I’m a big girl. I know what I’m getting into.” 
 
    Mike stared at her for a long moment. “Lily…” 
 
    “I mean it, Mikey. Leave it alone.” 
 
    “Leave what alone?” 
 
    Lily groaned at the sound of Nikoli’s voice. She groaned again when he sat down right beside her. He scooted until only an inch separated them. Her palms started to sweat, but she forced herself to sit still. 
 
    “Nothing,” she said and sat up. Nikoli was dressed in a pair of faded jeans and a Metallica t-shirt. His hair looked rumpled, and his black eyes twinkled. Those full lips of his were turned up in a half smile. 
 
    “Dushka…” 
 
    “What does that mean?” she asked suspiciously. 
 
    He grinned wolfishly. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” 
 
    “I know what it means in English.” Her eyes narrowed. 
 
    “But it doesn’t mean that in Russian.” Nikoli popped a grape in his mouth. 
 
    “Why is your English so good?” Mike asked curiously. “Didn’t you grow up in Russia?” 
 
    Nikoli nodded. “Yes, but my father spoke English. I speak it as well as I do Russian. Now, dushka…” 
 
    “No,” Lily interrupted. “Stop right there. Do not call me dushka. Ever.” 
 
    “You don’t even know what it means.” Nikoli laughed. 
 
    “I know what everyone else will think it means, and that’s more than enough for me. No dushka. Promise!” 
 
    “No more dushka. Katyonak instead.” 
 
    “Note to self, pick up a Russian to English dictionary.” 
 
    Mike shook his head, barely containing his laughter. Lily shot him an annoyed look, which only caused him to cough to try and hide his choked laugh. 
 
    “What’s up, guys?” 
 
    Lily closed her eyes as no less than three of Adam’s football buddies took a seat at their table. They leveled a look that promised pain at Nikoli, which he ignored completely. Instead, he focused on Lily, and she tried to scoot farther away from him. He only followed. She frowned at him and he simply smiled in response. He did warn her he was going to push her, but she thought he’d give her at least a day to come to grips with it. She should have known better. 
 
    “Breakfast?” she replied, her tone dripping with sarcasm. 
 
    “Milka, you are going to fall off the bench if you scoot any farther.” Nikoli laughed. 
 
    “Maybe you should back off then, Nik.” Menace laced every one of Brian Greggory’s words. 
 
    “No, it’s fine.” Lily waved her hand dismissively. “Don’t worry about it, Brian.” 
 
    “If he’s bothering you…” 
 
    Nikoli lazily plopped another grape into his mouth. “I’m not bothering her. The fact is, she and I are going to be spending a lot of time together, so get used to it.” 
 
    Brian narrowed his eyes, and Lily could see they’d never believe she’d willingly go out with Nikoli. “He’s right,” she said. “You see, we have a bet.” She felt Nikoli go completely still. He had no idea what she was up to, but a plan was forming, and she rubbed her hands together gleefully. This could turn out in her favor after all. 
 
    “A bet?” Mikey asked curiously, still shoveling food. She caught a glimpse of waffle and made a face. 
 
    “He wants in my pants, and I want his car.” 
 
    Six pairs of shocked eyes gazed at her. 
 
    “Never going to happen, Lily Bells.” His car? She’d lost her damn mind! 
 
    “Never say never, Kincaid.” Lily grinned impishly up at him, and Nikoli almost laughed with her. Almost. His baby was going nowhere. She could get that out of her pretty little head right now. 
 
    “You want the ’Cuda.” Luther sat down next to Nikoli, rubbing his eyes. 
 
    Lily nodded, and Nikoli wanted to throttle her. No way in hell was she getting his car! 
 
    “He looks worried,” Mikey observed. 
 
    “He does,” Luther agreed. “I have a hundred bucks that says she gets the car.” 
 
    Nikoli sent Luther a glare hot enough to singe what little hair was left on his head. They were betting on his car? His baby? 
 
    “So what does this bet entail?” Mikey asked. 
 
    “I personally don’t think our manwhore here can go without sex,” Lily said casually. “If he slips up during the next three months, he forfeits his car.” 
 
    Nikoli focused on the woman next to him. He zoned out all the people around him and looked directly into her laughing blue eyes. She was going to pay for that. “And as I said last night, Milaya, I won’t need to slip up with you in my bed.” 
 
    Mike growled something unintelligible, and the other guys got pissed off looks. Nikoli ignored them. “That’s the second half of our bet. She has to keep out of my bed for three months, or I win.” 
 
    “I want the car more than I want you,” Lily told him. 
 
    “We’ll see, Lily Bells.” Nikoli grinned. “Speaking of our bet…are you ready to go?” 
 
    “Go?” She frowned. “Go where?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” He stood up and waited for her. 
 
    “I’m not dressed.” Her eyes were wide and slightly fearful when they looked up at him. 
 
    “You look fine for what I have planned.” He couldn’t keep the evil grin off his face. Time for a little payback. “You won’t be keeping those clothes on for long anyway.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes and shook her head. “I want medical reports. Who knows what you might have.” 
 
    She did not. He narrowed his own eyes. “We discussed this yesterday, dushka.” 
 
    “And I told you not to call me that!” she yelled. The guys sitting across from her were chuckling, and she turned her furious gaze on them. “The next person who laughs will not get tutored this year.” 
 
    That wiped the smirks off their faces. 
 
    The girl had more fight in her than she realized. It was what he was banking on. She just needed to keep her fingers off his car. Seriously, where had that come from? 
 
    “Ready?” He kept his expression as mild as he could, but from the look of irritation on her face, he knew he’d failed and let the smirk out. 
 
    She stood up and grabbed her bowl to dump off at the bins. “I really need to change…” 
 
    He shook his head. “Nope, no time. I might even let you drive my car if you get your butt in gear.” 
 
    Mike snorted milk through his nose at the look of excitement on Lily’s face. “What’s with you and his car?” 
 
    “Ohmygosh…it’s a 1970 Plymouth Barracuda!” Her blue eyes lit up like Christmas. “Do you even know how rare that car is?” 
 
    “When did you become a car buff?” Mike frowned. 
 
    “She’s been a car buff since before she could talk.” 
 
    Lily’s entire body froze and she flinched at the sound of Adam’s voice. Nikoli moved closer, and for once, she didn’t move away from him. He didn’t think she was even aware of how close he was, but Adam noticed. His eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Seriously?” Mike asked. “Why did I not know this?” 
 
    “Who do you think fixes my car?” Adam set his tray down. “Lily, can we talk?” 
 
    “She was just leaving.” Nikoli’s voice was cold. 
 
    “Lily?” Adam stared directly into her eyes, and she flinched again. 
 
    “No,” she said after a moment. “We’re leaving.” 
 
    “Lily, please…” 
 
    “No, Adam, not today.” She turned to the other guys sitting at the table. “You guys seem all concerned about Nikoli, but he’s not the one you need to worry about. You want to do something for me? Then keep Adam the hell away from me and leave Nikoli alone.” 
 
    Nikoli smirked at Boy Wonder, who looked pissed beyond belief. Good. He needed to be beaten for the mess he’d left Lily in last night, and from the looks around him, Adam had some explaining to do. He might just get that beating too. 
 
    “So, where are we going that I don’t have time to change my clothes and put a bra on?” 
 
    Nikoli’s attention snapped back to Lily, and he zeroed in on her chest. His eyes widened when he realized she wasn’t wearing a bra…why had he not noticed this before? 
 
    “And stop staring at my boobs.” Her laughter bubbled up and spilled out as she started walking toward the door. 
 
    “How about I stare at your ass instead?” he called, and she shook her head. He didn’t have to look back to know the low growl came from Boy Wonder. “It’s a damn fine ass.” 
 
    Luther caught up to him. “Do you have a death wish?” 
 
    “They’ll get over it.” 
 
    “Where are you guys heading?” Luther asked, following them outside. 
 
    “To pick up the Mach 1.” 
 
    “You’re taking Lily? In her pajamas?” 
 
    Nikoli grinned. “She wants to drive, so I’m letting her drive…just not my baby.” 
 
    “She’s driving the Mach 1 back?” Luther asked, eyes wide. “What if she wrecks? Totals it?” 
 
    “Then she does. It’s just a car.” 
 
    “Just a car?” Luther shouted. “It’s a Mach 1!” 
 
    Nikoli stopped walking, seeing Lily staring at them curiously. He couldn’t afford to screw this up. “Lily’s not going to total the car. Her dad was Martin Holmes. She probably drives better than either of us.” 
 
    “That’s not the point,” Luther argued. 
 
    “Look, man. I get that you usually drive them back, but just this once, trust me, okay? You can drive it all day tomorrow. Hell, once the race is over, you can have it for your own baby. Don’t think I didn’t see the way you were salivating over the online images yesterday.” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever,” Luther grumbled, but Nikoli caught the gleam in his eye. Luther wanted that Mach 1 in a bad, bad way. 
 
    “So where are we going?” Lily yawned when Nikoli reached her. She looked cute. Strange that he’d think of this woman as cute, but he did. To him, women were hot or sexy, but never cute. He snorted. It sounded cliché, even to him. 
 
    “You up for some driving?” 
 
    “You’re going to let me drive your car?” Lily asked, her eyes wide and excited. 
 
    “No, you’re not driving Ellie, but you can drive the Mach 1 we’re going to pick up.” 
 
    “Really?” she asked, squealing like a girl. 
 
    “Really. We just need to swing by your dorm and pick up your license.” 
 
    “I can change my clothes…” She trailed off when he started shaking his head. “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I want you comfortable with me, Lily,” he told her. “We’re going to be spending all day in the car, so I want you relaxed. Those penguin pajama bottoms of yours should do the trick.” 
 
    She made a face at him, but didn’t argue as they piled into his car. Her fingers started gently running over the leather seats the minute she got in. He stared at them, imagining her running them over his skin. Maybe being in the car with her all day wasn’t such a good idea. 
 
    No, he decided a few minutes later when she hopped out and flew up the front stairs of her dorm, his eyes following her ass. It wasn’t such a good idea at all. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, what are your brothers’ names?” Lily asked curiously. She hadn’t been thrilled with the idea of spending all day alone with Nikoli trapped in a car, but the bribe of driving a Mach 1? So worth it. 
 
    “Kade is the oldest,” he replied, focused on the road. “Dimitri, Viktor, Connor, then me, and Callum is the youngest at twenty.” 
 
    “Six boys?” she said. “I bet your mama had her hands full.” 
 
    “You’ve no idea. If one of us wasn’t bleeding all over her floor, then we were all fighting. She has this look that could make us all feel both embarrassed and ashamed in a heartbeat.” 
 
    “I think all mothers have that look.” Her own mother certainly did. She’d used it when Lily announced her plans to move to Boston for college. 
 
    “How about you?” Nikoli asked. “Do you have any other brothers or sisters?” 
 
    Lily nodded. “Mom remarried when Laney and I were fourteen.” 
 
    “You were twins?” Nikoli interrupted. 
 
    “Yeah. Identical.” They couldn’t have been more different, though. Laney hated the racetrack, hated cars in general. She’d have rather stayed home and helped Mom with whatever. Lily grew up on the racetrack, Laney grew up shopping and learning to be the future prom queen. No matter how different they were, though, they were also the same. Laney loved Lily more than anything in the world, and Lily felt the same. She still felt empty inside, like a piece of her was missing without her twin. Sometimes it was a physical ache that hurt so bad, she had to lie down until it passed. “So, back to your question. I have a little brother and sister. Twins again. They run in my mom’s family. Mia and Mitchell.” 
 
    “Does your fear apply to them too?” Nikoli asked softly. 
 
    Lily sighed. She wished to God she could say no. They were babies and didn’t understand why she wouldn’t play with them or hold them, or even kiss them. She loved them to death, but she couldn’t physically show it. 
 
    “I’m guessing that’s a yes?” At her nod, he said, “Well, we’ll fix that soon enough, Lily Bells.” 
 
    “Tell me about growing up in Russia.” She needed to get off this line of questioning. It was making her nervous. Just talking about her psychosis made her neurotic sometimes. She wanted to enjoy the day, not slump into a depression. 
 
    “I’ll tell you all about Russia if you do one thing for me.” Nikoli’s even and calm tone put Lily’s defenses on red alert. He was up to something. 
 
    “What?” she asked suspiciously. 
 
    Nikoli laughed. “Don’t look at me like I’ve just asked you to commit felony murder. It’s something simple.” 
 
    “What?” she asked again, suspecting it was something worse than felony murder. 
 
    “I want you to touch me.” 
 
    She stared at him. He kept his eyes on the road. He wanted her to touch him? 
 
    “You can poke my arm with your finger if you want,” he offered, keeping his tone light. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because Lily, you have to be comfortable with me…” 
 
    “And you think I’m going to get there by you forcing me to do something I don’t want to do?” Her voice sounded shrill even to her, but she couldn’t help it. She was already starting to panic just thinking about it. 
 
    “I’m not forcing you,” he said calmly. “You want to hear about Russia, I want you to touch me. It’s a fair trade. If you can’t do it, then we’ll talk about something else.” 
 
    Lily took several deep breaths, trying to calm herself. She closed her eyes and counted to twenty like one therapist had taught her to do. This was what she’d asked him to help her with, to help her learn to tolerate someone’s touch. Nikoli was even giving her the control, letting her touch him. Could she do it? 
 
    Fingertips ran down her arm from shoulder to hand, and she flinched away from them. Her eyes snapped open and she looked at Nikoli, but his eyes were still fixed on the road. “Sneak attack?” she spat. How dare he? He’d said she could touch him, and here he went and took that little bit of control away. 
 
    He grinned. “Yup.” 
 
    Bastard. 
 
    “Choice is yours, Lily Bells,” Nikoli said. “We can talk about Russia, or you can tell me about growing up on the racetrack.” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me something else about yourself instead?” she asked. Russia would have to wait. She wasn’t ready to touch him yet. It was too soon. 
 
    “Nope. You want to know something about me, you know the price.” 
 
    She gasped. “You…you…you…” 
 
    He reached over and hovered a finger in front of her lips, not touching her, but she got the point. “Uh-uh, Milaya. If you want to know something about me, it’s going to cost you. A simple touch. That’s all. If you’re not ready, then you’re not ready, but that’s the price of asking me questions about myself.” 
 
    Bastard. 
 
    “Be pissed all you want, Lily, but those are the rules.” 
 
    “I thought you said we’d do this with patience.” She glared. He said one thing, but did another. What the ever-loving hell? 
 
    “I’m being very patient, Lily.” His black eyes swung her way, and she stopped breathing for a moment. She could see the blind lust in them. “Your version of patience and mine are two entirely different things. If I did what I wanted, I’d stop the car and take you right here, right now, but I’m not doing that, am I? Instead, I’m giving you options.” 
 
    “Options?” she nearly choked out. “I don’t call those options, more like hostage negotiations.” 
 
    He laughed. “Hostage negotiations? Well, now, milka, I think I can do that if you’d prefer. It’s just as easy to tie you up and touch you. I’d like it too.” 
 
    “I don’t even know what to say to that,” she squeaked. 
 
    His grin was downright evil. “When we do that, Milaya, talking will be the last thing on your mind.” 
 
    “You think I’d let you tie me up?” She gave him an are-you-out-of-your-mind look. 
 
    “Yes, Lily,” he said, turning his attention back to the road. “You are going to let me do just that. Not yet, but soon enough.” 
 
    “You’re insane if you think I’d ever agree to that.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” He smiled. “Are you hungry yet? It’s almost noon, and we still have another hour to go before we get to Windham.” 
 
    She was hungry, and her stomach rumbled at the mention of food. Nikoli laughed and pulled into a diner of some sort. She hadn’t even realized they were in a town. “Where are we?” she asked as they went in. 
 
    “We’re in Norwalk. At least that’s what the GPS said. Weren’t you paying attention to it?” 
 
    He could ask her that after his nonsense in the car? She shook her head, but followed the waitress to a booth in the back. It was a charming little place, seaside themed, but then again, they were near the coast. The waitress took their drink orders and left them to look at the menu. 
 
    “What are you frowning at?” Nikoli asked. She’d been glaring at the menu for the last few minutes. 
 
    “Do you think they have fresh fish or frozen?” 
 
    “We’re in Massachusetts, Lily, they have fresh fish.” 
 
    “Ohmygosh, don’t you ever watch Kitchen Nightmares or Restaurant Impossible?” 
 
    “Uh, no?” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “They’re shows that tell you what really goes on behind the scenes in a restaurant. You wouldn’t believe the things I’ve seen…” 
 
    “Is that why you asked for no ice?” Nikoli grinned. She looked appalled he’d never seen the shows. 
 
    “Yes! Do you know how many places don’t clean their ice machines? Have you ever seen what the bacteria looks like that grows when they don’t?” 
 
    “Nope, not a clue.” Nikoli shifted, bringing his right foot up to sit beside her left leg on the seat. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked, but before she could scoot, he moved his other foot, trapping her. He didn’t touch her, but he refused to let her move away from him. 
 
    “Stretching my legs,” he said. “Three hours of driving and they need it.” 
 
    “Well, then go take a walk or something, but move your feet.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No?” she asked incredulously, and he chuckled. “This is not funny, Nikoli.” 
 
    “I’d disagree. It’s about as funny as you calling me a manwhore in front of everyone this morning.” 
 
    The poor waitress picked that minute to show up. Julie, as her nametag read, blushed as bright as a cherry and gave him a look he did not appreciate. “Are you…uh…um…ready to…order?” 
 
    “Cheeseburger and fries,” Nikoli said, scowling at Lily. She was grinning from ear to ear. Damn woman. He was not a whore! 
 
    “Is the fish fresh?” Lily asked, smirking at Nikoli. 
 
    “Yes, of course. The owner gets it from the docks fresh every morning.” 
 
    “Chowder then, thank you.” Lily smiled at her and handed over the menus. The girl nearly ran from the table. “Don’t blame me. That was all you, buster.” 
 
    “You’re supposed to be helping me with my reputation, Lily Bells, not causing it further damage.” 
 
    “Kinda hard to do when you blurt out things worse than a girl.” 
 
    Nikoli’s mouth fell open, and Lily burst out laughing. He was going to wring her neck yet. 
 
    “Are you going to move your feet?” she asked again. 
 
    “No.” She frowned, and he shifted both feet closer to her. He still wasn’t touching any part of her, but she started to fidget. He was hoping she’d get the nerve to push his feet away from her. It would force her to touch him. That first touch was going to be the hardest. He wanted it out of the way quickly. It was like the first time you rode your bike without training wheels. You knew you were going to fall, it was inevitable, but once you did, you got up, got back on, and took off again. That first fall was the hardest, but once you knew what was coming, you were okay with it. She would be okay once she got over that initial contact. 
 
    “Why the hell not?” she demanded. 
 
    “Because I like you trapped,” he purred. “It makes me happy.” 
 
    “Do I look like I care if your perverseness makes you happy or not?” she snapped. “I’m not happy, so move your damn feet.” 
 
    “Nope, you have to make me move.” Before she could argue, he interrupted her. “So, about this bet I never agreed to…” 
 
    “What about it?” She wasn’t even looking at him, she was staring at his foot. 
 
    “What in God’s name gave you the idea I’d ever put my car up for a wager?” 
 
    “Afraid of a little bet, Kincaid?” She looked up and smiled, really smiled, and Nikoli felt his insides twist a bit. She was gorgeous when she smiled. He’d seen her laughing and smiling, but not like this. It was genuine and happy. 
 
    “No, I’m not, dushka, but you should be.” He leaned across the table, invading her personal space. “Do you really think I’d ever lose my car in a bet, especially a bet about sex?” 
 
    “I told you not to call me that,” she whispered, pushing herself back against the seat and as far from him as she could get. Luckily, that was only a few inches. 
 
    Her tongue darted out and wet her lips. His eyes followed the movement, and he felt himself growing hard imagining what that tongue would feel like against his skin. “You smell like vanilla, Lily. It reminds me of sugar cookies. Would you taste like warm vanilla sugar cookies, Milaya?” 
 
    “Uh, Nikoli,” she whispered, drawing in a ragged breath. “You’re eyes are getting darker.” 
 
    “Mmm,” he said, pushing himself closer to her. “Do you know why, Lily?” 
 
    She shook her head, and he smiled the smile guaranteed to get a woman out of her clothes. “It’s because I’m imagining all the things I could get you to do with that lovely little tongue of yours.” 
 
    Lily’s eyes widened and her breathing sped up. Nikoli pressed closer, his own mouth a hair’s breadth from hers. “Would you like to do that, Lily?” 
 
    Someone cleared their throat and Nikoli was forced to look up. Their waitress stood there, holding their plates. He groaned, frustrated, but moved back so she could put the plates down. Her hands were a little shaky when she pulled them back. Lily took one look at her and blinked. He watched all the progress he’d made in the last few minutes slip away as she closed her eyes. When she opened them, they were wary, watchful. 
 
    Frustration welled up, but Nikoli refused to show it. Instead, he smiled lazily up at the waitress. “Thank you, Julie.” 
 
    “You’re…ah…welcome.” Julie turned and walked away, glancing back several times. Lily made some kind of disgusted noise, but Nikoli ignored her. He picked up a fry and dipped it in ketchup. “So, now back to this bet…” 
 
    “The bet stands,” Lily said between bites of chowder, “unless, of course, you’re afraid you’ll lose.” Lily worked hard to keep her tone even. Nikoli had gotten to her for a minute there. She’d even wanted him to touch her, and that made her nervous. Confused too. She’d gone so long without someone’s touch, it made no sense to her that she craved his. She couldn’t let him see just how much he affected her. 
 
    “We’ve already established I’m not afraid of losing,” Nikoli countered. “Where did that particular little idea come from? It’s not something we talked about last night.” 
 
    “You want people to think we’re dating, don’t you?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Then I had to find a way to make them believe I’d ever date you.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with dating me?” he asked, putting his burger back down. He looked so outraged, Lily couldn’t help but giggle. An honest to God giggle. She was not a girl who giggled, but Nikoli brought it out in her. Not even Adam could make her so much as think about giggling. 
 
    “You’re not exactly dating material,” Lily said, laughing as his face became even more outraged. 
 
    “Why the hell not?” he demanded. “No one’s ever complained before.” 
 
    “Nikoli, you’re gorgeous, sexy, and every girl’s fantasy, but no girl would date you.” 
 
    He growled, his feet inching closer. She glanced down nervously, but her eyes shot back up when a fry hit her in the face. He did not! “You really want to start a food fight when I have clam chowder to throw at you?” 
 
    “Explain why no girl would date me.” His tone was clipped and hard. Ohh, she’d hit a nerve! Good. The man needed taken down a peg or two. 
 
    “You’re the bucket list guy,” she told him. “You’re the guy every girl wants to sleep with just once, but that’s it. Oh, you’ll get those who think they can change you, but we know deep down, you’re a one night stand kind of guy. You’ve got commitment issues.” 
 
    “I do not!” 
 
    “Really?” she asked. “Tell me when was the last time you had a relationship that lasted more than a night?” 
 
    “You.” 
 
    “I don’t count,” she said. “Besides, what we’re doing isn’t really a relationship. The question is why you don’t want a healthy relationship with one person.” 
 
    “I have my reasons,” he told her. 
 
    She snorted, but continued. “Girls, like guys, don’t want someone everyone and anyone can have and has had at one time or another.” 
 
    “I have not slept with as many women as you think. Girls tend to let their friends think something happened. I just don’t correct them.” 
 
    Like she believed that? Ha! She’d seen him with more women over the last three years than she could count. “You also have no respect for women.” 
 
    “I have respect for them,” he said and then paused. “Well, some of them. I respect you and my mother. Doesn’t that count for anything?” 
 
    “Why don’t you respect them?” she asked, curious. 
 
    “As you like to point out, I’ve slept with a lot of women, not as many as you think, but enough. I’ve seen them cheat on their husbands, boyfriends, and fight with their best friends to sleep with me. I don’t say this to sound arrogant or to brag, it’s just a fact. Why would I respect people who would throw everything away for sex? If you’re not happy, then have enough balls to ’fess up to it. Don’t disrespect someone else by cheating.” 
 
    Lily frowned and shoved a spoon of chowder into her mouth to keep from having to respond right away. She hadn’t expected that answer from Nikoli. It’s something she would have said. And he had a point, dammit. How could a person respect someone who couldn’t respect themselves or others? Well, damn, maybe Nikoli did have some kind of moral code. 
 
    “Anyway, back on topic, the bet,” she said. She needed a few minutes to process the whole deep side of Nikoli Kincaid. “People know me, they know I’d never go out with you willingly, so I came up with something they’d believe, that Adam would believe.” 
 
    “Boy Wonder does know about your car addiction.” Nikoli nodded as if everything made sense. “So it’s not a real bet, then? I can do…” 
 
    “Oh, it’s a real bet,” Lily interrupted. “The way I see it, this…proposition of yours is completely one-sided.” 
 
    “One-sided?” he asked incredulously. “You get Boy Wonder out of it.” 
 
    “But what if I don’t?” Lily asked. “What if I can’t get past my fear of people touching me? Or what if you can help me and I still don’t get Adam? What if we’re both wrong and he loves Sue too much to leave her? Theoretically, if that happens, you might manage to get me to sleep with you. You win in either scenario, and I get jack. This way, I stand a chance of walking away with a car that I want more than almost anything else.” 
 
    Nikoli watched her through hooded eyes. She hadn’t noticed he’d pressed his feet against her thighs. She was so focused on their conversation, she forgot to be afraid. It was definitely progress and proved if he was patient, he’d end up with her in his bed, so why shouldn’t he bet his car? Not a chance in hell he’d lose it to begin with. So why not? 
 
    “All right, Lily Bells, I’ll bite. If you can stay out of my bed for three months, then you can have my car.” 
 
    Her face lit up and she nearly jumped up and down where she sat. It didn’t take a lot to make her happy. He settled back, content to watch for a minute. She still hadn’t noticed his feet, and he debated telling her. He didn’t want to ruin the moment, but then again, she might be so shocked, she shoved them. 
 
    “How old is Kade?” she asked, taking another bite of her chowder. 
 
    “He’s twenty-seven.” Nikoli watched the spoon disappear into her mouth and then slide out between her lips. He rubbed her leg with his foot in response. “Lives in Virginia and works for the FBI.” 
 
    “Really?” Lily asked. “He didn’t go back to Russia?” 
 
    “No, none of my brothers did. We might eventually, but we like America. We have more freedoms here than we do in Russian. Kade and I have been trying to convince our parents to move back to the States for years, but our mother loves Russia.” 
 
    “Hey, Bob, turn that up!” 
 
    Both Nikoli and Lily looked to see the guy behind the counter turn the volume up on the wall mounted TV screen. A reporter stood in a park, a crime scene behind him. The body of the missing girl who had been all over the news had just been found. People started talking all at once, but Nikoli pulled his attention back to Lily. She was frowning and shaking her head. 
 
    “Are you worried about that?” he asked. 
 
    “Not really worried, just sad. Freaked too. They found that poor girl really close to campus.” 
 
    “Whoever he is, he doesn’t seem to be targeting college campuses, at least,” Nikoli offered, hoping to calm her nerves a bit. A lot of the girls on campus were starting to worry about that. Campus security had posted flyers everywhere warning women not to go anywhere alone if they could help it. He might be freaked too if he was a girl. 
 
    “Let’s hope it stays that way,” she said, staring at the TV screen. “Are you about ready to go? I lost my appetite.” 
 
    “Sure.” He signaled the waitress for the check. “One thing, though.” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “How do you plan on getting out of your seat?” 
 
    She gave him a questioning look, and he pointed at his feet, pressed up against her thighs all snug and cozy. She looked down, and her mouth dropped open. Her eyes darted from his face to his feet. He waited patiently for her to get over the shock. Julie set the check down on the table, and he nodded at whatever she said, but didn’t break eye contact with Lily. 
 
    Lily gasped and nearly had a small heart attack right then and there. Nikoli had managed to press his feet against her and she’d never noticed. How had she not noticed this? She could feel them like a hot iron burning through her pajama bottoms now that she saw them, but God only knew how long he’d been like this. She’d been too distracted to realize he’d pulled another sneak attack on her. 
 
    Strange thing was, she wasn’t about to hyperventilate. It could be because it was just his shoes and not technically him. There was no skin to skin contact. Did this even qualify as touching? Her brain screamed yes, especially when he rubbed his foot back and forth. She felt it, and it felt…nice. It was such a foreign sensation, she reached out and pushed his foot away from her without thinking. 
 
    Nikoli let out a low hum of satisfaction. Lily wasted no time in scrambling out of the booth and fleeing the diner. She went straight to his car and stayed there, trying to focus. She did it. She’d touched him. Oh. My. God. She did it! Relief swept through her. She’d been terrified she couldn’t do it, scared that she was too broken to fix, but she touched him! 
 
    Sure it was only a shoe, but even yesterday, she wouldn’t have been able to do that. His sneak attacks were working, making her more comfortable with him. Nikoli could distract her like no one else, and maybe that was the key to learning to touch and be touched. She could do this. For the first time since she was sixteen years old, she had hope. Hope. 
 
    Nikoli was smart enough not to say a word when he unlocked the car. She climbed in, buckled her seatbelt and smiled. “Tell me about Russia.” 
 
    Nikoli put the car in gear, and then started them moving again. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Everything.” He laughed and spent the remainder of the car ride telling her about growing up in Russia with his brothers, about their favorite places to play when they were little, and then about their favorite hangouts when they got older. He told her about the castles, the architecture, and the culture. Everything he could fit into an hour, anyway. He did promise to tell her more when they pulled onto the dirt road leading to Jasper Moore’s house and his Mach 1. 
 
    The house was a bit run-down, the paint peeling, and he could see several shingles on the roof that needed replacing before winter set in. His beautiful car sat in the driveway, prepped and ready to go. When they pulled up, he could see what it cost Lily not to jump out of the car. She was a smart woman, though, and understood you didn’t just go wandering around a stranger’s property. Nikoli honked the horn, and they both waited for the guy to come out. 
 
    Jasper Moore was just as run-down as the house. His clothes were messy. He had a hole in his shirt, and he looked like he hadn’t showered in days. Nikoli debated telling Lily to stay in the car, but the way she was eyeballing the Mach 1 said she’d stab him if he tried. Suppressing a smile, he got out, and Lily followed close on his heels. 
 
    “You Kincaid?” Jasper had a raspy voice that sounded like he smoked one too many cigarettes. He ran his gaze over Lily from head to toe, eye fucking her as he did. Lily wasn’t even paying attention; her focus was all on the car. 
 
    Nikoli stepped in front of Lily, cutting off Jasper’s access to her ass. He did not like the way his eyes had zeroed in and stayed there. “I am. I’ve got the check. Keys?” 
 
    Jasper pulled them out of his pocket. “You want to start it up first?” 
 
    “Always do. Lily?” He tossed her the keys when she turned around. “Pop the hood and start her for me?” 
 
    She ghosted her fingers across the top of the car, never touching the paint, before opening the door and sliding in. She popped the hood and then cranked the ignition. It came to life, and relief swept through Nikoli. He’d been afraid the car wouldn’t start. It was obvious Jasper had no clue how to take care of it since he didn’t understand how much it was worth. “Rev it up for me, will ya, Lily Bells?” Nikoli said as he propped the hood up. The engine roared, and he grinned. This was his four hundred thousand dollar victory car. He might need to tweak it a little, but this one was gonna take it home. 
 
    “It still runs like the day my uncle dropped it off here,” Jasper said. “He died a couple years back and left me the car.” 
 
    “How long has it sat idle?” Lily asked. She was already checking the interior for flaws. 
 
    “Nearly four years.” Jasper moved closer to the car. 
 
    “How often did you start it?” she asked. 
 
    “I started it up a few days ago before I put it up for sale to make sure it still ran.” 
 
    Lily gaped at him, and Nikoli chuckled. Jasper here was not a car buff. “Well, that explains why it’s almost out of gas,” she grouched. “It might make it to the station.” 
 
    Shaking his head at her disgusted tone, Nikoli turned his attention back to Jasper, who was standing much too close to Lily, even if she was safely in the car. There was something about the guy, something off, that rubbed Nikoli the wrong way, and he definitely didn’t like the way he stared at Lily. If she was paying attention, she’d be freaking out. For once, Nikoli was glad her car lusting made her oblivious. 
 
    “If you’ll get the title, I’ve got the check.” He pulled out his wallet and fished out the certified cashier’s check. 
 
    Jasper turned and disappeared back into the house. Nikoli waited impatiently while watching Lily. She was going over everything, finding imperfections and clucking like a mother hen. The fact that she could lust over a car and not him still blew his mind. It was sexy as hell. 
 
    “Is there enough gas in that thing to make it to the station?” Nikoli asked to get his mind off things that would drive him insane on the four hour trip back to school. 
 
    “I think so, but barely,” she said, frowning. “The passenger seat’s leather is ripped in two places. There’s a crack in the dash, and there’s a tiny dent back by the back fender.” 
 
    “Are you okay driving it back?” he asked. “You said it’s been a while since you’ve driven anything like it…” 
 
    “Does that mean I can drive your car?” 
 
    “Hell, no!” 
 
    “Then, yes, I’m good driving this one back.” She looked up at him and winked. “Just try to catch me.” 
 
    His eyes widened at the challenge, but before he could say anything else, Jasper was back with the title and a bill of sale. Nikoli made sure the title was signed, then handed over the check. 
 
    “Good doing business with you.” Jasper nodded and went back inside the house. 
 
    Nikoli turned his attention back to Lily. He crouched down in front of the driver’s window. “Are you sure about this? I can always bring Luther back to…” 
 
    “I’m fine, Nikoli,” she told him. “I’m more comfortable behind the wheel of a car than I am anywhere else. I’m not going to crash her. I promise.” 
 
    “Okay, follow me to the station. Let’s hope there’s enough gas in there to make it. I’d hate to leave it on the side of the road even long enough to go get gas.” 
 
    Lily nodded and obediently followed him to the station. Once the tank was full, she grinned. The boy had no idea how well she could drive. Her dad may have died, but she loved cars and had spent her teenage years learning all sorts of tricks. This baby had all the bells and whistles she could ever want. Not only was she in the driver’s seat of one of the most awesome cars ever created, she’d managed to actually touch Nikoli. That still made her smile from ear to ear. It wasn’t major to most people, but it was to her. 
 
    Nikoli came out of the store and handed her a cold bottle of water. “You ready?” 
 
    “Are you?” She grinned up at him. 
 
    “Oh, Milaya, I’m always ready.” His fingers reached out and traced her cheek. She barely flinched and didn’t pull away. She was getting used to the feel of his hands on her. She looked at him, shocked and surprised. Why wasn’t she freaking out? It made no sense to her. 
 
    He smiled. “I’m going to win.” 
 
    “You keep thinking that,” she said, pulling away from him and starting the car. “See you back on campus!” 
 
    With that Lily pulled out, leaving Nikoli running for his own car. She laughed and went from forty to eighty to a hundred. The wind whipped through her hair, and the feel of the car beneath her reminded her how much she loved driving. She’d missed it. There was so much freedom and power in letting a car run flat out. Nikoli was catching up, and Lily smiled an evil smile. The man had no chance. She was in a fully modded racing car. His ’Cuda was amazing, but he would never catch the Mach 1. 
 
    Pressing her foot down on the acceleration pedal, she picked up speed and left Nikoli Kincaid in her rear view mirror. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nikoli cursed six ways to Sunday as he almost ran up the stairs to Lily’s dorm. He had never in his life been outdriven by a girl, and it rankled. Granted, he knew the Mach 1 was faster than the ’Cuda, but still, she shouldn’t have been able to smoke him. Her driving skills were better than he gave her credit for. He’d lost sight of her fifteen minutes after they’d pulled out of the gas station. Fifteen minutes! The woman could drive. He’d give her that, grudgingly, but she could damn well drive. 
 
    Ignoring all the stares, he strode down her hallway and banged on the door. No answer. What the devil was she doing? His car was outside, so she had to be here. He knocked on the door again, and still nothing. 
 
    “She’s not in there.” 
 
    Nikoli turned to see a familiar face. The lusty blonde from yesterday. “Where is she?” he demanded, irritated. 
 
    “What do you want with Lily?” she asked. 
 
    “I want my damn car keys,” he muttered. “Look, Stacey…” 
 
    “Stacey?” Lusty Blonde gasped. 
 
    “Suzie?” he tried again. 
 
    “Stephanie!” she seethed. 
 
    “Where’s Lily?” He ignored her outrage. 
 
    “None of your business,” she told him. “She’s not stupid enough to fall for your…” 
 
    “Steph?” Nikoli let out a small sigh of relief when he heard Lily’s soft voice. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, fine, just telling jerk-weed here to leave you alone.” 
 
    Lily laughed. “It’s okay, Steph. He’s here to get his car.” 
 
    She opened her door and ushered him inside. She stayed to talk to the girl for a minute, and Nikoli used the time to look around her room. He’d been so focused on her last night, he hadn’t really seen anything. There were no pink and purple pillows anywhere as he’d half expected. She didn’t really scream girly to him, but most women he knew had a deep affection for pink and purple. 
 
    Instead, her comforter was a deep red. She had an oversized beige chair in one corner. Her laptop sat on the desk, a simple desktop lamp beside it. A microwave took up residence on an end table, and a TV, PS4, and DVD player sat on top the chest of drawers the school provided every student. The most telling thing about the room were the books Lily had stacked everywhere. They weren’t in your face, but if you went to sit anywhere, you’d be hard pressed not to find a book. She loved books. He filed that little fact away. It might come in handy later. 
 
    “Done ogling my room?” she asked, closing the door. 
 
    “For the minute. Keys?” 
 
    She laughed and fished his keys out of her desk drawer. “She runs like a dream.” Tossing the keys to him, she smirked. “Stop being a sore loser and pouting.” 
 
    He caught the keys and shoved them in his pocket. “I don’t pout.” 
 
    “You’re mad because I won,” she said, laughter shining in her eyes. “You had to know there was no way your ‘baby’ could have kept up with the Mach 1. Or did you expect me not to know how to handle a racer since my dad died when I was twelve? Did you think I’d granny drive her because I’d be afraid of the horsepower?” 
 
    Well, yeah, he had thought that, dammit. 
 
    “Sorry, Nikoli. Cars are my thing. I’ve been driving for forever, and I can handle a car better than you. Guaranteed.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far.” 
 
    “How old were you when you started driving?” 
 
    “Fifteen, why?” 
 
    “Three,” she said smugly. “Trust me when I say I can handle a stick better than you.” 
 
    She had to be the sexiest woman he’d ever met. “Hmm…you can handle a stick better than me, can you, Lily Bells?” 
 
    Her eyes widened, and he watched the blush work its way up her neck to bloom onto her cheeks. The blush started under her neckline. He was going to have fun discovering where it started, and soon. 
 
    “I didn’t mean it that way, and you know it!” she spluttered. 
 
    “Oh, Milaya, the things you could do to my stick…” 
 
    Lily’s eyes widened when Nikoli started to prowl closer to her, his body conveying his intent. She backed away slowly, but soon hit the closet door. Nikoli kept coming. He stopped a bare inch away from her. Her pulse sped up, and she glanced everywhere but at his face. 
 
    “Eyes up, Lily.” His voice sounded firm, hard, a command, and she automatically looked up. His black eyes burned with a deep, lazy fire that stole the air from her lungs. His warm breath feathered over her face. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Lily nodded, surprised he’d asked her. More surprising was the fact she was okay. The panic was there, but it was manageable. Instead, different sensations assaulted her. Her breath was a little shallow, butterflies fluttered in her stomach, and she felt her own blood begin to burn with something that she didn’t recognize. It didn’t scare her, exactly. She felt…excited. Her hands moved restlessly, and she started to fidget. 
 
    “Stay still,” Nikoli barked, his voice stern. “Don’t move, dushka.” 
 
    “I said not to…” 
 
    Nikoli put a finger to her lips, but it was gone before she could even process it fully. “Hush, Milaya. It’s hard enough not to touch you. If you start talking, I will kiss you.” 
 
    DEFCON five started flashing in her head, but her body refused to listen to her. It wanted him to touch her, to kiss her. In this moment, she’d never wanted something as badly as she wanted him to touch her. 
 
    He must have seen it in her eyes, because his own breathing came out a little more labored. “Do you want me to touch you, Milaya?” 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered, “but I’m afraid.” 
 
    “I know,” he said, his voice soft, “but I’m very proud of you, Lily. You’ve come a long way in just a day. You truly are magnificent.” 
 
    Lily took a shaky breath, his praise washing through her. Nikoli’s voice was like velvet, wrapping around her, making her feel things in places she shouldn’t. How could just his voice make her want to clench her thighs? Dear God, she was starting to understand how so many women abandoned their clothes because of that Russian accent of his. It could make you imagine all sorts of naughty things. 
 
    “Lily…” 
 
    Nikoli and Lily both turned to see Adam standing in the doorway, staring in shock at the two of them. It only took a moment for his expression to turn to one of fury. “What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    “Came to pick up my keys,” Nikoli replied, turning so Lily was behind him. “No one teach you to knock?” 
 
    Adam growled, coming into the room. Nikoli rolled his shoulders, preparing for a fight. He’d like nothing better than to shove his fist in Boy Wonder’s face after that shit he’d pulled on Lily last night. 
 
    Lily sidestepped Nikoli, and he turned baleful eyes upon her. Didn’t the woman know when to stay put?  
 
    “Adam, what do you want?” she said, resigned. 
 
    “I came to talk to you, to apologize, but I see you are busy doing…” 
 
    “Don’t,” Nikoli said softly. 
 
    “You need to get the fuck out,” Adam snarled. “I came to talk to Lily, not you.” 
 
    “But I’m not ready to talk to you, Adam.” Lily walked over to the door and motioned for Adam to leave. “What you did…I can’t just forget it. At least not yet. I need you to leave.” 
 
    “Lily, please,” Adam begged. “We can’t leave it like this…” 
 
    “You should have thought of that before you decided to be an ass,” Nikoli told him. “Now get out.” 
 
    “Lily, you can’t trust him.” Adam begged her with his eyes. 
 
    “Right now, I trust him more than I do you.”  
 
    Adam’s face paled, but he nodded. “I’m sorry, Lils, for everything. I’ll make this right.” He started to leave, but stopped in front of her. “I swear to you I will.” He gave her a quick hug, looking sad when her entire body flinched. 
 
    Nikoli noticed the flinch. She’d been around him all day and hadn’t flinched once. His plan was working. The longer she was around him, and the more he forced her to get used to his touch, the less it scared her. Odd that Adam scared her, though. They’d been around each other since they were little kids. She had to know the feel of him better than anyone else. She even admitted that Adam had tried to help her in the beginning. Maybe the key was she hadn’t wanted to be helped back then. She wanted help now. Either way, it was a win-win for him. 
 
    Lily was pale when she closed the door. Nikoli had wanted to try to push her a little farther, but he knew that was probably out of the question now. “You want to come over for a while? Luther would love to hear all the details of how you kicked my ass today.” 
 
    She smiled, but shook her head. “No, I have some stuff I need to do, and I promised some of the girls we’d watch a movie later. Besides, I’m not sure I want to go to your place…ever.” 
 
    “Why the hell not?” he asked indignantly. What was wrong with his place? 
 
    “It can’t be at all sterile.” Lily shuddered at the thought. “I mean, I’ve heard the stories about your furniture.” 
 
    Nikoli grinned his lazy grin. “We are going to have some fun on that furniture too.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You plan on having me sit, yeah?” 
 
    “Sit, bend over, lie down,” Nikoli purred. “On the couch, the table, the bed…yes, Milaya, you are going to become very intimate with my furniture.” 
 
    “Not in this lifetime,” she said, grimacing. “God only knows what kind of fluids are still there. You want me to come over? Get some new furniture, especially the table.” 
 
    “You want me to get rid of perfectly good furniture just so you’ll come over?” 
 
    “I want you to get rid of the nasty furniture covered in countless diseases.” 
 
    “It’s not covered in diseases.” He rolled his eyes. The chick was being ridiculous. 
 
    “How often do you clean your couch?” she countered. “Do you scrub your table in bleach afterward? Do you realize you could be eating nasty fluids?” 
 
    He frowned. “No.” 
 
    “So gross, Nikoli. I’m not stepping foot in that place till you clean it. There, or your other place, for that matter.” 
 
    “Lily, you were just there last night.” 
 
    “I wasn’t thinking about it then!” she yelled. “If you think for one second I’m getting into a bed other women have been in, you’re insane!” 
 
    He laughed. “I’ll buy new sheets.” He didn’t think she even realized what she’d said and where her thoughts were taking her. If she was talking about getting into bed, his chances just got a whole lot better. 
 
    “Not gonna happen, buster!” She pointed her finger at him. “It’s the principle of the thing! Every time I look at it, I’ll think about all the women who’ve been in it before!” 
 
    Nikoli laughed out loud. She looked offended. 
 
    “It’s not funny!” she fumed. 
 
    “Yeah, Lily Bells, it’s funny as hell.” His grin only made her more furious, but he didn’t care. 
 
    “Trust me, Kincaid, I’m not stepping foot in there until you buy some new furniture.” 
 
    “You’re serious, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Dead serious.” 
 
    “How would you even know if it’s new or not?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ve been to your apartment before,” she told him smugly. 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Remember when I tutored Luther?” 
 
    He groaned. Luther had been embarrassed about failing one of his classes last year, and Lily must have come by the apartment to help him. She knew what the furniture looked like. Dammit. He was going have to spend money. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll buy some fucking new furniture. Happy?” 
 
    Lily smiled. “Yes, very.” 
 
    “How happy?” he asked, moving closer to her. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “Not that happy.” 
 
    He stopped moving and studied her for a moment. She looked nervous, but the fear and panic from last night weren’t in her eyes. He wasn’t stupid enough to think it couldn’t rear back up if he pushed too hard. All the progress he’d made today would be lost if he didn’t do this just right. 
 
    “Come here, Lily.” 
 
    “Why?” She took another step backward. 
 
    “Come. Here.” He put more force into his words, into his voice. 
 
    Lily frowned, but shuffled closer. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Here.” He pointed to the spot right in front of him. “Don’t make me ask again.” 
 
    He fought a smile at her indignant expression. She didn’t like being told what to do. At all. She moved to within inches of him, though, despite the anger in her eyes. 
 
    “Was that so hard?” he murmured. 
 
    “Depends on why you decided to go all alpha male.” Her eyes were warier than they had been a minute ago. 
 
    “Patience is only a small part of helping you, Lily,” he told her solemnly. “The other part is dominance. You need rules and structures to completely heal.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed and he held up his hand to stop her before she said anything. “Last night you were a mess, Milaya, crying and nearly going into a panic attack at the thought of my hands on you.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And do you feel that way today?” he asked gently. “Do you feel anxious being this close to me? Do you need to run, to hide, or to flinch away from my touch?” 
 
    Her eyes widened slightly.  
 
    “The answer is no, Milaya. I didn’t give you choices today. You spent the day with me, dressed exactly as I wanted you dressed. I helped you decide to touch me by trapping you, distracting you so you couldn’t panic. I set the rules for our outing today, and you are stronger, more confident now because of those rules.” 
 
    “I…I’m not sure what you want me to say.” Her eyes were full of questions and uncertainty. 
 
    “I don’t want you to say anything, Milaya,” he said, his voice firm. “I just want you to stand perfectly still and remain silent. Don’t move, and keep your eyes straight ahead.” 
 
    He studied her profile. She was nervous, but not nearly as nervous as when Adam left. Deciding to take a chance on pushing her, Nikoli walked over to her closet. She had it partially open, and he’d seen several scarves. He selected the thinnest one he could find. He had much more suitable ones at the apartment, but this would have to do for now. 
 
    Lily trembled. She could hear Nikoli behind her rummaging through her closet. She’d heard the sliding door squeak as he pushed it out of his way. Why was he in her closet? The urge to look was strong, but she fought it. Honestly, she was almost afraid to look. She closed her eyes and shifted from foot to foot. She wanted to laugh at the absurdity of the situation. The campus manwhore was in her room, giving her crazy orders, and she was obeying. Why? No clue other than she’d never been in a situation like this before and she was curious. Curious enough to tamp down her own fears for a few minutes. 
 
    She felt him standing behind her. Heat radiated from his body into hers. If she stepped back half an inch, she’d hit his chest. Her muscles tightened, panic creeping up. She fought hard to stand still, to not give in to her growing unease. Her phobia had the ability to rob her of everything in seconds. She’d been happy, even laughing a few minutes ago, and now she was beginning to feel afraid. She hated herself sometimes. 
 
    “Shh, baby,” Nikoli whispered, his warm breath blowing on her ear. She shivered in response, an instinctive reaction. “I’m going to put a scarf over your eyes.” 
 
    “What? No!” 
 
    “Be. Still.” His voice wasn’t harsh, but it held a definite command that her body obeyed. “Breathe,” he told her. “I’m not going to touch you, Milaya. Be easy, sweetheart.” 
 
    Lily’s hands started to shake, but she forced herself to remain still as Nikoli’s arms rose up on either side of her. She saw one of her favorite wool scarves come up and then gently cover her eyes. He stepped away from her so he could tie the ends together. 
 
    “Easy, katyonak.” Nikoli’s voice came out soothing, but there was still a bite of a command to it. “This is about trust. I told you I wouldn’t touch you, and I won’t.” 
 
    Could she trust him? He’d given her no reason not to trust him, aside from his sneak attacks, as he called them. They didn’t even bother her anymore. She’d stopped flinching about two hours into the drive this morning to pick up the car. It was then she’d realized she was starting to trust him. She shouldn’t, had no reason to, but oddly, she did. Maybe she just needed to trust him. Needed to have faith she could get better, that he could help her do it. 
 
    Believing it was entirely different from trying to convince her body of it. 
 
    She felt him move away from her, heard him walking around her room. What the hell was he doing? Her nerves were strung taught and she strained her ears to try and hear him. Where was he? Her mattress squeaked, and she turned in that direction. 
 
    “Did I say you could move?” he asked, his voice full of authority and displeasure. 
 
    Lily groaned. She wasn’t sure if she liked this side of Nikoli or not, but she had to admit her body reacted to it. It clenched up in all sorts of places it shouldn’t. Her nostrils flared and she realized her hands had stopped shaking. Other nerves were crowding her right now, ones that had nothing to do with her fear of being touched. 
 
    “Did I?” he asked again, an edge of irritation in his voice. 
 
    “No,” Lily whispered, trying to understand what she was feeling, but failing miserably. 
 
    “Back to your position, Milaya.” 
 
    Lily frowned, but turned back to facing the wall opposite her closet. Nikoli stood up, and she heard him walking again. Anticipation flashed through her, and it only served to confuse her further. Her heartbeat sped up when she felt him in front of her. He was close. She could smell his aftershave. It invaded her senses, causing her breath to get a little more labored. 
 
    Why was he just standing there? 
 
    His breath tickled her ear. “Do you still want me to touch you, Milaya?” 
 
    DEFCON three exploded in her senses. Her brain said no, her body said yes. What was happening to her? Every nerve was alert, waiting expectantly for him to touch her. She craved it. 
 
    “Answer me.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she almost wailed. She didn’t understand anything happening to her right now. 
 
    “Shhh, Milaya,” Nikoli soothed. He knew he couldn’t push her too far. This whole thing had been about trust. “Your entire body is quivering, Milaya. Not shaking in fear, but quivering in excitement, anticipation, and you’re confused. That’s perfectly okay. I’m going to remove the scarf now. Hold still for me.” 
 
    He carefully untied the scarf, letting it fall from her eyes. Her gaze swept up to look at his face, and his lungs refused to expand. The blue was darker, but they were sleepy, filled with desire. He could see the confusion on her face, but he sensed her excitement in the way her body reacted to his nearness. He forced his hands to stay at his sides. 
 
    “Better?” he asked softly. 
 
    “I…I don’t know,” she answered honestly. “Why did you do that?” 
 
    “Trust,” he said simply. “I wanted to show you that I can be trusted. A woman is at her most vulnerable when she cedes control to a man. You needed to understand that I don’t take that trust lightly. I promised I wouldn’t touch you, and I kept my word, Lily.” 
 
    She gave him a hesitant smile. 
 
    “Do you want to talk about how it made you feel?” he asked. “You weren’t expecting to feel anything but fear, were you?” 
 
    “I’ve never done anything like that,” she whispered. “I’ve read books like that. When a woman gives up control and willingly lets a guy hurt her…” 
 
    “Did I hurt you, Lily?” he interrupted her, his voice hard and unyielding. He wouldn’t let her think this was like those cheesy erotica novels about BDSM. It wasn’t. He didn’t hurt women for kinks. He liked control, yes, but to do some of the stuff he’d seen in the clubs he frequented? That wasn’t him. 
 
    “No,” she admitted. “It’s just when you said you were going to cover my eyes, I thought…” She shook her head. “I’m not that girl, Nikoli, a…a submissive. The one who lets a man take advantage of her, hurt her, use her for his own satisfaction.” 
 
    “You’ve got a skewed perception of the lifestyle, Lily,” he said. “It’s not about hurting a woman or using her. It’s about satisfying needs, about trust, and respect.” 
 
    “But how is it about respect when you take away someone’s control?” 
 
    “Lily, you obeyed the commands I gave you today. Why?” 
 
    He watched a myriad of emotions cross her face as she tried to articulate her answer. More than anything, the part of him that was the dominant alpha male wanted to hold her, to tell her it was okay, he’d take care of everything, but he couldn’t do that with her. She needed to come to grips with her own fears first. 
 
    “Can I sit?” she asked, her hands worrying each other. Nikoli smiled. She didn’t even realize she’d asked permission. He nodded. 
 
    She collapsed onto the bed. “At first, I was curious. Then, it was about trying to overcome the paralyzing fear I felt at the thought of what you might do when I couldn’t see it coming.” 
 
    “But it changed, didn’t it, Milaya?” He sat down beside her, barely an inch separating their bodies. “You found you wanted to obey, to do as I asked. Your body reacted to my voice, and that confused you.” 
 
    Lily nodded, not looking at him. “It went from fear to…to anticipation.” 
 
    Nikoli smiled and pride swelled within him. She was being honest, and that, more than anything, was going to cement his authority and her trust, her submission to him. It had to be hard for her, but she didn’t hide from it. 
 
    “Look at me, Lily.” 
 
    She looked up, her face hesitant.  
 
    “What you felt was natural. You were curious, your body reacted to the desire you felt. It let you know what it wanted, even when you weren’t capable of understanding it. Don’t be afraid.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of you.” 
 
    He chuckled. “You should be, Milaya. You should be terrified of me.” 
 
    “I know,” she told him, her voice breathy, and his own breathing hitched in reaction. He leaned in closer, his shoulder brushing hers. She gasped, her mouth parting as the sound slipped out. His eyes focused on her lips. They were full, lush, and had inspired all sorts of fantasies the last few days. It would be so easy to lean in and brush her lips with his. She tilted her head up, her eyes questioning. 
 
    Nikoli leaned in, so close he could smell the strawberry and vanilla scent of her shampoo and body wash. It drove him slightly crazy every time he was in close proximity to her. 
 
    “Would you be okay if I kissed you?” He inhaled the sweet scent of her that was sure to drive him mad. 
 
    “Maybe.” Lily drew in a ragged breath, but didn’t move away. She moved closer to him, and Nikoli groaned. He’d been fantasizing about her lips all day. Just the thought of actually kissing her nearly sent him over the edge right then. 
 
    He lowered his head to hers, his nose brushing hers. She didn’t flinch. She went completely still, but she didn’t flinch. He heard her gasp, the soft intake of breath. His eyes looked into hers. He saw the desire. Saw the fear, but mostly he saw trust. She trusted him not to force her to do anything she couldn’t do. She trusted him not to become angry if she couldn’t do it. 
 
    That, more than anything else, made Lily Holmes the most dangerous creature he’d ever encountered. She could break him, and he didn’t care. 
 
    His breath feathered across her lips. He waited. She still hadn’t moved, but he could see her fingers tearing at each other. She was scared and nervous. He’d go slowly if it killed him. And it just might. “Are you good, Milaya?” 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered. He could smell the peppermint on her breath. 
 
    “Good girl,” he said and started to move closer, to close the tiny gap between their lips… 
 
    “Lily!” The pounding on the door started seconds after the bellow. Nikoli groaned. 
 
    “Ignore it,” he pleaded, even as Lily started to move away. 
 
    “I can’t.” She sounded just as frustrated as he did, but she got up and answered the door. 
 
    Nikoli sighed and let himself fall backward on her bed. So close. So damn close. He wasn’t sure if she’d let him try again. She’d been so nervous to begin with, she might have seen the door as the proverbial bell that saved her. Not kissing her might even set them back in their progress, dammit. She’d get all nervous and start having doubts. He had to keep her in the now, not let her past haunt her. 
 
    The two girls at Lily’s door kept peeking around her to catch a glimpse of him, and an idea started to form. A grin slid across his face. She wasn’t going to remember her own fears. Nope, she was going to remember laughter instead. He sat up and pulled his shirt off. The girls’ eyes widened, and one of them stammered. Lily turned her head toward him when the girl in question didn’t answer for the third time. Lily’s own eyes went round. She glanced from him to the girls, her face flaming. Nikoli chuckled. Well, he’d laugh, anyway. She might go to bed screaming in rage. 
 
    He watched as she hurried the girls up and then shut her door, before turning to face him. She stayed where she was, but that was okay with him. He loved watching her reactions. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” she demanded after a minute. 
 
    “Doing?” he asked innocently. 
 
    “Put your shirt back on!” She did the whisper shout thing, which only caused him to laugh. 
 
    “I don’t want to,” he told her and then grinned. Her eyes widened. She knew his I’m-up-to-no-good grin. He bounced the bed. 
 
    Lily’s mouth dropped open in a silent O. He bounced it again, the mattress squeaking. 
 
    “Stop that!” She ran over to stand in front of him. “I mean it, Nikoli, stop it right now. You know they’re out there listening.” 
 
    “Make me.” He started to bounce the bed again, harder, forcing the old mattress to groan in protest. Lily looked mortified, and when he groaned loudly, using his hand to knock the headboard against the wall, he thought she might faint. 
 
    “This isn’t funny!” she seethed. “People are listening!” 
 
    He knew that. He’d heard the footsteps and the whispering too. He chuckled and bounced the bed faster and harder, his hand forcing the headboard to hit the wall repeatedly. He let out another long, deep moan and said, “Lily…” 
 
    She grabbed him and hauled him off the bed, falling with him. He turned mid-fall so his back hit the floor, and she landed on top of him. Her leg landed between his, and it took every ounce of control he had not to hiss. He was hard, and the simple touch actually hurt. 
 
    Lily stared nonplussed at him, and Nikoli bit back a groan. She moved and rubbed along his length. “Lily, if you move, I won’t guarantee you’ll walk away unscathed.” 
 
    “I…” She shifted, trying to push away from him, and her knee pressed in on him. It was too much. He rolled, keeping her safe until the last minute. She hit the floor and he caged her, careful not to touch her. “I told you not to move,” he bit out. 
 
    She took a shaky breath, and he could see the panic starting to rise up in her eyes. “Am I touching you, Lily Bells?” he asked. She shook her head. “Then don’t panic. I’m not going to touch you.” 
 
    “Then will you move so I can get up?” she asked, her voice panicked. “Please, Nikoli…I can’t…this…” She started to stutter in her panic. 
 
    “No,” he said. He saw how afraid she was, but she had to trust him. “I like you caged in, trapped. We’ve already established earlier today how happy it makes me.” 
 
    “You’re perverse,” she stammered, a smile tugging at her lips, despite her unease. He let out a small sigh. She was almost to her breaking point. He could see it in her eyes, feel it in the tenseness of her body.  
 
    “I just like making you blush,” he told her. “I can’t wait to see where your blush starts so I can follow it all the way up, tasting every inch of you as I go.” 
 
    She took a ragged breath, her eyes wide and panicked. He bent his head and let his nose rub alongside hers for a moment before pulling back. 
 
    “You always say you’re not going to touch me and then you do,” she accused. 
 
    “But you like it when I do that, don’t you, Milaya?”  
 
    “Yes,” she answered honestly, and Nikoli wanted to fist pump at the small victory. Until he looked into her eyes. Weariness tinged them, and Nikoli became concerned. She’d been through a lot the last few days. As badly as he wanted to kiss her, he couldn’t push her any more tonight. 
 
    He pushed himself up and off her. Lily scrambled back faster than he would have liked, but at least she didn’t move more than a foot away from him. Last night she’d have been on the other side of the room. Progress was progress. 
 
    “What time is your first class tomorrow?” he asked, picking his shirt up off the floor. 
 
    “Nine.” 
 
    He tugged it over his head. “I’ll swing by and pick you up for breakfast then. There’s this little dive I know about ten minutes from campus that serves the absolute best breakfast. Even your frou-frou stuff.” 
 
    “Frou-frou stuff?” she asked, a laugh escaping. 
 
    “Don’t think I didn’t see you giving Mike all those disgusting looks this morning.” He winked. “They serve a lighter breakfast for all the health nuts along with my steak and eggs.” 
 
    Her nose scrunched up, and he found it adorable. He wanted to slap himself for finding it adorable, but there it was. 
 
    “Do they have fresh fruit?” She inched closer to him. 
 
    “Barney gets a fresh delivery every morning just for his fruit crepes.” Nikoli said, keeping still. He wanted to see what she’d do. 
 
    “How many restaurant owners do you know?” Lily moved to within a few inches of him. 
 
    “Enough to keep you supplied in good food until we graduate.” 
 
    Nikoli held his breath as Lily stared, her expression terrified, but determined. 
 
    “Promise not to move,” she whispered. 
 
    “Scout’s honor,” he said. 
 
    She smiled and shook her head. “Put your hand out, palm up.” 
 
    Nikoli did as she asked and simply waited. She placed her hand on top of his. Barely. He felt her fingertips mostly, but it was something he didn’t think she could do, at least not yet. 
 
    “Your hand looks massive next to mine,” she murmured. She flattened her hand out and let it sit there on his. He felt it sizzle through every nerve ending in his body like a white hot branding iron. He wanted to pull her close, to kiss her, to tell her how proud he was of her, but he did none of those things. He held himself perfectly still until she pulled her hand away. 
 
    “You did good, Lily Bells,” he told her. “Very good.” 
 
    “I didn’t know if I could,” she said, her voice low and soft. “Thank you, Nikoli.” 
 
    “For what, Milaya?” 
 
    “For keeping still? For everything?” Her smile was tired, but she looked happy. “For being the manwhore that you are and making me do something I didn’t want to do, even if the girls are already texting everyone that we’re…” 
 
    He grinned. “Means my car stays with me if they all think you’ve lost already.” 
 
    “Not a chance, Kincaid.” She grinned right back. “That car is mine.” 
 
    He laughed and opened the door. There were several girls staring straight at him. “Her virtue is still safe, ladies. Little Miss Prude over there didn’t appreciate my joke very much.” 
 
    “I’m not a prude!” she gasped. 
 
    “Have sex with me?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Prude.” 
 
    “Manwhore!” 
 
    The girls in the hallway were giggling like a bunch of twelve year olds, and that was fine with him. He’d done what he needed to and made sure they wouldn’t be spreading rumors around about Lily. She was fragile right now, and rumors might destroy all the progress they’d made. 
 
    “I’ll pick you up at seven, Prude,” he reminded her. 
 
    “Out!” she shouted, pointing her finger at him. 
 
    He chuckled and walked on down the hall to the elevator. Lily was coming along nicely. Yes, indeed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lily stood gazing out the window onto the street below. Traffic crawled by. Downtown Boston was almost as bad as New York City during rush hour. There was a good portion of the city that took the bus or walked. The bus was out of the question for her. She’d gotten Mike to bring her to her shrink’s office. After the last few days, she needed to talk. Badly. 
 
    The office door opened, and a middle aged man scurried out, looking emotionally battered. She recognized the look, having worn it herself more times than she could count after an office visit with Rebekha.  
 
    Dr. Rebekha Purdue popped her head out and smiled at Lily. She was in her mid to late forties, about the age of Lily’s mom, with chestnut brown hair and warm brown eyes. She reminded Lily a lot of her mother. Maybe that was why she had connected with her after seeing three other psychiatrists in the greater Boston area when she’d moved here.  
 
    “Lily, come in, come in.” Rebekha stepped back so Lily could enter. The office was warm and cozy, done in soothing shades of blue and gray, with a random yellow throw pillow nestled on one of the couches.  
 
    “Thank you so much for fitting me in.” Lily dropped down on the couch nearest the door and grabbed the throw pillow.  
 
    “Of course.” Rebekha took her seat in the armchair across from Lily. “It’s not often you call and ask for an emergency meeting. The last one was a year ago, I believe. Is everything okay?” 
 
    She’d been seeing Rebekha twice a week when she’d first started therapy sessions three years ago. Now she was down to a visit twice a month as needed. The last emergency session had been when Brian tried to hug her and she’d flipped out. Hiding her phobia from everyone after that had been impossible. All the guys she’d tutored had become extremely protective of her after Adam explained it to them. That was part of the reason they rode Nikoli so hard over her. Sometimes she thought they’d all adopted her as an honorary little sister. 
 
    “I met someone.” Lily stared at her fingers twisting the end of the pillow. Rebekha waited for her to go on. She’d learned from the beginning to let Lily talk at her own pace, something Lily truly appreciated. Talking about her feelings and her phobia was hard for her. “He says he can help me learn to deal with my phobia.” 
 
    “Help you?” Rebekha shifted in her seat and gave her a questioning stare. 
 
    Lily spent the next twenty minutes going over the last few days and told her about Nikoli and his crazy proposition, about all the crazy emotions she’d been feeling, and how Nikoli made her feel.  
 
    “That’s crazy, right?” Lily finally looked up. “I don’t understand why my panic level doesn’t skyrocket around him, or why he can touch me when Adam can’t.” 
 
    “It’s not crazy at all,” Rebekah assured her. “Lily, your phobia is not extreme or as severe as some of the other patients I treat. I have patients who can’t even leave their apartment because they are so petrified of physical contact. You are a functioning member of society. You have limits, yes, like cutting your own hair instead of going to a salon, but your fear is a controlled one. You don’t let it stop you. Let’s look at what we know about your phobia. Your fear is centered more around your family than the general public. You are afraid that showing them love or any emotion through physical contact can somehow cause them harm or even death. You think of Adam as family, don’t you?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Adam became part of your fear, but Nikoli is new, he’s not someone you consider family.” 
 
    “Still, I shouldn’t want him to touch me. I’ve known most of the football team for years, and I can’t even give Mikey a hug. I don’t understand what is going on with me. Why is he different?” 
 
    Rebehka smiled, and Lily fidgeted. “Maybe he’s different because you are attracted to him?” 
 
    Lily swept her eyes back down, but she couldn’t hide the blush that bloomed on her cheeks. “Only a blind woman wouldn’t be attracted to him.” 
 
    “Lily, this isn’t a bad thing. It means you are finally ready to start to forgive yourself. You want to get better. It’s what we’ve been talking about for months. This isn’t all of a sudden. It’s been a long time coming. Your mind needed a way to let you express yourself, to let you touch someone who isn’t family, and somewhere in the last few days, you’ve decided that someone is Nikoli.” 
 
    Lily groaned and let herself fall back against the cushion. The need to be normal had been driving her nuts for months, especially now that she was graduating college and starting her life. All she wanted was to be normal. Was that where this willingness to let Nikoli touch her came from? 
 
    “Tell me about Nikoli,” Rebekha encouraged. “You said he’s different than Adam. What’s so different?” 
 
    “He doesn’t treat me like I’m his little sister who’s going to break apart at the first gust of wind.” Lily opened her eyes and looked at the abstract art lining the walls. “There’s something else.” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “Adam…well, Adam and I are not talking right now. He acted like an ass when he found out I was going on a date with Nikoli, and then he…he used my phobia against me to make me feel worthless.” 
 
    “Why would he do that?” Rebekha kept her face neutral, but concerned. 
 
    “Nikoli says he’s jealous, and part of me hopes he is. All I’ve ever wanted is for him to see me.” 
 
    “His wedding is soon, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Christmas.” Lily stood and paced the room. “I’ve wondered if maybe my willingness to let Nikoli touch me is part of that.” 
 
    “Is it?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Lily sank back down on the couch. “I just don’t know. All I know is I’m confused. Nikoli makes me feel things, want things, things I’ve never felt or needed from Adam. I love Adam, but what if I’m not in love with him? What if I just latched onto the one person who made me feel safe, the person who’s always there for me?” 
 
    “Maybe this little experiment of yours with Nikoli will help you answer those questions, Lily.” 
 
    Maybe. Lily had been thinking about this for days. Nikoli sparked a response in her that she’d never felt in Adam’s presence. It was probably just lust, but it also said to her that her feelings for Adam may have been morphed into something bigger in her own head. Adam was her constant.  
 
    “Do you think we can go back to two sessions a week for a little while?” she asked abruptly. “I feel so out of control right now. All these emotions and sensations are new to me, and I feel overwhelmed.” 
 
    “Of course, Lily, if you feel you need it.” Rebekha smiled at her in such a motherly fashion it made her miss her mother in that instant. Her mama would help her hash this out, but she was miles and miles away in Florida. 
 
    “For a little while,” she said absently. “Nikoli pushes me, he won’t let me hide, but he never pushes me too far, or at least he hasn’t yet. I need to talk about it, though. I can’t talk to Adam about this, especially not right now.” 
 
    “Now, tell me how you are feeling in regards to your argument with Adam.” Rebekha moved the conversation back to Adam.  
 
    Lily’s shoulders sagged. “Adam has always been there, never unkind, always supportive, until I started dating Nikoli. I never knew he could be so cruel. He hurt me more than I can express. He’s sorry, but I can’t get past what he said to me, how he made me feel.” 
 
    “Sometimes those we love hurt us more than anyone else, Lily.” 
 
    Lily fiddled with the cushion again. “I’m trying to forgive him. I need him in my life, even if from a distance. He is the one stable person in my life, the one person who never made me feel guilty about Laney. Sometimes my mom looks at me, and I can still see the pain in her eyes and just a little bit of blame. I don’t know if I imagine it or not, but I see it.” Lily rubbed her neck, trying to loosen the tension knot. “I’ve been talking about Laney with Nikoli.” 
 
    Rebekha’s eyebrows went up just a bit. Lily refused to willingly talk about her sister with anyone, but with Nikoli, she found she could talk about her. She wasn’t sure why. 
 
    “Maybe it’s because Nikoli didn’t know the two of you, and you feel safe from the doubt and the blame? This is good, Lily. It’s progress, a massive step forward in forgiving yourself for her death.” 
 
    Lily wouldn’t go that far, but it was nice to talk to someone about her without any blame or guilt, imagined or real, aimed at her. It helped.  
 
    “Time’s up, Lily.” Rebekha stood. “Stop at the desk and make your next appointment for Friday with Sharon. If you need me, you have my office number and my cell number. I want you to call if you start to feel too out of control. We don’t want another repeat of your last incident, but I think you’ll be fine. You’re stronger than you think.” 
 
    Lily gave her a small smile and thanked her. She stepped out and waited behind a woman to make her next appointment.  
 
    Maybe this really would work. Maybe she could be normal again. There wasn’t anything she wanted more than that. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nikoli paced the small apartment like a caged animal. He was sexually frustrated and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it. Except get surly, which he’d been for the last week. Lily, damn her, grinned when she saw him. She was betting he couldn’t last without sex, but he was just as stubborn as she was. 
 
    Luther started a betting pool on it. Most people gave him two weeks, tops. Luther gave him a week and three days. He threw a glare at the top of Luther’s head over that one.  
 
    “You know, if you wear a hole in the carpet, we lose our deposit,” Luther said casually, his gaze focused on the game he was playing. 
 
    “And?” Nikoli growled. 
 
    “Just saying, bro.” Luther paused the game and turned to face him. “It’s only been a little over a week and you’re ready to explode. You need to de-stress.” 
 
    “You’re not winning the pool, Luther,” he said, his glare hot enough to singe what little hair was on his friend’s head. 
 
    “Hey, man, I’m just saying you need to de-stress. Why don’t you go out and have a few? I’ll even come keep you company.” 
 
    “No,” Nikoli snapped. “If I do that, I’ll end up fucking someone.” 
 
    “Then go pace in your own fucking room,” Luther snapped back. “It’s getting on my nerves.” 
 
    Nikoli flipped Luther off and stalked to his room, slamming the door. Damn, but he was in a foul mood. Who the hell knew going without sex could cause this much irritability? Porn wasn’t even helping. Well, not much. He sat down at his desk and stared at the computer screen. He should be programming, but he was too wired. 
 
    He trolled his Facebook page for a few minutes before giving up and dragging out his phone. Lily’s face appeared when he pulled up her contact information. He just stared and felt himself get even harder. Damn, this girl was messing with him in more ways than should be possible. He missed her. It was odd. He’d never missed anyone before, except his family, but certainly not a girl. 
 
    His Skype pinged and he glanced over to see his brother Viktor had sent him a photo of him and his new girl. Vik was the only one of his brothers who’d had a relationship with a girl for longer than a week. The rest of the brothers thought he was weird, willing to tie himself down to one girl.  
 
    Lily made him wonder what it would be like to be tied down to one girl, and even though it set off alarm bells, he found himself thinking of it more and more. She was unlike any girl he’d ever met. She knew cars maybe even better than he did. Sexy as hell and she could keep him interested in an actual conversation for more than five minutes.  
 
    He glanced from his phone to his open Skype and back to his phone. Why didn’t he have her on Skype? He grinned. Maybe seeing her on cam would alleviate some of his irritability. Hell, just seeing her get riled and irritated as much as he was might help. He enjoyed getting her all worked up and spitting fire at him.  
 
    First he searched her name, and there were too many hits to even sort through. He tried her email with no results. Frowning, he sent her a text. 
 
      
 
    Nikoli: What’s ur Skype name? 
 
      
 
    Lily: What makes u think I have Skype? 
 
      
 
    Nikoli: FFS, who doesn’t have Skype? 
 
      
 
    Lily: Me? 
 
      
 
    Nikoli: LILY! 
 
      
 
    Lily: Fine. Arabella. 
 
      
 
    Nikoli: Arabella? 
 
      
 
    Lily: Game account. 
 
      
 
    A game account? She was a gamer? He’d never seen the name. She probably played those girly Facebook games. Farmer Lily. He chuckled at the thought as he searched Arabella. Six popped up. 
 
      
 
    Nikoli: Which 1? 
 
      
 
    Lily: Girl with the finger to her lips. 
 
      
 
    Her Skype had a provocative picture? So many things about her didn’t make sense to him. She had a severe issue with being touched, but her Skype profile picture oozed sex? He shook his head and sent her a contact request. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
      
 
    Nikoli: FFS, Lily, accept the damn request. 
 
      
 
    Lily: My Skype isn’t on. 
 
      
 
    He rolled his eyes in frustration and let out a long-suffering sigh. 
 
      
 
    Nikoli: Then open the fucking program! 
 
      
 
    Lily: Hold your damn horses. 
 
      
 
    Nikoli: I’m about 2 come over there. 
 
      
 
    Lily: Sheesh! 
 
      
 
    His eyes roamed back to the screen to see she accepted, but her status was set to away. His eyes narrowed. Such a liar. Her Skype had been on the whole time; she’d been messing with him.  
 
    He hit video call and waited and waited and waited until it hung up. Damn that woman. He opened the Skype chat box. 
 
      
 
    Nikoli: Answer the damn call! 
 
      
 
    Lily: Busy. 
 
      
 
    Nikoli: I’m getting in my car and coming over there right now. 
 
      
 
    He hit the video call button again, and she answered before the first ring finished. Her irritated face greeted him, and he laughed. She looked pissed. 
 
    “What the hell do you want, Nikoli?” she asked. “I’m trying to study.” 
 
    “I just wanted to see your smiling face,” he said, the laughter in his voice apparent. She sounded so grumpy. 
 
    “There, you’ve seen it, I need to…” 
 
    “Now, now, my little prude,” he interrupted. “It’s either talk with me here, or I come pick you up. Your choice.” 
 
    The glare she gave him rivaled the one he’d just leveled at Luther.  
 
    “Fine,” she huffed. “What do you want to talk about?” 
 
    “You.” 
 
    “Me? Why?” 
 
    “You’re a fascinating girl, Lily.” That was an understatement. “Stand up.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He sighed. “Lily, don’t argue, just do as you’re told.” 
 
    Lily stood up and his mouth went a little dry. She had on an old Metallica tee shirt and a scrap of white lace panties. Damn. He shouldn’t have asked that, but he was curious to see what she wore to bed.  
 
    “Well, at least you’re not wearing granny panties like I assumed,” he said. “You’re a lace girl, huh?” 
 
    She sat back down and nodded. “Yeah. I don’t like to feel anything else against my skin. Why would you think I wore granny panties?” 
 
    He laughed. “Because you are a prude, Lily.”  
 
    “Says the manwhore,” she quipped and tossed her heavy hair over one shoulder. “I bet Luther’s pissed.” 
 
    Of course she knew about the pool going around. “He tried to get me to go drinking tonight.” 
 
    “Mikey thinks you’ll last three weeks. He’s being generous.” 
 
    “And what about you, Lily Bells? How long do you think I’ll last?” 
 
    She smiled, and it lit up her face. “I think you’ll go the distance.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “You want to keep your car as much as I want it.” 
 
    Hell yes, he was keeping his baby. He kicked off his shoes and stretched. While the bulge in his pants wasn’t going anywhere, the sound of her voice calmed him. It took the edge off. That irritated him, but he wasn’t going to complain.  
 
    A knock at Lily’s door interrupted them, and he watched as she got up and opened it. He couldn’t see around her, but he did hear several girls. They sounded agitated. Lily was shaking her head, and he chuckled at the sound of the girls’ raised voices. Being a floor advisor had to be an adventure in and of itself. 
 
    “What was that about?” he asked when she sat back down. 
 
    “Nothing,” she said, pulling a book in her lap. “Just teenage girls being teenage girls.” 
 
    “How long have you been a floor advisor?” 
 
    “Since sophomore year.” She flipped several pages and wrote something down on her notepad.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because it pays for my room and board,” she told him, looking up. “After my dad died, it was hard financially, and then when Laney died, it got worse. After Mom married Dave, it got better, but she couldn’t afford to send me to college. I had to pay for it with grants, loans, and scholarships.” 
 
    Here was a girl who understood hard work and paying your own way. Another first for him. Most of the girls he knew wanted people to do everything for them. His respect for Lily went up a notch. 
 
    “Why do you call me Lily Bells?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” He shrugged. “It just popped in my head that first day. Besides, it suits you.” 
 
    “My name is Lily Isabella Holmes. I wasn’t sure if you knew that or not, and if you did, how you found out.” 
 
    “Nope, sorry, I didn’t know that.” 
 
    She shoved her glasses on, and he burst out laughing. She had these old fifties-style black rimmed glasses that screamed nerd. She wound her hair up in a loose knot and settled back, getting comfortable.  
 
    “Appreciate the nerdy bookworm,” she told him.  
 
    “Oh, I am. She’s sexy as hell.” It was true. Even with those awful glasses on, she was still gorgeous and sexy sitting there in her t-shirt and lace underwear. It made him want to take the scrap of material in his teeth and strip it off her slowly. 
 
    “Tell me about Laney.” He needed to distract himself from that thought or he’d never get to sleep. 
 
    “What…why?” she asked, her eyes wide.  
 
    “Because, Milaya, part of your problems stem from what happened to your sister. You feel guilty. Talking about her will help.”  
 
    “What do you want to know?” she asked cautiously.  
 
    “Whatever you want to tell me.” 
 
    Lily stared at Nikoli’s face and frowned. Talking about her sister wasn’t going to help. It might make it worse. Anytime she thought of her twin, she always got depressed and lonely. She missed her more than anything and wished she could take back that awful day. Talking about Laney hurt. 
 
    What if he was right, though? What if not talking about her was part of the problem? Rebekah seemed to think talking about Laney was helping her to forgive herself, and it was easier to talk to him than anyone else about her sister. 
 
    “You remember I told you Laney and I were twins?”  
 
    He nodded and waited for her to continue. 
 
    She smiled. He was as patient with her as her psychiatrist was. Her fingers caught the hem of her t-shirt and started twisting. “When we were little, we did everything together, even finished each other’s sentences. Very twinish. She was a mama’s girl, though, and I was strictly a daddy’s girl. Our personalities were so different, it didn’t matter that we were identical. Anyone could tell us apart.” A grin lit up her face. “Unless we didn’t want them to.” 
 
    “You two were devils, weren’t you?” Nikoli asked. His laugh filled the room. 
 
    “Terrors,” she agreed, smiling. “My grandpa used to swear in frustration every time he watched us. We always talked him into doing things our parents said no to.” 
 
    “How was she different from you?” 
 
    “I was the quiet one with her nose either in a book or buried under the hood of a car. Not Laney. She had this bigger than life personality that drew all kinds of people to her. Everyone loved her. She was kind and sweet, but loud and boisterous too. Always the center of attention. The epitome of what a girl was—she loved shopping, purple was her favorite color, she loved cooking, fashion, you name it. If it was girly, Laney adored it.” 
 
    Lily paused and closed her eyes, flashes of her sister’s smiling face assaulting her. A tear leaked out at the pain that hit her in the gut. God, she missed Laney. So much. Missed the long talks they used to have, the sound of her laugh. Pain ripped through her and she almost doubled over from the force of it.  
 
    “Milaya, it’s okay to hurt, to grieve,” Nikoli said softly. “It’s how we deal with loss and move on. If you don’t let yourself grieve for your sister, you’ll never get better.” 
 
    “I miss her,” Lily told him, her eyes closed. “Every day. It feels like there is this big hole where she was. We were twins, two halves of the same whole. I always knew what she was thinking, what she was feeling. Now that’s gone. I’m empty inside, Nikoli. So empty. And every damn bit of it is my fault. If only I hadn’t been such a stupid…” 
 
    “Lily,” he interrupted her. “Your sister loved you, didn’t she?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then do you think she’d want you to keep blaming yourself? How would it make her feel knowing you were putting yourself through so much pain, when what happened to her was an accident?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then start to forgive yourself. From everything you’ve said, I know your sister would have forgiven you a long time ago. Neither of you had any idea that car was around the corner. Had you known, you’d have done everything to get to her, to save her. She knows that, and I guarantee she wouldn’t hold you responsible for what happened. It was an accident, Milaya, a tragic accident, and not your fault.” 
 
    Lily wiped her tears. Laney wouldn’t want her to be in this shape, but it was going to take more than a pep talk from Nikoli to make Lily forget what she’d done to her sister. She was starting to heal, even she realized that. Maybe it was just time, or maybe it was because of Nikoli. Either way, she was getting better. Talking with Rebekha had helped her come to that conclusion. 
 
    “Tell you what,” Nikoli said. “Every day, starting tomorrow, I want you to tell me something new about Laney. Tell me about some adventure you two went on, the pranks you pulled, anything you want to tell me about the happy memories you had with Laney. Can you do that?” 
 
    She nodded. She could do that. 
 
    “What are you doing Saturday?” he asked. 
 
    “Studying?” 
 
    “Nope.” He shook his head. “We’re going shopping.” 
 
    “Shopping?” 
 
    “You did tell me you weren’t stepping foot in either of my apartments until I switched the furniture.” 
 
    Lily shuddered thinking about all the gross fluids that had to be in his apartment. 
 
    “We’re going furniture shopping. Then you are going to help me and Luther move it all in.” 
 
    “You’re really going to get brand new furniture?” 
 
     “Just think of all the new memories we can make…you bent over the couch, laying on the kitchen table, your legs wrapped around me, tied to my bed while I kiss every inch of your skin.” 
 
    Lily felt the blush start to heat her cheeks, and she watched Nikoli’s eyes sweep her face and then follow the blush down to her shirt.  
 
    “Take off the shirt for me?” he asked. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “I just want to see where the blush starts, Milaya.” His grin turned evil. “I’m in my apartment and you’re in your dorm room. You’re perfectly safe.” 
 
    “No,” she said adamantly. “I am not giving you a boob show.” 
 
    Nikoli laughed at her outraged tone. He loved getting her riled up, like a virgin who’s never even thought of a naked man before. He loved her outrage. It was refreshing.  
 
    “Lily, I’m not asking for Skype sex, I’m just asking for you to take off your shirt. Here, watch me take off mine.” He reached down and pulled his own shirt over his head and tossed it to the side. “See how easy that is?” 
 
    “I’m still not taking my shirt off.” She laughed, her eyes tracing his tattoos.  
 
    “Such a prude,” he said. 
 
    “Yup,” she agreed. “No boob show for you, Kincaid.” 
 
    “What do you want for breakfast?” he asked, changing the subject. If he teased her much more, he might really go over there, as hard as he was right now. 
 
    “Um, I hadn’t thought about it?” 
 
    “There’s this new place that opened a few blocks away from the Italian place you love. It’s only open for breakfast. I thought we might go check it out.” 
 
    “Sure,” she agreed, “but if they only serve heavy breakfast food, you’re stopping somewhere so I can get a yogurt or something.” 
 
    “Yogurt is boring, Lily Bells. Why not try something else, like biscuits and gravy?” 
 
    “I’m from the south,” she reminded him. “Biscuits and gravy is a staple where I’m from. If I didn’t eat it growing up, I’m not eating it now.” 
 
    “That’s too bad,” he said. “I would have loved to pour the gravy over your belly and lick it clean.” 
 
    Her gasp was loud, and he chuckled. He’d shocked her again. 
 
    “You think about sex too much,” she said after a minute, her voice just a little breathy. 
 
    “You can never think about sex too much,” he countered. “You, my prude, don’t think about it enough.” 
 
    “You’re an ass.” 
 
    “I’m your ass, though.” He grinned wickedly. 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m hanging up now. I really do have to study. I have a test in the morning.” 
 
    “Fine, Lily Bells, I’ll let you escape back to your studying, but I’ll swing by at six to pick you up. I have class at eight, so we need to go early.” 
 
    “That means I have to get up even earlier to take a shower, dammit.” 
 
    “Deal with it. Good night, Milaya.”  
 
    “Good night, asshat.” She disconnected the call, and he laughed. God, that girl was something else. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I hate you, Lily.” 
 
    Lily grinned at Luther and flipped him off as she carried in the table lamp.  
 
    “Man up, Luther,” Janet said. “You’re the only one complaining.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” he grumbled. “We’re doing all the heavy lifting.” 
 
    Mike shot him a warning look. Lily only laughed. She’d love to see Janet go all Terminator on his ass. Luther needed a good kick in the rear anyway. He really had been complaining all day.  
 
    “I wouldn’t,” Adam whispered. Lily was close enough to hear him. “If you get her started, she’ll never shut up.” 
 
    Luther gave him a horrified look and ran back out the door to see what else needed to come up the three flights of stairs. 
 
    Lily had been surprised Adam volunteered to come help them move furniture. When he’d shown up with Mike and Janet, she’d almost told him to leave. Except they needed the help. Nikoli meant it when he said he was getting new furniture.  
 
    Goodwill had come by this morning and picked up every piece of furniture they owned, except for what was in Luther’s bedroom. Nikoli had dragged them both to several furniture stores after renting a U-Haul. He’d made Luther follow them in his car so she wouldn’t have to freak out over having to sit between them. She couldn’t handle that, and she knew it. Apparently, so did Nikoli. 
 
    Adam and Mike sat down the sectional in front of the TV. The fabric was a soft, dark beige and went well with the pale walls. Lily had picked it out not based on the color, but on sleep worthiness. She’d stretched out on several in the store and rolled around, testing comfort. This one was the softest, but had just a little resistance so you could nap with ease. 
 
    Nikoli tossed the red throw pillows at her and shouted, “Drinks in the fridge, guys. Grab a cold one before we go after the next load.” 
 
    Janet took a long swig of water and then whispered to Lily, “Why did he buy new furniture?” 
 
    “I refused to set foot in the place until his disease-covered filth was gone,” she said, not bothering to lower her voice. 
 
    Nikoli just smiled wanly and chugged his beer. 
 
    “Why do you think I don’t sit when I go over to Mike and Adam’s frat house?” Lily said, her expression scrunching up in disgust. “Just think about all the bodily fluids in that place.” 
 
    “Ewwww.” Janet looked disgusted. “I never thought about that.” 
 
    “We clean,” Mike defended. 
 
    “With bleach?” Lily asked. “And on every surface?” 
 
    “Well, no…” 
 
    “Not clean!” Janet did her grossed out dance. “I’m not going back there ever again.” 
 
    Mike shot Lily a what-have-you-done look, and she smiled. “Deal with it, Michealangelo.” 
 
    Luther let out a groan, and they all turned to see him sitting on the couch, a look of utter joy on his face. “Oh. My. God. I could live here.” 
 
    “Off the couch!” Lily demanded. 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “Because it’s brand new and you’re dirty, sweaty, and you stink,” Lily told him.  
 
    “It’s my damn couch,” he grouched, but moved when he saw the look of promised pain Lily aimed at him. Instead, he rambled over to the fridge, which Nikoli had replaced the day before. The fact he’d replaced it made Lily shudder at the thought of what might have happened there.  
 
    Nikoli grabbed the drink out of Luther’s hand. “Nope, man, not yours. These are Lily’s.” He walked over and handed her the can of cherry Dr. Pepper.  
 
    “I like those too!” Luther protested. 
 
    “Don’t touch ’em,” Nikoli warned, his voice hard.  
 
    “How did you know these are my favorites?” Lily asked, perplexed. She’d never told him. 
 
    “Every time we go out to eat, it’s the first thing you ask for.” Nikoli shrugged like it wasn’t a big deal. “Not hard to figure out.” 
 
    “Thank you, Nikoli,” she said softly. 
 
    He nodded and went back to the fridge to get a beer. He’d started to regret the arrangement he’d made with her. Not because he didn’t want to help her, but because he could feel himself changing, and it bothered him. He found himself doing little things for her, like making sure his fridge was stocked with her favorite drink, or walking her to every class even when it made him late for his own.  
 
    Lily appreciated the smaller gestures as opposed to the grand ones. It was something he’d figured out about her over the last two weeks. The smile she’d given him over the can of pop was enough to make his stomach do a little flip of its own. It disturbed him that she had this kind of effect on him, but at the same time, it was a new feeling, and one he liked. He snorted at his own indecision. The girl was really starting to get to him. 
 
    Adam pulled out a chair for Lily at the table, and Nikoli’s eyes narrowed. His first instinct had been to beat the shit out of Boy Wonder and send him packing, but Lily hadn’t told him to get lost, so Nikoli held his tongue. Adam had been useful at least, lugging more than his fair share up the stairs.  
 
    Janet wandered over and turned on the radio. Maroon 5’s “Sugar” blared out of the speakers. “Ohhh, I love this song!” 
 
    “Make the karaoke champ sing,” Mike said, his eyes vengeful.  
 
    “No.” Lily shook her head. 
 
    “Karaoke champ?” Nikoli asked, brow arched questioningly.  
 
    “Girl can sing,” Adam confirmed. “She sings good too.” 
 
    “This I have to hear.”  
 
    “Uh, no,” Lily refused. “Not gonna happen.” 
 
    “Aww, come on, Lils,” Adam cajoled. “Sing for us.” 
 
    “You first,” she said, a wicked smile spreading across her face. “Only fair the runner up goes first.” 
 
    Adam opened his mouth and started to sing along to the lyrics. Nikoli stared, open-mouthed. Boy Wonder had a decent voice. Lily laughed at Adam’s antics as he danced around the living room. He tossed her the remote control, and she started to sing with him, belting out the song. Their voices blended well, and it was obvious to anyone they’d sung together a lot.  
 
    His mouth went a little dry when Lily stood up and started to dance with him. The next song that came on was “Worth It” by Fifth Harmony. Her dance turned from fun and flirty to sensual and just a little dirty. Oh damn. His eyes followed her hips as they swayed and grinded.  
 
    Fuck. She said she loved to dance, but…fuck. His mouth watered when she went down and her hips did a little circle on the way back up. He barely suppressed a groan when she did some kind of wicked shimmy. Where did the woman learn to dance? If she kept this up, he was throwing them all out, and Lily was going to get her next lesson in controlling her fear. Fuck, he was hard. Glancing up, he caught Luther staring and punched him in the arm. “Eyes up,” he growled.  
 
    Nikoli swung his own eyes back to Lily and noticed Adam had gotten closer to her, dancing, his hips insinuating, grinding against hers, and a stab of jealousy struck him. What the hell? As much as he tried to deny it, the closer Adam got to her ass, the more he wanted to beat the little shit. Lily hadn’t noticed how close Adam was to her. She was having fun, and Nikoli moved closer, ready to intervene if necessary. 
 
    Lily laughed to herself when she caught Nikoli almost drooling. He’d tortured her for two weeks, and now it was her turn for a little payback. His eyes followed her hips, watched her ass bounce to the rhythm of the song, and she smiled, turning and moving with the grace of a cat.  
 
    Someone moved against her and she stilled, the song dying. Adam. She knew it because Nikoli looked furious. Her muscles tensed and she worked to control the tremors that started in her hands. Panic started in the pit of her stomach, and when Adam shifted his body, coming fully against her, his arms encircling her waist, she couldn’t stop her reaction. She jumped away from him and backed up until she hit the kitchen island. Eyes wide, she stared at him and fought to gain control.  
 
    He looked hurt, but dammit, he knew not to touch her. Her breathing sped up and she sank down to the floor as the panic attack took hold. She tucked her head between her legs and tried to breathe, tried to remember no one could hurt her. 
 
    “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Nikoli roared, and she winced. She couldn’t breathe. Oh, God, she couldn’t breathe. She felt more than saw Janet hovering. Janet saw her have one of her attacks last year when Brian tried to hug her after she’d helped him pass his English class. He’d been so sorry, when he’d done nothing wrong.  
 
    “I thought she was getting better,” Adam said quietly.  
 
    “She was.” The anger in Nikoli’s voice was deafening. “If you’ve set that back, I swear…” 
 
    “Nikoli,” she whispered and hoped he could hear her.  
 
    He was there in an instant, kneeling. “Milaya, be easy. You’re safe.” 
 
    His voice sounded calm and soothing, but when his fingers grazed over the top of her head, she couldn’t stop the whimper. “Don’t, please.” She couldn’t. His touch right now only set off panic. “Don’t touch me…I can’t…I…” 
 
    “Shh, katonyac, I’m not going to touch you.” 
 
    Lily saw him stand and stalk over to Adam. He grabbed him by the front of his shirt and hauled him close, his fist rearing back to strike. 
 
    “Don’t,” she whispered, tears pooling in her eyes. “Please don’t, Nikoli.” 
 
    She lifted her head enough to see his arm pulled back, the muscles so tight, they looked ready to snap. Instead, he threw Adam like he was a rag that you tossed in the kitchen sink.  
 
    “Get out, all of you.” 
 
    She heard Janet protesting, but it was useless. He emptied the room and walked over to the radio to turn it down. He didn’t cut it off, just lowered the volume. Then he grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge and sat down in front of her, a good foot between them. He set the bottle of water down where she could reach it. 
 
    “Easy, dushka,” he murmured. “You’re safe.” 
 
    Her lungs felt like they were closing in on her, and her vision got blurry. “I…I can’t breathe,” she gasped.  
 
    “Close your eyes,” he told her, his voice calm. “Listen to the sound of the music and don’t think about anything but the words to the song. Sing them in your head, dushka. Just listen to the music and relax.” 
 
    Lily closed her eyes and listened to the song that was playing on the radio. John Legend’s “All of Me” drifted through the room. She let the soft melody invade her mind and began to hum along. Her breathing slowed down as she hummed along to the lyrics. The song itself was soothing, and she started to relax.  
 
    Her eyes popped open and she looked at Nikoli in surprise. The panic was still there, but she could breathe. How had he known to do that? 
 
    “Do you remember I told you my dad was in the army?” he asked and continued when she nodded. “He has PTSD, post-traumatic stress disorder. He used to have panic attacks all the time after he came home from his last assignment. It was right before he sent me and Callum to live with our uncle. My mom used to calm him down with music. I thought it might help you too. Is it helping?” 
 
    She nodded. It was helping. Her body was still stiff as a board, but her breathing was almost normal. She felt embarrassed too. She’d thought she was getting better, but all it took to send her scurrying away like a coward was a simple touch from Adam. He’d tried to wrap his arms around her, and that was it. Full blown panic mode kicked in, and she’d run.  
 
    “Hey, hey, no crying now, Milaya,” Nikoli soothed when he saw the tears falling from her eyes. She wiped them away, but couldn’t stop the tide.  
 
    “I’m sorry.” She hiccupped.  
 
    “Sorry? What do you have to be sorry for?” 
 
    “You’ve been working so hard to help me, and it’s not working. I’m sorry you’re wasting your time.” 
 
    “Hey, now, dushka, getting you better isn’t something that is going to be accomplished in a week or two, or even in a month. We can take this as slow as you need to. I’m not upset that you had a bad moment. Boy Wonder shouldn’t have just up and grabbed at you. You weren’t expecting it, and that’s why you got scared. That’s going to happen, Lily, but you are getting better. Don’t doubt that.” 
 
    “What does dushka mean?” she asked. She always forgot to look it up. 
 
    “Nope, Lily Bells, I’m not telling.” 
 
    She shook her head and sat up, reaching for the water bottle. She took a cautious sip. Last time this happened, she’d thrown up. She had no desire to puke all over Nikoli’s new furniture, especially after scolding Luther. 
 
    “You are not what I expected,” she murmured after a minute. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, you are, but you’re different too.” She thought about how to word what she wanted to say. “You’re brash and you have this fuck off attitude, but you’re also kind and patient. I didn’t expect that from you.” 
 
    Nikoli watched the confusion consume Lily’s expression and had to admit he was just as confused as she was. Normally, he did have a fuck off attitude and would go on, but not with Lily. Sure, he wanted her in a bad way, but he also had this inane urge to help her, to give her back everything she’d lost. He couldn’t explain it, but Lily mattered to him. In just two weeks, she’d gone from a fuck bet to someone he cared about.  
 
    “Don’t say that out loud.” He laughed to cover his own emotions. “I have a reputation to uphold. Now, what do you want for dinner? I’m starving. I’m going to feed you and then take you home.” 
 
    “What about the furniture?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. Luther and I will get the rest of it up later tonight. Now, what do you want to eat?” 
 
    “Cuban?” she asked, her voice hesitant.  
 
    “Sure. Joe’s always happy to see you come in. You go on and get cleaned up. I’ll deal with everyone outside, okay?” 
 
    She nodded and stood up. He watched her until she closed the bathroom door and then headed out to talk to everyone. Damn Adam. Boy Wonder had to always go and fuck everything up. No more.  
 
    They all waited outside, grouped around the U-Haul. He went straight for Adam, but Mike blocked his access.  
 
    “Take it easy, man. You do him any damage and Lily might not forgive you. She loves the idiot.” 
 
    “I’m not going to hit him,” Nikoli promised. Mike didn’t budge. Smart man.  
 
    Adam glared at him from angry and belligerent eyes. The man was so jealous he couldn’t see straight. It was a feeling Nikoli himself was becoming accustomed to. “You fucking go near her again, and you won’t walk away from it.” 
 
    “She’s my best friend.” The anger rolled off Adam in waves. 
 
    “Then why the fuck would you do that?” Nikoli exploded. “You know how she is.” 
 
    “I’ve seen you touch her,” Adam said through clenched teeth. “I thought she was okay, that she was better…” 
 
    “She’s not better!” Nikoli interrupted. “She only lets me touch her because she trusts me.” 
 
    “And she doesn’t trust me?” Adam shouted.  
 
    “Obviously not,” Nikoli yelled over Mike’s shoulder.  
 
    “Calm the fuck down!” Luther intervened before Adam could say anything. “It was a mistake. Let’s all just calm down and move on.” 
 
    Nikoli snapped his mouth shut, his fist needing to hit something, Boy Wonder’s face his first choice. Luther was right, though. As angry as Lily was with Adam, she did love him. He’d been her best friend since she was a little girl. For that reason, he wouldn’t screw his face up. 
 
    “Stay the fuck away from her,” he warned, his voice hard. “She needs to heal, and she can’t do that with you acting like a jealous fool.” 
 
    “I’m not jealous of you,” Adam denied hotly.  
 
    “You’re acting like a jealous ass, Adam,” Mike piped in.  
 
    Adam shot him a glare, but kept his mouth shut. 
 
    “I’m taking Lily to eat to try and calm her down,” he said and turned to go back inside. “Mike, keep him the hell away from me and from Lily, or I won’t be held responsible for what happens to him.” 
 
    He left them with that and went to check on Lily. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Joe’s was packed as always, but he managed to squeeze them into a booth near the back. It was a little more private than some of the tables where they’d been seated when they came here, and Lily was grateful. She wasn’t up to having everyone stare at her. The lighting back here was dimmer, so it was a little harder for people to see her splotched face.  
 
    She looked around and settled into the booth. The warmth of the place always relaxed her. The warm tones of the wood and the subtle touches of the Cuban culture gave the place a relaxed, fun feel. Joe’s booming voice as he greeted people made her smile. He’d taken one look at her and leveled a baleful expression at Nikoli, who just shook his head and demanded a table. 
 
    “Tell me about Joe,” she said softly, watching him move around the restaurant.  
 
    “What about him?”  
 
    “How do you know him?” 
 
    “I eat here,” he said, his eyes not meeting hers. 
 
    She gave him a “duh” look. “Yes, but how do you know him?” 
 
    He didn’t want to get into this, at least not tonight. It might scare her. Not that he was hardcore into the lifestyle or anything, but she’d had enough of a scare already. “Does it matter?” 
 
    “Yes,” she told him. “I remember the first time we were here, the two of you seemed so…territorial almost. It made me curious.” 
 
    “Joe took me under his wing when I first came to Boston,” he said after a minute. Lily was going to keep asking, might as well tell her. “He and I share the same kind of needs in the bedroom.” 
 
    “Oh my God, you’re bisexual!” She clapped a hand over her mouth, her expression so shocked it would have been funny if she hadn’t been staring at him, a little horrified. 
 
    “No. I. Am. Not!” Nikoli spewed the words.  
 
    She just stared at him, eyes wide. “It’s fine if you are, Nikoli.” 
 
    “Of course it would be fine,” he said, his voice low. “There’s nothing wrong with it, but I’m not into guys.” 
 
    “Hmmm…” 
 
    “Look, I’m serious, Lily. If anyone wants to make that life choice, that’s their call. My brother Connor is bisexual, so trust me, I’m fine with anyone who makes that choice. It’s just not one I’d make.” 
 
    Wow. Lily hadn’t expected that. Or that he’d be so Zen about it either. “That’s cool your family supports his choice.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” he said, a wry smile decorating his face. “My brothers and I are close, and while all of us may not agree with his choices, we do support it. My parents and my grandparents? They were all raised Catholic, and if they knew about Conner’s choice of partners, they wouldn’t be so happy.” 
 
    “I know you said you supported him, but how do you feel about it?” She was curious. He’d sounded so outraged when she’d accused him of being bisexual.  
 
    “He’s my brother,” he said after a minute. “I want him to be happy, and it doesn’t matter to me who he’s with, as long as he’s happy. Right now he’s in a relationship with a girl, but who knows, a couple months from now he might be banging some dude. What do I care, as long as my brother is happy?” 
 
    Here was another facet to the manwhore she never suspected might exist buried under that fuck you attitude. He just kept surprising her. 
 
    The smile that broke across Lily’s face made him stop breathing. Her entire face lit up like an angel shining her grace upon him.  
 
    “So back to Joe,” she said, her smile still in place. “Where did you two meet? Here at the restaurant?” 
 
    “No, I met him at Bastian’s,” he continued. “It’s a sex club.” 
 
    She didn’t looked shocked at that, which irritated him. 
 
    “Joe saw that I needed control in sexual situations, but back then, I wasn’t so good at it. I fumbled a lot. Joe took me under his wing and taught me how to have that control and still make sure the woman came out as satisfied as I was.” 
 
    “So, what he and you…” She trailed off and wiggled her eyebrows at him. 
 
    “No!” he hissed. “I’m not into men. I already told you that. They don’t do a thing for me.” 
 
    “So then what did he do exactly?” 
 
    “He and I shared women,” Nikoli told her. “He showed me how to control the situation, how to be the person I am in the bedroom today. He showed me how to be dominant and gain submission. Some of the things we’ve seen at Bastian’s…” He shook his head, disgusted. “Neither Joe or I are into pain. I mean some people are, and that’s fine if that is what they need, but I would never hurt a woman. It gives me no pleasure. It’s why Joe decided to help me. He saw that I was struggling with how to be dominant without hurting someone. We’ve been friends since that first night, but we’ve been like brothers for a long time.” 
 
    “Ah, here is my beautiful girl,” Joe’s voice interrupted them. “Now, tell me, what has Nikoli done to cause my girl to cry?” 
 
    Lily looked up to see the concern and the anger in Joe’s face. She wondered what was going through his head. He seemed so upset she’d been crying. She and Nikoli had been in together several times over the last few weeks, and Joe had taken to calling her his girl. It always rankled Nikoli, and now she was beginning to see why. They’d shared women before. What did that say about his feelings for her? Did he even have any? 
 
    “Nikoli didn’t do anything,” she said. “I was upset about something, and he made it better.” 
 
    “A soul as beautiful as yours should never have cause to cry,” Joe told her, smiling. A low growl emanated from Nikoli, which he ignored. “Anyone who would hurt you will answer to me.” 
 
    “That’s my job, Joe.” Nikoli’s voice came out low, hard, and cold.  
 
    “And did whomever did this answer for it?” Joe turned his attention to Nikoli. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    That one simple word satisfied Joe, and his smile returned. “Bueno. Now, I have a special today, something that isn’t on the menu normally. Would you like to try it?” 
 
    “What is it?” Nikoli asked suspiciously, which caused Joe to burst out laughing.  
 
    “The last time I convinced him to try something, it burnt his mouth so badly, he drank three gallons of water,” Joe explained when he saw Lily staring at them curiously. “He doesn’t trust me now.” 
 
    “So what are you wanting us to try?” she asked, smiling at Nikoli’s disgruntled expression. 
 
    “Es estofado de carne.” 
 
    “Beef stew?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, it’s more complicated than a simple beef stew.” Joe winked. “Think beef stew, but Cuban style.” 
 
    “Bring it on.” She laughed. “I’m willing to try it.” 
 
    “Excelente.” Joe grinned. “I’ll bring you both a bowl of it.” 
 
    Nikoli muttered something Lily didn’t quite catch, but it made her laugh, which earned her a glare. She smiled all the more at his exasperated expression. She was feeling more like herself now. Her muscles had relaxed, and she wasn’t ready to run screaming for the door. Nikoli had kept his word too. He hadn’t attempted to touch her in any way. He never lied to her. Maybe that was part of why she trusted him, part of why she never had a panic attack when he touched her. It was weird, and she didn’t really understand it, but as Adam always said, it was what it was.  
 
    “So, Luther said you guys were gonna work on the Mach 1 this week. Your race is coming up soon, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s about a month away. It doesn’t need much work, but we want to modify the engine just a little more than it is.” 
 
    “Do you want some help?” 
 
    Nikoli’s eyes snapped up and he saw her smiling at him. Was she serious? 
 
    “You really want to get all dirty and greasy?” he asked. 
 
    She laughed. “I’m more comfortable under the hood of a car than anywhere else. My dad taught me, and I just kept learning even after he died. Adam has had enough junkers over the years to keep me on my game.” 
 
    Nikoli grinned at the image of Lily under the hood of his car, her ass sticking out for him to admire. He started to get ideas about lessons he could teach her involving his car.  
 
    “Love to have you help,” he said with a grin that had her narrowing her eyes. Before she could say anything, Joe brought their food. He set it down with a wink. “I also brought a carafe of cold milk just in case it’s too hot for Niki boy there.” 
 
    Lily snickered, and Nikoli gave her a menacing look. His mouth was not meant to be scorched so bad all his taste buds were burned off. “Go ahead. Take a bite, dushka.” 
 
    “How many times do I need to tell you not to call me that?” she asked, irritated. 
 
    He only nodded toward the bowl of soup. It smelled delicious, but he knew better. He could see the chilis floating in it. 
 
    She scooped up a bite and shoved it in her mouth. He watched her for the first signs of the hot chilis assaulting her tongue, but she only closed her eyes as a look of intense pleasure came over her. His eyes widened when she took another spoonful into her mouth and said, “Mmmmm…this is delicious, Joe.” 
 
    Nikoli frowned and took a bite of the rich stew himself. It was delicious, but no sooner had he swallowed than the fire ripped through his mouth. He glanced at Lily and saw her taking another bite. She hadn’t touched her drink or her milk. He turned a suspicious look on Joe. Had the man added more chilies to his bowl than he had Lily’s? 
 
    “Something wrong, Nikoli?” Lily looked up and watched him curiously.  
 
    He shook his head, refusing to admit he couldn’t handle the stew when Lily was scooping the shit up like it was ice cream. His brothers would never let him live it down if they found out about this. Damn Joe and his spicy Cuban food. 
 
    Once Joe left, Nikoli took a small sip of the cold milk. Lily picked up her glass of cherry Dr. Pepper. Nikoli had asked Joe to stock it for her, and the man had complied readily. Lily ate here a lot, more than even Nikoli did.  
 
    “So now, my little prude,” Nikoli said, deciding to rankle her, “where did you learn to dance like that?” 
 
    She wrinkled her nose at him. She hated the word prude as much as she did dushka. If she only knew it meant sweetheart. He suppressed a grin.  
 
    “Watching music videos,” she told him. “I spent hours in my room growing up, and I danced and sang along to my favorite bands and singers.” 
 
    He could just imagine her dancing around in her room with a hairbrush while she belted out whatever song she listened to. It was definitely something she’d do. 
 
    “You’re really good.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’m all right. You’re not eating your food.” 
 
    “I’m not really hungry. I wanted to feed you. Food relaxes you.” 
 
    “It does not.” 
 
    He laughed. “Yes, Lily Bells, it does. Don’t look so horrified. I love watching you eat.” He held up his hand before she could spew whatever was forming on her lips. “It’s not what you think. No fat jokes. You savor food like you do life. It makes you happy, and anyone around you can see it. Here, you can have the rest of mine. You ate every drop of yours.” 
 
    She frowned, but didn’t refuse. He figured the girl had a hell of a metabolism. She didn’t eat a lot, she just ate at odd times. She took a bite of his food and her eyes widened. He watched sweat break out across her forehead, and she reached blindly for something to drink. He handed her the milk, and she gulped the entire glass down at once. 
 
    “What the hell is in that?” she gasped once she could talk. 
 
    “I knew it,” Nikoli growled. “The bastard. He filled mine with extra chilis.” 
 
    “Is he trying to kill you?”  
 
    “His idea of a joke.” He knew something was off. Joe was nowhere to be seen either. Bastard. “Are you ready to go?” 
 
    She nodded and reached over to grab Nikoli’s milk while he got the check. Her mouth was on fire and tears burned her eyes. She’d never eaten anything so hot in her life. When Nikoli stood up, she followed him to his car and tried to think if she had anything to drink in the dorm. She needn’t have worried, though. He stopped at a convenience store and got them both a gallon of milk, saying it took an entire gallon to calm his mouth down the last time Joe pulled that stunt. 
 
    When he pulled up to her dorm, he didn’t try to kiss her or even touch her. He’d kept his word all night and had been a true gentleman. Maybe she was more than attracted to Nikoli. Rebekha had made her think about him and her relationship with Adam in an entirely new light. What was she going to do about this man and the things she was starting to feel for him?  
 
    She still had no answer three hours later when she finally fell asleep. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next two weeks flew by for Lily. Her classes this year were harder, and she found herself struggling to find time for much of anything outside of studying. When she wasn’t in class or tutoring, she was with Nikoli. Which still felt a little odd, only because she found she liked spending time with him. The manwhore was interesting, funny, and she found herself becoming as comfortable with him as she was with Adam and Mike. Nikoli said she would, and she was getting there. He never pushed her too far, gave her breathing room when she panicked, and they talked shop for hours. Cars were her thing, and he was the first guy who got how much she adored them. Nikoli was as big a car junkie as she was. 
 
    Not that she’d ever admit anything to Nikoli. Give him an inch and he’d take a hundred miles. No need to inflate his already oversized ego. He wasn’t nearly as bad as she’d pegged him for, though. He had a very sweet and caring side he didn’t show to everyone else. Said it was bad for his reputation. Lily was constantly reevaluating her opinion of him. It irked her too. She preferred him the slutty manwhore who only cared about himself. Nikoli wasn’t as selfish as she’d thought. He was almost a great guy when he wasn’t around other people. Almost. His ego kept getting in the way. 
 
    She was just glad she had some time to hang out with her friends. Mike had asked her to come help him and Adam with a bit of a situation online. They were all huge gamers, Halo being a specialty of theirs. It seemed that a team of guys had been destroying Mike and Adam when they played online, especially in the tournaments. Lily was a better shot than either of them, and Mike had begged her to come play today so they could get some payback. Luther was there too. He’d been a victim of the bullies as well. Seriously, a group of eleven guys teaming up against one or two people was not all fair. 
 
    The guys had moved the coffee table out of the way and set up shop in the main room. She and Mike had sat down in front of the couch, on a blanket she’d brought, while Luther sat on Lily’s left. Adam sat in the chair that flanked the couch next to Mike. Lily was still barely talking to him, but Adam had learned if he kept his mouth shut, she wouldn’t leave. He’d kept trying to explain himself, and Lily didn’t want to hear it. He’d hurt her a lot, and he knew it. She needed time, and he’d finally realized that. The episode at Nikoli’s apartment had shown him that more than anything. 
 
    They’d spent the first hour running around like lunatics so she could get a feel for how the other team played. They went out and just killed. Sheer brute force in numbers. Lily smiled as she watched from her hidey hole. The first one was coming into her line of fire. She let him pass, though. She wanted to see how many traveled in the smaller packs. Three more brought up his flank. She’d been tracking their movements for the last twenty minutes. She was in her favorite spot, completely hidden. Before they even realized what hit them, she’d have half of them taken out. 
 
    Nikoli grabbed a beer out of the fridge and went looking for everyone. Luther had texted him earlier to say he was at Boy Wonder’s frat house with Lily. They were doing some kind of online tournament. He’d known she was a gamer, but had no idea she was a tournament player. He should know by now not to be shocked by anything when it came to Lily Bells. She constantly surprised him. It was refreshing, and it scared the hell out of him. She mattered to him without even trying. He couldn’t let this go on for much longer or he was going to be a situation that would cause them both a lot of pain. The thought of losing her, though, it made his stomach hurt. What the hell was he going to do? 
 
    He couldn’t stop the smile from flashing across his face when he spotted her sitting on the floor, eyes on the screen, barking orders at Mike and Luther. She was so focused on the game, she wasn’t paying attention to anything else, and it gave him a minute to watch her. He found he loved watching her. Her face was one of the most expressive he’d ever seen. She never hid anything. It wasn’t who she was. What you saw with Lily was what you got. She didn’t pretend, and she didn’t play games with people. Again, something Nikoli wasn’t used to, and he found it fascinating. 
 
    She leaned forward and narrowed her eyes, and Nikoli glanced at the TV screen. Three guys were going past where she was hiding, and he watched as she took them out one by one with single shots. His eyebrows shot up when three more came running, and she took them down as soon as they appeared. He laughed. She was a sneaky little thing. Luther and Mikey cheered, which earned them each a glare, and they both quieted back down and started hunting. 
 
    Chuckling at their obvious scolding, Nikoli looked around for a seat. Lily and Mike were sprawled in front of the couch. Luther sat on Lily’s right and Boy Wonder was across from Mike. No place to sit…an idea began to form. Oh, Lily Bells was gonna hurt him later, but it would be worth it. She’d gotten so much better at letting him touch her. She didn’t flinch anymore and had gotten in the habit of touching him as well. Granted, she wasn’t anywhere near where he wanted her, but he was thrilled with her progress. 
 
    He kicked off his shoes and then climbed over the back of the couch, his legs coming to rest on either side of Lily. She was so focused on her game, she didn’t even notice. Slowly, he brought his legs in so they were resting against her, and to his delight, she leaned back against the couch, resting against him as she took two more opponents down. Mike and Adam stared, shocked. He simply stared back. After a minute, Mike nodded to him and turned back to the game, but Adam’s stare turned into something like hate. Nikoli grinned at Boy Wonder, which only pissed Adam off more. Small pleasures in life. 
 
    “How many are left?” Mike asked, his shot missing his target. He had to dive for cover, and Luther backed him up, taking the guy out. “Thanks, man.” 
 
    “Four,” Lily answered absently as she inched along a covered ravine. “Don’t bunch up. You’re giving them two for the price of one.” 
 
    Mike obediently split from Luther. Lily crouched and waited. “Mikey, pull them this way. I have a shot from here.” 
 
    “What? Why me?” 
 
    “It’s your turn to be bait,” Adam said, his voice low and rough, causing Lily to glance up at him. His glare was hot enough to melt icebergs. Frowning, she started to turn to look toward Nikoli. 
 
    Nikoli was aware the moment she realized she was trapped between his legs. She went completely still. He didn’t let her retreat. Instead, he pressed his legs against her arms and leaned down to place a kiss on the top of her head. Softly, so only she could hear, he said, “Easy, Milaya, you’re fine.” 
 
    Lily let out a long breath and he could feel her entire body relax. It took her a moment, but she did it, and he couldn’t have been more proud of her. “Good girl,” he whispered and nuzzled his nose in her hair. She always smelled so good, like strawberries and vanilla. 
 
    “Mike, you’ve got one coming up on your six,” she said, her voice a little breathy. “If you don’t move, you’re gonna get shot, and then I’ll have to beat you.” 
 
    Nikoli laughed and settled back to watch the game. Lily was good, more than good. She impressed the hell out of him as she took down two more from angles she shouldn’t have been able to make. He might let her play their current zombie project. He needed a beta tester for the weapons. His thought process froze. Did he actually just consider telling her about his gaming business? He’d never told any woman about his business. It invited trouble. He’d learned that lesson a long time ago. 
 
    “Man, your girlfriend is a badass,” Luther said, watching Lily. It was only a second before he realized what he’d said and turned wide eyes to Nikoli. Luther looked horrified and regretful all at once. Nik knew Luther adored Lily and was afraid Nik would say something to hurt her. Nor had he meant to put Nikoli on the spot. 
 
    Lily wasn’t paying attention. Her sole focus was on the game, but everyone else in the room, including the other guys who had come in to watch, were all staring at him. Everyone knew Nikoli wasn’t a girlfriend kind of guy, and while he and Lily had spent the last several weeks together, he’d never specifically called her his girlfriend. He glanced down at the top of her head and found he couldn’t say she wasn’t. It was odd, really. He tried to say the words, but they just wouldn’t roll off his tongue. Dammit. He was in so much fucking trouble. 
 
    “She is,” he agreed and leaned back against the couch. He heard the shock of their indrawn breaths and saw it on the faces around him. The horror on Boy Wonder’s face made him smirk. Adam didn’t like Lily being with him one bit. Too damn bad. Boy Wonder didn’t deserve Lily. No one did. She was too good for all these assholes, including him. His own thoughts stopped his thought process. Shocked didn’t even begin to describe what he felt right now. He wanted to frown at his own self, but he kept his face neutral and amused. He liked calling her his girlfriend, liked that she belonged to him. Something inside of him cracked open and pleasure leaked out. He didn’t like it, not one bit. 
 
    He lifted his eyes and saw his buddy Craig in the corner not paying attention to anything but the girl all up in his business. Cute blonde, big boobs, and Craig’s hands were full of her ass. Just the sight made him start to get hard. He let out a slow breath and looked down at Lily nestled between his legs, her head only inches from his cock. He got harder thinking about her mouth wrapped around him, her nails digging into his ass as he pushed deeper into her mouth, making her take all of him. Fuck, he needed to get laid. 
 
    But he couldn’t. Dammit. It had been weeks since he’d had sex, all because of the woman sitting in front of him. He needed to alleviate the pressure. He wrapped her hair around his hand and marveled at how soft it was. Slowly, so as not to startle her, he pulled the heavy mass of black hair back and started to braid it, an idea forming in his head. They would go back to the penthouse in the city when she was done here and he would push her, push her the way he’d wanted to for weeks. He was going to touch her, kiss her, to show her that his touch brought only warmth and desire. Plans began to form, and his smile was slow and full of the promise of naughty thoughts. 
 
    So caught up in his thoughts, he hadn’t noticed the last two opponents taken out and the group around them disperse. All that was left were Mike and Adam. Even Luther had gotten up and headed somewhere. Lily sat peacefully, letting him braid her hair. He’d done it several times over the last three weeks, so she was used to it. Adam and Mike were just staring, their faces masks of shock and disbelief. He sighed. Why had none of them ever pushed her? They were supposed to care about her, yet they had let this go on. In two months he’d made more progress than either of them had in years. 
 
    “Lils?” 
 
    “Hmm?” she answered Mike, leaning her head against Nikoli’s knee, thoroughly relaxed. She loved when he braided her hair. Her mom used to do it when she was little, but it never felt like this. Nikoli made each movement feel like a caress, like a gentle touch she felt everywhere, even though he only held her hair. 
 
    “You got gems for sale?” 
 
    She perked up at the mention of the form of money used for their online social game. Mikey had been hinting for a week or so he might be doing some big spending. He always bought from her because she always had a lot of gems. She bought and sold gems at a discounted rate. It had made her a small fortune in the game and kept her bank account healthy. 
 
    “How many you need?” she asked, sitting up a little straighter. 
 
    “Five thousand at least, maybe more later in the week.” 
 
    “What the hell do you need five thousand gems for?” she asked, trying to calculate how much it would cost. 
 
    “Gems?” Nikoli asked, his voice a little sharp. 
 
    Lily ignored him and focused on Mike. “Well?” 
 
    “I bought Janet a ring,” he confessed sheepishly as he pulled a tiny black velvet box out of his pocket. 
 
    Lily squealed and jumped up, ignoring Nikoli’s grunt when he was forced to let her hair go. “Let me see,” she demanded and held out her hand. Mike laughed and put the box in her outstretched palm. Lily opened it and gasped with delight. Inside lay a simple diamond engagement ring. It wasn’t huge, but it was elegant, and so very Janet. She would adore this. 
 
    “It’s beautiful, Mikey,” she told him and handed it back to him. “You did good.” 
 
    “I hope Jan likes it.” He shoved the box back into his pocket. He sounded so nervous, and Lily couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    “She’ll love it,” Adam assured him. “Don’t worry so much, bro. It’s not about the ring anyway.” 
 
    “Adam’s right,” Lily agreed. “She loves you, so she’ll love the ring.” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    Lily and Adam both laughed at Mike’s nervousness. They knew how anxious he could get over things he really cared about. 
 
    “Now, why do you need so many gems?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, I thought I’d do a surprise wedding for her,” Mike said. “I want to plan it for the day after I propose to her. I thought it would be special for us to get married in-game to celebrate.” 
 
    “That is so sweet.” Lily smiled. 
 
    “Wait, hold up a sec,” Nikoli interrupted. “You’re talking about VSL? Virtual Social Life?” 
 
    “They are.” Adam laughed at Nikoli’s shocked expression. 
 
    “You play a sex game?” Nikoli demanded, and Lily cackled like a crone. He sounded outraged. 
 
    “It’s a little more than just a sex game,” Lily told him. “It’s an online world.” 
 
    “Essentially, Lily Bells, it’s a game to meet and fuck,” Nikoli disagreed. 
 
    “Maybe for you,” she said. “I have fun there going to clubs, exploring new places, and hanging out with my friends.” 
 
    “Do I know you there?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” she teased. “Do you?” Her grin only widened when his eyes narrowed. She was enjoying watching him struggle with this more than she should. 
 
    “What’s your username in-world?” 
 
    “Uh-uh.” She shook her head. “Not telling.” 
 
    “Dushka…” 
 
    “I asked you not to call me that.” 
 
    “Tell me your name, and I won’t ever call you dushka again.” 
 
    “Nope,” Lily said. She watched his expression harden and felt the first flutter of nerves. It wasn’t apprehension, it was more of anticipation nerves, thinking of how he was going to react. She loved the feeling, loved that it could push her fear away and let her just feel. Nikoli was accomplishing what everyone else hadn’t been able to. He was healing her. The thought brought a smile to her face until she saw his black eyes narrow further. Oh, this couldn’t be at all good. 
 
    Nikoli worked to get his expression under control. He hadn’t been able to suppress his surprise upon learning his sweet, innocent little Lily played a sex game. It was true, there were a lot of other things to do in VSL, but he had yet to meet a single player who didn’t have virtual sex. They did other things, sure, but sex was a big part of it too. 
 
    Why wouldn’t she tell him her name? 
 
    “Are we friends there?” he asked, his voice calm and even. Lily only smiled, not answering the question. He knew Mike played, and they’d hung out a few times, but Lily? Mind. Blown. 
 
    “Mikey?” Lily tilted her head to look at Mike, the question plain on her face. 
 
    He laughed. “Don’t worry, Lils, my friend list is hidden.”  
 
    “You know I am going to figure this out,” Nikoli promised, his smile feral. Lily’s eyes grew wider and even Mike looked a little alarmed. As well he should. Nikoli could make his life hell in that game, and Mike knew it. 
 
    “Don’t worry about the gems. I’ll take care of the wedding,” Lily said, sliding farther away from Nikoli. He snorted. As if that was going to save her. 
 
    “Weddings in VSL are expensive,” Mike protested. 
 
    “Couple people owe me some favors,” she said, waving his protest away. “Remember when Jan and I helped with the Sabotages’ wedding? Jan showed me exactly what she wants for her own wedding, right down to the dress and the cake design. I got it handled, Mikey.” 
 
    “What about the theme?” Adam piped in. “You can’t reserve the venue till you get the theme down.” 
 
    While the three of them discussed various in-world venues, Nikoli made up his mind. He’d been using kid gloves with Lily up until now, but he was going to push her today. They were going to the penthouse and she was going to get her first lesson in feeling his hands against her naked flesh. He felt his entire body tighten just thinking about running his hands over her. 
 
    “Lily Bells, you almost ready to go?” he asked, interrupting their conversation. He needed to get her moving. “I made a reservation at Mason’s, and you and I both still need to get cleaned up if we are going to make it.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I have anything to wear there!” Lily gasped. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I bought you something,” Nikoli assured her, “but we need to get going soon.” 
 
    Lily frowned and Nikoli ignored it. One thing he had discovered was Lily was very uncomfortable accepting gifts from him. She didn’t want him to spend money on her, another first for him. He’d only spent money on one other girl before, and only because she’d demanded it. The experience had soured him. Lily was different, though. She made him want to get her things, just to make her happy. It was cute when she’d frown and say he shouldn’t have. Another sign he was getting in too deep, but he wasn’t sure what to do about it. 
 
    “How did you swing reservations at Mason’s?” Mike gawked at him. 
 
    Nikoli shrugged. Mason’s was one of Boston’s most exclusive restaurants, and it usually took months to get a reservation, but Nikoli knew the owner. Mason’s teenage sons were fans of Nik’s games. They always got pre-release copies, and Nikoli got reservations when he needed them, no questions asked. An idea popped into his head, and he grinned a Cheshire cat grin. 
 
    “What are you up to?” Lily demanded. 
 
    Nikoli laughed. “Tell you what, Mike. You give me Lily Bell’s in-game name, and I’ll make sure you get a reservation at Mason’s for the night you pop the question. I’ll even pay the bill. You order whatever you want. It’s on me.” 
 
    Mike’s mouth dropped open, then slowly closed. He got all bug-eyed and he started to sweat. Nikoli wasn’t playing fair, and he knew it. Mike would want the very best for Janet on the night he proposed. Nikoli was betting his need to make the night special for her would win out against a simple name. 
 
    “Don’t do it, Mikey,” Lily said. “Stay strong.” 
 
    “It’s Mason’s, Lils,” he pleaded. “Do you know how much that would mean to Janet?” 
 
    “I’ll even make sure they do something special for her, a desert or something no one else can order,” Nikoli threw in. 
 
    “Not fair,” Lily snarled, and Nikoli laughed. She’d gone from smug, to worried, to outright pissed off. 
 
    “Mike,” Adam interrupted them. “Think it through. Do you honestly think he can follow through on that promise? Seriously, unless he’s Mr. Money Bags, there’s no way he can do it.” 
 
    “If Nikoli says he can do it, then he can,” Lily defended. “He never makes promises he can’t keep.” 
 
    A burst of pleasure shot through Nikoli at her quick defense of him, but it also alarmed him. She was starting to mean more to him than she should. He had no clue how to stop it, aside from walking away here and now, but he couldn’t do that. He’d tried several times, but the thought always made him nauseated. 
 
    “Cassia,” Mike blurted out. “Her name is Cassia.” He shot Lily an apologetic look. “You can put him on iggy, Lils, but this is Mason’s we’re talking about. I had to.” 
 
    Cassia? Nikoli thought about everyone he knew in-game, and the name brought up a blank. He didn’t remember ever meeting a Cassia. “Do you have me on iggy?” he asked suspiciously. If she had him on ignore, she’d damn well take him off the list. 
 
    “No,” she said, her eyes shooting daggers at Mike. “We just don’t hang out with the same people.” 
 
    “Well, Miss Holmes, we are going to hang out together in-game,” he promised. “No running, no hiding, and no iggying me.” 
 
    “You’re a bigger manwhore in-game than you are in the real world. Why would I want to hang out with you there?” 
 
    His eyes narrowed and he started forward, his intent clear. Lily let out a small squeal and ran, laughing as she went. He caught her around the waist and swung her around, coming to a stop when her back rested against the wall. His hands braced on either side of her, palms flat against the wall. There was only an inch of space between them. He watched her pupils dilate, but not in fear. In anticipation. He stayed perfectly still so she could adjust to the situation. 
 
    “Care to call me that again?” he asked, his expression hard. 
 
    “You mean manwhore?” she whispered. 
 
    “Yes, dushka, I mean that.” 
 
    “Aren’t you a manwhore?” she asked, her expression innocent. 
 
    “No. I. Am. Not.” He closed the space between them, his body pressing against hers. He felt her tense, but he refused to move away. She needed to get used to the feel of his body against hers. 
 
    Adam growled behind them, but he paid Boy Wonder no mind. He knew Mike wouldn’t let him do anything stupid. Nikoli focused his attention on the woman in front of him. 
 
    “Nikoli,” she said softly, “I…” 
 
    “Shhh, Milaya.” He leaned in, touching her nose with his. “Relax, baby.” 
 
    Her breathing hitched up a notch and Nikoli let his own out, mingling with hers. She shuddered, and he closed his eyes, feeling it go through him. God, what he would do to bend her over something right now. He couldn’t, though. He took several deep breaths and pulled his head away from hers. Lily’s eyes were glazed and flared with lust. The almost sleepy look she gave him made him hard instantly. Fuck. He needed to get this under control, but hell, he didn’t want to. 
 
    He leaned in, letting his lips rest softly against her cheek, letting her feel the warmth against her skin. She whimpered, and he pressed his body harder against hers, his lips trailing butterfly kisses from her cheek over her jawline and up to her earlobe. His tongue swiped the soft flesh, and then he pulled it into his mouth, sucking on it gently. Lily let out a low moan, and he smiled. Yes, she was ready to be touched. He bit down softly, and a full body shudder went through her. 
 
    “Time to go, Milaya,” he told her and stepped away from her. He took her arm and pulled her against him, his arm wrapping around her. It was as much to keep her from falling as it was to show Boy Wonder over there who she belonged to. Mostly for Boy Wonder’s benefit, he admitted. 
 
    Lily didn’t say a word, just let him lead her out and into his car. The fact that she hadn’t flinched away from him in terror hadn’t been lost on either Mike or Adam. Mike had looked grateful, but Adam had been pissed off. Boy Wonder was starting to see what he had lost out on. It was what Lily wanted, but Nikoli found the thought of her with Adam made him want to punch something. 
 
    Yes, he had to get control of this, even if he didn’t want to. 
 
    Fast. 
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    Lily picked at the sheer black lace of the dress. It was so short it barely covered her bottom. A black choker encircled her neck, and strappy black heels made up the rest of her ensemble. Never in her life had she worn something this revealing. It made her uncomfortable, but more than that, looking at herself in the mirror before they’d left, she’d felt sexy for the first time in her life. And all that was due to the man sitting across from her, thanking the waiter for their food. She murmured her own thanks when he set her tilapia down in front of her. 
 
    “You okay, Lily?” Nikoli asked, and she looked up to see a hint of concern in his eyes. 
 
    “If you don’t count the fact I’m practically naked, then yes, I’m fine,” she said, cutting her fish. 
 
    “Don’t be a prude,” he laughed. “You look beautiful.” 
 
    “You’re not the one showing off your naked ass, are you?” 
 
    “Want me to?” he countered, grinning. “I’ll be more than happy to drop my pants in here so everyone can get a good look at my naked ass.” 
 
    He stood up, and Lily hissed, “Don’t you dare!” She shook her head when he sat back down. He delighted in upsetting her. “Are you and Luther ready for the race next weekend?” They’d been gearing up for the race in Miami since she’d started dating him. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “Luther still wants to add a few things, but I don’t want any electronics on that car. That is where we got caught with our pants down last time.” 
 
    “No, just let her run,” Lily agreed. The Mach 1 didn’t need electronics. They’d equipped it with a nitro system, but other than that, she was good. Let everyone else get taken out because of their electronics. If someone was going to beat Nikoli, they’d have to do it the old fashioned way—by racing. 
 
    “Want to come?” Nikoli asked softly, and Lily’s eyes shot up to his face. Had he just asked her to go to Miami with him? 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “I remember you told me your dad never let you go to this kind of race, and you’ve put as much time into getting the Mach 1 ready for this race as Luther and me. I thought maybe you’d like to be there to see her run.” 
 
    She stared. He was inviting her to go away for the weekend. Sure, Luther would be there, but she was betting Nikoli wasn’t going to be sharing a room with him. Could she do that? Could she go away with him and not give in to what she wanted to do more than anything else? 
 
    “You don’t have to answer now.” He smiled his snake-charmer’s smile. “You can tell me tomorrow.” 
 
    She smiled hesitantly in return. This was the Nikoli everyone else didn’t see. The guy who was sweet and kind and charming. Oh, he could be charming in the manwhore way, but this charm she’d only seen him use on her. The kindness in him was her downfall, and she knew it. 
 
    “So, tell me about VSL and how you ended up on that type of game.” It wasn’t a request, and Lily heard the command in his voice. She started to automatically answer, but stopped herself. She’d gotten in the habit of following orders, and she didn’t like it. The fact that she trusted him enough to do as he asked irritated her and overwhelmed her at the same time. It was very confusing. She and Rebekha had had several conversations about this very subject. It worried Lily that she was turning into one of the women she read about in books. Rebekha had assured her she wasn’t, had in fact pointed out how much stronger she’d gotten over the last month. She wondered what Janet would say…Janet would tell her to run screaming. She wasn’t into being a submissive any more than Lily was. Although, Lily admitted to herself, she found herself wondering what it would feel like to do just that with Nikoli. She’d mentioned to Rebekha that she’d been thinking of this, and Rebekha had neither encouraged her nor discouraged her. She’d told Lily to trust herself. Lot of help her shrink was. 
 
    “Why are you on there?” she countered. 
 
    “My brother introduced me to it,” he answered. “I was visiting him and saw it up on his laptop. Asked him what it was, and when he explained it, I was a goner. Perfect game for me.” 
 
    “It’s about more than just sex,” she told him. And it was. It wasn’t why she was there, not really. She loved the friends she’d made, and her business thrived because she treated her customers like family and helped them out when they needed helping. Lots of other gem merchants didn’t do credit. She did. 
 
    “Yes, Lily, it is,” Nikoli agreed. “Now, tell me how you found it?” 
 
    He made it a question, and she smiled. He always knew when to switch tactics on her. She was well aware of when he did it, but she didn’t mind. She’d rather answer questions than commands any day of the week. 
 
    “Well, Mike was the first one to find it. I never asked how he found it, mind you. He got Adam into playing it, and they both decided it might be good for me.” 
 
    “Good for you?” 
 
    Lily took another bite of her fish while she thought about the best way to answer him. It all had to do with her fears and those two trying to find ways of helping her. She loved them for it, and in truth, she’d discovered a place where she could be herself without fear of anyone or her own fears taking over. She felt safe there, to be herself. As safe as she felt with Nikoli. 
 
    “Mike and Adam thought it would help me,” she said finally. “Adam thought if I could get used to being intimate with someone online in a virtual setting where I couldn’t get scared, it might help me be able to deal with my fears in the real world. I was so embarrassed.” She laughed, remembering that conversation. “It wasn’t something I wanted to discuss with him. Virtual sex.” She shook her head, grinning. 
 
    “Did it help at all?” Nikoli asked, curiously. 
 
    She thought for a minute before answering. “Yeah, it did. Not with the physical aspect of my phobia, but with my own bashfulness and self-esteem. It was a place where I could be myself, be the person I hide from everyone else. No one cares in there how messed up I am in the real world, they only care about the little pixel person in front of them. It helped me learn to be myself in the real world.” 
 
    Nikoli stared at the woman staring at him and took a deep breath. Her honesty always shocked him. It was something he valued, though. Most women, while not dishonest, tended to stretch or avoid the truth. It was one of the reasons he never bothered to get to know many of them. Oh, he had a few friends who were girls, but only a few, and he never talked to them for hours like he did Lily Bells. 
 
    “So, did you ever have virtual sex?” he asked, the devil in him wanting to make her blush. 
 
    “That’s really none of your business,” she replied, picking at her food, the blush blooming on her cheeks. 
 
    “Come on, Milaya,” he wheedled. “You can tell me. It is VSL after all.” He watched her duck her head, and he smiled in response. She was nervous. The one thing she didn’t need to be with him. 
 
    “Really, Mr. Kincaid, it’s none of your business.” 
 
    “Oh, but I beg to differ, Miss Holmes,” he said, his voice soft. “You are my business, and now that I know you’re on VSL, you’ll be my business there too.” 
 
    “Well, no, I don’t think so,” she replied, finally looking up, and his breath caught at the devilment in her blue eyes. They were shining with laughter. “I may already be someone else’s business on there.” 
 
    Anger and jealousy swelled up within him. The thought of her being with anyone else, even some virtual boyfriend she’d never meet, had him seeing red. She was his. In the real world or in the virtual world. 
 
    “Do you have a boyfriend on there, Milaya?” His voice came out whisper soft, but the steel in it was impossible to mistake, and Lily’s eyes flared in response. When she didn’t answer, he let out a low growl. “Answer the damn question, Lily.” 
 
    “No,” she said. “I haven’t had a boyfriend on there for months. The guys on that game are bloody cheating bastards.” 
 
    Relief swept through him at those words. She would have broken up with the guy if she’d had one. “Well, it is a sex game, Milaya. They are there for one reason, and one reason only. If you aren’t giving them what they want, they move on.” 
 
    “I don’t do voice or video,” she said. “I think that is part of it.” 
 
    He nodded. He’d never thought of that, but then again, his same rule applied online as much as it did in real life. He never dated girls online either. He had lots of friends on there, but the girls he had sex with in-game stayed off his friends list. 
 
    “You shouldn’t,” he said. “They aren’t just cheaters, Lily. Some of them are downright stalkers.” 
 
    “Creepers.” She smiled. “That’s what I call them. The ones who creep me out.” 
 
    He shook his head. Leave it to Lily to come up with a cute name for the weirdos who liked to stalk girls online. “Now, next question. I’m assuming you’ve had virtual sex on there?” 
 
    “Yes.” The one word sounded low and almost torn from her. She was so embarrassed, and it was adorable. 
 
    “How long have you been a member?” he asked. 
 
    “Since our sophomore year.” 
 
    He sat back and stared. Two years on a sex game. She wasn’t as innocent as he’d thought at first. Then again, virtual sex wasn’t the same. “Do you touch yourself, Lily? When you’re in the moment, do you touch yourself for them?” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “I’ve never felt the need to do that with anyone. I just lie and say I do.” 
 
    Again her honesty shocked him. So she’d been playing this game for two years and never so much as stroked herself? He shook his head this time. Time for his girl to understand the beauty of being touched. She’d been depriving herself for far too long. 
 
    “Well, Lily Bells, that is all about to change,” he said, the grin on his face causing her eyes to widen. She knew him well. She knew he was up to something. “I have something planned for you.” 
 
    “Look, you have a reputation to uphold on VSL.” Nerves made her voice crack just a bit. “Won’t chasing me there ruin that rep?” 
 
    “Have I ever cared what anyone thought of me, Lily? Why would it be any different there than here? Besides, you don’t need to worry about that right now. I have other plans for you tonight.” 
 
    She let out a low strangled sound, like that of a trapped animal, and his grin widened. The waiter came, and he said no, they’d be skipping dessert. He asked for the check and just watched her. 
 
    Lily fidgeted in her seat. What was he up to? What plans? The look in his eyes made her want to run and never look back, but at the same time, she wanted to lean forward and demand to know what he was going to do to her. She waited while he paid the bill, then collected her purse and let him usher her out to the car. 
 
    He never said a word while he drove, didn’t even look at her, and it made Lily that much more nervous. What was he going to do? He’d been watching her for days, his eyes broody and heavy. She knew he wanted her badly. The truth was she wanted him just as much, but she wasn’t going to give in. She wanted that car. Then again, it might be moot. If he touched her like that, she might end up screaming her head off, her body’s instinctive learned fear taking over. She hoped to God she wouldn’t, but she simply didn’t know. 
 
    They drove to the apartment complex she’d only been to once before. The penthouse. Her breath came out in a low, ragged sound when she realized where they were. There was no one to interrupt them here. No Luther or Mike or Adam. No residents knocking on her door. No one. She would be all alone with Nikoli Kincaid. 
 
    Oh, damn. 
 
    He parked and then got out to open her door. She took his hand and let him help her from the car before following him to the elevator that led to the penthouse apartment. The ride up was quiet, and when the bell chimed their arrival, she jumped. Nikoli only smiled and led her out of the elevator and into the apartment. Her eyebrows shot up. New furniture decorated the main room, and she saw he’d even gotten a new kitchen table. He’d kept his word. A small smile flirted with her lips. 
 
    “Do the furnishings meet your approval?” he asked, his voice almost formal. 
 
    She nodded, not trusting her voice yet. The furniture was modern and done in softer tones than he’d had before. It was as if he’d shopped with her in mind, which was ridiculous. He wouldn’t decorate this place just for her. 
 
    “Have a seat, and I’ll get us something to drink.” He motioned toward the couch, much as he had the first time he’d brought her here. She didn’t see another option, so she took a seat, tugging her dress as far down as it would go, which wasn’t saying much. She felt exposed, naked in this skimpy little black dress. 
 
    “Take your shoes off,” he said, his voice casual, and Lily glanced up to see him surveying the contents of the fridge. She frowned, but unbuckled the strappy heels. Her feet were killing her. It’d been a while since she’d worn six inch heels. 
 
    Nikoli came over and dropped down on the other end, handing her a bottle of water. Lily took it and massaged her aching feet with the other hand. Nikoli brushed her hand away and pulled her feet into his lap. His fingers began to massage the bottom of first one foot and then the other, working out the tense muscles. He didn’t say anything while he did this, and Lily watched him. He hummed to himself, and she grinned. She didn’t think he even realized he was humming. He did it sometimes when he was very relaxed. Lily loved to watch him at times like these, when he was peaceful and carefree. 
 
    His smile was soft, and his black eyes glowed with contentment. His humming calmed her rising panic, and she slumped back against the couch cushion, a low moan of pleasure slipping out of her lips. This was nice, and she loved it when he was sweet like this. She was starting to love a lot of things about him, and it worried her. Nikoli didn’t do girlfriends. Sure, for the sake of the bet, he’d called her his girlfriend earlier, but she knew he didn’t really think like that. He may be helping her, but he had his own reasons for it. She had to remind herself of that. Daily. Hourly, really. 
 
    The problem was, that little reminder stopped working weeks ago, and she wasn’t sure how to stop herself from falling for the manwhore. She admitted she may have already fallen for him and was just too stubborn to admit it. Either way, she was in deep trouble. Her heart was bound to suffer an epic heartbreak by the end of all this. Of that, she was certain. 
 
    Nikoli watched her from underneath his lashes. Her face was pensive. He wasn’t sure what she was thinking about, but her body was completely relaxed. It was exactly what he needed her to be. His fingers worked their way around to the top of her feet and up her ankles, slowly massaging the muscles. She was so relaxed she wasn’t even paying attention to his wandering fingers, and he smiled as he moved higher to her calves. He kneaded the muscles and chuckled at her little sigh of pleasure. 
 
    He made it all the way to her knees before she realized what was going on. She bolted upright and stared at him, her eyes a little wild. He simply stared back for a moment, and then continued his gentle massage around the back side of her knees and then up to her thighs. He slowed his pace, but increased the pressure of his fingers, soothing and kneading away the tension. She let out a little moan, but still he didn’t look up. 
 
    Her hand grabbed his when he got to her upper thighs, right below her hemline of her dress. She tugged, and he refused to stop. When he looked up, her eyes were overflowing with several emotions. He could see fear and panic, but there was also curiosity and lust. He needed her to focus on the latter two. 
 
    “Lily, I am going to take your dress off.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He did look up then, his eyes stern. “Yes, Milaya. You need to learn to feel my hands on your bare flesh. It’s time to push you just a bit further. You know I’m not going to hurt you.” 
 
    “I…I…Nikoli…” 
 
    “Shh, Milaya,” he crooned. “You are fine. You can do this. I know you can. Do you trust me?” He reached his hand out to her and waited. She looked at it like it was the hand of the devil, but he didn’t grow impatient. He simply waited for her to decide she was going to trust him. 
 
    It took her a good five minutes, but she finally whispered, “Yes.” 
 
    She put her hand in his and he sat up, pulling her toward him. She landed in his lap, her legs straddling his own. Her blue eyes were so dark they were almost black. He saw her fear and forced himself to stay calm, to go slowly with her. 
 
    “Easy,” he murmured, placing his hands on her thighs, where the bottom of her dress had bunched up higher. She gasped and put her hands on top of his to stop him, and he let her, knowing she needed to feel more in control. 
 
    She looked into his eyes and took a deep, steadying breath. “I don’t know if I can do this, Nikoli. I don’t know if I’m ready.” 
 
    “How can you know, though, if you don’t try, Lily?” 
 
    Her gaze swept down to where her hands lay on top of his. He could feel the tremor in them. He understood she was scared, maybe even terrified, but that was the point of all this. She needed to stop being afraid, and that wouldn’t happen if she refused to push herself. 
 
    It took every ounce of strength she had for Lily not to jump up, run into the other room, and huddle in the corner, screaming. Her panic was so severe, she felt her throat closing up on her and she started to shake. Just the thought of what Nikoli was going to do terrified her. Right now panic was all she felt. 
 
    “Look at me, Lily.” 
 
    Lily pulled her head up and met Nikoli’s gaze. His face was only a few inches from hers. His black eyes were calm, warm. She gave him a hesitant smile, doing her best to make herself relax. 
 
    “Have I ever hurt you?” he asked softly. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Do you think I ever would?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then stop thinking so hard,” he said, a small laugh escaping. “Just look at me and breathe, Milaya, just breathe.” 
 
    Lily did what he asked her to do. She thought about the last two months, about all the time she’d spent with him. She thought about the way he made her feel when he kissed her, when he made her laugh, when he held her, and how safe she felt. The more she thought about him, the more her body relaxed and the more her mind began to panic. Looking into his patient, dark eyes, Lily realized a hard truth she’d been hiding from. 
 
    She loved him. 
 
    Not just loved him. She was in love with him. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked, his voice concerned. “You just tensed back up, Milaya. Tell me what’s wrong.” 
 
    Wrong? Everything was wrong. Her panic shifted from his touching her legs to touching her heart. She felt like her entire world had just bottomed out. How had this happened? When had this happened? She couldn’t be in love with Nikoli Kincaid. 
 
    “Easy, baby, everything is okay. Just take slow, deep breaths and calm down.” 
 
    Calm down? How was she supposed to calm down when she was in love with the manwhore? Dear God, how did she let herself fall for him? She knew better. Sure, he might have called her his girlfriend for the sake of the bet, but he didn’t want one. He was helping her get over her fears, yes, but he had an ulterior motive. He wanted in her panties. Simple as that. He didn’t love her. She couldn’t ever let him know how she felt. 
 
    “Lily?” 
 
    “Give me a minute,” she told him, her voice a little sharper than she’d meant for it to be. 
 
    “I got all night, Lily Bells. You take as much time as you need.” 
 
    Damn him. Why couldn’t he still be the manwhore to her? Why did he have to be sweet, and kind, and considerate? 
 
    He started rubbing his fingers back and forth over her thighs, and she closed her eyes. The panic tried to come back, but her fear of his breaking her heart drowned that out enough for the sensations of his fingers to break through, and it felt…good. Oh hell, it felt really good. She was in so much trouble. 
 
    “Do you have to do that?” she asked, trying once again to pull his hands up. 
 
    “Yes, I do,” he said, the laughter evident in his tone. “Besides, you like this.” 
 
    His hands slid higher, slipping under the hemline of her skirt and pushing it farther up, his fingers continuing to massage the flesh he exposed. Holy hell. It was all she could do to stop a moan from slipping past her lips. She wanted to squeeze her thighs together to relieve the pressure that was starting to build. 
 
    “Easy, baby,” he murmured. “I got you. It’s okay. You’re safe with me.” 
 
    Lily did moan when his wandering fingers traveled up, her dress inching up her hips. Her hands fell away as he caressed her hips, moved around to cup her ass, and squeezed gently. She felt every caress travel from his fingers in a little path of lightning all the way to her core. She did squeeze her legs together then, and he let out another low chuckle that sent a shiver through her. 
 
    His hand drifted up her back to where the zipper rested. She felt him tug on it, heard it as he slowly pulled it down, felt the cool air against her back as it was exposed. He laid his hand flat against her back and looked up, his eyes meeting hers. 
 
    “We need to set a safe word for you, Lily, something you’ll be able to remember no matter what happens here. Think, baby, what word will you remember?” 
 
    The first word that came to mind was Laney, but that didn’t seem appropriate. They had both loved one thing, and it was something she was sure she could remember. 
 
    “Butterfly.” 
 
    Nikolas regarded her curiously. “That is the first girly thing I’ve ever really heard you mention.” 
 
    “I am a girl.” The sarcasm wasn’t lost on him. She shifted and he hissed. Her eyes widened when she felt him through the sheer lace of her panties. Flutters started in her stomach, but that sense of everything closing in on her came back. She closed her eyes and breathed slowly in and out. 
 
    “Are you good?” he asked. 
 
    “I…I don’t know,” she answered honestly. 
 
    “If it gets to be too much, Milaya, just say your safe word and I’ll stop. Promise.” 
 
    She nodded. Nikoli had never lied to her. He would stop if she asked him to. The real question was, would she ask him to? 
 
    “Good girl.” He smiled and moved his other hand to small of her back. Then he moved both hands up and around her shoulders. Lily’s fear was fast receding, replaced by a completely new fear. The fear she wouldn’t say stop. His fingers felt like a trail of fire as they danced their way up her neck, to bury themselves in her hair. He pulled her toward him, his lips settling over hers. Nikoli wasn’t gentle with his kiss. It was hard and demanding. Lily shuddered, her arms coming up to cradle his neck, her fingers tugging at his hair. She felt his groan go through her, causing another full body shudder. 
 
    His lips moved from hers, his kisses going across her cheek, then her jawbone, along her throat. He stopped to nibble at the pulse point, and she moaned softly, her fingernails digging into his hair. He continued his lip torture while his hands came to rest on her shoulders, pulling the lacy concoction that couldn’t really even be called a dress aside, letting it slide down her arms, over her breasts, to settle around her waist. 
 
    Nikoli pulled back and looked at her through heavily-lidded eyes. “Beautiful.” He’d been thinking of this all night, and now that it was here, he wasn’t going to rush it. She sat on his lap in her black lacy underwear, her dress bunched around her waist, her arms trapped within the sleeves. Magnificent was more the word he should have used. She was truly magnificent. 
 
    He let his fingers roam over every silky inch of flesh he’d revealed. She shivered, a whimper escaping from her, and his nostrils flared. He’d never wanted anything more in his life than to flip her over and thrust into all that wet heat. He pushed those thoughts aside. He’d be inside of her soon enough. Right now was about getting her used to the feel of his skin against hers. 
 
    Slowly unbuttoning his shirt, Nikoli watched her. She was nervous, but her eyes were locked on his chest as he revealed his bare skin with each button he undid. He pulled the shirt off, tossing it aside. He gave her a moment before he leaned back and then tugged her forward until she landed against his chest, her breasts pressed tight against him. He could feel her pebbled nipples and closed his eyes. God, this felt so good. Too good. His arms wrapped around her and she relaxed, her head tucked under his chin. Lily’s warm breath ghosted over his naked flesh, and he suppressed the groan that was building. 
 
    She fit him perfectly. Her little purr of contentment made him smile. She trusted him. It was a truth Nikoli was proud of. She knew he would never hurt her. He wanted to see just how far that trust went. 
 
    “Lily?” 
 
    “Hmm?”  
 
    “Time to go to bed.” 
 
    He felt her entire body tense up, and he laughed. “Shush, now, Milaya. I don’t mean what you think I mean. I just want to touch you. That’s all.” 
 
    “That’s all?”  
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    A smile spread across his face, and a feeling of sheer happiness overwhelmed him. He didn’t let it bother him. Instead, he sat back up, helping Lily to swing around. He stood up, Lily in his arms, and walked the short distance to his bedroom. 
 
    The brand new king sized bed dominated the room. Her gaze shot to the bed, and he squeezed her hand, reassuring her. “It’s okay, Milaya, you’re safe with me. You know that.” 
 
    He left the door open so her panic level would stay down. Kicking off his own shoes, he set her on her feet by the bed. 
 
    The dress fell and pooled around her feet. “Stay still.” 
 
    He went to his closet and found the scarves he was looking for. They were thick, soft, and very sturdy. He took them back out and leaned in close to her ear. “I’m going to blindfold you, Milaya. You enjoy that, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered, a shudder going through her. 
 
    He smiled and covered her eyes, tying the scarf tightly so it wouldn’t slip. Now that she couldn’t see the open lust on his face, she was calmer. “On the bed, Milaya.” Gently, he pushed her backward until her knees hit the mattress. She fell back and lay there, her breathing a little erratic. Nikoli picked her legs up and said, “Go, on, lay back on the bed, baby.” She scooted and twisted, pulling her legs free from his hands. 
 
    The rigid way she held her body made him laugh softly, and he watched her mouth turn down in a frown. “It’s not nice to laugh when I’m scared.” 
 
    “There’s no reason to be afraid, Lily,” he said. “I’m only going to touch you. Nothing more, nothing less.” 
 
    “That’s all?” she questioned, nervous. 
 
    “That’s all. Now give me your hands.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked suspiciously. 
 
    “Do you trust me, Lily Bells?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then give me your hands.” 
 
    Lily lay frozen, her mind whirling with a hundred different thoughts. He was going to tie her hands up. She knew it. She didn’t want him to, but she did. Why did he want to tie her hands? So she couldn’t run from him, her mind whispered to her. She thought about getting up and running now, but her skin felt like it was on fire, and all she wanted was to feel his hands on her. Since he’d told her he was going to touch her, her mind seemed to fixate on the image, her skin already craving the touch of his hands. 
 
    Could she do this? Could she let him tie her up, give up all the control she had to him? Did she trust him, he’d asked her. Her reply had been instant. Yes, she did. She trusted him. As much as she did Adam, maybe more. He’d never hurt her, he’d never pushed her too far. He’d been gentle and kind. And she loved him. She could do this. She could. Maybe. 
 
    She lifted her hands, and he crooned something nonsensical to her. She felt a soft material wrap around her wrists until they were bound. Nikoli tugged on the knots to make sure they were secure, and then lifted her hands up and fastened them to the headboard. He tugged once more, and she pulled at the bonds as well. They were tight. She wasn’t getting out of them anytime soon. 
 
    Nikoli moved away from the bed, and Lily lay there, her anxiety growing with every second. What was wrong with her? Why had she let him do this? She couldn’t handle this, and she started to twist her hands, tugging hard, needing to be free. The panic rose fast and fierce, and she started yanking harder. She needed out, she needed free. She couldn’t do this. 
 
    “Shhh, Milaya.” Nikoli’s hand covered both of hers. “You’re safe. I’m not going to hurt you. You know this. Just breathe, sweetheart. Breathe and relax.” His fingers started rubbing slow circles over her hands, and oddly, her body did start to calm down. Not her mind, but her body began to unwind, to melt into his touch like it always did. 
 
    “Relax, baby,” he whispered, and she felt the bed give where he sat down, his hand giving hers a gentle squeeze before moving away. “It’s okay, baby. We’re going to take this slow. Just relax.” 
 
    The sounds of Blue Foundation’s “Eyes on Fire” filled the room, and Lily focused on it and the thud of her own erratic heartbeat. She took deep breaths and just listened the sultry sounds of the hypnotic song. His touch began to chase away her panic, and she sighed. His fingers ghosted up the length of her arm and back down again, like a flame trailing sparks behind it. He ran his fingers down her other arm and then back up. When he came down again, she felt him. His fingertips were against her skin, and she shivered where they touched her. 
 
    He trailed his hand down her side, ghosted over her ribs, over her hips, and she jerked, not expecting the flare of desire that sparked inside. He continued his slow exploration down her leg and then back up along the inside of her thigh. Her breath caught when his fingers glided up over the lace of her underwear, pressing down slightly right where her clitoris was, and she whimpered. His fingers ran up to her abdomen where he splayed his hand flat against the muscles of her belly. His hand traced over her stomach, up and down, across and down again. His touch sent hot shivers running through every inch of her body, and she cried out when his hand cupped her breast, squeezing gently. 
 
    “Shh, sweetheart,” he whispered against her fevered skin. “Just relax, baby, just relax and feel.” 
 
    His mouth closed over one nipple, and Lily nearly came off the bed. If it hadn’t been for the bonds holding her to it, she would have. His mouth suckled at the tortured nipple through the lace, the material growing damp. Fire flashed through Lily and she cried out again. The sensation made a blazing hot trail straight to her clitoris. The little nub of bundled nerves began to ache and throb. The harder Nikoli sucked on her nipple, the more she ached. He didn’t even have to touch her there for the fire to build. She moved restlessly, squeezing her legs together tightly, trying to alleviate some of the pressure. 
 
    Nikoli let her nipple slip from his mouth, and she cried out, not in relief, but in something like pain. Her body throbbed, and she shifted. He stood up and she heard a rustling sound, but it didn’t register. Her entire being was focused on the sensations in her body and the sound of the music. 
 
    “Lily, I’m going to cover your body, baby. You’re going to feel my skin against yours.” Nikoli’s voice was almost hoarse, but she paid it no heed. She felt the bed dip again, felt his hand spread her legs, and she whimpered, trying to close them, but he wouldn’t let her. He wouldn’t let her hide from him. He pushed her thighs wide and settled himself between them. She felt his skin touching hers, the heat seeping into her flesh, her bones. His body swallowed hers, he was so much bigger. “There’s my girl,” he said, his voice a purr. “Are you good?” 
 
    Lily’s entire body tensed up at the unfamiliarity of him. He stayed perfectly still, giving her time to adjust to the feel of him. She took deep, steadying breaths, the panic there, but not as severe as before. She forced herself to relax, to let the heat seeping off of him soothe her frazzled nerves. The sound of his voice whispering in her ear helped as well. Her body began to relax, to become loose and boneless at just the feel of him. She sighed, a low sigh not of fear, but of…something, something she didn’t have a name for. 
 
    “Good girl,” he murmured against her ear, and she whimpered when she felt his tongue trace her earlobe before sucking it into his mouth. That same fire from earlier began to snake its way down her body, settling at the junction between her thighs. She moaned when his teeth bit into the soft flesh ever so slightly. His lips left her ear alone and worked their way down her throat, nuzzling, his tongue swirling over the sensitive skin. She let out a sound even she didn’t recognize when his teeth scraped against the pulse point on her neck. 
 
    “I thought you said you were only going to touch.” She gasped when he started to lick his way back up her neck, over her jawline, and across her bottom lip. 
 
    “I never said exactly what I’d touch you with, now did I, Milaya?” His voice was soft and dark, like a deep, rich chocolate you indulged in late at night. You knew it was bad for you, but you wanted it anyway. That was how she felt about Nikoli. “I’m touching you with my hands, my mouth, my tongue, my teeth.” 
 
    His lips settled over hers, and she couldn’t stop the sigh of relief. She’d gotten used to him kissing her over the last few months. She loved the feel of his lips, the way they slid across hers, sucking at her bottom lip. This time was different, though. She felt his kiss like a caress that wrapped around her entire body. Blindfolded, tied, and unable to move, the sounds of the rich, hypnotic song seemed to enhance each touch, each stroke, and each small movement of his skin against hers. She’d never felt anything like it, and despite being terrified of the strange sensations, she refused to give in to her fear. She wasn’t the same girl she’d been two months ago. 
 
    His tongue invaded her mouth and she moaned, her tongue curving around his, dueling as he deepened his kiss, shifting so he fit more snugly against her. Lily could feel the hard length of him pressed tightly against her, and she instinctively arched her hips upward. Nikoli let out a low, ragged moan and tore his lips from hers. He buried his face in the crook of her neck, breathing heavily. His tongue swiped against the soft skin, and she groaned. 
 
    Nikoli forced himself to stop, to calm down. She trusted him enough to let him tie her up and to blindfold her. Trusted him to take care of her and not frighten her. He wouldn’t take advantage of that trust. At least not tonight. He’d go to bed with blue balls again, tonight and every night. Miami…well, that might be an entirely different scenario. 
 
    He pushed himself up until he was sitting on his knees between her spread legs and simply stared at her, not making a sound. He could hear her breathing, knew she was wondering what he was doing or what he was going to do. A small smile spread across his face as he thought about that. She had to be so nervous, and yet she lay there, waiting. Waiting for his touch, his taste. Simply his. 
 
    His. 
 
    She was his, and there was no denying that anymore. No matter what happened in the next while, for right now, she was his. He wasn’t going to make it another three weeks, the end of their three month bet. His body couldn’t handle it. He was going to seduce her soon. Truthfully, if he pushed, he could take her now, but he wouldn’t. He wanted her to be completely and utterly lost to his touch, no thoughts but the feelings running through her body. 
 
    She moved restlessly, and he refocused on her instead of his thoughts. He laid his hands flat against the insides of her thighs and rubbed them up and down the silkiness of her skin. She always felt so damn soft, like a balm to his callused hands. She let out a low whine, and he increased the pressure, the gentle massage becoming a deeper one. Each time he went up, he got closer and closer to the apex of her thighs, and she shivered every time. 
 
    He let one hand slide up her hip and then trace the top of the bit of lace that had been driving him crazy since he’d seen it on her. His hand worked its way down, his index finger pushing down, forcing the fabric between her folds. He loved the sound of her voice as she cried out, loved the wet material that told him how ready she was. He pressed down and rubbed hard circles around her clit. 
 
    “Do you like that, baby?” he asked, his voice hoarse. God, he needed relief soon or he was going to hurt all night. 
 
    “Yesss,” she gasped, her hips pushing up. 
 
    Nikoli smiled. The look of desire and lust on her face was enough to almost push him over the edge. He pushed the lace aside and slipped his fingers into her folds. God, she was wet, so wet. Her soft cries when he touched her swollen clit had him putting his own hand down his underwear, and he stroked himself as he stroked the girl bound to the bed, writhing under his touch, spread wide across his thighs. 
 
    His thumb switched places with his index finger and he slid a single finger inside her, and a low guttural sound was ripped from her. Fuck, she was so tight. He closed his eyes and thought of sliding inside all that tight heat, her walls surrounding him, holding him in their velvety depths. He groaned and let out a cry of his own. 
 
    Her hips were thrusting up, and he made himself focus. If she was a virgin, he would hurt her. It would be so easy to get carried away and push his finger in too deep. She was close. Her thighs were tense, trembling. She was thrashing, moaning. 
 
    “Nikoli…I…what…” 
 
    “Shhh, sweetheart,” he soothed, pushing two fingers inside of her. “Don’t fight this. Just relax and let it happen. Easy, baby, just let go.” 
 
    He gripped his cock and stroked hard and fast, his fingers stroking Lily in time to the hand on his cock. He was close himself. God, it felt good, and he wasn’t even inside her. His fingers pressed harder against her clit, he scraped the inside of her walls, and he felt her tense, felt the climax swell inside her, and then he felt it give way, the rush of fluid coating his fingers as Lily screamed and bucked beneath his hand. Nikoli groaned and felt his own climax hit him hard. He cried out her name and fell forward, landing on top of her. It took him a moment to get his breathing under control, but even then he didn’t move. He let her take his weight and reveled in the knowledge he’d made her scream his name. Not Boy Wonder’s, but his name. 
 
    Lily could barely catch her breath at the rush of sensations that had just torn through her. Never in her life had she felt anything like that. She still ached a little, but his fingers were still buried inside her. She’d heard him yell out her name, and she loved it. Despite the fact he was too heavy and made breathing difficult, she refused to ask him to move. This felt good, it felt right, and she didn’t want to lose this feeling yet. Didn’t want to lose Nikoli, even though she knew she was going to lose him soon enough. 
 
    When Nikoli finally shifted and lifted himself up, Lily dreaded what was coming. He pulled his hand free of her panties, and she whimpered a little. The flesh was still swollen and sensitive. He untied the scarf that served as a blindfold, but she kept her eyes closed. She didn’t want to see what was in his eyes. If it was gloating, she couldn’t bear it. 
 
    “Open your eyes, Lily.” 
 
    She groaned, but did as he asked. His black eyes were hooded and sleepy, but there was no sign of gloating. 
 
    “Are you okay, Milaya?” he asked, reaching up to untie her hands. He took them in his and rubbed her wrists gently, first one and then the other. 
 
    She nodded, not trusting her voice. He was being so gentle, so kind. How could she not love this man? Not the manwhore everyone else knew, but Nikoli, the man no one else ever really saw. How was she going to survive it when he left? 
 
    He pulled her up into a sitting position so she faced him. He cupped her face and leaned in to give her the softest, gentlest kiss he’d ever given her. Lily melted into the kiss. It was so sweet. He had never kissed her like this before, and she savored the feel of it. 
 
    “There’s my girl,” he whispered against her lips. He ran his tongue over her lower lip, and she let out a tiny sigh, which caused him to chuckle. “Was that so bad?” 
 
    Lily felt her face flame up and she ducked her head, her mass of heavy, dark curls swinging in her face. Her hair had become unbound somewhere in between all that, but she couldn’t for the life of her remember when. 
 
    “Hey now, my little prude, no hiding,” he chided, lifting her face up. “There’s nothing to be embarrassed about.” 
 
    “It’s just that I…I’ve never…I…” 
 
    Nikoli laughed and pulled her into his arms, before falling backward so she landed on his chest. “Lily, don’t worry, your virtue is still intact.” 
 
    “So I didn’t lose the bet?” She lifted her head and looked at him, her eyes twinkling. Truthfully, she didn’t care. That would have been worth losing a bet for. 
 
    Nikoli burst out laughing, and she found herself laughing too. His entire chest vibrated with laughter. “No, Lily Bells, you didn’t lose the damn bet. Technically, we both orgasmed, so you could say we had sex, but I don’t count it until I’m buried so deep inside you that you can’t tell where you end and I begin.” 
 
    The visual that assaulted her pulled a gasp from her, and Nikoli chuckled softly. He started stroking her hair as he pulled her tighter against him. She snuggled in and let herself relax. For once, there was no fear, no tensing up, nothing but a boneless feeling of contentment. She didn’t question it, she just enjoyed it. 
 
    “Nikoli?” 
 
    “Yes?” he said, his voice as lazy and relaxed as hers. 
 
    “If I go with you to Miami, do you think you could take me to my mom’s? I haven’t seen her or the twins in over a year.” 
 
    “Of course,” he said. “You shouldn’t go so long without seeing them, though, Lily. Family is important.” 
 
    She heard the reprimand in his voice and winced. His family was spread out all over, but she knew for a fact he talked to them all the time on Skype. He may have loose morals when it came to sex, but he had strong family values. 
 
    “I know, but before…well, we always ended up feeling awkward, and my mom blames herself for my phobia, I think, even though it’s not her fault. It’s no one’s fault but my own. I’m getting better, thanks to you. I think maybe…maybe I can hug her without panicking. I’d like to try.” 
 
    “I have faith in you, Lily Bells,” he said. “You can do it. I’ll book you a ticket tonight.” 
 
    “No, I’ll pay for my own ticket,” she told him. 
 
    “Lily, I can afford…” 
 
    She leaned back and put a finger to his lips. “I don’t care if you can afford it. Thank you for offering, but I’ll pay my own way, thank you very much.” 
 
    “You are the most stubborn woman I’ve ever met and the first who didn’t jump at me buying her things.” 
 
    She smiled at him. Lily knew exactly who Nikoli Kincaid was. She read the gaming magazines. “Nikoli, all I want is you, not what you can give me.” 
 
    “You mean that, don’t you?” he asked, surprise in his voice and on his face. 
 
    It was her turn to laugh. She pushed herself up and sat on the edge of the bed, looking for her dress. If she let this conversation go further, it might cause her to say things she’d rather die than confess. 
 
    “It’s late, Nikoli, and I need to get back before security locks the door at the dorm.” 
 
    “We can stay here tonight if you want.” 
 
    Lily glanced over her should her at him. He looked satisfied, yet hopeful, like a little boy asking for a new toy. “I wish I could, but I have to be there for the girls. I can’t stay out unless I make arrangements ahead of time for someone to cover my floor.” 
 
    “That’s too bad.” He ran a finger up her spine and she gasped, her skin still sensitive. 
 
    She felt the bed shift as Nikoli stood up. She spotted her dress sticking out from under the bed and grabbed it, slipping her legs in and then sliding it up her body. Nikoli came to stand behind her. He pushed her hair over her shoulder, and then zipped the dress up. He bent and placed a soft kiss on her collarbone. 
 
    “I want to show you something,” he said. He was wearing his pants, but no shoes or shirt. Taking her hand, he led her out of the bedroom and down a hall. The last door on the right opened into an office. 
 
    It was full of dark mahogany wood furniture, and bookshelves lined three of four walls. A wall of windows overlooked downtown Boston. Lily skipped the scenery and went straight to the books. It was a jumbled up mess of computer programming books, fiction, classics, and general science. The man did not know how to organize his library. 
 
    “Leave it to you to beeline to the books,” he said with a laugh. “Come over here, please.” 
 
    Lily looked up to see him sitting behind the desk, turning on the computer monitor. He typed a few keystrokes and then hummed as he waited for it to log him in. She walked over to stand beside him. He wrapped an arm around her waist while he logged into a program. 
 
    “Lily, you’re a pretty decent gamer.” 
 
    She laughed. “I guess.” 
 
    “Well, would you want to test a beta game?” He looked up into her eyes, and she frowned. Was he asking her to beta test one of his games? 
 
    “It would depend on what kind of game it was,” she said at last. 
 
    “It’s a first person shooter,” he said. “Zombie game.” 
 
    “Sure, if you want me to. I’m a big fan of horror games, and first person shooters are my favorite.” 
 
    “I thought as much,” he said. “You kicked ass today in that tournament.” 
 
    “It had been a while since I’d played,” she said, playing it down. “It was a team effort, really.” 
 
    “Bullshit.” He shook his head. “You took out almost that entire opposing team by yourself. That requires a lot of skill.” 
 
    “It’s no big deal.” She shrugged it off.  
 
    “Lily, when I said before I could afford to buy you a ticket, I meant it. I own a gaming company.” 
 
    “And when I said before I didn’t care, I meant that too. I know who you are, Nikoli.” 
 
    “You know?” His mouth fell open, and she laughed. For once, she’d one-upped him. 
 
    “I’m a gamer, Nikoli. Of course I know who you are. I just didn’t say anything because I thought you wanted to keep that part of your life private, and it wasn’t any of my business.” 
 
    “You knew who I was all this time, and you never asked me for anything…” 
 
    “Because I didn’t want anything from you,” she said. “Well, I do want your car, but that’s beside the point.” 
 
    “You’re not getting my baby,” he told her, his eyes still wide with shock. 
 
    “That remains to be seen, Kincaid.” 
 
    “I think you and I both know you’re not getting that car.” His grin turned wolfish. 
 
    “We don’t know any such thing,” she said, her own smile turning slightly wolfish. “I can say no.” 
 
    “We shall see, my little prude.” 
 
    “So we shall,” she agreed, praying she could say no to him. 
 
    He gave her a gentle squeeze and focused on the monitor. 
 
    “Is this something you’re working on?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he answered. “Luther and I are working on it, and we need beta testers to analyze the weapons, how they handle, glitches, things like that. Could you do that for me?” 
 
    “Sure,” she said, jumping up and down inside. She’d heard rumors of this game on the ’net, but their company was being so closed-mouthed about it, no one could get details. 
 
    He popped a blank CD into the computer and started the burn process. “Lily, I’m trusting you with this. You can’t show this to anyone.” 
 
    “I won’t. Not even Mikey.” 
 
    A few minutes later, he popped the CD out. He rummaged around for a sleeve and handed it to her. “Come on, Milaya, let’s get you home.” 
 
    She cast one last look at the couch, her face flaming before she followed him out of the apartment. She truly hoped she could say no. 
 
    But somehow she didn’t think she was going to. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, Lily woke up to someone pounding on her door. She groaned and cracked an eye. 5:30 a.m. Who in God’s name was pounding on her door this early? Sighing, she threw back the covers and sat up, rubbing the sleep out of her eyes. She’d gone to sleep less than an hour ago. Nikoli’s damn game kept her up till all hours, engrossed in it. 
 
    Another round of loud knocking earned the poor door a glare. “I’m coming! Give me a minute!” She grumbled, standing up. She dragged herself to the door and nearly ripped it off the hinges. Adam stood there, his eyes bloodshot, and he smelled like a brewery. 
 
    “Hey, Lils.” He grinned down at her. “Can I come in?” 
 
    A door cracked down the hall and Lily stepped back, not wanting any of the very gossipy girls on this floor to see him. “Hurry up,” she said as he took his sweet time stumbling inside. How did he even get in here? Guys weren’t allowed in the girls’ dorms past eleven at night. 
 
    “You’re drunk, Adam,” she said, a glare that would torch even Satan himself on her face.  
 
    “Just a little,” he agreed, his eyes drooping.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” She frowned when he tried to sit on her bed and missed, his butt landing on the floor with a loud thump.  
 
    “I don’t know,” he said, the confusion in his voice as puzzling to him as it was to her. Or it could have been the slight slur when he talked. “I just started walking and ended up here. I’m sleepy.” 
 
    Lily sighed. She couldn’t boot him out when he was drunk. She locked her door, and then threw him one of her pillows and grabbed a blanket out of the closet. “Here. You can sleep on the floor.” 
 
    He gave her a crooked grin and lay down, pulling the blanket close. He was always a blanket hog, even when they were kids. She climbed back in her bed and tried to ignore his shuffling. She needed sleep too.  
 
    Just as her eyes were closing, she heard, “Lily?” 
 
    “Yeah?” Go to sleep dammit. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He sounded pitiful and lonely.  
 
    “I need you to forgive me, Lils…I miss you. What I did, it was unforgivable, but I need my best friend back. Please.” 
 
    There was that heartbroken little boy she’d loved so much. The same one who’d stuck by her through everything. She missed Adam too. He’d hurt her deeply, yes, but he’d suffered enough. She’d forgiven him a while ago; she’d just been teaching him a lesson. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Thank God,” he whispered. “You remember that summer we went to Myrtle Beach, and I ignored you because I was flirting with what’s-her-name?” 
 
    Lily laughed. Yes, she remembered it. It was the summer she realized he didn’t love her like she wanted him to. It wasn’t until he’d started liking other girls she’d understood he didn’t feel that way about her. It used to hurt a lot, but not so much anymore.  
 
    “You were so mad at me ’cause I left you out of everything. I didn’t understand why you were so mad until now, until you stopped talking to me. Now I know what it feels like to have your best friend ignore you. I’m so sorry, Lils.” 
 
    He must really be drunk to be going down memory lane. 
 
    “It’s okay, Adam. Let’s go to sleep, okay? I’m tired.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Lily breathed a sigh of relief when he stopped talking. She was damn tired and needed sleep. 
 
    “Why are you dating Kincaid?” 
 
    “You know why,” she said, groaning. Why? Why tonight? Why did he have to start talking about this when he was drunk and she was dead tired? 
 
    “No, not that bullshit reason you told everyone. Why him, Lily?” 
 
    “Why not?” she asked.  
 
    “Because he is…” 
 
    “None of your business,” Lily interrupted before he could start in on Nikoli’s character. Yeah, he might be a manwhore, but he was also a decent person at heart. And she loved him. She still couldn’t figure out how she’d let it happen, but there was the cold truth of it. Scared, she should be scared, but she wasn’t. Even if he broke her heart, and he would, she didn’t regret it. She thought she might once she started to really think about it, but she didn’t. Nikoli had given her more in a few months than anyone else had in her entire life. 
 
    “He’s gonna hurt you, Lils,” Adam told her, the slur back in his voice. 
 
    “I know,” I whispered. 
 
    “Then why?” Adam asked, confused. 
 
    “Because I love him,” she replied softly. 
 
    “Damn,” Adam cursed. “You’re not serious? He will eat you up and spit you out, Lily.” 
 
    “Why do you care, Adam?” she asked, irritated. “Who I do or don’t love isn’t your business.” 
 
    Adam sat up and looked at her. His eyes were serious. “I care because I love you, Lily. I’ve always loved you.” 
 
    “I love you too, Adam, but this big brother complex has to stop. I can make my own choices, my own mistakes. You don’t have to protect me. I need to live my own life instead of hiding behind you and letting you protect me from anything that can hurt me.” 
 
    “No, Lils, you don’t understand. I love you.” 
 
    “And I love you too,” she laughed.  
 
    “No, dammit,” he growled. “I love you, Lily, not Susan. You.” 
 
    Lily’s mouth fell open. Did he just say what she thought he said? He loved her? Like loved loved her? No way. And why did he say it when he was drunk?  
 
    “Adam, you’re drunk and not thinking straight,” she said at last. “It’s the booze talking. Go to sleep and you’ll forget all this in the morning.” 
 
    “I’m drunk, Lily, but not nearly that drunk,” he said softly. “I know what I’m saying.” 
 
    “Adam, you love Sue,” she said, trying desperately to remind him. Why now? Was it just a response to her telling him she was in love with Nikoli? 
 
    “Yeah, I do love Sue,” he agreed. “I loved her enough to ask her to marry me.” 
 
    “Then why are you saying you love me and not her?” Lily searched his eyes, and she saw a truth there she would have jumped up and down for a few months ago, but not now.  
 
    “Because I’m a blind fool,” he said bitterly. “My mom said something to me over the summer when I told her about the engagement. She said I was foolish for not seeing what was right in front of me. I didn’t understand what she meant, but I do now. When I thought I lost you, I went a little nuts. I kept thinking of how much I hurt you and the look on your face when you told me to get out. The thought of losing you, it broke me. I can’t imagine my world without you, Lily.” 
 
    Her heart stuttered at the shattered sound of his voice, and a single tear slipped down her cheek. Why couldn’t he have said this even a few weeks ago? She loved him, but she loved Nikoli more.  
 
    “You’re the one I want, Lily, the one I want to marry, to have kids with, the one I want to grow old with. Just you.” 
 
    “Adam…” 
 
    “Please, Lily, tell me you love me, that you’ll marry me, please.” 
 
    Her heart broke. She saw the truth of what he was saying in his face, heard it in his voice. Drunk he might be, but he was being honest with her, maybe because he was drunk. It might have given him the courage he needed to tell her all this. Liquid courage, Mike called it. He’d heard the expression in some old western his dad had made him watch. It fit. 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “Don’t say anything now,” he interrupted her. “Just think about it, okay?” 
 
    “You might wake up and regret all this in the morning,” she told him. 
 
    “No, Lily, I only regret it took an ass like Kincaid to make me realize how much I love you and how badly I hurt you. Just promise to think about it, please? Just think about you and me and everything we’ve shared, about all we could share in the future? That’s all I’m asking, to just think about it.” 
 
    “Okay,” she whispered, and he lay back down. When he didn’t say anything else, Lily turned over and stared at the wall. Her mind felt fuzzy. She was so tired, and now it was full of thoughts and questions about how she felt, about everything. 
 
    Why the hell had Adam decided to spring this on her tonight? 
 
    And what was she going to do when they both woke up? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nikoli whistled as he walked down the hallway to Lily’s dorm room. It was nine, and he figured she’d had enough time to sleep. He told himself he was here because he wanted to hear her thoughts on the game, but honestly, he just wanted to see Lily. He knocked on her door and shouted, “Wake up, Lily Bells!” 
 
    The next thing he heard was a loud thump and Lily cursing worse than a sailor. He laughed, just thinking of her face. She must have fallen out of bed. When she wrenched her door open, his smile faded. Adam was passed out on the floor. 
 
    “Shhh,” she whispered and pulled him inside. “He’s still asleep.” 
 
    “What’s he doing here?” Nikoli demanded, the caveman inside yelling mine.  
 
    “He showed up drunk early this morning, and I let him sleep on the floor,” she said, her voice weary. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I came to take you to breakfast,” he said, looking at her face. She looked tired, like she hadn’t slept at all last night. “Did you sleep?” 
 
    “Some,” she said, yawning. “I was playing your game all night, and then this one woke me up less than an hour after I went to sleep.” 
 
    “Come on,” he said, “let me take you to breakfast, and then you can go sleep at the apartment.” 
 
    She yawned again and then glanced at Adam before nodding. “He’ll sleep most of the day. He sleeps like the dead when he’s drunk. Let me go to the bathroom, and then we’ll leave.” 
 
    Lily grabbed her toothbrush and toothpaste before leaving. Once she was gone, Nikoli studied Adam. He couldn’t figure out what Lily saw in Boy Wonder. He was average, generic. He also had bad taste in women. Sue was an empty-headed shrew with a care for no one but herself. Nikoli had had the chance to fuck her in his sophomore year, but even he had standards. Sue was a real piece of work, and he’d nipped her in the bud before she could get past hello. 
 
    Adam, unfortunately, was beginning to understand his feelings for Lily. Nikoli wouldn’t be surprised if he dumped the Barbie for Lily. Just the thought of Adam and Lily together set his teeth to grinding. Adam and Lily would be good together, though. They’d get married and have the traditional two kids and a dog, the white picket fence. Lily would have everything she ever wanted. She’d be happy. She deserved to be happy.  
 
    She deserved better than him. 
 
    Not that she wanted him. Oh, she wanted him sexually, but she didn’t want him. He knew what she thought of him. Granted, her opinion may have changed a little over the last months, but she still thought of him as the manwhore of Boston University. She would never see him as anything else. And that was okay. He didn’t want her to see him as anything other than that. He needed her to think of him that way so it would be easier when they broke up. For both of them. 
 
    “Hey,” Lily interrupted his thoughts. He turned and saw her smiling. How had he not heard her come in? 
 
    “Hey, my little stealthy ninja,” he said and pulled her to him. “You smell all minty fresh.” 
 
    She laughed, and he couldn’t resist leaning down to sweep her lips with his. He felt the sigh go through her and pulled her closer in response, increasing the pressure of his kiss. Every time he kissed her, he lost more of his desire to let her go. This was getting to the point of no return. He needed to end it soon. After Miami. He’d end it when they got back from Miami. 
 
    He pulled back and stared down into her blue eyes, sparkling with laughter and warmth. Miami. Well, fuck, now he was dreading Miami. The dread slammed into him with all the force of a sledgehammer. 
 
    “You okay?” she asked, her eyes becoming concerned. “You look like you’re gonna puke.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said. “Ready to go?” 
 
    “Sure.” Her eyes remained worried, but she grabbed her purse and followed him out the door. 
 
    The ride to his latest hole-in-the-wall discovery was quiet. He kept glancing at her, and she kept staring out the window. She had something on her mind, something that wasn’t good. Nikoli couldn’t explain how he knew this, but it was like an itch right at the base of his neck. It wouldn’t go away. 
 
    Once they were seated in the dinky diner with their orders placed, he asked, “What’s wrong, Lily Bells? Something’s bothering you.” 
 
    She turned confused and frustrated eyes to him, and he sucked in a breath. “Adam said some stuff this morning.” 
 
    “Did he hurt you again? I swear I will beat him this time.” 
 
    “No, no.” She shook her head. “Nothing like that. He was drunk, and I don’t think he meant what he said, or maybe he did because he was drunk. I don’t know.” 
 
    A sick feeling settled in Nikoli’s stomach. He knew what was coming. “Then what, Lily?” 
 
    Lily sighed and looked into Nikoli’s eyes. They were darker, almost angry. If she didn’t know him better, she’d say he was jealous, but the manwhore never got jealous. He didn’t love her. She reminded herself of that forcefully. He might want to have sex with her, but he would never want her.  
 
    “He told me he was in love with me, and that he wanted to marry me and not Sue.” 
 
    “I see,” Nikoli murmured, and Lily shot him a glance. His eyes were blank and his face closed off. “That is what you wanted, wasn’t it, Lily?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lily agreed quietly. “It was what I wanted.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you look happy, Milaya?” 
 
    “Why now, Nikoli? Why now that I’m getting better? Why now that I’m with you? I don’t know if Adam really means it, or if he’s just reacting to something he’s never experienced before. I was always there for him before, and now I’m not. What if he misses that and is confused about how he feels because of it?” 
 
    “Milaya, Boy Wonder is in love with you. Is this recent, or has he always felt that way? I don’t know, but I do know how jealous he’s been. He can’t stand the thought of me and you together. It drives him crazy.” 
 
    “Maybe,” she muttered.  
 
    “Well, if you decide to take Boy Wonder up on his offer, you renege on this imaginary bet, and Ellie stays with me.” 
 
    His car? That was his first thought? His car? It only solidified Lily’s opinion that Nikoli didn’t love her, that he didn’t want her. He just wanted his damn car. She felt her face heat up, but this time in anger. Why should she care or be shocked? He was Boston University’s very own manwhore, after all. 
 
    Nikoli watched Lily’s cheeks fill with color and her blue eyes flash with fury, and he frowned. Why was she mad? Boy Wonder was what she wanted. She should be happy. Nikoli should be happy for her, but he couldn’t be. He wanted to hit something. To beat someone bloody. Anger fought with jealousy inside of him, and he hated it. He didn’t get attached, ever, but this woman had gotten under his skin. She would leave him. He’d known that from the beginning. 
 
    “Hey, May, turn that up,” someone shouted, and he and Lily both turned to see another crime scene pictured on the flat screen in the corner of one wall. Another girl had been found, and it appeared to be the same guy who’d been killing all summer. Boston was officially in the grips of a serial killer, and everyone was on edge. 
 
    “That’s two blocks away from the university.” Lily’s eyes widened. “Oh my gosh, he’s been getting closer and closer to the college since he started.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Milaya, they’ll catch him.” 
 
    “Yes, we will.”  
 
    Nikoli’s head snapped up and he saw his brother, Kade, grinning down at him. The mess of curly black hair and sleepy black eyes made Nikoli laugh. Kade looked like he hadn’t slept in a week and had a serious case of bedhead. He shook his head and stood up, wrapping his brother in a bear hug.  
 
    “Good to see you, Nik,” Kade said when they let go. “One would think you were hiding from your brothers the way you never call.” 
 
    “Just busy, bro,” Nikoli said. “Lily, this is my brother, Kade.” 
 
    “Hello,” Lily said, smiling. “It’s very nice to meet you.” 
 
    Kade’s eyebrows hit his hairline. Not that Nikoli blamed him. He and his brothers were all alike. They didn’t take girls to breakfast. They had sex, and they moved on.  
 
    “You’re the oldest brother, right?” Lily asked. 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” Kade murmured and gave Nikoli a look that said ‘what-the-fuck, dude?’ 
 
    “Kade, have a seat, man. We just ordered breakfast, and the food here is stellar.” Nikoli scooted over so his brother could sit. Kade slid in, but his eyes stayed on Lily. “How did you find me?” 
 
    “FBI, remember? It’s easy to track you down.” 
 
    “Pretty sure that’s a violation of my right to privacy.” Nikoli snorted at his brother’s pious look.  
 
    “Brothers don’t have an expectation of privacy.” Kade laughed. “So, Lily, how long have you known my brother?” 
 
    “I’ve known the manwhore for a couple months,” she said, her voice completely innocent, causing Nikoli to spew the mouthful of coffee he’d just taken. 
 
    Kade’s laugh boomed through the diner. “Manwhore?” 
 
    “Well, he does have a bit of a reputation,” Lily said, “but he has been behaving the last few months.” 
 
    “Has he?” Kade asked, glancing at Nikoli, who shot him a fuck-off look. “That doesn’t sound like him. My brother doesn’t know how to behave.” 
 
    Lily just smiled. “Then you don’t know him as well as you think you do. Nikoli is a decent guy…for a manwhore.” 
 
    “I thought we agreed you would stop calling me that,” Nikoli seethed. He hated that nickname. Truly hated it, especially when Lily used it. 
 
    “Did we?” she asked, her voice all sweet, and his eyes widened. She was still pissed at him. But why? He hadn’t understood it to begin with. Why was she mad at him because her dreams were coming true? The woman made no sense. 
 
    “Yes, dushka, we did.” He leaned closer, eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Don’t call me dushka!” Lily’s own eyes narrowed.  
 
    “Oh, I’ll do more than call you dushka,” Nikoli said, his eyes a clear threat.  
 
    “You can try, Kincaid.” 
 
    Nikoli’s grin grew at the sly tone in Lily’s voice.  
 
    Kade interrupted before Nikoli could respond. “Um, big brother here…do I need to leave so you two can get a room?” 
 
    “No.” Nikoli sat back when the waitress came to set down their food. He waited for her to take Kade’s massive order that had Lily scrunching her nose in disgust before asking, “So what are you doing here, Kade?” 
 
    “Your serial killer.” Kade’s usual carefree face was serious for once. “The Boston PD called, and we were sent to do what we can to help catch the guy.” 
 
    “Called?” Lily asked. 
 
    “I’m Special Agent Kade Kincaid,” he said. “I’m a member of the BAU…” 
 
    “The Behavioral Analysis Unit,” Lily finished for him, and Nikoli sighed. Lily was a true fan of the show Criminal Minds. She could watch that show for hours when the reruns came on. Truthfully, it had grown on Nikoli too. He found himself watching it even when Lily wasn’t around. 
 
    Kade gave Lily his best ‘come here and let me hit that’ grin. Nikoli turned so he could look his brother dead in the eyes. “No.” 
 
    Kade’s eyebrows shot up again. Nikoli knew how territorial he was being and how unusual it was for him, but he’d be damned if he sat here and watched his brother flirt with his girlfriend.  
 
    He saw Lily shake her head out of the corner of his eye, and he shot her a glare. “I mean it, Kade. Hands off my girlfriend.” 
 
    “Your what?” Kade spewed his coffee across the table and right onto Lily, who let out a dismayed gasp. Coffee stains covered her t-shirt.  
 
    “Girlfriend.” Nikoli leaned over to wipe the coffee off Lily with a napkin. She looked so shocked at his use of the dirty word, girlfriend. She was his until he broke up with her after Miami. Or until she said yes to Boy Wonder, whichever came first. A brick settled in Nikoli’s stomach at the thought. Damn, he wanted to hit something. 
 
    “You don’t do girlfriends,” Kade sputtered. 
 
    “I do now,” Nikoli growled. “Apologize to Lily Bells.” 
 
    Kade stared at her with his mouth open, and Lily suppressed the urge to laugh. The man looked like he’d been kicked in the teeth at the thought of his little brother having an honest to goodness girlfriend. So funny. 
 
    “Sorry,” he muttered at last, confused and frowning. It was all she could do to keep from smiling at his so Nikoli-ish look. She’d seen it on Nikoli’s face a lot the last month or so. If he hadn’t been so blasé about Adam this morning, she might have actually thought he cared. Nikoli confused her. He acted like he didn’t want her, and then he went and told his brother she was his girlfriend. 
 
    It was seriously pissing her off, to be honest. She loved the idiot, and he couldn’t seem to make up his mind about what she was to him. Lily knew deep down Nikoli would never be hers, but moments like this gave her hope that maybe she was wrong, maybe he did feel something for her. God, she wanted him to feel something for her. Needed it more than she needed anything else. And it scared her because she was going to be so broken when this ended.  
 
    “So, Lily, are you a senior or…?” Kade left the question hanging and brought Lily out of her dire thoughts. 
 
    “Senior.” She smiled. “I graduate at the end of this semester.” 
 
    “Same as Nik,” Kade said. “What’s your major?” 
 
    “English,” she told him. “I’m going to be working at a literary agency in New York when I graduate. They’ve already offered me the job.” 
 
    “So you’ll be working with authors? Not an author yourself?” 
 
    “Oh, I am an author,” she said, smiling. “My novel is almost done. When I finish and revise it, I’m going to try to get published.” 
 
    “You’re writing a book?” Nikoli asked. “You didn’t tell me.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t,” she agreed. “I don’t tell you everything, Kincaid.” 
 
    “Apparently,” he growled, and Lily laughed. He was in full testosterone mode this morning. “What’s it about?” 
 
    “None of your business,” she said, laughter brimming in her eyes. She knew it would drive him nuts until he found out. If he only knew…she shook her head. He’d read it eventually and understand what she wanted to say to him. It was their story. She’d write the ending once they’d ended things. That was all that was missing from their story. 
 
    “Why don’t you want to tell me?” 
 
    Kade said, “Writers don’t normally share their work until it’s published. Something about needing their privacy.” 
 
    “And how would you know that?” Nikoli asked.  
 
    “I dated a writer for about a week.” Kade popped a piece of sausage into his mouth. “She got all pissy when I peeked at what she was writing.” 
 
    “That sounds about right,” Lily agreed. “Come near mine and you’ll get hurt.” 
 
    “Come on now, Lily Bells,” Nikoli wheedled. “Let me read it.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Just the first chapter?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Leave it be, Nikoli,” Kade said. “She’ll hurt you. Don’t you see that gleam in her eye that says she’s ready to stab you with her fork?” 
 
    “Lily wouldn’t hurt me,” Nikoli scoffed. 
 
    “Wanna bet?” Lily asked, remembering his blasé attitude earlier.  
 
    This time it was Nikoli’s turn for his eyebrows to shoot up. Ah, he was finally getting the message of how pissed she was. He probably had no clue why, but he didn’t need to know why, only that she was. 
 
    “So, Kade, you are working on the serial killer case?” she asked so she wouldn’t have to deal with Nikoli. “Do you guys have any leads?” 
 
    “I really can’t discuss an ongoing case, Lily,” he said. “I will tell you that we just got here last night and are catching up on everything. We’ll get him. Soon.” 
 
    “I hope it’s sooner rather than later.” She shivered. “That last one was too close to campus.” 
 
    “Yes,” Kade murmured. “We are asking for the college to allow a police presence there, just in case. Make sure you never go anywhere on your own, always bring someone, walk back to your dorm with a friend. Never alone.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure of it,” Nikoli promised.  
 
    Kade’s food came, and Lily turned her eyes back to the TV. The news was still talking about the latest victim. If the FBI was here, then the situation was serious. She’d been nervous about the whole situation since she’d seen the first news broadcast over the summer.  
 
    She hoped they caught him soon. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Lily returned to her dorm room, she expected to find it empty, but Adam was sitting on her bed, his face troubled. She closed the door and leaned against it. When his eyes met hers, they were dark and thoughtful. The hangover was evident from his wince when the girl in the next room slammed her door.  
 
    “You look like hell.” Lily pushed herself away from the door and plopped down in her desk chair.  
 
    He ran a hand through his hair. “I feel worse.” 
 
    “Getting shit-faced will do that to you.” 
 
    He fell back on her bed and started up at the ceiling. “Lily, we need to talk about…well…” 
 
    “What you said last night?”  
 
    “Yeah.” He still didn’t move. “I know blurting that stuff out at you when I’m drunk wasn’t the best idea.” 
 
    “Ya think?” 
 
    “I may have been drunk, but I meant every word I said, Lily.” 
 
    Lily closed her eyes and counted to ten. A month ago, this conversation would have meant the world to her, but not now. Now, it only meant she had to hurt the one person who had always been there for her through everything. 
 
    “Adam, you don’t mean that…” 
 
    “Yes, I do.” He sat and looked her in the eye. “I love you, Lils. I’ve loved you my entire life. I just didn’t think you’d ever get better…” 
 
    “So you’re only interested in me now that you think I’m getting better?” Anger leaked out of her voice. She couldn’t help it.  
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” Adam rolled his shoulders. “I tried, Lily, I tried so hard to help you, but I couldn’t. I don’t understand why Nikoli could, when nothing I did worked. That is what I meant.” 
 
    Either way, the outcome was the same. He hadn’t shown any interest until Nikoli. It still stung a bit, but she’d forgiven him somewhere along the way. Didn’t mean she wasn’t pissed he only told her this after Nikoli. 
 
    “Adam, I love you. God knows, for the longest time, I thought I was in love with you, but I’ve only recently discovered the difference. You’re my best friend, and you did help me more than you know. Just being there for me, never letting me push you away. That kept me from going off the deep end. You will always be my best friend, and I will always love you, but I’m not in love with you.”  
 
    “You love the campus manwhore.” Adam’s eyes dilated, his anger evident in the way his body tensed. “He’s going to break you into little pieces.” 
 
    “Then my best friend will be there to put me back together again.” Lily offered him a small smile. She knew it was true. Nikoli was going to hurt her, but she’d take the hurt for the way she felt right now.  
 
    “But, Lils, if you’d only listen to what I’m saying, you won’t be broken.” Adam stood and started to pace. “I love you, Lily. We can be so happy together, if you’ll just trust me and let me show you.” 
 
    “Adam, what about Sue?” 
 
    “What about her?” 
 
    “You’re supposed to be getting married in a few weeks. What would that do to her?” 
 
    He stopped pacing and sat down on the floor. His face was torn, confused. 
 
    “I think you’re only saying all this now because of Nikoli. You love Sue, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then why would you even consider leaving her?” 
 
    “Because I love you!” he shouted, his frustration pouring out. “You’re not listening to me, Lily. I love you more than I could ever love Sue. I want to marry you, have kids with you, and grow old with you. Only you. I’ve always wanted that. You are my heart, Lily. It’s killing me watching you and Nikoli, thinking that should be me with you. Every time I see you two together, it feels like someone is stabbing me in the heart. What can I say to make you understand, Lily? I love you.” 
 
    Tears blurred Lily’s vision and she wiped them away. He sounded so broken.  
 
    “Why, Lily? Why do you trust him and not me?” 
 
    “Because I was afraid, Adam.” Her words were hesitant, uncertain. “I’ve been seeing Rebekha again, twice a week for the last few weeks. We’ve been talking about that. I was afraid that if I let myself touch you, you’d die, just like Daddy. I couldn’t do that. My mind refused to even contemplate it. Nikoli had no ties to me. He was a stranger and I wasn’t afraid of hurting him like I was you.” 
 
    “Do you still think you can hurt me?”  
 
    “No. I understand my fears now, and between Nikoli and Rebekha, I’m getting better.” 
 
    “Then why not give us a chance, Lils? Let me show you how much I love you, how good we can be together.” 
 
    “Because I don’t love you like that, Adam.” Her voice was quiet, somber. She watched him recoil in hurt, and it nearly made her double over from the pain. “I do love you, but I love you like a brother, like my best friend. I don’t know what I’d do without you in my life, but that’s all I feel for you, Adam.” 
 
    He stood, his movements stiff and slow. His eyes were haunted when he looked at her, but there was a determination in them too. “When he breaks you, Lily, I will be here to pick up the pieces. Then I’ll show you what you mean to me, and maybe you’ll give us a chance.” 
 
    “Adam…” 
 
    “No,” he cut her off. “Don’t say anything, Lily. I’m not going to give up on you. I’m the one who will be here for you when he’s gone. Remember that.” Adam walked over and planted a quick kiss on her head. It was so fast, it reminded her of Nikoli’s sneak attacks. It was over so quickly she didn’t have time to freak. He gave her a crooked smile and let himself out, closing the door behind him. 
 
    Lily closed her eyes and let her head fall to the desk.  
 
    Damn you, Nikoli Kincaid, for ruining any chance I had with Adam.  
 
    She cried, cried for the life she could have had, for the happiness that might have been, but mostly she cried for the hurt she’d caused the one person who she never wanted to hurt, but had. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lily blinked at the bright sunshine as she walked out of the Miami-Dade airport. To her left, Luther looked ready to fall down and kiss the ground. He didn’t fly so well. Even liquor didn’t do the trick. Nikoli had laughed and told him he should have slept. Lily didn’t think that was an option for the poor guy. Flying truly terrified him. She’d plugged in her headphones and watched a movie on her tablet, and then opened a book she’d bought to bring with her. Nikoli had taken his own advice and slept the entire flight. She had a feeling he didn’t like flying either, only he handled it better than Luther.  
 
    They waited for the bus that would take them to the car rental facility on the property, and once there, Nikoli rented a new Lexus. Lily would have taken the less expensive Ford Focus, but as Nikoli kept reminding her, he could afford it. Since she’d told him she knew who he was, he seemed almost irritated with her for not asking him for things, but she didn’t want anything from him. Except for his love, and that was something she wasn’t going to get. 
 
    The hotel was expensive too. Lily cringed thinking about the room service bill Luther was sure to run up. He loved room service. He’d spent all day yesterday telling her about the wonderful room service the hotel offered. It was their favorite place to stay when in Miami. Nikoli reserved two rooms, one for them and one for Luther. The front desk clerk was overly helpful when he saw them, which made Lily realize they must have stayed here quite a bit over the years for the staff to know them. She shouldn’t be surprised, though. They were into racing, and Miami was a racing city. 
 
    Luther declined going out for lunch. He wanted to pass out. Poor fella looked like he needed it. Nikoli shook his head and carried their luggage down the hall, motioning for Lily to unlock the door. The room was gorgeous. There was a sitting room with a very comfortable looking couch and a wall-mounted TV. A small fridge and sink were tucked into the corner next to the bathroom. Nikoli opened a set of double doors that led to the bedroom and dumped their luggage in front of the dresser that sported a TV sitting on it as well. The massive king sized bed was covered in a lovely gray comforter.  
 
    “Do you like it, Lily Bells?” Nikoli asked, coming up behind her and wrapping his arms around her.  
 
    “It’s beautiful,” she said, turning her head to meet his wandering lips, and she sighed when his mouth finally landed on hers. His kiss was soft, gentle. It left her breathless.  
 
    “Want to try out the bed?” he whispered against her lips before pulling back and staring down at her. 
 
    “Nice try.” She leaned her head back against his chest. “Ellie is mine.” 
 
    “Not after this weekend,” he promised. The determination in his voice sent a full body shiver though her. “What do you want to do first? Rest, grab a bite to eat, or go see your mom?” 
 
    Lily smiled. He hadn’t forgotten that she wanted to see her family. They’d flown out early so he could take her, since they’d be busy tomorrow. She wasn’t quite sure what time the race began. Nikoli said they’d text the time and location to him.  
 
    “Can we go see my mom?” she asked. “I called her last night to tell her we were coming. I’m sure she’ll cook a massive meal that no one can finish.” 
 
    Nikoli laughed. Lily had grown up in the mountains, and he’d learned that they tended to try and feed people into complacency, or so she’d threatened.  
 
    “Sure, baby. Go freshen up, and I’ll go down and program the GPS with the address. Meet me down there when you’re ready.” 
 
    He was being so sweet. This was the Nikoli she’d grown to love, not the person he was around everyone else, even Luther. She was going to miss him. Even though he hadn’t said anything, she had a feeling this was their last weekend together. Call it intuition or instinct, but she knew she wasn’t wrong.  
 
    She went to the bathroom and took care of her business before she grabbed her purse and the kids’ presents and headed downstairs. She refused to be sad. If she only had him for this weekend, then she was going to enjoy it. 
 
    The drive to her mother’s took them about an hour. She lived right outside the city, but with traffic, it took longer than either of them had expected. Lily saw two orange groves on the way. Her mother always raved about the fresh orange juice she got from one of them. She and Lily’s stepfather had moved from North Carolina to Florida right after Lily graduated high school. They loved it, and the kids loved living close to the beach. What kid wouldn’t, though? 
 
    When Nikoli slowed the car and pulled into the Spanish style home, Lily got nervous. This was her first big test to see if Nikoli really had helped her deal with her phobia, or if it was just him she could tolerate touching her. What if she started screaming? What if she terrified the twins? What if… 
 
    “You’ll be fine, Lily Bells,” Nikoli told her, his eyes calm and reassuring. “You’re better now. You can do this.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she whispered. “If I can’t…” 
 
    “You and I have been together for months now, Lily, and nothing bad has happened to me, has it?” 
 
    “Well, no.” 
 
    “Then have a little faith,” he said. “You aren’t cursed, you aren’t responsible for anyone’s death, and you’re not going to cause anyone to be hurt or to die. You can do this, Lily. I have faith in you, so how about having a little in yourself, Milaya?” 
 
    His words wrapped around her, like a cool balm on a hot summer’s day to her rattled nerves, and she returned his smile. She still felt nervous, but the panic that had tried to overwhelm her disappeared. Vanished. Nikoli had that effect on her. He was her woobie. She almost laughed at the thought. She’d had a ratty yellow blanket she’d clutched whenever she was afraid when she was little. Her mama called it her woobie. Nikoli felt like that right now, her own personal woobie. 
 
    Her mother stepped out on the porch, and she studied her from where she sat. Lily didn’t look a thing like her mother. Joanna Stanton was a short bundle of energy. Blonde hair was piled up on her head in a messy bun, and she wore a pink tank top and blue jean shorts that showed off her sun kissed skin beautifully. Her mama looked good. The Florida climate suited her. 
 
    “Daylight’s wasting,” Lily said.  
 
    “What?” Nikoli asked, never having heard her speak like that. 
 
    “It’s something my Dad used to say whenever he dreaded doing something. It was his way of reminding himself when something had to be done, there was no point in putting it off.” 
 
    “Your father was a wise man,” Nikoli said. “Ready to go?” 
 
    Not really, but she got out of the car anyway. She stood staring at her mom. They hadn’t seen each other in a long time. Her mother stared back at her just as intently. Nikoli came over and gently nudged her forward. She glared at him. He needed to give her time. He shook his head no and pushed her forward again. The man was insufferable. He never let her just take a minute and think. 
 
    She gave him one more glare and started walking. When she reached the porch, her mother took an automatic step back. She knew Lily’s phobia intimately. 
 
    “Hi, Mama,” Lily said, her voice hesitant. 
 
    “Lily.” Her mother’s voice was just as soft as hers. Lily used to love listening to her read to her when she was little. “Welcome home, sweetheart.” 
 
    Lily closed her eyes and took a deep breath, her thoughts focused on what she was about to attempt. She waited for the panic, for the overwhelming fear to consume her, but all she felt was the warmth and the love she associated with her mother. And Nikoli. She could feel his presence behind her, and she took strength from that. 
 
    She walked over to her mother and wrapped her arms around her, hugging her tight. “I love you, Mama.” 
 
    Her mother let out a strangled cry and hugged her back just as hard. “Oh, my baby…” 
 
    Lily felt her mother’s tears fall down and splash her face. She heard the wonder in her voice. It made her heart cry and swell with love at the same time. She’d deprived herself and her mother of this for years, and now instead of panic, she felt a deep sadness. She’d caused them both so much pain.  
 
    “I’m so sorry, Mama,” she whispered, her own tears joining her mother’s. “I didn’t mean to hurt you…I just…I…” 
 
    “Hush now, sweet girl.” Her mama stroked her hair like she had when she was a little girl. “Hush and let me hold you.” 
 
    Behind her, Lily heard the trunk pop, and she knew Nikoli was getting the gifts she’d bought for her family, but it was only a distant thought. Right now, all she was concerned with was that she was in her mother’s arms with no fear, no panic, no need to start screaming. 
 
    And that was all because of Nikoli Kincaid. 
 
    They spent the afternoon lounging by the pool while her mother cooked them enough food to feed three armies. The twins were ecstatic to see Lily. She hadn’t spent a lot of time with them in person, but she did Skype with her mom and the twins at least two or three times a week. They tore into their gifts like little fiends and squealed with delight. What really broke Lily’s heart was when they were so shocked she hugged them. She spent two hours just sitting on the floor playing with them, smiling like she hadn’t in a very long time.  
 
    Once everyone had been fed, Lily offered to help her mom with the dishes. Nikoli was content to sit and talk about baseball with her stepfather. She helped her mom gather up dishes and took them into the kitchen, where she started scraping them. Her mom ran some dishwater for the pots and pans. She always refused to put pans in the dishwasher, proclaiming that was where all the nicks and scratches came from. 
 
    “Tell me about this young man of yours,” her mother said without preamble.  
 
    “He’s my saving grace, I guess you could say. I would never had learned to control my phobia without him.” 
 
    “How did he do it?” her mother asked curiously. “What did he do that we didn’t?” 
 
    “It’s not that, Mama. You did everything you could. It was more me. I wanted to change, to be able to let someone touch me. It wouldn’t have worked if I hadn’t needed to change so badly. Nikoli just…he never let me give up. He pushed and pushed and pushed. Sometimes I wanted to strangle him, but he never pushed too far. He knew when to stop. But mostly, he was just there when I needed him.” 
 
    “He pushed you?” 
 
    Lily snorted. That was putting it mildly. “He pushed my limits, never let me give in to my fear, never let me give up, Mama, even when I wanted to. I never thought I’d be able to let anyone touch me ever again, but I can now, and it’s all due to him. I’m mostly healed because of that man.” 
 
    “Oh, baby, I’m so happy for you. I only wish I could have helped you more, gotten you better sooner. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Lily put down the plate she was scraping and took her mother’s hands into hers. “Don’t be sorry, Mama. This phobia of mine wasn’t your fault, and you did do everything you could to make me better. You’re a good mother, and I love you so much. No more tears, okay? Only smiles from now on.” 
 
    “It’s good advice, Mrs. Stanton.”  
 
    They both turned to see Nikoli lounging in the doorway. Lily felt her heart skip gleefully at the sight of him and cringed a little inside. Not out of fear, but the beginning of pain. This was their last weekend together. She knew it deep down. She couldn’t shake the thought. Intuition. She wanted to curl up and cry. 
 
    Lily’s mother went over to Nikoli and wrapped him in a bear hug. He laughed and hugged her back. “What’s that for?” 
 
    “For giving me my baby back,” she said, a tremor in her voice. She was fighting not to break down. Nikoli smiled down at her. 
 
    Nikoli now understood where Lily got her kindness from. Her mother was one of the sweetest women he’d ever met, coming in a close second to his own mother. He saw the gratitude in her eyes and felt himself blush a little. She had no idea why he’d wanted Lily cured, and looking into her eyes now, he almost felt like a heel. Almost. 
 
    “Don’t thank me,” he told her. “Lily is a beautiful woman who deserves to be happy. I only helped a little.” 
 
    “You are welcome in this house, young man,” her mother said, wiping her eyes. “Always.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Nikoli said and then turned regretful eyes to Lily. “We need to get going, Lily Bells.” 
 
    “So soon?” Joanna asked. “It’s barely seven.” 
 
    “I have to be up early tomorrow,” Nikoli explained. “I have a race.” 
 
    “Race?” Joanna asked sharply.  
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Nikoli nodded. “I came down to Florida to enter a race.” 
 
    “You race cars?” Nikoli watched Joanna’s eyes fill up with some emotion he couldn’t explain. She had to be thinking of Lily’s father.  
 
    “I do,” he said, keeping his voice calm. “Lily has been helping me get the car ready for the race.” 
 
    “Those damn cars.” Joanna shook her head. “Lily was forever under the hood of a car, even after her father died.” 
 
    “It kept me sane.” Lily smiled.  
 
    “Yes, yes, it did. Have you seen my daughter drive, Nikoli?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I let her drive the car I’m entering back to campus when I bought it. She smoked me.” 
 
    “That’s my girl.” There was an edge to Joanna’s laughter. Nikoli knew she wasn’t at all happy about Lily in a race car.  
 
    “We really do have to go,” Nikoli said gently. “We still have to feed Luther, my partner in crime.” 
 
    “Oh my, let me fix him a plate.” Joanna went about doing just that on a paper plate they could take. 
 
    He went over and slipped an arm around Lily, loving how she snuggled into his side. He leaned down and whispered, “Happy?” 
 
    “More than I could ever tell you,” she whispered back. “Thank you, Nikoli Kincaid.” 
 
    He brushed his lips over her hair and caught her mother staring at them. She looked so full of hope he couldn’t meet her eyes. He was, for the first time in a while, starting to feel guilty about his own motives. Lily truly was a beautiful person inside and out. She deserved better than to be used the way he wanted to use her. 
 
    “Here you go.” Joanna handed the plate to Lily. It was overflowing under the plastic wrap. She was a good cook, and Luther would be groaning with food orgasms before he’d finished the plate. 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am,” he said. “It’s been a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    Lily handed Nikoli the plate and hugged her mother. “Love you, Mama.” 
 
    “I love you too, baby,” Joanna murmured, and Nikoli smiled, knowing how much this meant to Lily. 
 
    “Can you start the car while I tell the twins goodbye?” Lily asked him, and he nodded, telling her mother goodbye once more before walking out into the humid Florida night. He started the car and rolled the windows down before turning on the air conditioning. He blew the heat out and then rolled the windows back up to cool the car off. Carefully putting the plate of food in the back seat, Nikoli leaned back and let the cool air hit him in the face. 
 
    She’d been on his mind all week. Ever since she told him about Adam, he knew it was the beginning of the end of their arrangement. He’d gotten a little attached to her, but that wasn’t a bad thing. It just showed him he could eventually care for someone.  
 
    The little voice in the back of his mind snorted at his own idiocy, but he ignored it. Lily was an arrangement. That was all. He’d done his part, he’d helped her get past her fear of anyone touching her. She’d gotten Boy Wonder. Now it was time for him to get his half of the deal.  
 
    He winced just thinking about it like a deal, something dirty and sordid.  
 
    The passenger door opened, and Lily slid in and buckled her seatbelt. “Thank you for bringing me.” 
 
    “Of course,” he murmured and pulled out of the driveway.  
 
    Lily turned on the radio and surfed a few radio channels before settling on one. She didn’t say anything else the entire ride back to the hotel. Not that she needed to. He could see the thoughtful expression on her face. She had to be thinking of the afternoon. He’d seen the wonder on her face when she first realized she could give her mother a hug, and it had nearly undone him, truth be told.  
 
    When they parked the car and went upstairs, just as Nikoli had predicted, Luther drooled at the sight of the food presented to him. He grabbed it and shut the door, as if afraid they’d ask him to share. 
 
    Shaking his head, Nikoli steered Lily to their room. She said she wanted a shower, and he nodded. He opened his laptop and started going through some emails that needed attention while he waited for her to come out. Shoes and socks off, he settled himself in the chair and started scanning his emails. 
 
    He found one from Lily listing all her thoughts about his new zombie game. He just stared in amazement after he’d read through the very detailed report. She listed the good things, the things she hated, what needed to be improved, and finally her thoughts on fixing everything she took issue with. He’d never gotten such detailed feedback from any of his beta testers. The woman was amazing in so many ways. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, he heard the shower cut off, and he closed his laptop. He turned and faced the bathroom door, waiting for her to come out. Another fifteen minutes went by, and still no Lily. Maybe shaving her legs? After another ten minutes he got concerned and went over to the door. Even before he raised his hand he heard her. She was crying. 
 
    “Lily?” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    “Lily, what’s wrong?” 
 
    Still nothing but the sound of her crying. He tried the handle and found it unlocked. She sat in the middle of the floor wrapped in a bath towel, her head on her knees. Tears streaked her face and her eyes were so sad. He knelt down in front of her and stroked her hair.  
 
    “What’s wrong, baby?” 
 
    She just shook her head. He pulled her into his lap. “Shhh, dushka, don’t cry. Tell me what’s wrong.” 
 
    Instead of telling him, she wrapped her arms around him and sobbed harder. What in the hell? She was starting to scare him.  
 
    “Lily, tell me why you’re crying.” He put an edge into his voice, a tone that told her he wanted no nonsense. She would answer him. 
 
    “Kiss me,” she said instead, and he looked down into her dark blue eyes, eyes so dark they looked black.  
 
    He wanted her to tell him why she was crying, but when she looked at him like that, it undid him. He lowered his head and kissed her softly, tenderly. Her arms crept up around his neck, her fingers tangling in his hair. She pulled him closer. He reveled in the feel of her lips against his, their breath mingling. He ran his fingers up and down her back, relaxing and seducing her at the same time.  
 
    When he pulled away, he left her breathless, and the haunted look had fled her eyes. Now they were sleepy with lust and desire. Nikoli gathered her in his arms, stood, and walked to the bed. Putting her down, he stripped off his shirt. She looked up at him, and the trust in her face was something he’d always wanted, and the one girl he didn’t want it from was giving it to him. What the hell was he going to do about Lily Isabella Holmes? 
 
    Lily stared up at Nikoli and waited for him to do or say something. He had the oddest look on his face. She had distracted him earlier by asking him to kiss her. She couldn’t tell him she was crying because she was losing him. He’d freak. She’d made up her mind on the drive back that she would lose their bet. If all she had with Nikoli was this weekend, then she’d savor it and tuck it away to bring out when she was feeling lonely.  
 
    She loved him. It was as simple as that. 
 
    He reached down and pulled the bath towel away from her naked body and sat behind her on the bed to dry her hair. He used slow, gentle movements, and she sighed. He always made her feel so safe, so cared for. He tossed the towel after a few minutes, and she felt his lips on her neck, nuzzling. She leaned back against him and relaxed as his lips made their way down to her collarbone, his tongue swiping quick tastes here and there. He was being so tender. 
 
    His hands traveled down her arms, slid over her thighs, trailed back up her stomach, and then brushed against the underside of her breasts. She moaned and pressed against him, silently asking him for more. His hands curled around her breasts, squeezing softly before rolling her nipples. Lily arched her back, thrusting her breasts out, demanding more.  
 
    “Nikoli…” 
 
    “Shhh,” he whispered. “Don’t talk, dushka. Just let me love you.” He moved from behind her and pushed her down on the bed.  
 
    She fought her tears at his softly whispered words. She’d love him as best as she could for tonight.  
 
    “Don’t cry, Milaya,” he whispered. “Please don’t cry.” 
 
    She smiled through her tears and reached for him. “It’s okay,” she told him. “I’m happy in this moment, Nikoli. Let me love you tonight too. Please.” 
 
    He stared down at her with wide eyes and then nodded. He stood and slipped his jeans off. Lily stared up at him. He was beautiful. His skin was a rich tone, reminding her of someone from Greece more than Russia. His black eyes and hair gave him that bad boy look, one he encouraged. His body was sculpted from hours in the gym, and she loved every inch of it. 
 
    Lily sat up and held her hand out to him. He took it without hesitation, and she tugged. He smiled and lay down next to her, turning so he faced her. “What do you plan on doing, Milaya?” 
 
    “Whatever I want.” She ran her fingers lazily over his chest. “Whatever I want, Nikoli Kincaid.” 
 
    Nikoli closed his eyes and let Lily have her way. He was so proud of her. She’d spent the entire day having her family touch her, and now she was here, naked and asking to touch him. He was so very proud of his Lily Bells. 
 
    Her thumbs circled his nipple and he let out a small gasp. No one had ever affected him like Lily. The feel of her hands on his skin was driving him crazy. He wanted to flip her, bend her over the bed, and take her, but he didn’t. Instead, he lay here, letting her exploring fingers torture him. Something he’d never really allowed any other girl to do. But then he’d never trusted anyone like he did his Lily Bells. 
 
    Her warm, wet lips started to travel over his skin, and it was all he could do to hold back a moan. He opened his eyes and stared down at her. She was doing to him what he’d done to her, and he realized how hard it had been for her to stay still if she felt even an ounce of what he did now.  
 
    Her touch set off a fire inside of him, and before long he was pulling her up to meet his lips. He could only take so much of her sweet torture. She tried to protest, but he hushed her and rolled so she was beneath him. “No, Milaya. Any more of that and it’ll be over before it begins.” 
 
    She laughed, and he felt it go through every part of him. He closed his eyes and forced himself to regain some control over the urge to fuck her hard right then and there. She deserved better than that. 
 
    “Lily, I need to ask…” She shifted under him, inadvertently rubbing herself against him. “Ah, fuck, Lily, don’t move.” 
 
    Another small laugh escaped her. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Are you a virgin?” 
 
    “No, I’m not a virgin. Remember when I told you I got caught up in the wrong crowd after my dad died? Lost my virginity way back then, but it’s been a long time, Nikoli.” 
 
    “Well, hell,” he grumbled. That was just as bad. 
 
    “Nikoli?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “You’re thinking too hard.” Laughter danced in her eyes.  
 
    He laughed; he couldn’t help it. Lily’s laughter was contagious. He’d never hesitated with a woman in his life, but here he was worried about hurting this one. She was warm, wet, and willing beneath him, and telling him to get on with it. No one had ever had to tell him that before.  
 
    He thrust two fingers inside of her, causing her to gasp. “Still thinking too hard?” 
 
    “No.” Her voice was low, and deep, and breathy all at the same time. 
 
    She was dripping wet, but still he hesitated. He worked her with his fingers, thrusting them in and out, his thumb rubbing her clit, listening to her moan and mutter nonsense things.  
 
    “Tell me now if you want me to stop, Milaya,” he said, his voice harder than he’d intended, but damn, he hurt with the need to get inside her. 
 
    Lily gave him the softest smile he’d ever seen and cupped his face. “I don’t want to stop, Nikoli.” 
 
    He groaned and buried his face in the crook of her neck, his tongue dragging over the sensitive skin. He slid his fingers out of her and she whimpered in protest. “You’re sure about this?”  
 
    “Yes.” The one word, full of so much want and need did him in. He grabbed a condom from the bedside table drawer and rolled it on. The hotel always stocked them there at his request. He pushed himself up and dragged Lily toward him, her legs spread over his thighs. Moisture dripped from her opening. 
 
    “Look at me, Milaya. Don’t close your eyes.” 
 
    Lily felt the shudder go through her at his command, her body automatically reacting to it. She pulled her eyes up to his and gasped at the burning desire she saw there. The hesitation on his face made her reach up, and he laced his fingers through hers. His other hand curled around her hip and pulled her to him as he slid inside her. Lily moaned at the unfamiliar burning sensation as he stretched her. 
 
    “Easy,” he murmured. “Relax, Milaya, just relax.” 
 
    Lily gasped when he pushed deeper and the burning turned to something else, something she couldn’t define. He filled her, and she felt herself clench around him, reveling in the way he groaned every time she did. She squeezed the hand still wrapped around hers as he began to move within her. His pace was slow and gentle, letting her get used to the feel and size of him as he slid through her and back out. Fire ripped through her, its heat intensifying with every second.  
 
    She pulled on the hand she held and he came down, shifting his body to keep his weight off her. His eyes met hers and she reached up to pull his head down, her lips finding his. He kissed her like it was their first kiss and their last kiss all rolled into one. Her legs wrapped around him and she let herself get lost in the feel of Nikoli moving, the sensations cascading through her, and the way his lips ate at hers, like she was the only thing keeping him breathing.  
 
    His pace became faster, harder, and Lily groaned, the sensations in her body reacting to it, the pressure building. His lips left hers and his arms slid under her, wrapping his hands over her shoulder blades, holding her steady while he drove himself into her, his thrusts deep and hard. Lily cried out, the pleasure so intense she didn’t know if she wanted to run from it or demand more. Nikoli held her in place, his hips slamming into hers.  
 
    “That’s it, baby,” he whispered in her ear, his tongue swiping the lobe as his fingers found her clit and rubbed it. “Just let go, Milaya, let go.” 
 
    The pressure inside built and built with each hard press of his thumb against her clit, each thrust into her body. When the orgasm hit, she wasn’t prepared and screamed, Nikoli’s name leaving her lips as the wave crashed into and over her entire body. She was only vaguely aware of Nikoli shouting her own name as he reached his climax. His body sagged on top of hers, his breathing as labored as her own. Lily smiled and felt herself relaxing, her body heavy and sated. This was something she’d never regret or forget. 
 
    It was several moments before Nikoli was able to gain the strength to pull out of her and roll, bringing Lily with him. He didn’t say anything, but then neither did she. Never, in all his years, had he felt anything like he had when he made love to Lily. She’d shattered him, barreled forward and knocked down every wall he’d ever put up to protect himself. Her kindness, her need to love him like he did her, had been his downfall. She’d given to him what he’d never expected any woman to give. She’d given him every part of herself, holding nothing back, and he’d done the same. Her touch had undone him.  
 
    Lily Holmes scared the hell out of him. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sound of cars being revved up blanketed the night. Lily blinked and brushed the remaining sleep out of her eyes. Nikoli had shaken her awake at 3:00 a.m. and here she was an hour later, still half asleep. She’d been awake a long time after they’d made love, thinking and listening to the even sound of Nikoli’s breathing as he slept. She was running on about two hours, but the sound of the engines, the smell of the gas, it all started to wake her sleepy mind.  
 
    It wasn’t what she imagined it would be. Growing up watching The Fast and The Furious movies had permanently warped her vision of what a street race should be. It was the middle of the night, the only real lights were some drop lights scattered around, and they’d taken over the parking lot of an abandoned warehouse. She’d imagined some racetrack scenario, with spectators and fans everywhere. Not what she got. 
 
    Nikoli left her and Luther by the car while he went to check in. Luther popped the hood and busied himself inspecting the car for the thousandth time. It was ready. She almost said something, but she knew it was his way of dealing with nerves. Instead, she studied the people, their backgrounds from all over, judging from the diverse group around her. 
 
    The adrenaline and excitement on every face she saw was, however, just as she’d imagined it. People were huddled in groups around their cars, some shooting the breeze, others shit-talking each other, and she grinned. This was amazing. No wonder her father had always said he loved this more than NASCAR. She wasn’t even driving, and her adrenaline was through the roof. 
 
    “Hey, baby.” Nikoli slid his arms around her. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Ohmygoshthisisamazing!” The words came out in a rush, all jumbled together, and Nikoli laughed. 
 
    “That’s not what I mean,” he whispered. “I mean are you okay after last night? Sore?” 
 
    Lily felt her face flame up at the reminder, and she shot a glance to where Luther was still buried under the hood of the car. “I’m fine,” she muttered. 
 
    Nikoli laughed again and gave her another squeeze. He could see the blush spreading like wildfire along her neck and cheeks. She was adorable when she was embarrassed. “So what do you think of your first underground race?” he asked, his hand brushing against the underside of her breast. Her small gasp made him grin wider.  
 
    “Well, I thought there would be more people here, more lights, more…everything.” 
 
    Luther stood up and slammed the hood. “Oh, there are plenty of those around, Lily. This race is invite only and very hush-hush. Got to keep it on the down low.” 
 
    “Are we ready?” Nikoli let his chin rest on the top of Lily’s head. 
 
    “If we’re not, there’s nothing we can do about it now.” Luther checked his watch. “You got five minutes to get in the car and get it to the starting line.” 
 
    “Luther, don’t let her out of your sight.” He turned Lily around and bent down to give her a quick kiss. “Wish me luck, baby.” 
 
    “Good luck,” she said, a ghost of a smile on her face. She seemed sad this morning, and Nikoli wanted to reassure her, but he couldn’t. He had the feeling she knew, like he did, this was their last weekend together. He had no idea how to comfort her when he was having issues coming to terms with it himself. 
 
    Instead of dwelling, he released her and slid behind the wheel of the car they’d labored over for this race. He started the engine, revved it a few times, and then pulled out, leaving Lily and Luther in his rear view mirror. 
 
    “Come on, Lily.” Luther took her arm and started to pull her closer to where the cars were lined up, despite the fact she stiffened up. She might be better, but she wasn’t cured. “We’ll wait up here so we can see them when they circle back and cross the finish the line.” 
 
    “How long does the race usually take?” Her eyes took in everything as she disentangled herself from Luther’s grip. A hint of her panic crept up her spine, but she took several deep breaths and made herself calm down. 
 
    “Depends,” Luther said, eyeballing the other cars. “It could be ten minutes or it could be a couple hours. The route is preprogrammed into the GPS. Nikoli got it when he signed in a few minutes ago. No one knows the route until they get in the car and plug the GPS in. Last year it was a thirty minute race.” 
 
    The engines revved up, and without warning they all squealed tires and sped off into the early morning darkness. Lily’s eyes widened. She’d expected someone up front to be waving a green flag or something.  
 
    Luther laughed at her expression. “We are ruining your expectations, huh?” 
 
    Lily nodded, nonplussed. This was not at all what she’d expected. 
 
    “We’ll take you to a race that will reaffirm all those expectations,” Luther said, laughing. “This one is for major money.” 
 
    Lily shot him a smile tinged with sadness. She highly doubted she’d be going to any other races with them, but she pushed those thoughts down and started counting the minutes. 
 
    Nerves ate at her. The last race she’d been to was the one that cost her father his life. He’d plowed into a wreck on the track, been hit by another car and pushed into the wall, trapped and unable to move when the next few cars slammed into the wreckage. Lily didn’t like to dwell on it because then she’d start thinking of if he’d been unconscious or if he’d been awake and in pain as he’d died. It always ripped her to shreds imagining all the what-ifs.  
 
    She couldn’t help but think about it now, though. Nikoli was racing, and even though this wasn’t a track, it was still dangerous. Maybe even more dangerous than an organized race like NASCAR. Worry for Nikoli consumed her, but she tried to keep it from showing. Luther was nervous enough for both of them. 
 
    After forty-five minutes, the wait started to get to Luther. He’d taken to pacing, as had several other people milling around. He’d been nervous before, but now he was clearly getting worried. The later it got, the more the city started to wake up. Soon, it would be next to impossible for the racers to hide from the police and the helicopters. That was another worry of Lily’s. They’d both impressed upon her how important it was to not get caught, given who they were. This was how they financed their business, and it would be bad for business to get arrested for being involved in an illegal race. 
 
    Another fifteen minutes went by before the sound of loud engines could be heard. Luther grabbed Lily and pulled her well out of the way. Before she could protest, she saw the first of four cars fighting for first place. They were all over the road, pushing each other, angling to try and get around the ones in front of them. Lily squinted and spotted Nikoli in third place. Her heart nearly stopped when one of the cars slammed into his, forcing him off the road, but he recovered and shot back up to where he was.  
 
    Luther cursed rather violently while they watched Nikoli fight to gain control of the second position. He swerved and slammed his car into the same Dodge Charger that had forced him off the road. The Charger’s driver lost control of the car and spun out, flipping, taking the fourth car down with him. All that was left was the Mach 1 and the 1974 Chevelle. Neither looked willing to give an inch, both ramming into each other.  
 
    Lily bit down on her knuckles to keep from shouting. Luther leaned forward as they got closer, muttering something she couldn’t make out. She didn’t care. Her eyes were glued to the battling vehicles, their intent to win clear in their aggressive driving. 
 
    Closer and closer they came, each pulling out into the lead for a brief few seconds before being overtaken. She knew how important this race was Luther and Nikoli, but she didn’t think they were going to win. She’d been watching the other driver and knew for a fact he wasn’t showing his hand. The car sat up just a little higher in the front which told her there were modifications that could boost the speed under that hood. No racer worth a grain of salt would do a speed boost until the very end. 
 
    “He’s not going to win,” Lily whispered, which made Luther glower at her. “Well, he’s not. The other car still has a speed boost left.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Luther asked, a growl behind his words. 
 
    “I know cars, Luther,” she said, still watching the fight. “Trust me on this.” 
 
    Luther pulled out a small radio and started shouting into it. Lily’s eyebrows rose. If he’d been able to talk to Nikoli before, why had he waited and worked himself up into such a nervous wreck? 
 
    Before Lily realized what was happening, Nikoli pulled ahead and then drifted right hard, forcing the other car to swerve. The Chevelle’s rear end slammed into Nikoli, and both cars started spinning out of control. They were simply going too fast. Lily watched, horrified as both cars bounced off each other again. That final hard slam sent Nikoli’s Mach 1 over the finish line, while the Chevelle hit the side of the building, smashing the front end up into the dash. 
 
    Nikoli’s car came to a halt and Lily ran, despite Luther shouting for her to wait. She needed to see that he was okay, that he wasn’t dead. The car took a beating, and she knew Nikoli had as well. The door was flung open, and she reached him just as he fell out onto the pavement. Dropping to her knees, she grabbed his face and pulled it up so she could see his eyes. He gave her a half smile before dragging her closer for a kiss full of fear, passion, and need. It left them both breathless. He stared at her in shock when he pulled away from her.  
 
    “I love you,” she blurted out, and Nikoli blinked. She knew she’d shocked him. She could see the shock in his eyes. She hadn’t meant to say that. God, she hadn’t meant to, but how was she going to take it back? 
 
    Lily started to say something, but the smell caught her attention. It was a mixture of gasoline and nitrogen. Her father warned her if she smelled that to run as fast as she could. She looked over to the Chevelle and saw them struggling to get the driver out.  
 
    She stood up and ran over. “Luther, get your ass over here and help us get him out before this thing blows!” She pulled out her small pocketknife and concentrated on getting the seatbelt off him while others yanked the door off and pulled the seat back so they could drag the guy from the car. She felt Nikoli at her back and looked to see him struggling to help them with the seat. He only gave her a grin when she sent a glare his way. He should be sitting down, not trying to help.  
 
    The guys managed to pull the seat back and free the driver’s legs. Lily took a step back so they could drag him out of the car. Luther tossed her the keys to the Lexus and then jumped in the Mach 1. Nikoli headed for the Lexus, and Lily stared after Luther for a minute before hurrying to catch up with Nikoli. He slid in the passenger seat, and Lily got in the driver’s side. 
 
    “Drive,” he bit out before she could say anything.  
 
    Lily did as she was told without another word. She knew the police would be here soon, and they needed to be gone. He directed her down several side streets and through two alleys before they emerged onto the main highway. Lily pulled over at a gas station about ten minutes later and turned to assess the damage. 
 
    Nikoli had several nasty bruises, and a cut on his forehead was still bleeding heavily. She popped open the glove box and took out the first aid kit they’d stored there yesterday. Nikoli grumbled when she cleaned the wound and then closed it up with butterfly bandages.  
 
    When she was satisfied she’d done as much as she could with what she had, she closed the kit and gave him a once over. She knew without asking, he wouldn’t go to the hospital.  
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked. “Is there anything I can get you?” 
 
    “A bottle of water would be nice,” Nikoli told her, seeing the worry in her eyes. She nodded and got out of the car to go into the gas station. He let out a small sigh of relief. He’d won. It had been close, and he owed that to Lily. Luther warned him the guy was about to launch a speed boost, and Nikoli would have been sunk if that happened. Thank God she knew so much about cars, especially race cars.  
 
    When she’d kissed him, Nikoli realized two things. She loved him, but more importantly, he loved her. He felt how much she loved him in the way she’d kissed him. She’d put everything in that kiss she didn’t dare say out loud. Not only had he responded, but he’d put just as much into the kiss as she had. He loved her, and it terrified him.  
 
    Then she’d gone and told him she loved him. The kiss had told him that already, but then her blurted confession confirmed it. 
 
    He didn’t know how to respond to that. 
 
    This road was a familiar one for him. Sure, Lily hadn’t asked him for anything, but who was to say that down the road, as she got her claws sunk deeper into him, that she wouldn’t become just like every other woman? He’d misjudged one woman once, and he wasn’t about to put himself in that position again. He couldn’t do that to himself, no matter how much he loved Lily. He couldn’t take the risk of feeling that heartbreak again.  
 
    Lily opened the car door and gave him the water, along with a few wet paper towels. He cleaned up his face and then swallowed half the bottle in one long pull.  
 
    “You’re sure you’re okay?” she fussed. “You could have internal injuries. Maybe we should go to the hospital?” 
 
    “No.” He shook his head. “They’ll be checking the ERs and local clinics looking for injuries from a car accident. I can’t go there. I’m fine, Lily, really. Just get us back to the hotel room so I can lay down.” 
 
    She started the car and pulled back into the flow of traffic. Nikoli closed his eyes and winced when she hit a rough patch in the road. He didn’t think he had any internal injuries, but he was sore and felt every bump. It would be a relief to just lie down in the bed for a while.  
 
    It took a little over an hour to reach the hotel because of early morning traffic, but Luther was waiting when Lily parked the car. He helped Nikoli out and started to lead him through a side door Lily hadn’t seen before. It was a back entrance only the staff used, but there was an elevator a few feet in front of the door. Once they got Nikoli to his room and settled in bed, Luther headed out, saying he needed to make arrangements for the car. 
 
    Lily sat down on the chair across from the bed and watched him sleep. He’d fallen out minutes after his head hit the pillow. Lily worried about a concussion, but he hadn’t shown any signs of one. He wasn’t dizzy or seeing double, and his eyes had been focused. Still, she worried, so she watched him for any signs of trouble. 
 
    She still couldn’t believe she’d been stupid enough to tell him she loved him. The look of shock in his eyes worried her. Even though she hadn’t meant for the words to slip out, she was glad they were out there. Sometimes, she thought Nikoli loved her as much as she loved him, but she couldn’t be sure. She loved him enough to risk her heart being broken.  
 
    It was a risky bet and one she didn’t know if she’d win. 
 
    When Nikoli opened his eyes several hours later, he saw Lily curled up in the chair she’d dragged close to the bed. She smiled softly when she saw him staring at her. His heart clenched, knowing what he was about to do to her. She didn’t deserve it, but he couldn’t risk his heart again. He just couldn’t. 
 
    “Hey, sleepyhead,” she said. “I was starting to get worried about you.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” He sat up and ran a hand through his hair. “Give me a few minutes, Lily Bells. Then we need to talk.” He got up and headed to the bathroom. He slowed down as soon as his injuries caught up to him. He’d been slammed into the car door more times than he could count. Sure enough, once he took his shirt off, he saw the bruise that ran the length of his arm and wrapped around his shoulder.  
 
    He turned on the shower and then slipped in a minute later, letting the hot water hit the bruises on his body to help soothe the sore muscles. How was he going to break her heart? How was he going to look into the eyes of the woman he loved and tell her he didn’t love her? How had he gotten into this mess in the first place? 
 
    All because he was determined to have the one woman who not only ignored him, but inspired a hunt like no other. She ran, and he chased. When he caught her, he found not a sly fox, but a sweet and innocent young woman who truly epitomized the meaning of a good person. He hadn’t been prepared for her. She made him laugh, made him question his own sense of self. She made him want to be a better person. 
 
    And despite all that, he was still going to break her. 
 
    Shutting off the shower, he dried off and put on the clean pair of jeans and t-shirt he’d left in here this morning for his after-race shower. He took a deep breath and opened the door. Lily was still sitting where he’d left her, but she was staring off into space, deep in thought.  
 
    He walked over and sat down on the bed. “We need to talk, Lily.” 
 
    She smiled up at him, and it nearly did him in. There was so much hope on her face.  
 
    “Yes, we do,” she said. “I didn’t mean to blurt it out like that, but I was scared, and then you were safe and I couldn’t help it. I do love you, Nikoli. I have for a long time.” 
 
    “No, Lily, you don’t love me.” He shook his head. “You just see what everyone else does, and you only think you love me…” 
 
    She reached up and put a finger to his lips. “Stop right there, Kincaid. I do see what you let everyone else see—the fuck you, I don’t care what you think man, and then I see you. The man who is gentle, and takes care of those he cares about. The man who stopped what he was doing to buy a little girl a sucker because her mama didn’t have the money for it. I see the man who laughs, the man who can be kind and loving. I see the man I fell in love with, I see you.” 
 
    Nikoli didn’t know what to say. Lily really did see him, the man he hid from everyone, sometimes even Luther. How had he let her get this close? 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, Lily.” 
 
    “Of course it matters,” she argued. 
 
    “No, it doesn’t. I don’t love you, Lily.” 
 
    Her eyes. Dammit. He watched them go from so full of happiness to horror, and then to a deep and abiding hurt. It was as if someone had sucked all the joy out of them and left nothing but a broken and beaten landscape behind. Her face paled and her hands clutched the chair arms in a death grip.  
 
    She blinked, and he watched the tears pool in her eyes. More than anything, he wanted to pull her into his lap and tell her he was wrong, that he loved her too, but he didn’t. Instead he just sat there, his face expressionless.  
 
    Lily got up, and he watched her cautiously. She rummaged in her luggage until she found her tablet. She turned it on and made several swipes. What was she doing? Once she was done, she put her tablet back and then called the front desk for a taxi. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked, getting a little alarmed. She hadn’t said a word. He stood up and followed her. 
 
    “I’m going home.” Her voice shook. “There’s a noon flight back to Boston, and I was able to swap my ticket for it.” 
 
    “You don’t need to do that Lily,” he said. “You can ride back with me and Luther…” 
 
    “No, that’s not a good idea,” she interrupted. “I don’t want to see Luther’s pity. I’ve seen it on his face for so many other girls. I couldn’t bear it.” 
 
    “At least let me take you to the airport.” 
 
    “No,” she said adamantly. “You are in no shape to be driving. You need to rest.” 
 
    Another sharp pain ripped through him. He’d broken her heart and she was still more worried about him than her own pain.  
 
    She finished packing and then opened the door, looking at him one more time. The depth of her pain made him take a step toward her, but she put out a hand as if to ward him off.  
 
    “Goodbye, Nikoli.” 
 
    Then she closed the door, and Nikoli stumbled as he walked over to the chair she’d just been in. He sank down and put his head in his heads, knowing he’d probably screwed up the best thing that ever happened to him. 
 
    It only took a moment for the pain of losing her to sink in. He stood, his fists clenched, and stared at the door. She was gone. Really and truly gone. Anger at himself, at the situation, at Lily for just leaving swamped him, and his fist hit the wall. He let out a ragged groan, but he welcomed the pain his body was experiencing. After what he’d just done, he deserved to hurt. 
 
    Images of her flashed in his mind, laughing, joking, and the way she smiled at the simplest of things. His heart argued with him, the pain it caused so deep, he fell down to his knees as it wrenched through him.  
 
    How was he going to survive this? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I don’t love you, Lily. 
 
    Those words kept echoing in Lily’s mind, each one a stab into her heart. It was as if he’d taken her heart, held it in his hands for a moment, and then started to squeeze, the pain worse with each passing moment. Lily felt as if she couldn’t breathe, as if she wanted to hurl. Her heart ached, her body ached from the rejection. She wanted to cry, to wail, to shout at God, Fate, and any other entity she could blame for the pain she felt right now.  
 
    She called Adam and asked him to pick her up at the airport, and she begged him not to bring Sue. That witch was someone she’d hurt if she gave her one snide stare. Adam hadn’t asked a single question, just said he’d be waiting for her. For that, she was grateful. 
 
    The flight home was difficult. She barely kept it together. When the plane landed and they all were hustled inside, she found Adam waiting in the baggage claim area. She threw herself at him and burst into tears. As soon as she saw his familiar face, the dam had broken. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close, murmuring nonsense. She cried so hard, and he just stood there and let her.  
 
    “Come on, Lils,” he whispered after a long time. “Let’s get you home, okay?” 
 
    Instead of taking her back to the dorm, he took her to the small apartment Mike and Janet shared. They were both there when Adam opened the door, but she ran past them into the bathroom. Standing was too much effort, so she lay down on the floor, her cheek pressed to the white tile that smelled like Pine-Sol.  
 
    She couldn’t breathe. She tried taking deep breaths, but she couldn’t breathe. It hurt too much. Tears slid over her nose and landed to puddle in front of her eyes on the harsh tile of the floor. The door opened and Adam came in. He didn’t say anything, he just lay down next to her. His hand found hers, and he laced their fingers together.  
 
    Her sobs shook her, and she couldn’t stop them. Her entire body cried out in denial, her soul felt like it had been torn in half. She missed him, and he hadn’t been gone for more than a few hours.  
 
    Adam rolled and pulled her into him, his stomach against her back, and he held her while she shook from grief and her sobs robbed her of breath. Adam held her while she cried, not saying a word, but just holding her to let her know he was there and she was loved. She appreciated that more than she could say. 
 
    Her sobs quieted, and she stared at the white plastic of the small tub in front of her. She wanted to feel numb, but she didn’t. Every breath, every movement hurt. Never had she imagined losing Nikoli would hurt this much. She felt like she was the one who’d been in the accident this morning. Her skin felt raw, her lungs burned, and her heart…her heart was just broken. 
 
    She was broken. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You look like shit.” 
 
    Nikoli raised blurry eyes to see his brother standing above him. Kade took a seat across from him at the table. The waitress came over, and he asked for a beer. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Luther called me. Said you’d been drunk for the last week and you wouldn’t listen to him.” 
 
    Luther needed to mind his own damn business. Liquor numbed the pain. 
 
    “What has gotten into you?” Kade continued. “You’ve never been much of a drinker.” 
 
    That was before he lost the one person who really mattered to him. 
 
    “Go home, Kade.” 
 
    “No, I’m not going home.” He thanked the waitress as she set his beer down in front of him. “What the hell is wrong with you? Are you seriously binge drinking because of some chick?” 
 
    “You don’t know a thing about Lily.” He winced at the slur in his voice. “You don’t understand what I did to her.” 
 
    Kade’s eyes sharpened. “Nikoli, you didn’t do anything that can get you in trouble, did you?” 
 
    Nikoli snorted. “No.” 
 
    Relief swept over Kade’s face. “You need to pull yourself together, little brother.” 
 
    “I love her.” 
 
    That made Kade shut up. His mouth opened and closed, but no words came out.  
 
    “Then why the fuck are you sitting here, drunk off your ass, instead of with her?” 
 
    “You know why.”  
 
    Kade flinched. He did know why. 
 
    “She’s not Jessica.” Her name still brought a scowl to both their faces. 
 
    Jessica Frasier. Her name still left a bad taste in Nikoli’s mouth. The summer before he started Boston University, he’d gone to spend the summer with Kade in Virginia. Jessica had been his brother’s girlfriend. Blonde, beautiful, and a manipulative bitch at heart. She’d started to flirt with him the day he’d arrived. Kade had told her how proud he was of Nikoli for what he’d accomplished, had told her about Nikoli’s business.  
 
    His brother had been in love with her.  
 
    It hadn’t mattered to Nikoli. The woman had convinced him that she loved him after a few weeks there, and he’d believed her. He’d been young and stupid, and he’d almost ruined the relationship between him and Kade. It still wasn’t what it was, but they’d both realized soon after who Jessica really was at heart. Nikoli had hurt his brother, had taken what was his and never looked back. Maybe the pain he felt now was karma’s way of paying him back. 
 
    She’d demanded things from Nikoli from the beginning, and he’d obliged her by buying anything she wanted. He’d left his brother’s apartment and had been staying with Jessica. He’d come home one day and overheard a conversation she was having with someone on the phone. She’d been gloating about landing the rich brother, laughing while she told whoever about how she’d convinced Nikoli he loved her and about how she was now set for life. 
 
    Realizing what she’d made him do, he’d simply walked out and gone to find his brother. It had hurt, sucker punched him. At the time, he’d thought he loved her. He’d been so ashamed of what he’d done to his brother. He’d confessed to Kade what he’d overheard, and Kade had forgiven him. Jessica had manipulated them both. It had skewed both of them in their expectations of women. Neither had had a relationship that lasted longer than an hour since then. 
 
    Jessica had ruined him. Nikoli had loved her, or at least he thought he had at the time. He understood the difference now. He understood the difference between lust and love. He loved Lily, but he’d lusted after Jessica, and in the process had almost lost his brother. It would cause any sane man to pause. 
 
    “Nikoli, you know I’m the first person to advocate bachelorhood, but I think you need to get over it and go get your woman back.” 
 
    Nikoli’s head snapped up. Kade sat there sipping his beer. Looking all sage and wise.  
 
    “The day I met her, I knew you were sunk. The way the two of you were together…there was a connection there. I went home thinking my little brother found his one.” 
 
    Nikoli was shaking his head before his brother even finished speaking. 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “Little brother, you’re sitting here so drunk, I don’t think you can stand up. Luther says you’ve been like this all week, blowing off classes, and angry at the world. If you love the girl, you need to own up to it.” 
 
    “I told her I didn’t love her.” Nikoli downed the shot of tequila he’d just poured. “She said she loved me, and I sat there and broke her. Her face…” He closed his eyes at the memory.  
 
    “I’m sure if you talked to her…” 
 
    “No,” Nikoli interrupted his brother. “It’s better this way.” 
 
    Kade didn’t say anything after that, but the look of disgust he gave Nikoli spoke volumes. Yeah, he was stupid. He knew that, but he was afraid.  
 
    Kade asked for his bill and paid Nikoli’s tab as well. “Let’s get you home. If you want to destroy your chance at happiness, man, go for it, but I’m not letting you binge drink anymore. If I have to call every bar in Boston to cut you off, I will.” 
 
    Nikoli barely remembered Kade hauling him up. All he could think about was Lily. 
 
    It was better this way. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nikoli tossed his empty beer can in the direction of the table and studied the crowd. His frat house was packed with drunken hot chicks, and he was finding it difficult to even look at one. He kept thinking about Lily. Her eyes haunted him. He hadn’t been back to the penthouse since their night there. God knew he’d tried, but the thought of going there without her was too much. Maybe it was time to put it up for sale. He was graduating this semester and leaving Boston. He and Luther were setting up their corporate offices in New York. They’d decided on that two years ago, but now Nikoli was rethinking the location. Lily was moving to New York after graduation. 
 
    Fuck. She shouldn’t be able to do this to him. He was seriously reconsidering relocating to a different city. She was just a chick. He tried to tell himself that every day, but he knew better. Lily Bells was special. She was kind, beautiful, full of love and joy, and she made him feel. Feel so much more than anyone ever had. She made him feel in a way that touched him to his core. It scared him. Enough that he let her walk away from him. Even after she told him she didn’t want Boy Wonder, that all she wanted was him. He’d broken her heart. Her eyes…fuck, he could still see the pain in her eyes. It cut him to his core, and he hated that she could do that to him.  
 
    Hated that he loved her.  
 
    At least he’d stopped drinking himself into oblivion every day. 
 
    He needed to get laid. One good hard fuck and he’d forget her. She was just a chick, after all. Same as the rest of them. Same as the other girl he’d thought he loved. She’d been easily forgotten, and so would Lily. His inner demons laughed at him, but he ignored them. Tonight he’d find a girl, take her to one of the rooms, and forget Lily Holmes existed. His eyes scanned the room and zeroed in on the blonde getting a beer. Nikoli appreciated the way her dress clung to her curves and the way her hips rolled suggestively when she moved. Here was a girl meant to be fucked. With a grin, he stood up and swaggered over to her, his only intent to take her upstairs into one of the rooms and get her naked. 
 
    Lily sighed. She’d finally relented to Janet’s constant demands that she come to a party. It was at Nikoli and Luther’s frat house, but she was pretty sure Nikoli wouldn’t be there. He hated these things. He’d rather be in a bar. At least she hoped he wouldn’t be there. She wasn’t sure she was ready to see him yet. It had been almost a month since he told her he didn’t love her. Every time she thought about him, her heart shattered all over again. No one except Adam knew how badly broken she was. She’d learned over the years to hide her pain well. They all thought she was fine about breaking up with Nikoli.  
 
    Breaking up. She laughed a little bitterly at the words. They had never been together, not really. It was all just a stupid bargain. A bargain Nikoli had come out of smelling like roses. Lily came out the other end a broken mess—no Adam, no Nikoli, and she didn’t even get the damn car. All she ended up with was a broken heart and the need to cry every five minutes. Which was why she gave in about the party. She needed to stop moping around and wallowing in her own pain. The only way to get past it was to go out and make herself do normal things. Like this party, even if it was Nikoli’s frat house. 
 
    Mikey saw her first and rushed over to give her a hug. He grinned from ear to ear when she returned it. “Hey, Lils, you made it.” 
 
    “Not like Jan gave me a choice,” she said ruefully. “I don’t think she was going to budge from my room until I came.” 
 
    “Well, you know my girl,” Mike said, a smile breaking free. “She’s bossy and always gets her way.” 
 
    “Hey!” Jan playfully punched him in the arm and then snuggled up to him. 
 
    “There’s my girl.” Adam wrapped an arm around her and hugged her tight. He gave her his one hundred watt smile and dragged her outside to the balcony where it was quiet. One other couple was making out in the corner, so he led her to the opposite end. 
 
    “Are you sure you can be here?” he asked. “Nikoli’s here somewhere.” 
 
    Lily’s face blanched and her heart twisted. Her flight or fight instincts kicked in, and she wanted to run far, far away.  
 
    “I’ll take you home,” Adam said softly. 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. As much as she wanted to run, she couldn’t. It was inevitable that she’d see Nikoli, and she’d rather do it here with her friends around her than somewhere else. “Jan will freak out if I leave, and then everyone will think I left because of him. I’m not going to run away like a scared little girl, Adam. That’s not who I am.” 
 
    Adam gave her a rueful smile. “I like this new more confident you, but sometimes I wish the old Lily would rear her head up when you’re about to get hurt again for no reason.” 
 
    Lily knew what he was referring to. Women loved Nikoli, and she’d heard he’d had women hanging off of him everywhere he went. Tonight would be no different, but she had to suffer through it. Not only for Jan, but for herself. She needed to prove she could get through the pain. That she’d be able to breathe again one day without feeling the burn of the ache scorching her insides. 
 
    “You know how much I love you, don’t you?” she asked, giving him another hug. She didn’t know how she’d have gotten through those first days without him. He’d lain with her on Janet’s bathroom floor for two days. They hadn’t said anything, he’d just comforted her. He’d been her best friend, and it had helped more than anything else. 
 
    “I love you too, Lily.” He hugged her back, and she made up her mind to talk to him, but she didn’t want him to take it the wrong way. 
 
    “Adam, I need to talk to you.” She leaned against the balcony railing. “I’ve wanted to say this for a long time, but I didn’t because I thought you were happy.” 
 
    “Have you reconsidered my proposal?” The hope in his eyes hurt. She didn’t want him to hurt like she was hurting. 
 
    “No, Adam, it wouldn’t be fair to either of us, and you know it, but I do want to talk to you about Sue.” 
 
    He sighed and settled down beside her. 
 
    “The only thing I want is for you to be happy, you know that.” 
 
    Adam nodded. 
 
    “Are you happy, though? The very fact that you were willing to dump her for me says a lot. Are you marrying her because you want to, or because you feel it’s what’s expected of you? Are you going to be happy with her five years from now, ten?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know, Lils,” he said. “The closer the wedding gets, the more nervous and anxious I get. I start to question myself. Sometimes I think she manipulated me into asking her. I felt so pressured.” 
 
    “Promise me that before you stand before God and all our family and friends, you’ll think about what you’re doing. Promise me you’ll call this off if it’s not going to make you happy. Please, Adam.” 
 
    “I promise.” He leaned over and kissed the top of her head. “Let’s get back inside. Janet wants to show you all her wedding stuff. She has it all over here for some reason. I’m not sure why.” 
 
    Janet attacked as soon as they came back into the main room. “I’m so sorry, Lily, I didn’t know until Mike told me. I swear I didn’t know.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Jan.” I laughed. “It’s fine, really. Now what’s this I hear about wedding stuff? And why is it all at a frat house?” 
 
    Jan looked madder than a wet hen. “Mike was trying to fix the sink and ended up flooding the apartment. We’re both staying here until it gets fixed.” 
 
    “Oh, my,” Lily murmured. That sure sounded like something Mikey would do.  
 
    “Come on, I’ll show you everything I’ve picked out so far. I need help with the flowers and the bridesmaids dresses…” 
 
    “It’s a party, Jan!” Mike shouted from across the room. “Let’s party!” 
 
    She shot him a death glare, and Lily giggled. Janet started muttering about stupid men on the way up the stairs. The three drunken guys who stumbled down the stairs past her suffered the same look. They didn’t waste time in getting out of her way. Lily laughed as she followed Jan down the hall, listening to her ramble on about colors and flowers. 
 
    Nikoli had his lips plastered to the blonde when he heard them. He’d know Lily’s voice anywhere. He tore his mouth from the girl’s and stared in horror as the door slowly opened. Jan looked up, her expression going from shock to outright rage when she saw him with his hands under the girl’s shirt, his knee pressed up against her. It was Lily he saw, though. 
 
    Her eyes widened. They went from him to the busty blonde he’d shoved up against a wall. Her eyes, while they had been shuttered, now pooled with pain and hurt. A single tear escaped before she turned around and walked away.  
 
    Nikoli cracked. Seeing her again, after all these weeks, all the lies he’d told himself laughed in his face. The pain he’d seen in her eyes, the pain he’d been responsible for putting there not once, but twice, was a the slap upside the head he needed. He loved her. He’d tried so hard to convince himself he didn’t, but she haunted him. He loved her, and dammit, it was time he told her. It was time he put them both out of their misery. 
 
    If she’d have him after this. 
 
    He started cursing and detached himself from the girl, meaning to follow Lily, but the little bit of fluff in the doorway stopped him. 
 
    “How dare you!” she shrieked. “Do you know what you did to her? Do you even care that she laid on my bathroom floor for two days? Do you care that she sobbed so hard she lost her voice? Who the fuck do you think you are, Nikoli Kincaid? You’re nothing but a worthless, no good…” 
 
    “First this is my frat house, and I didn’t expect her to show up here. Second, I sure as hell didn’t mean for her to see that. Now get out of my way so I can check on her!” 
 
    “Check on her?” Janet yelled. “You stay the hell away from her! She doesn’t need you causing her any more pain.” 
 
    Nikoli simply picked up the pixie-like woman and set her aside, ignoring both women shouting at him as he ran down the stairs. He looked and didn’t see her anywhere, but everyone was staring at him. 
 
    “Where?” he barked, and several people pointed to the front door. He wasted no time and ripped the door open to bound down the steps. He knew exactly where she’d go. The small gazebo up the street in the center of the outlying buildings. She loved it there, said it was peaceful. 
 
    He stopped dead about twenty feet from the gazebo. There was a cell phone on the ground, with a trail of blood leading from it to the street. He took several more steps, and dread and panic froze his heart.  
 
    The phone was Lily’s. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A wave of nausea woke Lily up. She groaned and rolled over, but found she was in a small, tight place. She opened her eyes to darkness. The first thing she noticed was that she was moving. Calm down, she told herself. Calm down and focus. She listened and heard the sounds of the highway. She was in a trunk and moving. They weren’t going fast, probably under the speed limit.  
 
    Her head was killing her. She closed her eyes and tried to remember what happened. She’d been running, running away from Nikoli and the girl he’d been with. She’d run smack into someone. She’d mumbled an apology and tried to go around him, but he’d caught her arm and pulled her around. He’d told her to be quiet and come with him or he’d cut her. Her upper arm started to sting as soon as she remembered him saying that. She’d tried to get away, and he had cut her. That hadn’t quieted her down. Adam’s dad had taught her to scream and fight like hell if she ever got in this kind of situation, and that was exactly what she’d done. The last thing she remembered was the guy’s fist barreling down at her, and then it had been lights out. 
 
    If she panicked now, she’d end up dead and missing instead of just missing. She ignored the pain in her arm and started feeling around the trunk. The first thing she looked for was a trunk latch. All new cars had them in case someone got locked in. There wasn’t one, which said this was an older car. 
 
    Next, she examined the taillights, and this was her first bout of good luck. She turned and kicked the taillight several times as hard as she could, and it knocked the light out. Wiggling around, she managed to turn so her head was now looking out of the broken taillight. They were surrounded by cars. How to get their attention? 
 
    She searched the interior of the trunk as best she could but found nothing. It was completely empty. Think, Lily, think, she told herself. Her bra! It was white. She rolled so she could unsnap it, and then worked until she got it off. She wrapped one strap around her wrist so the wind couldn’t rip it out of her hands. Then she thrust it out the taillight’s now empty hole and started waving. 
 
    She prayed to God someone would see it and call the police. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nikoli called Luther and explained what was going on. He asked Luther to call 911. The campus police were not the ones to handle this. His thoughts kept running to the one place he didn’t want them to. The serial killer. He’d been getting closer and closer to the Boston Campus for months now. 
 
    Kade. He’d call his brother. 
 
    “What?” Kade barked into the phone when he answered. 
 
    “It’s Lily.” Nikoli’s voice cracked, but he didn’t care. “She’s gone, Kade. Someone took her.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “I came outside to find her, and all I can find is her phone…” 
 
    “She might have accidentally dropped it,” Kade soothed. 
 
    “No, you don’t understand,” Nikoli said. “There’s blood leading from her phone to the street. Someone forcefully took her, Kade.” 
 
    “How long ago?” 
 
    “Maybe five minutes.” 
 
    “Stay where you are, I’m coming. Text me the address.” 
 
    Nikoli did as he was told, but he knew enough about these kinds of situations to know every second counted. He looked up when he heard running steps. Luther, Mike, Adam, and several other guys were barreling toward him. 
 
    “Stop!” he shouted. “We can’t track the area up in case there’s a clue.” 
 
    “What happened?” Adam growled, getting right up in his face. “You piece of shit…” 
 
    “Look, now is not the time for this,” Nikoli cut him off. “We can bitch slap each other later. Right now we need to find Lily.” 
 
    Adam nodded, but his eyes promised Nikoli a world of pain. 
 
    “How many people do we have sober enough to drive?” he asked. 
 
    “Not enough,” Mike said grimly, “but we can get more here.” 
 
    “We need to all spread out and start looking. I know it’s probably not going to do anything, but at least if we’re out there looking and she’s trying to get away, we might see something, anything that can help us find her.” 
 
    “I’m on it.” Mike took off toward the house, Adam hot on his heels. Less than a minute went by before people started to stream out of the fraternity, some climbing into cars, others on foot, to look for Lily. 
 
    Kade arrived about the same time the police did. Campus security showed up bursting with indignation the police had been called first. Nikoli repeated his story to countless people before he finally got fed up and stalked over to his brother. 
 
    “They have my statement, and they can question me all they want after we find Lily. I’m going to go look for her.” 
 
    “Nik, just slow down. You don’t even know where she is…” 
 
    They both hushed when news of a bra waving out of the broken taillight of an old sedan was reported on the highway. “With me,” Kade said, and they climbed into his FBI issued SUV. Nikoli gave him directions, and before long they were on the highway, breaking every speed limit they came across, sirens wailing and lights flashing.  
 
    It took them twenty minutes, but they caught up with the unmarked car following the sedan. Nikoli spotted Mike and Adam closing in as well. He’d forgotten Mike’s dad had installed a police scanner in his truck. They would have heard the call too. 
 
    The sedan sped up, weaving through traffic, having seen the police lights. Nikoli cursed when the car started to cut in and out of traffic. It was dangerous, too dangerous. He was going to crash. Kade came to the same realization and barked an order for ambulances to start heading their way. 
 
    Mike’s truck was even with the SUV, and Nikoli rolled down his window. “They’re gonna crash!” 
 
    “We know!” Mike yelled back.  
 
    Kade sped up, twisting the SUV in between cars in a way the poor thing had never been meant to. He sideswiped two vehicles to keep the sedan in sight. The old, gold colored Saturn made a sharp turn to the left, and the momentum was too much. It couldn’t stop the force that plowed it into the car in front of it, and then went rolling, landing on the other side of the median where a tractor trailer hit it head on.  
 
    They all stared in horror as the car came to a stop against the guardrail, mangled into a mess of metal and plastic.  
 
    Kade came to his senses first and drove over the median to get to the other side. Nikoli had the door open and was running before he’d even come to a stop. This reminded him of the day Lily had run to him in Miami, but this was so much worse. His wreck had been minor. This was…she could be dead. God, please don’t let her die. 
 
    He skidded to a halt, looking for the trunk. He saw a tiny piece of white material and said a prayer of thanks. His hands roamed until he found the seam of the trunk and pulled. Nothing. It wouldn’t budge. Adam, Mike, and Kade joined him, and together they forced the lid up. 
 
    “Nononononono,” Nikoli whispered, looking at Lily’s lifeless body lying as twisted and mangled as the car. He reached for her, and Mike and Adam grabbed him. 
 
    “Don’t,” Mike said. “We need to wait for the paramedics. We could hurt her more if we move her.” 
 
    “I need to know if she’s alive.” Tears streamed down his face, and he didn’t care. All he saw was Lily, bleeding and so still.  
 
    Kade leaned in and put two fingers to the pulse point on her neck. “She’s got a pulse. It’s weak, but it’s there.” 
 
    They could see more lights in the distance. Nikoli tuned it all out. All he saw was Lily. He knelt down in front of the trunk and prayed. He hadn’t prayed to God since he was a small boy, but he prayed now. He promised God that if he let Lily live, he’d spend every minute of the rest of their lives making it up to her. He promised so many things if only God would let Lily live. He was barely aware of the tears running down his cheeks or the sobs torn out of him. All he saw was his Lily Bells. 
 
    Kade gently pulled him away so the paramedics could go to work.  
 
    “What the hell?” Mike muttered. Nikoli’s head whipped around to see Mike staring at the driver. He went over to see what had Mike so startled.  
 
    Brian Greggory. 
 
    Brian Greggory from the football team.  
 
    A slow rage built in Nikoli, and he ripped the door from the hinges. Kade tackled him before he could grab him.  
 
    “Let me go!”  
 
    “You can’t beat the guy up, Nikoli. You’ll get charged with assault and battery!” 
 
    “After what he did to Lily?” Nikoli shouted, enraged. “They can arrest me!” 
 
    “Lily needs you right now,” Kade reasoned. “What is she going to do when she wakes up and you’re in jail? Think, Nik. Just think for two seconds. What’s more important? Lily, or beating an unconscious guy who won’t even realize the beating he’s getting?” 
 
    Nikoli stalked back over to where the paramedics were loading her into the ambulance. Adam climbed in behind them, and the paramedic said they could only take one passenger. He didn’t argue the point, just headed for Mike’s truck. Mike was waiting for him. 
 
    Mike pulled out behind the ambulance, and they both sat in grim silence as they followed the flashing lights. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    The wait seemed to go on forever. Nikoli kept staring at the clock. She was in surgery. Three hours. She’d been in surgery for three hours with no word. The nurse said the doctor would come out as soon as they knew anything. Adam had called Lily’s mom and his own parents. They were all on their way. Nikoli had already arranged for a car to meet them.  
 
    His mind kept flashing back to the look in her eyes when she’d seen him with the blonde. It defied words to describe the pain in them. He’d give anything for her not to have seen that. He had been about ready to call it quits when the door opened. No matter who he was with, he couldn’t see anyone but Lily.  
 
    She had to be okay. She had to forgive him. 
 
    He kept remembering all the laughter they’d shared. The times they’d just lounged on the couch watching horror movies, the debates they’d gotten into over food at one of the endless diners he’d introduced her to. He remembered the way her eyes would go sleepy and darken to a shade of black when desire ruled her. He remembered the deep, husky sound of her voice when she gave in to the passion he stirred within her. Mostly, though, he just remembered Lily, the girl who loved her penguin pajamas and books. God, she loved books. He’d build her her own library. 
 
    If she’d just live. 
 
    He was the biggest fool God had ever created. The one person who saw past the front he put up and dug deeper to find the real him, he’d tossed out like she was no better than day old garbage. He’d been given a most precious gift, something that was worth more than all the money he had, worth more than any car he owned, something worth more than his own life…and he’d thrown it away. All because he hadn’t been man enough to accept the risk of getting hurt. 
 
    And now he was hurting worse than he’d ever hurt, and Lily was fighting for her life. All because he was a fool. 
 
    “Can we go now?”  
 
    Nikoli opened his eyes at the familiar whine of Adam’s girlfriend’s voice. She looked irritated and impatient. She’d come to the hospital less than thirty minutes ago, and already she wanted to leave? Selfish bitch. 
 
    “No, we can’t leave yet, Sue. Lily’s still in surgery.” 
 
    “Adam, it’s not like being here is helping her in any way. Let’s go home where you can relax…” 
 
    “Relax?” Nikoli exploded. He stood up, his eyes cold and mean. Sue took a step back. “You really are the most selfish bitch I’ve ever met.” 
 
    She gasped and looked to Adam for help. 
 
    “You’ve known Boy Wonder what, three years or so? He’s known Lily all his life. She’s his sister, his best friend, a part of his soul. Do you really think he’s going to fucking go home and relax while she’s in surgery fighting for her life? And why the fuck would you ask him that? Other than the fact you’re a jealous, selfish she-bitch. Sit your ass down or go home, but do not say one more word about Adam leaving.” 
 
    He walked back over to his chair and sat. Sue stared at him, her mouth working while she tried to find words to respond. Finally, after a full minute, she turned on Adam. “Are you just going to let him talk to your fiancée like that?” 
 
    “If he were still talking to my fiancée, no, I wouldn’t, but since you and I are done, then he can talk to you any way he wants.”  
 
    “What?” she shrieked. 
 
    “You are a selfish bitch,” Adam told her. “I just ignored it before. But asking me to leave Lily when she needs me? That’s going too far. I’ve put up with your bullshit for a long time, Sue. I haven’t loved you for a long time. We’re done. Before you make a scene, think of where we are. Most of the football team and everyone who loves Lily is here. You’d best get yourself moving without a fuss.” 
 
    Adam stood up and then sat down next to Nikoli. Mike and Janet followed. Nikoli raised his eyebrows. What brought that on? 
 
    “You love her, don’t you?” Adam asked after a long while. 
 
    “Yeah, but I fucked it up. If she’ll forgive me, I’m going to marry her.” 
 
    “You ever hurt her like that again, and I’ll put the barrel of a shotgun between your eyes and hide the body in one of the countless mountain breaks near the coal mines we grew up with. They’ll never find your body. We clear?” 
 
    Nikoli nodded, and they both turned their attention back to the clock. What was taking so long? 
 
    Thirty minutes later, a tired-looking surgeon waded out into the waiting room and called out Lily’s name. Nikoli and Adam pushed to the front.  
 
    “How is she?” Nikoli demanded. 
 
    “Is she okay?” Adam asked, his worry plain in his voice. 
 
    “Are you family?” the surgeon asked. 
 
    “I’m her fiancé,” Nikoli announced and then pointed to Adam. “This is her brother.”  
 
    “I’m Doctor Kerev. It was a bit touch and go. We had to remove her spleen and repair some damage done to her kidneys and lungs. She’s got four broken ribs, a fracture of her left femur, and small cranial fracture.” 
 
    They all gasped at the extent of her injuries.  
 
    “She’ll pull through,” the surgeon hurried to assure them. “We’re going to keep her sedated while her body heals. She needs rest more than anything right now. She’s being moved to the ICU.” 
 
    “We’re staying,” Nikoli said, and his tone brooked no argument.  
 
    “Only immediate family,” the surgeon said. “Everyone else should head home. There’s nothing more to be done for her right now except to let her rest.” 
 
    After much grumbling, the waiting room cleared out, and Mike took Janet home. A nurse led Adam and Nikoli back to the ICU ward and into Lily’s room. She was hooked up to so many machines. She looked helpless and small. They dragged chairs to her bed and stared at each other, just waiting.  
 
    The police came and took both their statements about the car chase. It wasn’t long after that before Kade showed up. He’d been down to see Greggory. 
 
    “How is she?” he asked. 
 
    “Stable,” Nikoli said. “The doc’s keeping her asleep so she can heal.” 
 
    “That’s probably for the best.” Kade nodded.  
 
    “Has Brian woken up yet?” Adam asked, his voice full of the same rage Nikoli was trying to keep under control. 
 
    “I talked to him,” Kade replied. “We thought at first he might be our serial killer, but he’s not. He doesn’t fit the profile, and his apartment confirmed his statement. His place is a shrine to her. He’s been stalking her for years, and I’m guessing she never knew?” 
 
    They both stared at him blankly. 
 
    “It’s not uncommon for a stalker to never make contact with his victim until he’s ready to strike. Or to never confess his obsession, in this case, since he claims they were friends. He saw an opportunity, and he took it. She was alone and upset, no one was around, and he grabbed her. He was taking her to small house he’d purchased with the funds from an inheritance from his grandfather. If Lily wasn’t a smart girl, there is a good chance we’d never have found her. He took her in a dead zone—no cameras, no witnesses, nothing.”  
 
    Fear gripped Nikoli’s heart so hard, he nearly bent over. He’d almost lost her, he would have lost her if that bastard had managed to get her to his house. His hands shook at the thoughts of what might have happened to her.  
 
    “What’s going to happen to him?” Adam asked, his hand clutching Lily’s in a death grip. “He’s not going to get out, is he?” 
 
    “With the charges that boy racked up tonight, there’s not a judge in Boston that’ll give him bail. He’s going away for a long, long time. Especially with the atmosphere now. Women being kidnapped, murdered, and then dumped? That boy will be lucky if he sees freedom anytime in the near future.” 
 
    “Still no luck on the serial killer?” Nikoli asked. 
 
    “I’m not supposed to discuss an active investigation,” Kade said quietly, “but given what’s happened tonight, and we think he’s going to strike at one of the college campuses soon, I’m warning you. Any female you care about, don’t let them out of your sight.” 
 
    “You told me yesterday you guys were wrapping up,” Nikoli said. “When are you leaving?” 
 
    “I’m not,” Kade said. “My supervisor asked me to stay here in Boston until we catch this psycho. I’ll be here until the case is solved.” 
 
    They talked for a few more minutes, and then Kade left, telling them to call if they needed anything. Adam settled down next to Lily, her hand still clutched in his.  
 
    All they could do now was wait.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 
 
    Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lily hurt, everywhere. She tried to open her eyes, but they were heavy. She did manage to crack one eye partially open and saw Nikoli asleep in the chair beside her bed. He looked tired and his clothes were worn, like he’d slept in them for days. She closed her eyes again when the harsh light started to make them burn. How long had she been out?  
 
    She heard the steady beeping of machines and realized she was in a hospital. Why was she in a hospital? Her memory was foggy, but she vaguely remembered a car crash. Had she been in an accident? 
 
    She opened both eyes this time and looked around. Definitely a hospital. She was hooked up to more machines than she could count. She looked back over to Nikoli. Why was he here? Her last memory of him was all hugged up with some blonde ditz. She’d run from the house and then…then…ohmygod. She’d been attacked and woken up in a trunk. Someone had kidnapped her. She remembered kicking out the taillight and using her bra as a distress signal.  
 
    Then what happened? She thought hard, and her heartbeat started to race when she remembered the car going crazy fast, then they’d tipped over, and something must have crashed into them, but she wasn’t sure. She’d passed out before she could register much. 
 
    She’d woken up here with Nikoli Kincaid sitting beside her bed, asleep and looking like he’d been through hell. 
 
    Her mouth was full of cotton. She needed water. The nurse’s call button wasn’t anywhere to be seen, and besides, she was so sore, she didn’t know if she’d be able to reach it. She let out a tiny sigh, but it was enough to wake up the man sitting across from her. Nikoli’s eyes sprang open, and his worried gaze found her face.  
 
    “You’re awake,” he whispered. 
 
    Lily nodded and winced. Her head hurt something awful. “W…wat…” 
 
    “Water?” he asked, and Lily nodded. He poured water into one of those little plastic hospital cups and held her head up so she could drink. “Just a few sips at first,” he warned. 
 
    The cool ice water was the best thing she’d tasted in her life. It soothed her dry, parched mouth and the burn in her throat. When Nikoli pulled it away, she tried to protest, but he shook his head. “No, Milaya, you must sip it a little at a time or you’ll get sick.” 
 
    He reached over and hit the call button. “They’ll need to check you out, dushka. Just relax and let them work.” 
 
    A few minutes later a nurse came in and smiled. “She’s awake, I see. You’ve had us worried.” She picked up Lily’s chart and nodded. “You’re in luck. Your doctor happens to be the one on call today. I’ll page him as soon as I take your vitals.” 
 
    For the next twenty minutes she was poked and prodded. She’d always hated hospitals, even when she was little. There was just something about the sterile smell that disturbed her. Cleaning fluids mixed with the stench of sickness. The only thing she really wanted to know was when she could go home. The doctor said they’d take it day by day, which caused her to scrunch her nose in disgust.  
 
    Adam came rushing in about the time the doctor left. He made a beeline for her and grabbed her into a hug. All the breath went out of her at the pain that lanced across her ribs. Before she could say a word, Nikoli had hauled him off her. 
 
    “Her ribs,” he said before Adam could open his mouth. “You were hurting her.” 
 
    “Hell, I forgot.” Adam ran a hand through his hair. “I’m sorry, Lils.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said, her throat still a little scratchy. 
 
    “I’d have been here sooner, but I fell asleep in the cafeteria and didn’t see Nik’s message until just a few minutes ago.” He grimaced and shot an apologetic look Nikoli’s way.  
 
    Lily frowned. They were acting like friends. Since when were Adam and Nikoli friends? They hated each other. 
 
    “How are you?” Adam turned his attention back to her, walking over and sitting down in the chair Nikoli had vacated.  
 
    “I’m sleepy,” she said truthfully. She was having issues keeping her eyes open. 
 
    “Sleepy?” Adam laughed. “You’ve been asleep for almost five days, Lils.” 
 
    “Five days?” she gasped. No way! 
 
    “Yeah, you had some pretty serious injuries, and then there was a complication.” He glanced over at Nikoli, and he nodded. “You had some bleeding in your brain and they had to relieve it almost right after your first surgery. You scared the hell out of us.” 
 
    No wonder she had such a horrible headache.  
 
    “You mom and my parents are here. Don’t be shocked when they show up later today,” Adam warned her. “I’m going to try and keep them from visiting until tomorrow, but there’s no way your mom is staying away. We had to strong-arm her to get her to go to the hotel and get some sleep.” 
 
    She gave Adam a once over and noticed his clothes were as rumpled as Nikoli’s, and he hadn’t shaved in a couple days either, by the looks of it. Had they both been here the entire time? 
 
    “She needs to sleep,” Nikoli said. “Now that she’s awake and talking, why don’t you head home and get some sleep yourself?” 
 
    “That’s not a bad idea. I need a shower too. Want me to bring you dinner back?” 
 
    Nikoli nodded, and Lily glanced between the two of them, nonplussed. Had she died and gone to some remote region of hell, perhaps? 
 
    Adam laughed at the confusion on her face. “Don’t worry, Lils, Kincaid and I came to an understanding. We’re all good.” He leaned down and kissed her forehead. “Get some rest, and I’ll be back in a few hours. I’ll call your mom too.” 
 
    Nikoli nodded to him and then dragged the chair closer to the bed and sat down. He stared at her, not saying a word. There were so many emotions flickering in his eyes, it was hard to define them all.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Milaya,” he said after a long moment. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault someone attacked me, Nikoli.”  
 
    “Yes, it is. If I wasn’t such a stupid ass, you would never have been put in that position. You wouldn’t have walked in on me and then run out so that bastard could take you.” 
 
    She sighed and started to say something, but he put a finger to her lips. 
 
    “Quiet, Milaya,” he said, his voice deep and gruff. “When I saw your face that night…God, it cut through me, and I realized then what a selfish bastard I was.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I lied to you, Lily, when I said I didn’t love you. I do. More than my own life, but I was so scared when you told me in Miami. I kept thinking of the girl who’d broken my heart before, and I couldn’t do that to myself again. So I lied.” 
 
    He lied? A flutter of hope sprang to life inside of her, but then she remembered all the women he’d been with since they broke up. “Nikoli…the last month…all the women…” 
 
    “Not a damn thing happened,” he swore. “I tried, Milaya. Trust me, I tried hard to forget you, but I couldn’t. I kept seeing your eyes, all broken and haunted. That girl you found me with? She was my last ditch effort to try and be the old me, but I couldn’t. I was about to take her back downstairs when you walked in. I don’t blame you if you don’t believe me, but it’s the truth, Lily. You’ve seen me with girls, but how many have you heard talking about fucking me?” 
 
    She thought back over the last month, and she’d heard rumors he’d been playing hard to get and it was driving the girls insane, but she couldn’t think of a single person who claimed to have slept with him. 
 
    “I love you, Lily Isabella Holmes. I fucked up and let you walk away once, and I’m not doing it again. I’m an ass, but I’m an ass who loves you. Will you forgive me, Lily? Will you forgive all the hurt I caused us both and marry me?” 
 
    Marry him?  
 
    “I swear to all that’s holy, Milaya, I will spend every damn day for the rest of our lives making it up to you if you’ll forgive me. I promised God I’d take care of you if he’d give you back to me. You’ll never know the hell I went through when I found your phone lying there on the sidewalk, and the blood…God, Lily, I almost lost it. Then when I saw that car flip with you in it, I almost died myself.” 
 
    He reached down and grabbed her hand. “Please, dushka, forgive me. I’m so fucking sorry, Lily. Give me a second chance? Please?” 
 
    Lily stared at him, shocked and dazed. She’d heard nothing but blah, blah, blah after the words marry me. He’d really asked her to marry him? Hope refused to be pushed down again as she gazed into his onyx eyes. They were open and honest, full of pain, regret, and love.  
 
    Could she forgive him for everything he’d done? He’d broken her so badly. He’d healed the damaged person she’d been, only to break her into a million tiny pieces that were still sobbing on Janet’s bathroom floor.  
 
    “Nikoli,” she said softly. “You don’t understand what you did to me, what I went through…” 
 
    “Jan told me,” he said just as softly. “I’m sorry, Lily. I know it doesn’t mean anything, but I am truly and deeply sorry, and I will never hurt you like that again. I swear it.” 
 
    Could she trust him again? She loved him so much, her very soul ached without him, but could she go through that again if he decided he didn’t want her? Her mind shied away from the thought of that pain, the pain that still sometimes woke her up in the middle of the night, and she’d cry until she went to sleep. The only person who could fix the broken mess she was sat staring at her, his heart in his eyes. She took a chance once, and she’d take it again, even given what happened, because she would never regret Nikoli Kincaid. He was her heart and her soul. 
 
    “What does dushka mean?” she asked instead of answering right away. 
 
    “It means sweetheart.” He ran a hand through his short hair. “I’ve never called a girl sweetheart before. It’s why I’d never tell you what it meant. I didn’t want to explain it even to myself.” 
 
    He’d been calling her sweetheart for months and she’d never even realized. 
 
    “You’re killing me Lily.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the bed. “Please say you forgive me.” 
 
    “I forgive you, Nikoli.” 
 
    He brought her hand to his lips and placed a kiss lightly on her palm. “Thank you, Milaya. I don’t deserve it, but thank you.” 
 
    “No, you don’t deserve it,” she told him. “And you are a selfish bastard, and if you ever make me hurt like that again, I swear I will shoot you where you stand.” 
 
    He chuckled. “You still haven’t answered my question yet, Lily Bells.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I want to marry an ass or not,” she said, but there was no heat behind the words. She did want to marry him. 
 
    “Yes, you do,” he countered, a wicked grin spreading across his face. 
 
    “I do, do I?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” He nodded. “Who else is going to put up with your prudish tendencies?” 
 
    “I am not a prude!” 
 
    He gave her the patented Kincaid stare. 
 
    “Well, if I’m a prude, then you’re a manwhore.” 
 
    “Did we or did we not agree to never use that word again?” 
 
    “As long as you continue to call me a prude, then I’ll call you a manwhore.” 
 
    “I love you,” he said, laughing. 
 
    “I’ll marry you, Kincaid, on one condition.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I want your car.” 
 
    “Ellie? You want Ellie?” He looked stricken, and Lily nearly laughed out loud. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He got up and started to pace. “I can buy you any car you want, Lily Bells. Just name it and I’ll have it sitting in the hospital parking lot today.” 
 
    “I want your car, Nikoli.” 
 
    Nikoli took a deep breath and came over to sit on her bed. He leaned down until all she could see were his eyes. They were warm, and she could see the love in their dark depths. “If it means I get you, then fine, Milaya, you can have my car.” 
 
    Her mouth dropped open. He’d give her the car? He loved that car…he loved her. He really loved her if he was willing to hand over the one thing he loved more than anything.  
 
    “Well, how about you just let me drive the car once in a while?” 
 
    He grinned. “Is that a yes?” 
 
    “Don’t you think it’s too soon, though?” she fretted as he leaned back. “We’ve only known each other a couple of months.” 
 
    “My father married my mother a week after he met her. Kincaid men waste no time in staking a claim when it matters. I love you, Lily. Not for a week or a month or a year. I will love you when I’m old and gray, when I’m too senile to remember your name, but I’ll still remember that I love you. I don’t need months or years to know I want you to be my wife. You’re all I need, all I’ll ever need. Marry me, Lily. Please.” 
 
    “Yes, Kincaid, I’ll marry you.” 
 
    He leaned over and placed a butterfly kiss on her lips. “I love you, Lily.” 
 
    “I love you too, Nikoli.” 
 
    He smiled and kissed her softly once more, but her eyes were drooping shut. 
 
    “Sleep, sweetheart, just sleep.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Christmas tree was a mess. They were all gathered at Adam’s family home for the holidays, and his mother had left them in charge of decorating it. She, Nikoli, Adam, and the twins were staring at the lopsided tree with both horror and awe. All the ornaments were on, the lights twinkled at them, but it was the Leaning Tower of Pine. 
 
    “Maybe we should tie it to the wall?” Luther suggested. 
 
    “You put a hole in my mother’s brand new living room, and she’ll shoot you,” Adam said. “Don’t think she won’t either. That woman has a mean streak wider than the Mississippi.” 
 
    “That’s the God’s truth,” Lily said. “You remember when we brought snowballs in the house and they melted all over the hardwood?” 
 
    Adam shuddered. “Don’t even think about it.” 
 
    “It gives it character,” Nikoli said thoughtfully. “Kids, do you like it?” 
 
    The twins jumped and down, their shouts of ‘yes’ all that Nikoli needed. “See? They love it. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    Lily slipped an arm around him and laughed at his logic. She had no doubt as soon as the parents saw the Christmas tree nightmare, they’d make them redo it. Her mom loved Christmas, and it had to be just perfect. Her mother had swooped in like a hurricane and descended on the Christmas decoration bins like a tornado. Now the quaint farmhouse was decked to the nines and looked like they’d stepped into some kind of holiday showcase home.  
 
    “Promise me you’ll never make us live in a place where Santa threw up,” Nikoli whispered in her ear, and she laughed out loud. 
 
    “I never make promises I can’t keep,” she teased. 
 
    He groaned.  
 
    “Duct tape!” Adam shouted, and they both looked up, startled. 
 
    “Duct tape?” Nikoli asked, staring at them like they’d lost their minds. 
 
    “Duct tape fixes everything,” Lily said, and he looked down at her in amusement.  
 
    “Well, it does,” she said defensively.  
 
    Adam went running and came back a few minutes later with one of those heavy duty Command hooks and a roll of duct tape. He put the hook on the wall, and then wrapped duct tape around the trunk near where the tree started to lean, and then pulled until it was straight. Luther held it in place while Adam tied off the end of the tape to the hook. Then they maneuvered the tree so you couldn’t see the tape, and Nikoli burst out laughing. It had worked. The tree stood straight, and Adam looked like he was going to strut around the living room. 
 
    He looked at Lily, and then Luther, and then his gaze took in Adam and the twins. One thing struck him. If he hadn’t met Lily, he’d be the same old Nikoli, spending Christmas at Luther’s, feeling like he was a third wheel. Instead, he had friends and family to spend the holiday with, and he owed it all to the woman wrapped around him. She’d made him whole and given him back his ability to love someone other than himself. She was his home, and would always be. 
 
    Lily’s phone rang, and she pulled it out of her pocket. A small gasp escaped her, and he looked down at the screen. Suzie Daniels. It was her literary agent. 
 
    “Hello?” she said. “You did? Really? How much? Wow. Merry Christmas to you too, Suzie, and thank you so much!” 
 
    She ended the call and looked up. Her eyes were wide and excited. “Joanna sold my book to Simon and Schuster!” 
 
    “Congratulations!” Adam grabbed her and swung her around. “You deserve it, Lils!” 
 
    Luther took his turn next before Nikoli reclaimed her and planted a kiss on her mouth. “Congratulations, Milaya.” 
 
    Adam started laughing. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Nikoli demanded. 
 
    “Ask her what the name of the book is,” he said, chortling. 
 
    Nikoli quirked an eyebrow at her. “Well?” 
 
    She shook her head and grinned. His eyes narrowed. “What is the name of the book, Lily?” 
 
    It was Adam who answered. 
 
    “Manwhore.” 
 
    Lily burst out laughing and took off running.  
 
    “Milaya!” he roared and chased after her, happier than he’d ever been in his life. 
 
    The manwhore had found his peace at last. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Angelique Lemoraux wiped down the bar and glanced at the clock. 1:00 a.m. Dead tired she might be after hours of bartending, but sleep eluded her when she worked the bar. Her body screamed for rest, but her mind was still wired. Not that she’d trade the night shift. Tips were always better at night, especially on the weekends. Her weekend tips could easily make a rent payment for her.  
 
    Stretching, she finished wiping down the bar. Her current patrons were all sipping on drinks or snacking on food. It had been five hours since she’d had a break, so she walked down to where Ben was flirting with some college girls. Angel hoped he hadn’t given away too many free drinks. Pops, the owner, was cracking down on him. One more bad night and he was gone.  
 
    “I’m gonna take ten if you can watch my well?” 
 
    “Sure, baby doll.” He turned those sky-blue eyes on her, a look meant to make her melt. It did jack for her, which irritated him to no end. She’d only fallen for a look like that once a long time ago. It wasn’t a mistake she’d ever make again.  
 
    “Check to see if spikey-hair over there wants food. He’s been looking at the menu for at least twenty minutes.” She turned away without waiting for a response and went through the back to the kitchen. Pete, the new cook, waved to her on her way out the back door.  
 
    Jessie, one of the servers, leaned against the wall, smoking. She’d be a pretty girl if she didn’t wear so much makeup.  
 
    “Hey, Angel. You finally get loose?” Her voice was rough even though she couldn’t be that much older than Angel, who was only twenty-six. Smoker’s voice.  
 
    “Yeah, Ben’s in charge.” 
 
    They both snickered at the thought. Ben concentrated on flirting more than he did bartending. He brought lots of girls in, though, and that was the only reason Pops kept him around.  
 
    “What are you doing out here by yourself, anyway?” Angel rolled her shoulders, trying to relieve some of the pressure. “Haven’t you been watching the news?” 
 
    “I needed a smoke.” The girl waved her cigarette. “Why are you out here by yourself?” 
 
    “Touché.” Neither of them should be out here alone. The latest Boston serial killer hadn’t been caught yet. He kept getting closer and closer to the Boston University campus. Police warned women to go nowhere alone, and even on campus they were telling the girls to travel in pairs or packs. It was that bad. So far, there had been a total of eight women murdered.  
 
    “Maybe they’ll catch him soon.” Jessie took another drag from her cigarette. “I heard they called in the FBI.” 
 
    “It’s about time. They need to get all Criminal Minds on his ass.” 
 
    “Pops hired more security. He doesn’t want us walking to our cars alone.” Jessie tossed the butt of her cigarette and ground it out beneath her heel. “Pops takes care of us. You want me to stay until you’re ready to go back in? Diane will understand.” 
 
    “No, I’m only going to be a few more minutes. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Jessie shot her a crooked grin and wobbled back inside. At least behind the bar, Angel could wear tennis shoes. The servers didn’t have as much luck. They wore heels. By the end of the shift, they could barely walk, some nights.  
 
    Angel arched her back. Standing for the last five hours had taken its toll on her too, despite her tennis shoes. After three years of bartending, she should be used to it. One more year of college and she'd have her degree in business. Working here was great, but she wanted to open her own bar and that degree would put weight behind her business plan. 
 
    Raising her arms, she stretched one last time. Ben on his own spelled disaster, and Pops, the owner, would have her hide if the man caused any sort of trouble. With the women who mobbed him, there could be all kinds of problems. Just last week they’d started fighting about who he’d winked at, and Ben ate it up. Angel shook her head at the entire situation.  
 
    She picked up some papers that littered the back alley then opened the dumpster to toss them in. Curling her nose in disgust at the scent, she glanced over when she heard a car door slam. A man in a dark blue hoodie got out of the driver’s side, whistling a soft tune. He walked to the back of the sedan to the open trunk he’d popped before getting out of the car.  
 
    Angel frowned. Why was he opening the trunk here? He leaned in, disappearing from view for a moment. When he stood back up, Angel’s eyes widened. She saw a foot hanging limply from where it had slipped out of the blanket. Was he dumping a body? Here? He was dumping a body here? She needed to hide before he saw her. 
 
    He moved toward her, and not thinking, she took several steps back, the raised dumpster lid falling from her hand, the clattering sound loud in the silence of the night. She looked up to see him staring at her, surprised as much as she was. 
 
    She tried her best to memorize what she could while he studied her, the body in his arms forgotten. Not good, Angel girl. Don’t stand here like an idiot while the potential serial killer stares you down! She tried to move, but her feet refused to work. Fear flooded her when a slow grin spread across his face. He shifted his burden and took a step in her direction. She backed up.  
 
    Instead of following her, he turned and set his burden down, her back against the brick wall of the shop next door. The street lamp lit the alley enough for Angel to get a good look at him. Dark gloves covered his hands, and the hoodie hid his arms well. He turned back to Angel, his hood sliding back slightly, enough for her to see the five o’clock shadow of a beard. He must trim it daily to make it look like that.  
 
    He crossed his arms and stood there, feet braced apart, like he was preparing for a fight. He’d just dumped his latest victim. He needed someone new to take her place. Angel was that someone. She knew it in her bones. Why the hell wouldn’t her damn feet listen to her brain screaming to run for cover? 
 
    “Angel, it’s getting busy, and Pops…” 
 
    They both turned to see Jessie open the back door and walk outside, her mouth falling open mid-sentence when she saw him standing at the end of the alley. Her eyes swung to the corpse of the woman, the blanket having fallen off her white face, marred by dark bruises. Jessie screamed, long and loud, at the sight. What Angel should have done. 
 
    He didn’t run, just smiled. Tipping his head at her, he turned and got back into his car, driving away. 
 
    Angel faintly heard Jessie screaming behind her. Black spots danced in front of her, and her last coherent thought was she’d just stared into the face of a killer, and he knew her name. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Special Agent Kade Kincaid of the FBI’s Behavioral Analysis Unit downed another shot of whiskey. Case files lay open on every available surface, horrifying crime scene photos decorated the walls, while a half-eaten pizza sat on the only chair in the hotel room. 
 
    It had been over a month since his supervisor left him here in Boston to help the local police find and capture the madman currently terrorizing the city. He’d taken eight women, each time getting closer and closer to Boston University. Kade knew that was where this man’s ultimate goal lay, even if everyone else disagreed with him.  
 
    This case frustrated Kade more than any he’d been on in his career as first a police officer down in Miami-Dade, and then as an agent in the FBI. There was no rhyme or reason to the women who had been taken other than their age. They were all in their early twenties. They came from all races, religions, and walks of life. He’d taken a society princess and a girl who worked the streets. Nothing tied them together except their age. The only pattern Kade could see was the inevitable location outcome. Each kill brought him closer to the school. They’d done all they could to warn the local community colleges, as well as Boston University. 
 
    Kade paused to survey the murder board he’d put together. Each woman’s picture decorated it in the order of her death. Everything he knew about them was listed beneath their headshots. The map of Boston was pinned with each location of their disappearance and the dump site. He’d lost countless hours standing here staring at information that left him with more questions than answers. What was he missing? 
 
    The ringing of his cell phone shattered the quiet of the room. He picked it up from where he’d set it to charge and saw Detective Ron Bailey’s name flash across the screen. A knot started twisting in his stomach. There was only one reason he’d be calling this late.  
 
    He tapped the icon to answer the call. “Kincaid.” 
 
    “We got another body.” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s the same unsub?” He hoped he was wrong, but his gut kept right on twisting. 
 
    “He signed the body.” 
 
    It was the one detail they’d kept out of the press. The unsub, or unknown subject, as they called the perpetrator at the FBI, carved a specific design into each woman’s abdomen. At first, they’d assumed it was his initials, but upon closer inspection, the letters were interwoven with three small triangles clustered in the center of a sun. The letters also changed on each body, but the interwoven design did not. Truthfully, Kade was shocked it hadn’t been leaked to the public yet, but he’d take what breaks he could get. 
 
    “Text me the address, and I’ll be right over.” 
 
    Kade disconnected the call, grabbed his keys, pulled on his coat, and headed out. The address wasn’t one he needed to plug into the GPS. It was a bar about ten minutes from his hotel. His brother, Nikoli, had introduced him to it. He’d fished the boy out of the bar drunker than any man had a right to be. Over a woman. Kade shook his head as he started the SUV and backed up.  
 
    Not that Kade didn’t like Lily. She was a sweet girl and quite pretty, but the girl had his brother wrapped around her finger. Kade knew exactly what a pretty girl could do. His last girlfriend almost caused him and Nikoli to walk away from each other. She’d learned his little brother was a millionaire, thanks to his gaming business. She’d convinced Nikoli she loved him, and it caused a rift between him and his brother. It wasn’t until later Nikoli learned what a conniving bitch she was. He’d overheard her telling a friend about how she was using Nikoli for his money. 
 
    She’d almost cost them everything. They’d gotten past it, but it had taken time. What it taught them both, though, was to be careful of a beautiful woman. Chances were they only wanted one thing—what they could get. Since then, he and Nikoli both pretty much refused to date. They did one night stands, and the occasional girl who made it to a monthly booty call, but other than that, they stayed as far away from commitment as possible.  
 
    Until Lily. His brother gave up his one night stands and became a one-woman man. It baffled Kade, but Nikoli seemed happy, content, and Lily could make his face light up when he so much as spoke her name. 
 
    Lily seemed to be different. He’d spent a lot of time with her and Nikoli over the last few weeks. She hated when he bought her things; she never asked for anything. Nikoli usually had to argue with her when it came to paying the bill wherever they went. She wanted to pay her own way. She didn’t want anything Nikoli could provide her. She just wanted his brother. 
 
    And as long as she thought like that, he was cool with her. She made his brother happy, and in the end, that was all that really mattered. 
 
    He blinked bleary eyes as he pulled to a stop outside the perimeter Boston PD had set up around O’Grady’s. He really shouldn’t have opened that bottle of whiskey. His head was already starting to pound, and he needed sleep in a bad way. The flashing blue lights of the patrol cars and the shouting of the media did nothing for his headache either. News vans blocked off an entire street. Kade had very little respect for news hounds. He’d made the mistake of trusting a reporter once. It would never happen again. 
 
    Keeping his head down, he pushed his way through the crowd and flashed his badge at the uniforms before ducking under the crime scene tape. He ignored the questions thrown at him by the press and asked one of the many officers on scene where the body was. They directed him behind the building.  
 
    It wasn’t hard to spot Bailey. The man was tall, gangly, and stood out in a crowd. He refused to wear a suit, saying he’d rather charm a witness than intimidate one. Instead, he wore jeans and a dark gray button down shirt under his heavy winter jacket. How he could stand there in the cold without the damn thing zipped up was beyond Kade. Bailey’s bright shock of red hair blended against the deep red of the brick behind him, a testament to his Irish heritage.  
 
    “Do we have an ID yet?” Kade wasted no time with niceties when he rolled to a stop beside the detective.  
 
    Bailey yawned, the silver of his fillings glinting under the streetlight. “We do. Missing persons pinged her as soon as we sent the photo. Caroline Mills. Twenty-one and a cashier at the grocery store over on Pilgrim Road. Her parents reported her missing when the owner called them to see if she was sick since she hadn’t been to work in over a week.” 
 
    “It took them a week to figure out she was missing?” Kade shook his head. His own mother would call in every authority she could think of if he didn’t check in at least every few days. Crazy Russian lady. She and his grandmother both, but looking at this poor girl on the ground, he found himself grateful he had such crazy women who loved him. 
 
    “I know. I keep thinking about my own sister. I used to call on Sundays, but since this started, I’ve found myself checking on her once a day. She lives out in St. Paul, thousands of miles away from this, but I need to assure myself she’s safe.” Bailey made a noise between a sigh and a growl and motioned to the body on the ground. “This girl is local. What with all the other victims and the media coverage, I just can’t understand how parents could go a week without checking on her.” 
 
    Kade was glad he didn’t have a sister. Given what he did for a living, he’d have driven her nuts keeping tabs on her over the years. He squatted and used his penlight to push her hair away from her face. She was pretty, like the other women. Early twenties. Her blonde hair was stringy, matted with blood. Her already pale face had gone gray and ashen. Several bruises marred her beauty. Deep black and purple ones, especially around her jawline, like he’d gripped her chin and forced her to…he broke off that train of thought. Best not to let himself think of that. It would only serve to feed his rage.  
 
    “Pauley!” He looked over his shoulder at the medical examiner technician. The man was speaking with one of the younger officers while he unloaded his gear from the ME van. When he heard his name, he looked up, and Kade waved him over. He had an idea. 
 
    “Agent Kincaid.” His high, nasally voice always irritated Kade, but he kept that to himself. No point in upsetting the guy over something he couldn’t help. “Something you need?” 
 
    “I was thinking. Do you think we can get prints off the body?” 
 
    “The first thing we do is check the body for physical evidence. Then it’s dusted for prints. This guy is meticulous. He showers them before he dumps them. We haven’t found a scrap of physical evidence aside from traces of soap that can be bought at millions of stores nationwide.” 
 
    “I do read the reports, Pauley.” He shone his penlight on the deep, deep bruises around her chin and mouth. “See here? It looks like finger marks. I was wondering, is it possible to lift fingerprint patterns off the indentions left in the bruises?” 
 
    Pauley frowned, his brown eyes narrowing, and he squatted beside Kade. “No. Fingerprints are basically a series of ridges that can be detected because of the oil on a person’s fingertips that allows a print to be left behind. A bruise is a contusion on the skin, which is supple due to blood flow. It doesn’t allow for that type of imprinting. Now, if they were inflicted after she were dead, it might be a possibility because the skin loses its elasticity and the blood doesn’t flow, allowing it to pool and retain indentions, possibly even as slight as a fingerprint indention.” 
 
    “But not here.”  
 
    “No, he’s too smart, Agent. There’s no reason to do something to cause a bruise after she’s dead.” Pauley stood, his expression almost pained. “I’ll do a deep tissue scan, though. It’s not something we typically do. If he gripped her too tight at any point after her death, it might have left an impression behind. Good call.” 
 
    There went one idea out the window. Pauley looked too doubtful, and he’d know. He’d been at this for several years. The man might look like a twenty-year-old, but he had to be in his early thirties or thereabouts. Kade expressed doubts about someone so young handling some aspects of the case when they’d first met, but Bailey only grinned and informed him the lad had been with the ME’s office for over ten years. 
 
    “Has anyone informed her parents yet?” Pity mingled with his growing rage as he memorized every detail of her face. She did not deserve what happened to her, and it was because Kade couldn’t find a pattern. How many more would die because of his inability to see the missing link? 
 
    “Yes. The captain sent Rogers and his new partner over there.” Bailey approached slowly, his dark tennis shoes blending into the dirty concrete beside the dumpster. Rank odors tickled Kade’s nose, and he scrunched it slightly. “I thought we could give them tonight to get over the shock, and then go see them first thing in the morning.” 
 
    Kade would have preferred to do it tonight, but showing up on a grieving parent’s doorstep with liquor on his breath wouldn’t do them any favors. He needed them to trust him, and whiskey breath didn’t inspire confidence.  
 
    “Oh, there’s one other thing you should know. He left a witness behind.” 
 
    Kade’s head snapped around at the casual statement. “Witness?”  
 
    “Two, actually. He dumped the body while they were out here on a break.” Bailey couldn’t suppress his grin anymore. “We caught a break, Kincaid.” 
 
    Witnesses? He stood and took several deep breaths, refusing to let his expectations rise. Witnesses were notoriously unreliable. Even though they both might have seen the unsub, their descriptions could be vastly different. Still, Bailey was right. They’d finally caught a break.  
 
    “Where are they?” Whiskey breath or not, he needed to talk to them now. While their memories were fresh. 
 
    “Inside. One got a good look at our perp, and I’ve already sent down for a sketch artist to meet us here. I want to try to get an accurate sketch before she forgets or starts blurring her memories with what she’s seen or heard.” 
 
    “Let’s go have a chat with our witnesses.” 
 
    “You don’t want a preliminary from the ME first? I see him arriving now.” 
 
    “No. We’ll talk to him when we finish inside if he’s still here. Otherwise, we’ll swing by in the morning before we talk to the girl’s parents. Our priority right now is the witnesses.” 
 
    “We are a little concerned.” Bailey fell into step beside him as they walked toward the back entrance of the bar. “The one didn’t just see him. He saw her too. A good, long look at her. She’s scared.” 
 
    She had every right to be if he saw her and knew she worked here. “We’ll need to get her police protection.” He wasn’t about to lose another woman to this depraved madman. 
 
    “I’ve already got a call in to the captain about that.” 
 
    “We’ll need to check all the video surveillance we can find. Traffic cams, local stores and restaurants. Hell, we might as well check ATM cams too. If he left a witness, he might stick around in the crowd, waiting to follow her home.” 
 
    “I thought about that. I’ve already got uniforms out on the hunt for potential surveillance cams. Most of the tapes we won’t get until the owners or opening staff arrive in the morning. It’s after three a.m. now. Our tech department is pulling footage from the traffic cams as we speak.” 
 
    Kade rubbed a hand across his eyes as they entered the kitchen. The heat hit him in the face as soon as they stepped across the threshold. The place was busy. They served a full menu until closing, and while the kitchen was shut down and they were in the middle of cleaning up, the heat remained. 
 
    He followed Bailey into the bar, barely paying attention to his surroundings, his mind focused on one fact. Finally, the unsub had made a mistake. After all these months, he’d made a mistake and left a witness behind. Not that the unsub had much choice, but it was breaks like these that solved cases.  
 
    Bailey came to a stop in front of him, bringing his attention back to his surroundings. O’Grady’s was an Irish pub and it looked it with the rich mahogany wood and the back bar lit up to showcase the premium spirits. A man was presently wiping down the bar while another woman stocked glasses for the next shift. The patrons had been replaced with uniformed officers.  
 
    He listened as Bailey introduced him and got his first look at one of the two witnesses. She looked like she’d been crying. Her makeup was a runny mess, mascara making wet tracks down her cheeks. Given what she’d witnessed, it was no wonder she was upset.  
 
    Bailey stepped aside, and Kade’s gaze landed on the woman currently staring at him with homicide in her green eyes. They spat so much hatred at him, he took an automatic step back. It couldn’t be her. Not after all these years. It felt like he’d just been sucker punched in the gut and couldn’t breathe. 
 
    “Agent Kincaid, this is…” 
 
    “Angel.” The word tumbled off his lips in a hoarse whisper. 
 
    “You two know each other?” Bailey’s surprise paled in comparison to the shock Kade felt upon seeing the best and worst mistake of his life glaring at him.  
 
    He barely had time to brace himself before she launched herself out of the chair and straight at him. 
 
    “You murdering bastard!” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    It all happened in slow motion. That was the only way Kade could describe it. He saw her jump up, saw her fly toward him. Watched her hand ball up and rear back. And yet it all happened so fast, he couldn’t dodge the first punch. It landed squarely on his chin. Pain ricocheted across his jawline. He’d forgotten how hard his Angel could hit.  
 
    He caught her fist before she landed a second punch and pulled her into a tight hold. “Calm down, Angel.” 
 
    “Calm down?” Her screech might possibly have burst ear drums. “How dare you tell me to calm down! When I get loose…” 
 
    “Kincaid?” 
 
    He ignored the questioning tone in Bailey’s voice and nodded to the officers who’d come running. “Everything’s fine.” 
 
    “Fine?” The spitfire in his arms struggled harder. “Since when do they let murderers join the FBI?” 
 
    “Murderer? What is she talking about?” 
 
    Kade felt for Bailey. He looked completely lost. 
 
    “He murdered my brother!” 
 
    The room went as silent as a grave. Kade’s lips thinned and he picked her up and started walking, her struggling and shouting for all she was worth. He only stopped long enough to ask where the office was. The girl behind the bar pointed in the general direction, and he nodded his thanks as he hauled Angel down the hall. 
 
    “What…” The owner stood when Kade walked in, Angel screaming obscenities at him. He had to be in his late sixties, early seventies, with a head of what looked more like white peach fuzz than hair. He reminded Kade of a brawler. He’d bet anything the man had been a fighter of some kind in his younger years.  
 
    “Out,” Kade barked when Angel managed to bite him. He was done with this nonsense. The woman had every right to be pissed at him, but she needed to understand how dire the situation was. A serial killer knew what she looked like, where she worked, and that she might very well be his next victim. She could be a drama queen later. 
 
    “Now, look here, son, this is my office, and I ain’t going nowhere, especially not when you’re manhandling my employee.” 
 
    “I’m not manhandling your employee, I’m manhandling my wife.”  
 
    “Wife? Angel, what’n the hell is he talking about?” 
 
    “I am not his wife!” 
 
    The devil in him couldn’t resist, even with the seriousness of the situation. “Now, honey bear, don’t be fibbing like that. You don’t want to have to do a full month of Hail Marys again, do you?” 
 
    Angel gritted her teeth and kicked backward, her foot connecting with his shin. He didn’t even grunt. “It wasn’t a real marriage, Kincaid, and you know it.” 
 
    “I think the priest would disagree with you.”  
 
    The sexy tone of his voice hadn’t changed at all. It made that traitorous part of herself she’d worked hard to tamp down swoon. Damn him. Why did it have to be him? Fate had a sick sense of humor. 
 
    “Can we please borrow your office, Mr…?” 
 
    “Just call me Pops.” Pops didn’t look convinced, and Angel had a moment of hope that he’d throw Kade out on his ass. “I’m not sure…” 
 
    “I’m Agent Kincaid of the FBI’s behavioral analysis unit. I need to talk to Angel about what she saw tonight. She’s only being difficult because it’s me.” 
 
    “Difficult?” Did he really just say that? How dare he? “I’ll show you difficult…” 
 
    “Ten minutes, son, and then I’m coming in to check on her.” 
 
    Angel let out a growl of frustration when Pops left and closed the door behind him, leaving her alone with the one man she hated more than anyone.  
 
    “Let me go.” The depth of her rage vibrated in those three words. Kade would be stupid not to understand it. 
 
    “If I let you go, are you going to behave?” 
 
    Angel wanted to say no, but she’d give anything to get away from him and how he made her feel. Being this close to him brought back memories best left buried, memories of how it felt to have him wrapped around her, his lips on her neck, his breath tickling her ear. Being near him was not a good idea. She’d rather keep her distance and let her anger shield all the pain and despair he’d left her with. Anything was better than reliving that. Especially in front of him. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    His arms dropped away and he took a few steps back, keeping his back to the door and effectively trapping her in here with him. They regarded each other silently for several long moments. It was Kade who finally broke the silence. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    All right? She let out a hoarse laugh. She’d come face to face with a serial killer tonight, and she’d rather be there with him than here with Kade. She crossed her arms and sat on the edge of Pops’ desk, trying to put even more distance between them. “What do you think, Sherlock?” 
 
    “I know I’m probably the last person you want to see…” 
 
    “You think?”  
 
    His eyes narrowed, but she could see him rein in his temper. It was a knack of his, and one that had managed to submerge him into the crime family her brother had gotten mixed up in. 
 
    “Now is not the time for theatrics, Angel. Do you even understand the kind of danger you’re in?” 
 
    “Theatrics?” Her entire body ached with the need to hit him. “After everything you put me through, you think I’m being theatrical? You don’t think I have the right to be angry? To hate the very sight of you?” 
 
    His sigh only served to fuel the fires stoking her rage.  
 
    “I wish you had died instead of Peter.” 
 
    He flinched, and she had a moment of self-righteous glee. The man could be hurt. His next words slapped all her anger in the face. 
 
    “I’m sorry about your brother.” 
 
    Angel closed her eyes against the wash of pain that surged up to drown her. She didn’t want his apologies or his sympathies. She just wanted him gone. 
 
    “I didn’t know until later what happened.” 
 
    Of course, he didn’t, she thought bitterly. He’d been too busy moving on to his next assignment, not caring about the broken pieces he’d left behind. There hadn’t even been a trial for him to show up to so she could confront him. The cartel killed Peter before he had a chance to so much as open his mouth. 
 
    When she opened her eyes, ready to lay into him, her breath caught. He looked so sad, his onyx gaze full of compassion and regret. Kade hadn’t changed all that much in six years. He’d filled out, becoming the man his youth hinted at. His face looked more rugged, but it only served to enhance his appeal. He’d always been beautiful to her, and that hadn’t changed. He was still the sexiest man she knew. 
 
    And when he looked at her like he was now, she always melted, but she made herself ignore it, made herself harden her resolve. She wouldn’t be fooled by him again. He was a bastard who’d left her high and dry, sobbing in the hospital with nothing left but a broken and empty heart. 
 
    “Can we get this over with so I can go home?” 
 
    “Of course, moye serdtse.” 
 
    “Don’t do that.” She knew exactly what that phrase meant—my heart. He used to call her that all the time. She’d looked it up after the first night they’d made love and he’d whispered those words to her when he thought she’d dozed off.  
 
    “What?” He cocked his head curiously.  
 
    “Don’t call me that. You don’t have the right to call me that.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “Just don’t, Kade. Please.” 
 
    Her soft-spoken plea nearly did him in. He wanted to console her, but knew it would be a futile attempt. She was too angry. The only option left to him was doing his job.  
 
    “All right, then, can you tell me what you saw tonight?”  
 
    She took a deep breath and stared out the only window in the small office. The flashing lights of the patrol cars blinked at them as Kade watched her gather her thoughts. “I was on a break. Jess had gone back inside, and I was about to when I had the bright idea to pick up some trash and throw it away. That’s when he pulled up and set that poor girl down…” Her voice trailed off, and Kade forced himself to stay where he was. She wouldn’t welcome any comfort from him, even though every instinct he possessed told him to hug her tight and reassure her. 
 
    “I think I made a noise or something, because he looked right at me.” She frowned, thinking. “I might have dropped the dumpster lid, I don’t know. It’s all starting to blur together on me.” 
 
    “Take your time. Close your eyes and think about the moment. Remember the sounds, the smells…” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me, Kincaid. I do watch Criminal Minds.”  
 
    Sarcasm dripped like vinegar from her tongue. Kade refrained from making a snarky comeback. She used it to cover up how afraid she was. He understood that. 
 
    “It was the strangest thing. You think in that situation you’d scream or run, but I couldn’t. My feet refused to move, and we just stared at each other. It could have been minutes or an hour. Again, I don’t know. Jessie came back out to check on me, and when she started screaming, he left. Only he didn’t run. He moved slow and casual. That’s what really freaked me out. He didn’t care if I’d seen him or that he might be caught.” She rubbed her arms, her face pensive. “He just seemed so…carefree, almost blasé about the whole thing. It scared me.” 
 
    “Bailey said he might know your name?” 
 
    “Yeah, Jessie said my name before she saw him. That’s bad, isn’t it?” 
 
    He didn’t want to scare her any more than she already was, but he refused to lie to her. “Yeah, Angel, it’s really bad. He has your name, and he knows where you work. It won’t be difficult for him to figure out who you are and where you live.” 
 
    Her breath whooshed out and her head dropped.  
 
    “It’s going to be okay, sweetheart. I promise.” 
 
    Her head snapped up, eyes spitting fire at him. Such a temper. He’d rather have her angry than scared shitless, though. 
 
    “What did I just say, Kincaid?” 
 
    “Sorry.” He held up his hands in surrender. “Old habits.” 
 
    “Can you at least try to be professional, Agent Kincaid?” 
 
    “I can try, but it probably won’t last. Back to your serial killer adventure…” 
 
    “Did you honestly just call the most terrifying moment of my life an adventure?” 
 
    “Too soon for jokes, huh?” He smiled and saw her fight not to return the smile. “Okay, then, back to business. What do you remember about him? Short, tall? Was he white, black, Hispanic?” 
 
    “White, tall, but not as tall as you, maybe six feet or a little under. He had a five o’clock shadow. Dark hair, his eyes were blue. I saw them in the light. Pops always keeps it well-lit back there. He had on a green hoodie. It slipped off his head at one point. Jeans. Dark sneakers, I think.”  
 
    A knock sounded, and Kade turned to open the door. The owner of the bar and Bailey stood there, a mixture of morbid curiosity and concern on their faces. 
 
    “Is everything okay in here?” Pops eyeballed Kade warily. 
 
    “Everything’s fine.” Kade stepped aside so they could enter. “Angel was just telling me about what she remembers.” 
 
    “You good?” Pops, as he’d told Kade to call him, went over to stand by Angel, his arms crossed much like her own were. His stance breathed hostility. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m good, Pops.” 
 
    Kade gave the detective a brief rundown of everything she’d told him, while she and Pops spoke quietly. 
 
    “Do you think you can describe him to a sketch artist?” Bailey asked Angel after Kade finished filling him in. “I have one waiting outside if you’re up for it.” 
 
    “Yeah. I think I can do that.” 
 
    Kade watched her fidget. Her emotions were brimming like storm clouds in her expression, her movements, her voice. Shaken. That was the word he’d use. Seeing him hadn’t helped either. He wasn’t in much better shape himself. Coming face to face with her tonight had thrown him off his game. Add in the whiskey, and he was all over the place. 
 
    Angel had changed a lot since he’d met her almost eight years ago. She was what, twenty-six now? She looked older, more mature, but it only enhanced her natural beauty. Even wearing her black tank and jeans, she looked graceful. He’d gone out with more women over the last three years than any of his brothers, including Nikoli, but none of them compared to Angel. She was magnificent. 
 
    The first time he’d met her, she’d been wearing worn jeans and a Pink Floyd t-shirt of her brother’s, with flip flops flaunting hot pink toenails. They’d been sticking out from under a red 1969 Chevy Camaro. At first, he’d thought she was sixteen or so, but when he’d gone to the strip club that night with his new acquaintances, he’d been blindsided. The girl wasn’t a kid at all, and damn, she’d had a hell of a body that stayed with him.  
 
    What hadn’t changed was all that fiery red hair and those cat eyes of hers. And her temper. People had fled in the wake of that temper. He’d witnessed some of the Sicarro family’s scariest drug dealers cower in fear when she got good and angry. Granted, she hadn’t known who they were. She might have suspected they were not on the up and up, but she didn’t know Peter had gotten in bed with Miami’s biggest cartel family, and she was blistering the hides of drug dealers, hitmen, and cleaners. 
 
    “What’s the deal with you two, Kincaid?” Bailey moved to stand in front of him, blocking his view of Angel, who was now working with the sketch artist. “Why did she accuse you of killing her brother?” 
 
    “Back when I was a detective in Miami, I went undercover in a drug cartel. Her brother and I became friends. He was just a messed up kid who had no idea who he’d really gotten himself involved with. When we busted the drug ring, I made a deal with Peter. Testify against his boss and he’d do no jail time and go into witness protection.” 
 
    “But they got to him first?” 
 
    Kade nodded. “Yeah. Four of the five witnesses died the same week we arrested everyone. Charges were dismissed when the last witness refused to testify. Case didn’t even make it to trial.” 
 
    “And she blames you for his death.” Bailey nodded, his expression understanding, but tinged with pity. Kade didn’t deserve his pity. Angel had every right to blame him. Hell, he blamed himself for it. It was what haunted his dreams at night, what he tried to drown in whiskey so he could sleep. Peter hadn’t been only a witness. He’d been one of Kade’s best friends, and he’d trusted Kade to keep him safe. But he’d let him down, and Kade would live with that guilt forever. 
 
    But he could do one thing for Peter, and that was to keep his sister safe.  
 
    He’d be damned if he failed this time. Not when it came to Angel.  
 
    “Have you heard back on the police protection yet?” He sidestepped Bailey so the man was no longer blocking his view. Kade smiled when her nose scrunched up. It was a habit of hers when she got aggravated. The deep sigh that rolled out of the artist was enough to tell Kade Angel was being difficult. She tended to be a perfectionist in everything. Used to irritate the hell out of him. 
 
    “Not yet. I left her a voicemail. She’s dealing with the Chief of Detectives and the press right now. It might be a bit before she gets around to calling me back.” 
 
    “Angel’s not going home without a uni on her.” 
 
    “I agree. We can ask her to stay until…” 
 
    “No.” Kade shook his head. “I’ll take her home.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.” Bailey glanced over at Angel. “She doesn’t really like you very much.” 
 
    “I don’t care.”  
 
    “Detective Bailey?” The sketch artist waved them over. “We think we have it.” 
 
    That was quick. Less than twenty minutes. Maybe they should have waited until the morning to do this. There was no way it would be an accurate composite. The sketch washed his doubts away. It was so detailed and precise, anyone walking past this guy on the street would recognize him. Hopefully. 
 
    “She’s good.” The sketch artist drew their attention back to her. “Knew exactly what she wanted. Fastest I’ve ever drawn up a suspect.” 
 
    “This is excellent, Miss Lemoraux.” Bailey took the sketch he was offered and studied it. “He has a scar?” 
 
    Angel nodded. “On the right side of his nose. Sort of looks like fingernail scratch.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t doubt it, given his line of extracurricular activities.” Bailey took a snapshot of the drawing with his phone before hurrying to the door and calling for an officer. The photo would hit every police and news wire in the state. He really had made his first mistake. Now all Kade needed to do was keep Angel safe until he caught the guy. 
 
    “We’re arranging police protection for you and Miss Brown as well.” Bailey picked at the button on his shirt. “I’m just waiting on the approval from my captain.” 
 
    “That’s really not necessary…” 
 
    “Yes, it is necessary.” Kade interrupted her. “He knows your name, milka. You’re not safe until we catch him.” 
 
    “Angel girl, don’t fight them on this.” Pops put a hand on her arm to stop the argument on her lips. “The boy’s right. This ain’t nothing to mess around with. If they want to give you a babysitter, then let them. I’ll sleep better knowing you’re safe.” 
 
    All the fight went out of her, and Kade almost thanked the old man, but he kept his expression stern. She was going to fight him on this, and he knew it, but this was one fight she wouldn’t win.  
 
    “Get your things, Angel.” 
 
    She frowned. “But the detective just said…” 
 
    “Yes, I know what he said. He’ll be waiting here with Miss Brown while I take you home.” 
 
    “The hell you will.” 
 
    “The hell I won’t, Mrs. Kincaid.” He stalked over to her and braced his arms on either side of her on the desk. “You can either leave here willingly or you can leave across my shoulder for the entire Boston area to see on the morning news. Your choice.” 
 
    “Mrs. Kincaid?” Bailey’s strangled voice drifted to him, but he ignored it and focused his entire attention on the spitting mad redhead in front of him.  
 
    “I am not your wife!” 
 
    “Oh, but you are, sweetheart. I never got the marriage annulled.”  
 
    “But it wasn’t real.” Her eyes widened. “It was a lie…part of your undercover operation.” 
 
    “I used my legal name, Angel. You are Mrs. Kincaid.” 
 
    “Bastard.” 
 
    “I am a bastard, my darling wife, but I’m a bastard who’s going to keep you safe despite yourself.” 
 
    “You can’t make me.” 
 
    “I can, and I will.” 
 
    “Uh, Kincaid…” 
 
    “Shut up, Bailey.” The bite in his voice stopped any argument that might have been on the tip of Bailey’s tongue. “What’s it going to be, Angelique? Do you walk out of here, or do you get carried out with your ass in the air for the cameras to see?” 
 
    “I hate you.” 
 
    “I know you do, sweetheart.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and a single tear rolled down her cheek. He forced himself to ignore it and waited. When she opened her eyes, the resignation in them was all the answer he needed. 
 
    “Let’s go.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Angel climbed into Kade’s SUV, grateful to be behind the tinted windows and away from the press. They’d started shouting questions at her and snapping photos as soon as she stepped out of the bar. Apparently, they already knew who she was and what she’d seen, thanks to some loudmouth. It was the first time all night she’d been grateful for Kade’s presence. He’d shielded her from the cameras and bullied their way through the crowd.  
 
    There was no way, come morning, the serial killer wouldn’t know exactly who she was. Her face would be all over the place. How had this happened? She’d been minding her own business and landed slap in the middle of a nightmare. With Kade added into the mix just to torture her. It wasn’t fair. 
 
    She glanced over when he slid into the driver’s seat and closed the door. The overhead lights came on, and she saw the tired lines marring his face. She could smell the whiskey on his breath and had half a mind to ask if he should be driving, but she was too tired to fight. Kade never drove drunk. It was one of the things she remembered about him. His little brother had gotten into a car accident, thanks to a drunk driver. He’d told her it was something that stayed with him, thinking he’d almost lost the kid because of someone’s irresponsibility.  
 
    “Where do you live, Angel?”  
 
    “A few blocks from here. Just turn right out of the parking lot then drive through three lights. Turn left on the fourth light. I live above the bakery on that street.” 
 
    The first fat drops of rain hit the windshield as they pulled out into traffic. The hard splat of the rain was the only sound as they drove. A bright flash of lightning lit up the road ahead of them. Angel could almost laugh if the situation weren’t so dire. The end of a truly horrible night would end in rain. So cliché, but so very appropriate. Perfect end to a perfect day. 
 
    She rubbed a hand across her face, trying to dispel some of the weariness. All the adrenaline had finally worn off, and she started to feel the effects of so much stress. First the serial killer, then Kade…it had been a hell of a night. Not to mention he’d somehow corralled her into agreeing to letting him take her home. Ass in the air. She wanted to chuckle, but it would only encourage him, and that was the last thing she wanted. Kade could go to hell and stay there. 
 
    It had been raining the first time she’d met Kade. The sound of the storm outside, along with Kade’s scent surrounding her, brought back those unwanted memories.  
 
    Peter had given her a car for her sixteenth birthday, a red 1969 Chevy Camaro, but the upkeep was up to her. Their parents died when she was fourteen, and Peter had stepped up at eighteen and raised her. He’d fought social services and won. No one was raising his little sister but him.  
 
    She’d taken auto shop in high school so she could learn to work on the car. Peter was clueless when it came to auto mechanics. He took his car to the shop. She did not have the luxury of doing that. The part time job she’d had in school barely covered insurance and gas. So she did the only thing she could. Angel learned how to work on cars. 
 
    What she wouldn’t give to go back in time and warn her nineteen-year-old self to run fast and far in the opposite direction of Kade Kincaid. 
 
    That day, March 3, 2009, she woke up to pouring down rain. It beat against the tin roof so hard it sounded like gunshots. She still lived with Peter in the small house they’d both grown up in. She’d planned on going over to community college this morning to enroll in their summer semester, but the rain had given her one more excuse not to do it. Peter kept arguing with her about college, nattering on that their parents wanted better for her than working nights at a strip club. She should be honoring their memory and getting the education they wanted her to have. 
 
    If he thought he could shame her, he was wrong. Some nights she made a grand, easy. Most nights she came home with at least five hundred in tips. There wasn’t another job around that paid nearly as well. Peter would just have to suck it up. College, she’d eventually do, but first she wanted to live a little, have some fun, and the job at the strip club made it possible. Sure, men she didn’t know saw her boobs and grabbed at her ass, but what did she care? Her mother always taught them to use their God-given assets, and for her, that happened to be her body. Probably not what her mother had in mind, but hey, it was Angel’s biggest advantage, so she used it. 
 
    Rolling out of bed, she showered then made herself a bowl of cereal, contemplating what to do for the rest of the day. She didn’t have to be at work until eight, and with the rain killing her plans for the day, Angel found herself bored. She flipped through Star Magazine, but the lives of celebrities did nothing for her today. Restless. That was the word she’d use to describe her mood. She felt restless, like she was waiting for something, but not sure what. 
 
    After a good two hours wasting time on Gossip Girl reruns, she’d finally decided to change the oil in her car. It was due, and she’d put it off long enough. Changing into a pair of old jeans and one of her brother’s t-shirts, she went into the garage and jacked the car up enough so she could get under it and work.  
 
    She’d just finished draining the oil when she heard the garage door spring to life. She jumped and sloshed a little of the oil out of the pan she’d used for the old oil. Dammit. This was one of her favorite shirts, and now she’d have to spend all day babying the stain to get it out. 
 
    “Angel!” Her brother’s voice was loud in the small space of the garage. 
 
    Did he really not see her feet sticking out from under the jacked-up car?  
 
    “Is that her?” 
 
    Now, that voice, she didn’t recognize. It was deep and rich, with an accent. Russian, maybe? It was hard to tell from under the car. 
 
    “Angel, get your butt out here and meet Kade.” 
 
    Leave it to Peter to bring people over when she was greasy. Not that any of his friends were cute, anyway. Well, a few were, but she didn’t like the way they leered at her. Just because she worked as a stripper didn’t mean she was a whore. She’d only slept with one guy in her life, and that was her high school boyfriend of three years. It ended when he went away to college over the summer.  
 
    She scooted out from under the car, the bowl balanced haphazardly on her chest. Someone grabbed it before it tipped over, and she looked up to say thank you, but the words froze in her throat.  
 
    This was not a cute guy. No. This was a man. A very sexy man. She blinked slowly, trying to sort out what she was seeing. He winked at her, his grin sporting dimples. Dimples. It was the only thing her brain was capable of focusing on. He had dimples. 
 
    “Angel, are you drunk?” 
 
    “Drunk?” she murmured, still unable to tear her gaze away from the sexiest piece of man she’d ever seen.  
 
    “Yeah, drunk.” The sarcasm in her brother’s voice was hard to miss, but she ignored it. The view was too good to let his bad mood spoil it.  
 
    “No, I’m not drunk.” His short cropped dark hair reminded her of rich, dark fudge. Broad shoulders hinted at a football player’s physique. Tall, Good Lord, he was tall. He towered over her brother who was six feet. He’d dwarf her.  
 
    “Then why are you still lying on the ground staring at Kade?” 
 
    She blinked again and her face flamed up. Shit. She was lying here like an idiot, staring. She sat up and scratched her nose, which had taken to itching. Something it tended to do when she was embarrassed. 
 
    Peter sighed, but the stranger winked at her. “You’ve got something just there, on your nose.” 
 
    What? She reached up, but before her fingers could touch her face, she saw the oil on them. Sweet baby Jesus. She’d smeared oil on her nose. Her face burned hotter and she ducked her head, getting up faster than if her ass was on fire. 
 
    Without a word, she ran from the garage and slammed the bathroom door behind her once she’d made it upstairs. Her reflection confirmed her worst fear. Her face was splotchy red, and her nose had a big old oil streak down one side. 
 
    She looked ridiculous with motor oil on her face, not to mention the double plaits she’d done her hair in. Why had she decided to do that? Her mom used to braid her hair like that when she was twelve. Shit, shit, shit. What was his name? Kade. That was what Peter called him. Kade had to think she was just a kid the way she looked today. She’d heard them laughing as she’d fled. Peter probably told him some snarky joke about his kid sister. 
 
    Dammit. 
 
    No way in hell was she going downstairs until they left. She’d embarrassed herself enough for one day, but she couldn’t erase Kade’s dimpled grin from her mind. It stayed with her all day.  
 
      
 
    Angel could no more stop the small smile from creeping in thinking about the past than she could stop the dawn from breaking. 
 
    Kade glanced over at Angel as he turned at the red light. He’d watched her from the corner of his eye the entire time they’d been in the car. She’d been lost in her thoughts. Maybe thinking of their past? He couldn’t stop thinking about it either. Memories had broken past the dam he’d built around them and flooded his mind the moment he’d locked eyes with his Angel. 
 
    While he hated to interrupt whatever thought made her smile, he slowed and asked, “Is this the place?” 
 
    “Yeah. Pull around the back, though. You’ll get a ticket if you park in front.” 
 
    Kade did as she directed and found the back lot as dark as he’d feared. Anyone could snatch her from here. One dim light in the center of the back of the building fought the darkness, and it didn’t so much as make a dent. There was no way he was going to let her stay here by herself. She’d just have to stay pissed at him.  
 
    He parked the car and got out, going around to open the door for Angel, but she was already climbing out. It was another quirk of hers. He’d always tried to open doors for her, and she’d beat him to it. She maintained she wasn’t some debutante who couldn’t do things for herself. He just thought it was a man’s place to do those things for a woman. It was what he’d been taught by his father in Russia, and that had been hammered home by his uncle once he’d come to the States to go to school.  
 
    Angel stalked ahead of him, her back rigid. She still had a figure that made his mouth water. And that cute little ass of hers bounced as she stomped up the stairs. He shook his head. He needed to get his mind out of the gutter and focus on the situation at hand. The woman was in danger, and she needed protecting. She didn’t need him lusting after her.  
 
    The small apartment he followed her into was neat, tidy, and so very Angel. The floors were white, and he took his shoes off before he could muddy up the carpets. He noticed Angel did the same. She still wasn’t speaking to him. She moved from the front door to the kitchen where she flicked on the lights, and he took a moment to look around. 
 
    She hadn’t gotten over her purple obsession. There were hints of it everywhere, from the little purple flowers in the white curtains to the deep purple accent pillows thrown on the couch. Textbooks were strewn across the coffee table, her laptop resting next to them. A vase of fresh tulips sat on the end table next to the door, a purple dish beside it where she’d tossed her keys. The place was small, but it was cozy. He could imagine her sitting here late at night, the TV on low, studying. He and Peter both had wanted her to go to college. He was glad she’d finally done it. 
 
    A tabletop Christmas tree sat on the dining room table, decorated in purple and white. Christmas was only two weeks away. He’d forgotten all about it, thanks to his obsession with finding this serial killer. He’d bet anything that tree had gone up right after Halloween. Angel always wanted to skip Thanksgiving and go right to Christmas. It was her favorite holiday.  
 
    “Nice place.” 
 
    She didn’t even look at him. Instead, she started up her Keurig then went down the hall, toward what he assumed was either her bedroom or the bathroom. The fierce slam of the door took him back to another day when she’d gone stomping up the stairs. Only back then, she’d been embarrassed and not full of rage. 
 
    Peter had laughed off his sister’s embarrassment, and then they’d gone inside for beers and discussed football. He hadn’t done it in a mean way, but a brotherly way. The man loved his sister. That much he knew from spending so much time with him. He’d met Peter two months prior, and it had taken him that long to get the guy to trust him enough to start bringing him home. It would be another month before Peter introduced him to his boss. Everything had been about worming his way into the cartel. 
 
    Until he met Angelique Lemoraux. 
 
      
 
    He and a couple guys had gone to The Velvet Room, one of the classier strip joints in Miami. Strip clubs weren’t his thing, but the guys he was with loved them. Seeing as how they worked for the people he was trying to get close to, he’d gone along. They told him he was in for a surprise.  
 
    The place definitely wasn’t what he expected. He and his buddies from high school had been to a few, but those were in small towns, not a major city. This place was swanky, done in deep purples and grays. The lights were low, the only bright ones surrounding the girls on stage. The waitresses wore simple black dresses and were friendly enough. A no touching policy was in effect. He’d even seen security throw someone out for groping one of the women when she bent down to collect her tips. 
 
    They’d been there for about an hour, and Kade was nursing his second beer. He refused to get drunk around any of them. Ray and Tony were both well past five beers each when Ray looked over at Tony, a grin on his face. “It’s almost time.” 
 
    “She’s on tonight?” Tony sat up straight and ran a hand through his hair. If Kade didn’t know better, he’d think the guy was trying to clean himself up enough to look presentable. 
 
    “Yeah. I called to check.” Ray rubbed his hands together, his eyes a little glazed. 
 
    “Who?” Kade was now curious. He’d never seen either of these two get this excited over a woman. She had to be one hell of a stripper to inspire this kind of nervous behavior. 
 
    “Angelique.” 
 
    Ray said the word almost reverently, and Tony nodded like they’d found the Holy Grail. What was with them? She was just a stripper. A step above a prostitute in his book. They used their bodies to get paid, same as a hooker, only they did it legally. No self-respecting woman would do this job if she didn’t have to.  
 
    The music changed and lights dimmed. Tony and Ray leaned forward, eager and expectant. The song wasn’t one he knew, but the beat was slow and sensual. Then the spotlight flared to life, centering on the lone woman standing motionless in the middle of the stage. 
 
    Her head bowed and she shifted, her body on display as she started to move, and he couldn’t take his eyes away from her. She stalked toward them, like a hunter after its prey. Each movement was calculated, designed to drive them crazy. The room was hushed, its collective breath held while she danced for them. Her dress slid away, and when she turned her back to them, the simple white lace of her panties was the sexiest thing Kade could remember seeing.  
 
    Her body was young, supple, and she moved with the grace of a cat as she bent and twisted. It was not cheap or gaudy as he’d expected, but erotic and mesmerizing. Had any of the other girls danced like this? No. They were sitting right in front of the stage, and no one else had captured his attention like this one…like Angelique.  
 
    His gaze traveled up slim legs, her firm little ass that jutted out just enough to set his hands aching to squeeze it. The skin on her back was smooth, flawless. She turned and bent low, her face only inches from the three of them. Those cat green eyes stared at him, full of recognition. 
 
    It felt like someone hit him with the force of an oncoming Mack truck. The air fled his lungs, and he couldn’t stop his mouth from falling open. It couldn’t be the same person. She tossed him a saucy grin and a wink. Holy shit. Angelique…Angel. Peter’s little sister. There was no mistaking those eyes or that hair. It was bright red, not that ugly shade of orange a lot of redheads ended up with. And her body. He was so hard right now, it was going to be painful to get up and walk to the car. How was he supposed to erase the memory from his mind? Every time he saw her, he’d be seeing her on this stage, half naked and moving in ways she shouldn’t even know how to move. How had he ever thought she was a kid? 
 
    Tony elbowed him, bringing him out of his shocked stupor. “Don’t be cheap.” He threw a hundred-dollar bill on the stage alongside Ray’s. They stared him down until Kade pulled out his wallet and tossed out two fifties. She leaned down and collected her money, throwing a kiss in their general direction before leaving the stage.  
 
    At least now he understood why they hadn’t invited Peter along. No man would ever tolerate seeing his sister shaking her ass for a bunch of pervs. And right now, he was including himself in with the pervs because he wanted her to come back out and do it all over again. 
 
    It had been the beginning of the end for him. 
 
      
 
    “Kade!” 
 
    Angel’s terrified voice pulled him from the past and set his feet to running. He found her in the bedroom, her back to him. She was shaking. He moved into the room, right behind her, and he saw what had her so upset. 
 
    A single white rose lay on the bed with a hand-written note that saidsoon.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Don’t touch anything.” 
 
    Kade’s warning echoed in her mind as she stared at the flower on her bed. He’d been here. In her apartment. How had he gotten in? Had she left the door unlocked, or maybe one of the windows? There was a fire escape right outside her bedroom window. She’d never worried about that before, but now she was already calculating how much money it would take to move. To a place without a fire escape. Where it would be harder for someone to break into her apartment. Maybe someplace with security.  
 
    Being a bartender paid well, but she paid her monthly bills as well as her school tuition out of it. There wasn’t a lot left over. It was nothing compared to what she used to make as a stripper. Or an exotic dancer, as the girls tended to call it these days. A spade was a spade. She wasn’t ashamed of it. It had paid for her move here and her brother’s funeral expenses.  
 
    Boston was her new start. She left the old persona of Angelique and her memories behind her and simply became Angel. A woman, a student, and a little lost. She learned to tend bar her first year in Boston and had gotten a job at Pops’ when the bar she worked at closed. Working there had been the best thing that happened to her. She learned to depend on herself, to deal with her grief, and to count on people who always had her back. The people there were more like family than simply a crew that staffed the place. 
 
    And now she’d put them all in danger. That thought tormented her. Especially Jessie. If Angel had just gone inside and ignored the trash, none of this would be happening. Jessie would be home safe and sound instead of waiting for police protection. 
 
    Kade’s fingertips brushed her arm and she yelped, startled. She knew it was him, but she couldn’t stop the little squeak of fright. A serial killer had been in her apartment. She deserved some slack tonight. 
 
    “Hey, it’s just me.” His soft voice sent shivers down her spine that had nothing to do with fear. “I called Bailey, and he’s heading over with a forensic team.” 
 
    “He was in here, Kade. Touching my things, doing God knows what.”  
 
    “I know, Angel. It’s going to be okay.” 
 
    As much as she wanted to believe him, she didn’t. This man ranked right up there with the Boston Strangler. It was all her customers could talk about. He was smart, cunning, and the police couldn’t catch him. Hell, the FBI’s best serial killer specialists couldn’t find him. She wasn’t holding her breath on everything turning out okay. 
 
    She closed her eyes and tried to calm down before the building hysteria could take over. Now was not the time to have a breakdown. She had to stay sharp, focused, if she wanted to survive this. 
 
    “You’re not staying here anymore, Angel.” Kade’s authoritative tone snapped her out of her self-pity better than any pep talk she gave herself. 
 
    “Of course I am. It’s my home, Kade. Where else am I going to go?” 
 
    “I called my brother. He owns an apartment in a building with security tighter than anything we could provide you. Nik said it was okay for me to move you there.” 
 
    Nikoli Kincaid. She knew him. Well. The boy had started coming into her bar before he was old enough to order drinks. She’d also known exactly who he was. Kade had pictures of all his brothers. The fact he’d had no clue who she was when they met only served to strengthen her resolve to forget Kade. All she ever was to him was a means to an end. 
 
    “He wasn’t too keen on loaning me the apartment until I told him it was for you. He’s a fan.” 
 
    “He’s a good kid.” 
 
    “You do know he’s my brother, then.” The accusation in his tone stiffened her spine. 
 
    “I remembered him from the photos you showed me. Why?” 
 
    “You never told him we knew each other.” 
 
    “No, Kade. I didn’t. Why would I? You walked away from me and never bothered to tell your family about your wife. Why would I say anything to him? Hey, guess what? I’m your brother’s ex fake wife. Uh, no. I moved here to forget about you and everything else. Telling him would have only brought up questions best left unanswered.” 
 
    His lips thinned the tiniest bit, but she didn’t care.  
 
    “And what do you mean our marriage is legal? You were pretending be someone else when we met.” 
 
    He sighed. “When I entered the police academy, I was recruited within the first week and pulled out. All traces of my being there erased. They thought it would work better for me if I was simply me. My parents have ties to Russia, which on the surface could entice several drug lords. It was easier to be the real me. So when I married you, Angel, it was with my own legal name. That was real. I just forgot to have it annulled.” He cocked his head, thinking. “Well, I don’t think that would have worked, anyway. We did consummate the marriage. We would need to file for divorce.” 
 
    He forgot to file for an annulment? She was so unimportant to him that he forgot all about her? A fresh wave of pain hit, but she pushed it down with the anger simmering under the surface. 
 
    “What would you have done if I were married? Huh?” 
 
    He gave her that cocky grin she used to adore. “Well, that would have been an interesting conversation, don’t you think?” 
 
    Could she hit him? Would they arrest her? Maybe she could claim temporary insanity? Anything to wipe that smug look off his face. 
 
    “Now, before you go and get all indignant…” 
 
    “Indignant?” The word came out softly, and it made his expression morph into wariness. “I’m well past indignant, Kincaid. I’m so far gone, they won’t find all the pieces when I dispose of the body.” 
 
    “Now, moye sokrovishche, I think you need to calm down.” 
 
    “What the hell does that even mean?” One would think she’d have picked up more Russian during her time with him. But she hadn’t. Only that one phrase. She remembered it because it had meant so much to her. 
 
    He smirked. “I’ll tell you one of these days.” 
 
    “You’re still the same smug bastard you always were.” 
 
    He only grinned wider and started walking toward her, which made her back up until she hit the chest of drawers on the opposite wall. He stopped barely an inch from her. The heat radiating off his body caused her pale skin to flush a deep pink, and her stomach fluttered. Traitor, she thought as her body began to respond to his nearness. 
 
    “Look at me, Angel.” 
 
    She shook her head and kept it down. He did not need to see the blush currently blistering her cheeks. His fingers found her chin and tipped it up. Those devil eyes of his were serious. There was no mirth left in them. 
 
    “I am still the same smug bastard I always was, but I’m the smug bastard who’s going to keep you safe.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask for your protection.” 
 
    “But you have it. I owe Peter that much.” 
 
    “Leave my brother out of this.” 
 
    He studied her silently, but then said the one thing that truly shattered her. “Then I owe our son this much.” 
 
    A single tear leaked out at the words that tumbled from his lips, but before she could say anything, a loud knock sounded at the door. He bent and brushed his lips across her forehead before leaving her standing there, much as he left her sobbing in the hospital. 
 
    Kade opened the door to find Bailey and several members of the forensic department behind him. He stepped aside so they could enter then pointed them in the direction of the bedroom. They’d gotten here faster than he’d expected. “Where’s Miss Brown?”  
 
    “I have two uniforms sitting on her. They drove her home as I was leaving. I gave them specific instructions that one of them was to stay inside the apartment with her. Especially after this. Are you sure it’s him?” 
 
    “Who else could it be?” Kade looked around, trying to see anything out of place, but he didn’t know the apartment. Only Angel could tell them that. 
 
    “Ex-boyfriend? Stalker? Anyone except our serial killer. He couldn’t have had time to figure out where she lives and break in.” 
 
    “Angel?” Kade called, thinking Bailey had a point. It could be an ex of hers, or even a current boyfriend. Maybe she’d forgotten a date they’d planned? Blind rage colored his vision. She’d better not have a current boyfriend. They were still married, dammit. Whether she wanted to be or not. Even if he’d forgotten.  
 
    When she walked into the living room, her spine was straight as a board, her head up, and her eyes spitting mad. Despite that, he saw the hurt underneath all that bravado. It was enough to temper his reaction to thoughts of any new man. He’d dealt her a low blow, and he knew it. 
 
    Bailey eyeballed him with open curiosity. He knew the detective had questions about the whole wife bombshell, but that would have to wait. “Bailey has some questions for you.” 
 
    “Let’s sit…” 
 
    “No.” Kade cut him off. “I want forensics to go over everything in case the bastard touched anything anywhere. No mucking up the crime scene more than we already have.” 
 
    “It might not be a crime scene.”  
 
    “What?” Angel looked from one to the other. “What do you mean? Someone was in here.” 
 
    “Yes, Miss Lemoraux…” 
 
    “Mrs. Kincaid,” Kade interjected just to rile Angel up. 
 
    “Lemoraux.” Angel bit out the word, her teeth grinding so loudly he heard it as she clenched her jaw. 
 
    “Angel.” Bailey settled on her first name. “Could it have been a boyfriend who came in while you were at work and left it?” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “I’m not dating anyone.” 
 
    Thank fuck. 
 
    “An ex-boyfriend, maybe? One who had a key?” Bailey looked hopeful, but Angel dashed his hopes. 
 
    “I’ve never given anyone a key to my apartment. No one has a set but me and the super.” 
 
    “We’ll have a talk with your super.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” Angel shrugged. “I’m sure his wife will tell you he’s been home all night.” 
 
    “Do you have anywhere you can go for a few days?” Bailey started scribbling down notes. 
 
    “I’ve already arranged it.” Kade cracked his knuckles. “I also called my boss and requested assistance. I can’t keep up the pace I was and keep Angel safe.” 
 
    “Does it matter if I don’t want your protection?” 
 
    “Nope.” Kade flashed her a grin. “You’re my burden to deal with.” 
 
    “Burden?” Angel bellowed, all indignant outrage. 
 
    Kade watch her cheeks burn a deep cherry red. He knew without looking he could follow it all the way down her neck toward the sensitive patch of skin between her breasts. 
 
    “Children, let’s focus.” Bailey attempted to stop the argument before it began, but Kade suppressed a laugh. Bailey was in for it. 
 
    “So now I’m a child because I don’t want an overbearing ass trying to dictate what I do?” She stabbed her finger with each step she took, until Bailey was backed up against the wall, looking a little terrified. “Who the fuck do you think you are to call me a child? I’ve had a face-to-face confrontation with a serial killer, and then come home to find he’s invaded my apartment, all the while having to deal with that bastard over there. I think I have earned the right to be angry. Don’t you?” 
 
    Bailey nodded emphatically. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Then shut the fuck up!” She turned and stormed off toward her bedroom. 
 
    “Get some clothes while you’re back there!” The string of curses that followed her up the hallway made Kade laugh out loud. Damn, but he’d missed her. 
 
    “Sweet Mary, Mother of God.” Bailey let out a whistle. “Our resident serial killer would return her within the hour.” 
 
    “He’ll never get that close.” And if he did, it would be the last thing he ever did. 
 
    “So…she’s your wife? I didn’t know you were married.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I forgot.” 
 
    “How do you forget you’re married?” 
 
    “Quite easily when there’s nothing but bad memories attached to it,” he murmured, his eyes landing on a picture of Angel and Peter. 
 
    One of the forensic guys yelled for Bailey, and the detective moved out of the living room and down the hall, leaving Kade to peruse Angel’s pictures. The one of her parents on their wedding day sat in the middle of the small mantel. The one of her and Peter sat to the left, and he picked it up. It had been taken in the living room of their parents’ home. He had so many good memories in that house. 
 
    His phone blared out a Linkin Park song, and he fumbled it out of his pocket. “What?” 
 
    “You’re a cranky bastard tonight.” 
 
    “It’s been a long night, Nikoli.” 
 
    “I just wanted to let you know, I called Stan, and there will be a set of keys waiting for you at the front desk of the building. It’s the penthouse apartment. The place has excellent security. The only people who don’t have to sign in are the people who live there.” 
 
    “What about guests of the renters?” 
 
    “We had a policy change last month. Guests have to be cleared ahead of time, and they will still need to sign in and out. I bitched about it when I had to register Lily, but what are you gonna do? I called the building and let them know you and Angel would be staying there and to make sure you had a set of keys. You’ll both need to register before you go up.” 
 
    “Thanks, kid.” There were times it paid to have family with money, and this was definitely one of them. 
 
    “You given any more thought to the job I offered you? I know Viktor offered you a position in his company too.” 
 
    “No. I haven’t had time, not with this case.” 
 
    “Well, think about it. I guarantee you’ll make more money.” 
 
    The grin in his little brother’s voice was enough to turn up his own lips. The kid just had a way of making you smile. Cheeky bastard. 
 
    “I will, and thanks, Nik. I appreciate it.” 
 
    “No worries, man. Lily has some clothes in the place if Angel needs to borrow some. Not sure they’ll fit her, though. She’s taller than Lily, I think.” 
 
    “I told her to grab a few things, but thanks for thinking of it.” 
 
    “Angel is a friend. I have maybe two friends who are female, excluding Lily. If there’s anything she needs, just ask.” 
 
    “You sound like you know her pretty well.” 
 
    “Yeah. I stumbled into her bar sophomore year, drunker than I’d ever been. She refused to serve me, shoved me in the back to sleep it off, and we’ve been friends since. Not sure why she went to all the trouble for someone she should have just called a cab for, but she means a lot to me. Take care of her, Kade.” 
 
    “I will.” Kade knew exactly why she’d gone to so much trouble. Nikoli and he looked alike—almost twins, really. Angel had to have known who he was the moment he stepped into the bar. She’d taken care of him because she knew how much Kade loved his brother. 
 
    “Just a heads up, man. There is absolutely no food in the apartment. We don’t keep much there since it’s a weekend place for us and we order in.” 
 
    “Duly noted. I have to go, Nik. Bailey is waving at me like a madman.” 
 
    “Okay. Tell Angel to shout if she needs anything. I’d be more than happy to hire extra security for her.” 
 
    “I might take you up on that.” 
 
    He said his goodbyes and hung up. Bailey stood in the hallway, looking exasperated. It had to be something Angel did. 
 
    He suppressed a grin, wondering what the hell she’d done now, and decided to relieve the poor detective. Angel could be a handful when her temper flared, and right now it was out of control. 
 
    But that was when he had the most fun. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Angel tried to focus on the passing landscape, but the woodsy scent that was all Kade invaded her senses. He never wore cologne. It kept bringing back old memories, memories she’d worked hard to forget. Not that she ever really forgot, though. They haunted her dreams at night. She couldn’t hide from them there. 
 
    Like the day he found her on the beach. Saturday. Two weeks after he’d seen her show at The Velvet Room. What possessed her to wink at him, she’d never know, but the devil in her couldn’t stop from reveling in the open lust burning in his eyes as he’d watched her dance. Men had stared at her, ogled her body, but no one affected her like Kade. His gaze lingered on her skin for days. She couldn’t shake him. 
 
      
 
    She loved lying on the beach, loved the feel of the sun caressing her. When her friends called and wanted to know if she’d go, she’d dug out her favorite red bikini and sunhat. An hour later, the three of them were stretched out and admiring all the fine specimens of the male species littering the sand. Two had already caught her eye, one of which she was engaging in a silent flirtation of stolen glances. Tall, blond, a surfer. Abs that went on forever. 
 
    “He’s so worth it.” 
 
    Jasmine’s low whistle made her grin. The girl had sized up Angel’s surfer and found him acceptable. Hannah seemed to agree. She couldn’t keep her eyes off him. Angel had met the girls at the strip club. While they were both older than Angel, they’d hit it off better than she had with any of her friends from high school. Most of them had already gone off to college, and the ones who hadn’t seemed to have disowned her for the most part. They didn’t agree with her choice of employment. “Screw them all” had been her mantra. Angel didn’t need friends who judged her. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Her teeth worried her lower lip as she studied the sun-kissed Adonis. “He seems a little flakey. See the way he flexes when a girl passes by? What if he spends more time in front of the mirror than I do?” 
 
    “Girl, please.” Hannah tossed her hair over her shoulder as she sat up. “All you’re interested in is a little fun. You’re too young to get all involved. Live it up and take that boy home.” 
 
    Angel laughed. “Could you imagine if I did and Peter walked in on us?” 
 
    That earned a snort from Jasmine, but she was stopped from saying anything by the shadow that fell over the three of them. She looked up to tell whoever it was to get the hell out of their view, but her breath caught.  
 
    Kade. 
 
    The sun at his back made him look like some dark god about to pounce. 
 
    Angel gulped, trying to catch her breath. 
 
    “Well, hello.” Jasmine’s throaty greeting snapped Angel out of her shock. She shot Jasmine a warning look, which she completely ignored. “I’m Jasmine.” 
 
    “Ladies.” Kade tipped his head in greeting. “Enjoying yourselves?” 
 
    Angel thought her friends nearly swooned. None of the boys they knew spoke like that, but then again, they were just boys. Kade was all man. One hundred percent bonafide man.  
 
    “We are now.” Hannah batted her lashes, a sly smile curving her lips. “Care to join us?” 
 
    He flashed Hannah that dimpled smile of his, and it set Angel’s teeth to grinding. A surge of jealousy flared up so fast it surprised her. She didn’t even know the guy, for fuck’s sake, and she was ready to tear into one of her best friends over him. 
 
    “Hi, Angel.” 
 
    Her eyes swept back up to meet his. Laughter danced in them. “Hi.” 
 
    “I, uh…” He cleared his throat, and Jasmine giggled. “Would you want to take a walk down the beach with me?” 
 
    “Sure she would,” Hannah answered for her. 
 
    Kade reached a hand down to her. “Well, Miss Lemoraux? Would you care for a walk?” 
 
    Angel contemplated him from beneath her lashes, her teeth torturing her lip. Her mouth had suddenly gone dry while her stomach quivered.  
 
    “Breathe, girl,” Jasmine whispered.  
 
    Easy for her to say. She didn’t have those devil eyes boring into her.  
 
    “I don’t bite.” Another lazy grin appeared. “At least not right away.” 
 
    Fuck. He was flirting with her, and she had nothing. No snappy comeback, nothing. All she could do was stare at his outstretched hand. 
 
    “Or not.” His grin lost some of its shine as he started to withdraw his hand.  
 
    No, no, no Angel! Don’t let him leave. She shot up, grabbing onto his hand. Shit. What was she doing? He was so far out of her league, but when his hand closed around hers and pulled her up and into him, she forgot all about that. Heat crept into her cheeks and her lip hid between her teeth as she gazed up into those onyx depths. She felt light, airy, breathless… 
 
      
 
    “Angel?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “We’re here.” 
 
    She closed her eyes, pulling herself out of the memory. This was the second time tonight she’d gotten lost in the past. She needed to get a grip on this.  
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    Kade shifted in his seat so he could see her. She looked pale, worn, and tired. Despite her bravado, tonight had to have knocked on her on her ass.  
 
    “Does it really matter?” She unsnapped her seatbelt and got out.  
 
    He sighed and did the same, grabbing Angel’s overnight bag out of the back before locking the doors. 
 
    “Where the hell are we?”  
 
    “Nik’s downtown apartment.” He nodded toward the entrance. “We have to check in at the front desk and collect the keys.”  
 
    The doorman greeted them, and Kade nodded abruptly, pushing Angel through the doors ahead of him. The front desk was occupied by a young woman in a brisk business suit. Security took up the position beside her, the man’s eyes on the monitors.  
 
    “May I help you, sir?” She smiled politely at them. 
 
    “I’m Kade Kincaid. My brother, Nikoli, said he called ahead to let you know we’d be staying here for a while?” 
 
    “Ah, yes, Mr. Kincaid.” Her smile brightened and her eyes took on a hooded look. It was one he’d seen more times than even he liked to count. “We’ll just need you to fill out some forms, register your vehicle, and let our security officer here take a photo for our files.” 
 
    “Photo?”  
 
    “Yes, sir. It’s an extra layer of security. Our goal is to keep our residents as safe as we can.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure how taking their photo kept them safer, but he wouldn’t argue if it meant getting the keys then raiding Nik’s medicine cabinet for some ibuprofen. His headache had morphed from unpleasant to jackhammer sharp over the last hour. 
 
    It took them about twenty minutes to fill out the paperwork and get the SUV registered. The front desk lady took his keys, informing him they’d park the car for him tonight. He could come down in the morning and someone would show him where Nikoli’s parking spots were. He wasn’t too pleased about them keeping his keys, but when they handed over the set of apartment keys, it almost made up for it. 
 
    “One more thing. If anyone calls asking if I’m here, or Miss Lemoraux, the answer is no. It’s a police matter.” He flashed his badge. 
 
    Kate, as her name badge read, nodded, unfazed. “Of course, sir. We do not give out information about our residents or their guests.” 
 
    Once he was satisfied, he picked up Angel’s bag and they walked in silence to the elevator. He slid in the key for the elevator and turned it before hitting the penthouse apartment button. Nikoli hadn’t been kidding when he said the place was secure. No one could get up to the penthouse floor without a key. That didn’t mean his unsub wasn’t capable of lifting a key from the staff.  
 
    He watched her from the corner of his eye. She hadn’t said a word, really, since they left her apartment. Her silence unnerved him. Angel was a chatterbox. She could fill the most awkward of silences with nonsense chatter. It was one of the things he loved about her. To see her so quiet didn’t sit well. 
 
    The elevator door dinged, and she all but ran out. He cocked his head. Was he misinterpreting her mood? Maybe she was running for reasons he’d tamped down all night. 
 
    Or she really did hate him. 
 
    Either way, she was stuck with him. He found her leaning against the wall, eyes closed. He stopped and studied her profile. Old feelings fought to well up. Feelings he’d never dealt with. Feelings he didn’t deserve to have. Not after everything he’d done. 
 
    But they refused to listen to him. He wanted to kiss her, to hold her, to promise her nothing bad was going to happen. But they both knew that was a lie. Bad things happened all the time.  
 
    He unlocked the door, startling her. She gasped when he brushed up against her. Stifling a grin, he opened the door and flicked the lights on as he entered. A massive room spread out before him. A large kitchen took up the back side, and the living area had been decorated in warm colors. Lily’s touch, he’d guarantee it. Nik preferred darker colors. The place still looked sparse, utilitarian. Then again, they were moving to New York after graduation. Why invest in making it more homey when they were only going to sell it anyway? 
 
    “Your brother lives here?” 
 
    The awe in Angel’s whispered comment made him laugh. “No, the kid stays on campus most of the time. He comes here to get away from all that for a little while.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.”  
 
    His eyes flickered to her, and she looked lost. He’d bet money she had no idea Nikoli owned his own gaming company and made millions every year.  
 
    “He makes good money.” 
 
    “He’s a student.” She turned, taking it all in. “This is…” 
 
    “Too big, too sparse?” He set the bag down and went to the fridge. He found three bottles of water.  
 
    “Expensive.” She walked over to the bank of windows and looked out over the Boston skyline. He could see it from here, lit up with Christmas lights. Gorgeous. But not nearly as gorgeous as the woman admiring the view. 
 
    “There are two bedrooms upstairs.” Kade took several long drinks of water to distract himself from the image her backside presented. “The master has its own bathroom, so if you’d rather take that one, it’s fine. Whatever you didn’t bring, I’m sure Lily has something you can use.” 
 
    When she said nothing, he set the bottle on the counter and joined her at the window. “You’re safe here, Angel.” 
 
    “Am I?” she whispered.  
 
    All the things he wanted to say to her stuck in his throat. He couldn’t get them out. All he could manage was to breathe in the sweet smell of her. She smelled like apples. She used to smell like raspberries, but he found this new scent just as intoxicating. He leaned in, inhaling deeply as he met her eyes in the glass reflection. They were large, luminous, and vulnerable. 
 
    “Don’t, Kade.”  
 
    The warning was soft, even gentle, but it didn’t stop him. He moved closer, until her back hit his chest. A small noise escaped her when he buried his nose in her hair, breathing her in. Flashes of the two of them pulsed against his eyelids. Them at the beach, her curled up against him while they sat on her front porch swing, the beads of water coating her skin while he took his time washing her in the shower. He slipped his arms around her and snuggled her into him, his lips grazing her temple. 
 
    “Please, don’t.” 
 
    The hitch in her voice stopped him. He saw the first tear leak out. Shit. He didn’t mean to make her cry. “I’m sorry, Angel.” 
 
    “I think I need to go to bed now.”  
 
    Her words sounded wooden, and he moved away from her. “Come on. I’ll show you where it is.” He stopped long enough to pick up her bag then took her upstairs. Thankfully, the master bedroom was the first door he opened. He dropped the bag on the bed then opened a door, thinking it was the bathroom. 
 
    But it wasn’t. 
 
    He stared, nonplussed. 
 
    “Kade?” 
 
    He blinked, trying to understand what he was seeing. 
 
    The gasp told him Angel had seen it, and he quickly slammed the door. “Maybe you should sleep in the guest room.” 
 
    “What the hell is your brother into?” 
 
    Kade wanted to un-see the collection of straps, ropes, scarves, and other sexual paraphernalia amongst what looked to be a vast array of whips. A container labeled butt plugs had imprinted itself forever in his memory. Jesus, when had the kid gotten into this scene? 
 
    “I knew Nik was a little dark, but I never thought…” Her voice trailed off, and Kade shook his head. He and Nik were going to have a long conversation. 
 
    Angel wanted Kade to open the door he’d just slammed shut. She was curious. She’d never seen anything like that before, and it served to distract her from the numbing fear that seemed to have taken root. She’d met Lily. The woman did not seem like the type either, but one never knew. If that was what made them happy, then she wasn’t going to be all judgy.  
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t know that was in here.” 
 
    For the first time all night, a laugh slipped out. He looked so shocked and taken aback. Embarrassed. It was odd to see this side of him. He so rarely showed it. 
 
    “It’s just toys, Kade.” 
 
    “Toys?” he growled. “You’d let someone tie you up and beat you with a whip?” 
 
    “That’s not what those are.” She wiggled around him and opened the door. The whips he referred to were the first things she saw. She picked one up found the material it was made of soft and supple. This wasn’t meant to hurt. She doubted it would even sting. “This is a flogger. It’s for pleasure, not pain.” 
 
    “How do you know what it is?” He sounded suspicious, and she laughed again. Poor man. He was so out of his depth. 
 
    “Everyone has read Fifty Shades of Grey, Kincaid.” 
 
    He gave her a blank stare. “Not me.” 
 
    “Surely you’ve seen the movie?” When he shook his head, she couldn’t fathom it. “Where have you been the last few years?” 
 
    “Butt plugs, Angel.” He sounded so disgusted. “The kid has a container of butt plugs. They’re even fucking labeled by size!” 
 
    She burst out laughing, which earned her a glare.  
 
    “This is not funny.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, it is.” She moved out of the closet and collapsed on the bed, laughter bubbling up for the first time all night. “You sound so outraged.” 
 
    “This, this is…indecent.” 
 
    She’d forgotten how secular in his thinking he could be. “Kade, none of that is indecent. It’s just toys.” 
 
    “So you want me to shove a plug up your ass, Angel baby? Is that what gets you off these days?” 
 
    She giggled at his obvious embarrassment. “You’re being a prude, Kade.” 
 
    “Prude?” Kade stalked toward her, her laughter dying and morphing into alarm. “I’m a prude, am I?” She scooted backward on the bed to get away, but he caught her foot and dragged her down, his body pinning her in place. “Prude?” 
 
    “Let me go, Kade.” Images flooded her vision, of her tied down to the bed, Kade standing over her, doing so many things to her. She tried to drown them out, but her body was reacting to his, aching to be touched again. It remembered the feel of his hands tracing slow, lazy circles over every inch of it. It remembered the delicious ache that came with his kisses.  
 
    “I don’t want to.” His lips found her jawline and she jerked, shocked by the searing heat that invaded her at the simple touch. He worked his way up to her ear, nibbling on the sensitive lobe. She’d never gotten them pierced. He’d often teased her about it. She had an insane fear of needles and had never been able to purposefully stab herself. His teeth tugged at the lobe, and it went straight down to her girl parts. Shit, how could he make her respond like this after all these years? 
 
    She pushed against him, hard. “Get off, Kade. Now.” 
 
    He raised his head and looked down at her. His eyes burned with lust and need. Her breath caught, but she manned up. She wouldn’t let him hurt her again. “Get out.” 
 
    Kade let out a strangled breath. She glared up at him like he was some vile bug who needed squashing even as her body arched into his touch. 
 
    She hated him. It sobered him. 
 
    What the ever-loving fucking hell was he doing? 
 
    Damned if he knew.  
 
    He pushed off her and walked away, closing the door behind him. Walking away, at least, was something he was good at.  
 
    He needed a distraction, so he pulled out his phone and waited for his brother to answer. 
 
    “Yo.” Nik’s sleepy voice rolled through the phone. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “What the fuck is in your closet, and what the hell is Fifty Shades of Grey?” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    He set the six pack of Corona along with his other bags on the table and kicked off his shoes. The beers were well past hot by now, but it couldn’t be helped. It had been a long night. His small apartment over the garage smelled of sweat and old pizza. He hadn’t cleaned it in over a week. His mother would be appalled. Thankfully, she lived three thousand miles away in a small town in California. Otherwise, he’d have to suffer through her nagging. 
 
    He flipped the TV on and powered up his laptop. He needed to check a few things. The biggest story on the news right now was the Boston madman, as they’d taken to calling him. He chuckled. Madman. He was a madman because he didn’t follow a pattern. It drove the police and the FBI more than a little crazy, which suited him just fine. 
 
    The image displayed on the screen confirmed his suspicions. The angel in the alleyway had gotten a good look at him. His face was displayed in all its digital glory for everyone to see. Not that it would do any of them a bit of damn good. He’d erased his real name from public records many years ago and stayed off the grid. His family would recognize him, of course, but they never bothered to watch a television. He wasn’t concerned. 
 
    He walked to the kitchen and took out a saucepot. He dumped a cold can of soup into it. He was starved after his night of investigation. 
 
    And the police thought they were the only ones who knew how to track down leads. He smirked as he found a clean bowl. That FBI agent in particular rubbed him the wrong way. He seemed to like to strut for the cameras, even though he had no real answers to give.  
 
    Manners. The man needed manners. One didn’t speak unless one had something of worth to say. It was the first thing he should have been taught.  
 
    The image of the redhead popped up on the TV screen, and he paused, studying her. He’d already researched her. It was easy enough. Her name was listed on the bar’s website. After that, he’d simply hacked the necessary servers and dug up everything there was to know about Angelique Lemoraux. Stripper turned bartender. The DMV had given him her address, and he’d gone over to her apartment to inspect it. 
 
    She was a student at Boston University, working toward a business degree. From the proposal on her laptop, it looked like she wanted to open her own bar. Sadly, those plans would be left unfulfilled. He had plans of his own for the beautiful angel who had fallen right into his lap. Getting her away from Agent Pretty Boy might take some doing, though. Especially since they’d moved her to some big high-rise downtown. Not that he wouldn’t; it would just take a little more planning on the logistics side of things. 
 
    The soup bubbled up, and he poured it into the bowl, replacing the pot on the blazing stove eye with a teapot before heading to his favorite La-Z-Boy recliner propped to the right of the TV. Damn, but his feet hurt tonight. The aromatic tomato soup tickled his nose as he drank from the bowl. The hot liquid slid down his throat much the same way a good shot of liquor would. The burn was delicious. 
 
    He turned the volume of the TV down and relished the quiet of the countryside. After being in the city for so long tonight, he needed to relax and let the solitude calm him. He closed his eyes, replaying the utter shock on her face. There wasn’t any fear that he saw, only shock. None of his girls looked at him like that. They were always terrified, but not Angel. She was exactly what he’d been searching for. His pièce de résistance. 
 
    Not that terror wasn’t pleasant. It was usually the way he liked his women staring up at him. 
 
    But he had to admit to himself he’d been caught off guard by the bartender. She’d been bold. No running, no screaming, just a steady gaze. It fascinated him. More so than any of the others. She would be his coup de grace here in Boston. Once he finished with this city, he’d go vacation somewhere warm. Maybe Barbados. It was always wonderful this time of year.  
 
    He finished his soup and put the bowl in the scarred farmer’s sink. The teapot hadn’t squalled yet, so he put the beer in the fridge and collected his shopping bags. Making his way down the hall to the bathroom, he yawned. The small room blazed to life with a flick of the switch, bathing the room in harsh yellow light.  
 
    The cracked mirror showed him the same face he’d seen every day for the last sixteen years. One tiny scar marred the image. His true face had come into focus on the day he received that scar sixteen years ago. She’d been thirteen, his first. The sound of her screams echoed in his head every minute of every day. He’d never looked at himself the same since. 
 
    He studied the face others saw. He understood the appeal, even appreciated it. Charming, some called it. His grandmother told him it was a face that would take him places. He snorted at the thought. It wasn’t his face that afforded him creature comforts. It was his hacking skills. They paid for his lifestyle, his secular pursuits, and his deviant side. 
 
    His face had now become a liability, thanks to his new fascination.  
 
    Fucking women. They just didn’t know how to keep their mouths shut. 
 
    Shaking his head, he turned on the hot water and pulled out his pocketknife. It was sharp, precise, and one of his favorite tools. Light danced off the silver blade as he twisted it back and forth. It amazed him how one simple little item could carve out great works of beauty, inflict pain, and solve so many problems all in one fell swoop. Knives were cool. 
 
    He tested the water with his pinkie. Satisfied, he wet a washcloth and ran it over his face. Dark blue eyes squinted at him from the mirror. They were fathomless, blank, empty. He’d often read you could see a person’s soul through their eyes. Staring into his own, he didn’t believe it. It was bullshit. His empty gaze mocked him as he tried to laugh off the thought.  
 
    Did he have a soul anymore? He wasn’t sure, really, but he liked to think somewhere in there he did. He loved his mother, his father, his sister. At least as much as he could. That had to count for something, didn’t it? 
 
    His cold expression questioned those beliefs. He was fucked, and his inner demons knew it.  
 
    Fear prickled the corners of his mind. He wouldn’t let his own insecurities debilitate him. He lifted the knife without thinking and sliced a long, jagged line from beneath his eye to the edge of his left earlobe. The pain was swift, sharp. He savored it. Small pinpricks of blood appeared then bubbled over, taking a stroll down his cheek. He slashed his chin then moved to his forehead. Another long gash raced from his hairline to his left eyebrow. 
 
    He watched impassively as blood began to make chaotic paths down and across his face. He opened one of his bags and took out the bleaching kit. His dark brown locks would soon be platinum, including his eyebrows. Blue eyes would soon become brown. He had a plethora of contact lenses, all different colors.  
 
    A drop of blood dripped into his eye and he blinked, clearing it away. The squall of the teapot sounded from the other room. He smiled and turned back toward the kitchen, not bothering to wipe away the blood on his face. He picked up the hot kettle and made his way down the hall to the second bedroom. Knocking, he opened it and stood there a moment, admiring the view. 
 
    A young woman lay naked and tied to the bed, her red hair spread out around her on the pillow. Large brown eyes met his then skated to the steaming pot in his hands. He smiled reassuringly at her and walked into the room, placing the pot on the nightstand. 
 
    “Please…” she whispered, her voice hoarse. He cupped her cheek and rubbed his thumb across her soft skin in a soothing manner. 
 
    “Hush, now.” His eyes raked over her body. Supple, firm. So very beautiful. A work of art all on its own. He could smell the terror wafting off her. Closing his eyes, he inhaled deeply, cherishing the scent. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    Because you look like my bartender. He needed someone to fill his last girl’s place. The need was getting stronger and stronger. He’d known his time in Boston was coming to an end by the sense of urgency that drove him. His needs were climaxing, and Angel would be his last canvas. 
 
    His fingers left her cheek and he stroked her neck, weaving down her body, cupping her breast. She whimpered when he pinched the soft, pink nipple. It puckered and hardened. “You like this, do you, pet?” He tugged on it. Dark crimson flooded her body, a blush. She was embarrassed. Endearing, really. “I’ll remember that.” 
 
    “Let me go, please. I won’t say anything…I promise…” 
 
    He put a finger to her very enticing lips. “They all say that, pet. You’re not going anywhere. We’re going to have so much fun together. You’ll discover how beautiful your body can truly be.” 
 
    He picked up the teapot and pressed down a little, opening the spout’s nozzle enough for a small stream to pour out. Scooting down the bed until he was even with her belly button, he leaned down and kissed it, his tongue darting in quickly, tasting the fear-soaked sweat pooling there.  
 
    When he rose, her frightened eyes pleaded with him.  
 
    He tipped the teapot and let a small spray of water splash the perfectly unmarred flesh of her stomach. 
 
    Her scream was instant, but he ignored it as he watched the water spread out and roll across her abdomen and down her sides. No matter how many times he did this, the water never took the same path. The chaos theory. He’d tested it many, many times, and it never failed him. 
 
    “See, that wasn’t so bad, was it, now?” he crooned as he stroked the blisters on her belly. “See how your skin puckers up for the heat, embraces it?” 
 
    Her breasts captured his attention. The small, rosy buds were standing erect, begging for some attention. He took one in his mouth and sucked on it gently, encouraged by the sound of her tears. Oh, yes, they were going to have so much fun. 
 
    Another predatory grin broke out on his face as he set to work. 
 
    So much fun.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kade sat staring out at the Boston skyline, watching the snow fall. He hadn’t seen this much snow since he’d left Russia. He missed it, really. Memories of his childhood swirled in the floating mess outside the massive wall of windows. He and his brothers had spent hours building snow forts for their epic snowball wars. The twins were evil minions when engaged in snowball warfare, so he’d taken it upon himself to protect the little ones.  
 
    He missed his family. The thought strummed like a broken string in his heart. Maybe after this case, he’d go to Russia and visit his parents and grandparents. He hadn’t seen them in a long time. Maybe being around Nikoli so much these last few weeks had brought up the need to surround himself with his family. Or maybe it was seeing Angel. Either way, he needed to get off his ass and visit them.  
 
    A noise sounded from upstairs, and he shot a wary look that way. Angel had kicked him out, and he’d sat here staring at the snow since then. He still couldn’t figure out what had possessed him to pin her to a bed and kiss her. It had to be all of Nikoli’s kinky stupid shit in that damn closet. He wasn’t into that sort of thing, but he doubted any man could see it and not have a fantasy or two. Add in the gorgeous woman laughing at him, and maybe it had been inevitable. 
 
    He’d never been able to leave her alone. Peter had warned him off his sister, but Kade couldn’t stay away. He’d told himself to leave her alone, it would only complicate the situation, but like an ass, he’d completely ignored his own advice. 
 
    Their first date was embedded in his memory. 
 
      
 
    He showed up dressed in jeans and a button down shirt, but he hadn’t expected the fist coming at him as soon as the door opened. It was so fast, he didn’t have time to duck, and it landed squarely on his jaw. He hadn’t stumbled back, but absorbed the blow.  
 
    “You fucker.” 
 
    Kade rubbed his jaw, but didn’t step back. “Peter.” 
 
    “I told you to stay away from her.” 
 
    He was nervous enough without Peter trying to go all big brother on him. “I like your sister. I just want to spend some time with her, get to know her. Do I look stupid enough to do anything to risk our friendship? I got nothing but respect for her, Peter.” 
 
    “Kade?” 
 
    The soft, musical voice that had been haunting his dreams for over two months floated to him from behind the brick wall that was Peter. He could barely see the top of her head. She wasn’t overly short, but next to him and Peter, she looked like a petite fairy.  
 
    Peter shot him another warning glare, but moved out of the way. His breath caught in his chest and he stood, unable to do anything but stare. She had her hair up in some kind of loose knot, but several tendrils escaped to tease her neck. Her simple black dress highlighted her curves without revealing too much skin. It was made to inspire a man’s imagination.  
 
    Peter let out something like a growl, and Angel laughed at her brother. “I’ll see you later. And no texting me!” 
 
    Peter looked ready to throw her over his shoulder and ban her from leaving the house. Kade wouldn’t put it past him either. She looked up at him and must have seen some sort of alarm on his face, because she hurried toward him.  
 
    A burst of air left him once they’d closed the door on Peter’s judgmental hostility. “Your brother wants to beat my ass.” 
 
    She giggled. “He might do it too.” 
 
    Peter and he were about the same size, and they were both brawlers. Kade and his brothers had toughened each other up by beating each other’s asses growing up, but he dreaded fighting Peter. It would be like fighting his brother, Viktor. Neither of them could take the other. He had a feeling Peter would be on par with Viktor. 
 
    “He might, but it would be worth it.” He gave her what he hoped was his most charming smile while he spewed what had to be the cheesiest line to come out of his mouth. Kade was usually smoother than this, but she made him nervous, and he floundered the simplest of things when she was around.  
 
    She arched a brow, laughter dancing in her eyes. She recognized how lame the line was, but to her credit, she didn’t remark on it. “So, where to?” 
 
    “I made reservations at Keellies, and then I thought we might take a walk on the beach. It’s not crowded at night.” 
 
    “That sounds nice.” 
 
      
 
    Kade shook his head to clear it of the memory. She’d been so young. Hell, he’d only been a year older than she was. Two kids not really understanding the intense and all-consuming attraction that sprang up between them.  
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    His head snapped up to see her standing at the bottom of the stairs, looking a little lost. Her green eyes were wide and luminous, the worry in them bright. She’d pulled all that unruly hair of hers back into a loose ponytail, and her pajamas clung to her in a way clothes only do after a shower. He wet his lips and tamped down his feelings. She needed Agent Kincaid, not Kade the bastard who’d left her. 
 
    “Feeling better?”  
 
    She nodded but didn’t move farther into the room. 
 
    “Can I get you some coffee? I made a fresh pot.” 
 
    Again, she nodded but didn’t move a muscle. 
 
    “Well, grab a seat at the island. I’ll make it for you.”  
 
    He got up and made his way into the kitchen. She’d come in when she was ready. Angel refused to be rushed. He found an empty mug and poured it halfway full of coffee, then he took out the last of the milk from the refrigerator and filled it up. He’d been shocked to find milk when there wasn’t so much as a full salt shaker in the cupboards. He guessed Nik and Lily were keeping it to a bare minimum. 
 
    She sat and accepted the mug from him. “You remember how I take my coffee?”  
 
    How could she be surprised? He remembered everything about her. She was his best and worst mistake. He’d loved her.  
 
    “You’re the only person I know who drinks milk with just a taste of coffee.” A short laugh escaped. “Remember the morning I brought you coffee with creamer in it? You turned up that pert little nose of yours and demanded I go out and buy real milk.” 
 
    “Creamer is nasty.” She wrinkled her nose in disgust and took a sip. “Is there anything to eat?” 
 
    “No. Lily cleaned the place out. They’re getting it ready to put up for sale.” 
 
    “That’s right. They’re leaving Boston after graduation. New York, I think.” 
 
    She really did know his brother. He wasn’t used to his brother having friends who were female. 
 
    “I can order either Chinese or pizza. I know a few places open all night. Tomorrow we can get some real groceries.” 
 
    “Pizza. Explain this whole police protection thing. I have to work tomorrow night, and I have finals next week.” 
 
    He pulled out his phone and found the number for the pizza place. “Typically, you get two police officers who will go wherever you go.” 
 
    “So, no one’s trying to keep me locked up in the Ivory Tower?” 
 
    “No, Angel, no one’s holding you prisoner. I would prefer you stay away from the bar until we catch the guy, though. It’s a risk every time you go outside this place.” 
 
    “I have to work, Kincaid. I have bills to pay.” 
 
    He put up a finger while he placed the order for pizza. He laid the phone down on the counter before answering her. “That’s what I thought you’d say. When I can’t be here, you’ll have two plainclothes on you at all times.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be here at all. In fact, I’d prefer it if you weren’t.” 
 
    He worked to rein in his temper. She had been through a very horrifying experience and needed patience, not a full-blown fight with him. “We’ve already had this conversation. You’re not getting rid of me. Deal with it.” 
 
    Angel narrowed her eyes and fought the urge to do him bodily harm. Kade had always been bossy, but now that he was older and used to having more authority, he’d gotten worse. 
 
    “About earlier…” He cleared his throat, looking anywhere but at her. “I’m sorry. I had no right to do that.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t.” Her voice came out small and quiet. He didn’t need to know every nerve in her body sang when his skin had met hers. 
 
    “It was that damn closet.”  
 
    Another smile slipped out despite her best efforts. It was so rare to see him this out of sorts. And over sex.  
 
    “Just don’t do it again, okay? Neither of us wants to be here, so if we can keep it professional, I’d appreciate it.” 
 
    “I can do that.” He ran a hand through his hair. “You said you had finals next week?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “What did you end up studying?” 
 
    She took another sip of coffee, debating whether getting into an actual conversation with him was wise. Rage still curled in the pit of her stomach, but another part of her struggled to break free of its prison. She craved his attention. It couldn’t hurt to have a civil conversation with him, could it? 
 
    “I studied business management. I graduate this May.” 
 
    “Business?” He fiddled with his coffee mug.  
 
    “I want to own my own bar.” 
 
    “Not a strip club?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed at his tone. He’d never made any secret that he hated her stripping. He didn’t respect anyone who did. It was the biggest bone of contention between them. 
 
    “You know, Kincaid, I was thinking of a bar with strippers.” 
 
    “You’re better than that, Angel.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with stripping. It pays better than any other job I’ve ever had, including bartending. What is your problem with it?” 
 
    “I have a problem because I hate that you let total strangers play grab ass with you for money?” 
 
    Angel closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Conversation was a bad idea. “I was a stripper, Kade, and I’m proud to say that. It fed me, it clothed me, it paid for my brother’s funeral, and it gave me the money to get the hell out of Miami. Don’t try to make me feel bad about it, because you can’t.” 
 
    “It paid for Peter’s funeral? Didn’t he have life insurance?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I doubt it was something he even thought about at his age.” 
 
    “Did you sell the house? Surely that paid for…” 
 
    She shook her head again. “No. The state seized everything he owned. I had nothing but the money in my personal bank account.” 
 
    His face went white, and a small corner of her mind cheered. “Why didn’t you tell me? You could have called…” 
 
    “You walked out that night and didn’t look back. I got the distinct impression you never wanted to see me again. Why would I have gone looking for you even if I knew where to find you?” 
 
    “Because I cared, Angel, about you and Peter both, even if you don’t believe me.” 
 
    “You cared?” The bitterness boiled over and erupted in hysterical laughter. “You cared? You arrested your best friend, and then you left your wife alone and crying after the worst moment of her life. You cared? Don’t you dare tell me you cared.” 
 
    Faster than she could blink, he’d moved around the counter and hauled her up, only to wrap his arms around her. She fought hard to get away, her fists landing with brutal efficiency on his chest, his arms. She wanted to hit him, to beat him, to make him feel the way she’d felt every day since he’d walked away from her.  
 
    “Shh, moye serdtse.” His whispered words barely penetrated the enraged fog of her grief. “I am so sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t you think it’s a little late for that?” Sorry couldn’t erase the hurt, it couldn’t bring her brother back, it couldn’t do anything. Sorry was a worthless fucking word. 
 
    “Yes, Angel. It is too late, but I’m saying it anyway. I’m sorry. For everything.” 
 
    He held on and let her hit him, let her cry, let her rage. Once the tears started, they wouldn’t stop. She’d told him not to call her his heart, and he fucking did it anyway, damn him. Didn’t he realize how much it hurt her when he said that, knowing he didn’t mean it? The fight left her when her pain finally pushed through. Feeling his arms around her brought it to the front and she couldn’t push it down. It washed over her like a storm. 
 
    “That’s it, baby, just let it all go.” His hand swirled in soothing circles on her back. He held her for the longest time, and then moved her to the living room, easing her down on the couch. She watched him as he went to the kitchen and wet a paper towel he then used to clean up her face. 
 
    His phone blared at him and he picked it up. “Kincaid…yes, thank you. I’ll be right down.” He ended the call and shoved the phone in his pocket. “Pizza’s here. I’m going to go get it. Will you be okay?” 
 
    She nodded, a hiccup escaping. He gave her a cautious smile and let himself out of the apartment. She curled up on the couch, her knees tucked under her chin. Exhausted. Embarrassed. Her mom once told her sometimes the only person who could fix a terrible hurt was the one who caused it. She did feel better after he let her whale on him, and the crying had cleared some of the fog of rage surrounding her. 
 
    Not that she wasn’t still angry with him. A good cry wouldn’t fix that. But at least she could breathe without wanting to scream. That had its own drawback, though. Some of the fear she’d been repressing all night slithered its way into her subconscious.  
 
    She’d faced down a serial killer. 
 
    And lived. 
 
    What the hell had she gotten herself into now? 
 
    Angel rubbed her eyes, trying to dispel some of the weariness. Sitting here feeling sorry for herself was accomplishing nothing. She got up and wandered into the kitchen, snagging her mug so she could rinse it out then load it into the dishwasher.  
 
    Nikoli had a very swanky place. She’d never thought the boy could afford something like this. All she really knew about him was that he was Kade’s little brother who sometimes wandered drunk into her bar when he needed to talk. Sure, he tipped her well, but she put that down to him having a decent job or maybe his folks sending him money while he was in school. She never would have thought he owned his own business. 
 
    Small, painful tingles raced up her back as she leaned down and opened the dishwasher. She was starting to feel the effects of a long night on her feet. If she didn’t get some sleep soon, working an eight hour shift at the bar tomorrow was going to be hell. One thing bartenders and servers alike learned early on was to take care of your feet and your back. 
 
    Angel heard the key in the lock and looked up to see Kade come in, three large pizza boxes balanced precariously in one hand. Alarm spread across his face when he saw she wasn’t on the couch where he’d left her.  
 
    “Angel?” He kicked off his shoes and glanced toward the stairs first. 
 
    She turned toward the cupboards and started looking for plates. She wasn’t ready to talk quite yet. Exactly four plates sat alone in the cupboard. Kade hadn’t been joking when he said they’d cleaned the place out. Taking out two of the heavy white plates, she turned back to Kade, who had found his way to the kitchen. 
 
    “Are you okay?” His concern was etched in his face. 
 
    She nodded and put the plates on the island. How many more times was he going to ask her if she was okay tonight, and how many more times would she lie and say she was?  
 
    He held up a two liter of Mountain Dew. “They didn’t have any Coke, so I got the next sugariest thing. Are there any glasses?” 
 
    Kade watched her as she hunted through the cupboards. Her silence worried him. Shock was a concern. He hoped getting some food in her would help. He opened the top box and loaded both their plates with pizza. Spicy Italian sausage and pepperoni. Her favorite. 
 
    She came back and sat down, glasses in tow. She picked up a slice of pizza and took a bite, her movements stiff and wooden. Her pale skin was blotchy and red from crying, and her eyes were wide and shell-shocked. The depth of pain in them hit him at his core. He’d put that pain there. 
 
    “I was thinking, Angel. I know this is a tough situation, but I thought maybe we could call a truce and be civil with each other? I’m not asking you to forgive me. I’m just asking for us to try not to fight about everything. My job is to keep you safe, and that’s easier if we’re not screaming at each other every five minutes.” 
 
    “You’re not going to leave, no matter how many times I ask, are you?” 
 
    “No, I’m not. Your safety comes first. Be as mad at me as you want, but I won’t leave.” 
 
    “I guess I can try to be civil. I won’t promise, Kade, but I will try.” 
 
    He let out the breath he’d been holding. He’d expected a fight from her, but was glad she’d agreed. It might only be because she was tired, but he’d take it.  
 
    Maybe after a good night’s sleep, they could start over in the morning. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Angel’s head lay on the rim of the toilet, her stomach heaving. She thought she’d escaped the stomach bug going around at work, but no. She sat there, exhausted and miserable, puking for all she was worth. The smell wafted up and caused her stomach to roll again. She turned just enough so she could vomit. Dear God, whoever gave this to her was going to suffer. 
 
    “Angel, I got you some Gatorade!” Peter’s voice drifted toward her from the other side of the door. She groaned in response. Liquid of any kind wasn’t a good idea right now. Her stomach churned and echoed its agreement.  
 
    A quiet murmur of voices outside the door made her sit up, panicked. No, it couldn’t be. Kade couldn’t be here, couldn’t see her like this. They’d only been going out for three months. Hell, they could have been going out for three years and she wouldn’t want him to see her in the mess she currently was in. 
 
    The slow turn of the doorknob sent her spiraling into all sorts of embarrassment and shame. Why would Peter let him in here? Why? 
 
    She heard the flush of the toilet then the sink turned on. He was on his knees beside her, pulling her hair back. His black eyes blazed with sympathy. He wiped her face gently. 
 
    “You okay, babe?” 
 
    Angel looked down into the now clean toilet, mortified, very aware of the heat racing up her neck and bursting into a full out blush on her cheeks. She wanted to crawl under a rock and die. Peter was a dead man as soon as she felt well enough to stand. 
 
    “Peter asked me to come sit with you.” Kade swiped her brow again with the cool cloth. “He had to go to work and didn’t want you alone. You should have called me and told me you were sick.” 
 
    The censure in his tone made her blush harder. He was mad because she didn’t tell him she was puking her guts out? Um, no. That would never happen. Ever. 
 
    Bile rose in her throat and she tried to sit up before it spewed out. She barely made it. Kade made some kind of clucking noise like her mom used to when she was sick while he held her hair back and rubbed soothing circles along her back. 
 
    “Easy, baby. Try to breathe.” 
 
    She gagged and the dry heaves started. Kade just held her head while her insides wrung themselves out. When she was done, her head sank back down on the rim. Kade flushed again and rewet the washcloth. They did this dance for over an hour while her stomach tortured her.  
 
    “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    She was too exhausted to even lift her head when he got up and started moving around in her room. She had no energy to worry about what she had laying around in there. It wasn’t like he hadn’t seen her underwear before. 
 
    He came back with clean clothes, a pillow, and a blanket. He sat those on the sink and turned the shower on. “Come on, baby, let’s get you cleaned up.”  
 
    She lay there while he undressed her then picked her up and got into the shower with her so he could bathe her and wash out her hair which reeked of vomit. The whole time, he kept saying soothing things to her in Russian, his movements gentle. Once her hair was deemed clean, he got out and toweled her off before wrapping her in a big bath towel.  
 
    “I’ll be right back. I need to change.” 
 
    She lifted her eyes and watched him as he left the bathroom. He’d gotten into the shower with her without even worrying about his own clothes. What kind of man did that? None that she knew. They’d all be grossed out and not come near her. She’d get a text or something with a feel better message. Even her friends wouldn’t have done all this. 
 
    When Kade walked back in, he wore a t-shirt and some sweat pants of her brother’s, carrying the Gatorade Peter had gotten her. He set it to the side, and without a word, he went to work drying her hair. Halfway through it, her stomach rolled and she dived for the toilet. Thankfully, it was only dry heaves. 
 
    Kade rubbed her back the entire time. She’d fallen against him, exhausted, her eyes dropping. He’d whispered something to her then moved her to the bathroom rug, put the pillow down, and helped her lie down. He threw the simple throw over her legs and then lay down with her. He’d spent all night on the bathroom floor, taking care of her. 
 
      
 
    It was one of her best memories of her time with him. 
 
    Angel turned over in the bed, staring at the ceiling. He’d always been so gentle with her, like she was a baby bird he was terrified of breaking. Not that they hadn’t fought. They’d fought a lot. He was as stubborn as she was, maybe even more so. He despised her job and made sure she knew how he felt. She’d quit the club once they were married just to make him stop nagging her. Not that she’d have been able to work that much longer anyway. Men didn’t come in to see pregnant strippers. 
 
    Unable to sleep, she found the remote to the TV and flipped on the news channel. The top story was the Boston serial killer. The drawing the sketch artist made was in the upper left hand corner as the anchor talked. She studied the image. His eyes had interrupted her dreams most of the night, making her sleep fitful. She glanced toward the clock and saw it was already after noon. There were still several hours before she had to be at work, but sleep laughed at her.  
 
    Nothing to do but get up. She took care of her business in the bathroom and brushed her teeth before heading downstairs. Kade was nowhere to be seen. Maybe he’d gone to work? She expected to feel relieved, but honestly, she wasn’t. Fear had niggled its way into the back of her mind, and at least with Kade here, she knew she was safe. Being alone in Nikoli’s massive apartment wasn’t doing anything for her nerves. She felt out of place and didn’t want to snoop. Well, she did, but she wouldn’t.  
 
    The kitchen yielded cold pizza and a bottle of water from the fridge. It would have to do. Collecting two pieces, she popped them in the microwave and took a good look around. The place was bigger than she’d first remembered. The wall of windows showcased the still falling snow. It had been a pretty harsh winter this year, more snow than she’d seen in all the years she’d lived here. 
 
    Usually, when she looked at the city, all covered in snow and sparkling like a winter wonderland, it brought her a little joy. She loved the winter and the snow, but not today. All she could see was him, hiding, waiting to grab her. She hugged herself, another wave of uncontrollable fear sweeping over her. This guy had been kidnapping women for months, and no one, not the police, not the FBI, could find him. He was a ghost. 
 
    Who apparently had his sights set on her. Why hadn’t she gone back inside with Jessie? None of this would be happening right now and she would be home safe and secure in her cozy apartment. Curled up in front of her fireplace, the Christmas tree twinkling, while she sipped hot cocoa spiked with a little something. Not here in this modern, sterile apartment that offered her no warmth, no comfort, and no sense of safety. 
 
    Well, that wasn’t exactly true. When Kade was here, she felt safe. He might be a bastard, but he promised to protect her, and she trusted that. She shouldn’t, but she did.  
 
    The microwave beeped at her, and she jumped. Dammit. This was not good. She had to get her nerves under control before tonight or she’d end up breaking every glass she touched. Bars were loud, and if she couldn’t stop jumping out of her skin at every little noise, tonight would be the death of her.  
 
    Her laptop peeked out of her messenger bag. Maybe she could do some studying while she waited until it was time to start getting ready for her shift. At least doing something as mundane as schoolwork might settle her down a bit. She took her pizza and the water over to Nikoli’s fancy couch and plopped down. Should she even be eating pizza on his all white couch? What if she stained it? 
 
    The key turned in the lock, and she went still, unbridled fear taking over. Her breath stopped, and she stared while the door was thrown open and someone entered, laughing and carrying grocery bags. Her entire body relaxed when she recognized Lily, followed closely by Nikoli.  
 
    “Angel!” Nikoli dropped his bags and started toward her, only to pause. “You okay? You’re white as a sheet.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” She took a deep breath and let it out. “I just wasn’t expecting anyone, and…” 
 
    “And you were scared.” Lily set her own bags down. “Of course you were scared. We should have called up. I didn’t think.” 
 
    “No, it’s okay. I mean, you guys have every right to come in. It’s your place.” She turned toward Nikoli. “Thanks for letting me stay here. I appreciate it.” 
 
    “No problem, Angel.” Nikoli enveloped her in a hug. “Anything for my favorite bartender. You holding up okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    Nikoli snorted. “If I had a penny for every time Lily said that, I’d have a small fortune.” 
 
    Lily’s blue eyes iced over. “Is that so?” 
 
    Nikoli’s grin spread across his face, and he winked at Angel before turning his attention to Lily. “Now, dushka…” 
 
    “What did you just call her?” Angel interrupted him, appalled. He did not just call his girlfriend a douchebag, did he? 
 
    “Dushka.” 
 
    “And how many times have I told you not to call me that?” She threw her mane of heavy black hair over her shoulder.  
 
    “I can call you a prude instead.” 
 
    Angel giggled, remembering Kade’s face when she’d called him just that last night. 
 
    Nikoli looked between the two of them, his grin fading to suspicion. “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Your brother.” 
 
    “Kade?” 
 
    “I called him a prude last night when he got all embarrassed over your closet.” Laughter bubbled up at the memory of his face. “He was like a virgin on prom night.” 
 
    Nikoli chuckled. “I would have paid good money to see that.”  
 
    “I told you we should have cleaned out the closet.” Lily picked up some of the bags and moved to the kitchen. Nikoli rolled his eyes and did the same, leaving Angel to follow them.  
 
    “You just miss all those silk bindings.” Nikoli moved up behind Lily, and Angel noticed how he didn’t touch her for a moment. It was odd, like he was giving her time to get used to him. When he leaned down and placed a kiss on her neck, she tilted her head and closed her eyes.  
 
    “Perhaps you miss being tied to the bed.” She let out a wicked little laugh herself when his breath hissed out.  
 
    “Yeah, maybe we’ll collect a few things before we go.” Nikoli’s eyes had gone all sleepy with desire. His arms swept around her, and he nestled Lily under his chin. 
 
    “Still a manwhore.” Lily shook her head in mock disgust. 
 
    Nikoli let out an outraged gasp but hugged her tighter. “But you love your manwhore.” 
 
    “Yes, I love you.” She leaned into him, turning her head up so he could kiss her properly. 
 
    Angel turned away and walked into the living room, leaving them alone for a few minutes. Manwhore? Well, some of the college girls called him that, but she hadn’t been aware Nikoli knew about it. Angel sat back down on the couch and picked up her pizza to munch on while they played lovey dovey. To be that young and in love. She smiled, remembering the first few months of her and Kade’s relationship.  
 
    “Sorry.” Lily came and sat on the couch with her. “We can get carried away sometimes. How are you, really?” 
 
    Angel didn’t know Lily all that well. She’d only met her twice, both times when Nikoli dragged her to the bar. Sweet girl who had Nikoli wrapped tightly around her finger. No small feat in itself. 
 
    “I’m good, I promise.” 
 
    “Did Nikoli tell you that I was kidnapped myself?” 
 
    “What? No, he didn’t.” 
 
    “They thought it was the serial killer, but it turned out to be a stalker I didn’t even know I had. I was terrified, trapped in a trunk, no phone, no way to get out. Then when the car wrecked, all I remember is the pain and the realization I’d never see Nikoli again. I wasn’t fine after it. I told everybody I was, including the manwhore over there, but it wasn’t true. I was scared all the time, and the nightmares…” She shook her head and closed her eyes for a minute. “I still have nightmares.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” Wow. She’d never known that. Angel remembered Nikoli coming in and saying something about an accident, but he hadn’t said a word about an abduction. 
 
    Lily smiled warmly at her, and Angel understood why Nikoli said everyone loved this girl. He’d came into her bar one night ranting that he couldn’t even get close to the girl without everyone blowing up his phone warning him off her. The kindness in Lily’s eyes said more about her as a person than most people’s actions did. She was a sweetheart. How Nikoli managed to land her was beyond Angel. The boy was a manwhore in the truest sense of the word, or at least he’d been before Lily. 
 
    “The reason I’m telling you this is because I understand some of what you’re going through, and if you need to talk, I’m here. Or I can recommend a good therapist for you. She’s excellent. Helped me a lot.” 
 
    “You mean the quack who adores me?” Nikoli came back into the main room and plopped down between the two of them.  
 
    “She’s not a quack,” Lily admonished. “She just thinks you have severe commitment issues.” 
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    Lily gave him an are-you-kidding-me look. “Nikoli, how many poor girls did you chew up and spit out since you came to BU?” 
 
    His expression turned wary. “That is something we’ve agreed to disagree on, Lily Bells.” 
 
    “You are the manwhore of Boston University.” Angel grinned when his expression soured.  
 
    “I am not a whore. I am a connoisseur of women.” 
 
    Lily and Angel both burst out laughing at his haughty reply. He looked so pious. 
 
    “Besides, I’m committed to you, aren’t I?” he challenged.  
 
    She leaned her head against his. “Yes, you are, but that doesn’t mean you don’t have issues. Especially after what happened between you and Kade.” 
 
    Happened between him and Kade? Angel’s ears perked up. What was she talking about? 
 
    “That was a long time ago, Lily Bells, and Kade I got past it.” The steel in Nikoli’s tone shut down any questions either girl would have asked. “Angel, you have groceries in the fridge for at least a week. Is there anything else you think you need?” 
 
    “You didn’t have to do that, Nik. I could have gone after work and picked them up.” 
 
    “I know, but why put yourself more at risk than you have to? This guy is serious business, Angel. It’s not good to take chances. I’m surprised Kade’s even letting you go to work.” 
 
    “Your brother, as arrogant and bossy as he is, can’t stop me from working. I have bills to pay.” 
 
    “You think he’s bossy and arrogant?” Nikoli’s eyes zeroed in on her.  
 
    “Annoying bastard too,” she said darkly. 
 
    “Ohh, now, what is this? Do I detect more than hostility, perhaps?” Nikoli’s voice turned sly. “Perhaps a little attraction?” 
 
    “Your brother is the last person I would ever want anything to do with.”  
 
    “Did he do something to you?” Nikoli’s expression darkened. “If he did, I’ll beat him.” 
 
    The phone rang before she could reply, and Lily bounced up to answer it. She frowned, but then said something into the phone before hanging it up. “Are you expecting a package, Angel?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Someone from the front desk is on their way up with a package for you. It was dropped off a few minutes ago.” 
 
    “Who knows you’re here?” Nikoli stood, his eyes growing more and more alert. 
 
    “No one except Kade and the detective from last night. Not even my boss knows I’m here.” 
 
    They waited silently until a knock sounded at the door. Nikoli opened it and took the package, thanking whoever delivered it. It was a simple brown box, like any mailing box you’d buy at Walmart or the post office. It was addressed to Angel with the apartment number emblazed on a printed off label. 
 
    Nikoli set it down on the kitchen island, inspecting it. His bent his head, listening. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Lily joined him at the counter. 
 
    “Listening for ticking.” 
 
    “Good Lord, it’s not a bomb, Nikoli.” 
 
    “It might be,” he grouched.  
 
    “You’ve been watching too much Castle.” 
 
    “Kate’s hot.” 
 
    “Castle’s hotter.” Lily gave him this innocent smile that belied the devilment in her eyes, and Angel found herself laughing despite the seriousness of the situation. The two of them were too cute. If she wasn’t as fond of Nikoli as she was, she could almost hate them for being so happy when her own broken past was currently mocking her every time Kade so much as entered her line of vision.  
 
    “Let’s just open the damn box.” Angel walked over to the knife block and pulled one of them so she could open the box. She picked it up and turned it upside down to open it. She didn’t want to slice through the address label. She was a big Criminal Minds nut herself, and at times like these, she was glad she’d picked up on a few things. Like not damaging address labels. 
 
    As she flipped the box back over, a small white cloth fell out with a handwritten note. Her hands started to shake even before the strands of red hair tumbled from the pristine fabric. She recognized the writing on the note. It was the same as from the night before. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Nikoli reached for it, but Angel stopped him. 
 
    “Don’t touch it. Call your brother.” 
 
    “What…” 
 
    “It’s him.” Her voice started to shake as badly as her hands were. He found her. 
 
    She couldn’t take her eyes off the note. 
 
      
 
    Soon, my Angel.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    The parking lot was crawling with police. Kade frowned when he pulled in. This place was only a few blocks from the bar where Angel worked. It made him worry all the more about leaving her at the apartment alone, but there was no help for it. Two officers had been on their way over when Kade exited the building, but it didn’t stop the dread from twisting his stomach into knots.  
 
    Bailey motioned him over as soon as he saw Kade. He was standing in the back of the lot, where an abandoned blue Honda waited, the driver’s side door open. He noticed a purse on the ground when he rolled to a stop beside the detective. 
 
    “Well, it goes to reason he’d need to replace his last victim. We just weren’t expecting it to happen this soon.”  
 
    Kade peered to the left and saw one of his team members talking on his phone. Jeremy Bradford was a guy Kade didn’t know all that well. He was new to the team, but if the boss sent him, he had to have faith in the guy. Angus wouldn’t have sent him someone useless.  
 
    “Bailey.” Kade handed the guy a coffee. He’d stopped to grab some to try to wake up. Sleep had not been his friend last night. He kept dozing off into a world of memories that haunted him. Coffee was his new best friend. 
 
    “Thanks.” Bailey took the cup and popped the little plastic flap before blowing into it to cool the liquid. “Name’s Julie Helton. Twenty-four. Looks to have been taken after her shift. Red hair, brown eyes.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “She does look a lot like your girl.” He handed Kade the victim’s wallet enclosed in an evidence bag. It was placed so the inside was exposed and her driver’s license was in full view. The girl did look a lot like Angel, right down to the shape of her face.  
 
    “What time did the store close?” Kade asked, the dread tightening in his stomach. 
 
    “About three. There were two closers, according to the manager. My guess is she let the other girl go while she locked up, or perhaps she was texting on her phone while she stood beside the car. It’s hard to say what happened.” 
 
    “He took her while we were just a few blocks away?” Anger curled like a snake over every inch of Kade’s body. Bold bastard. Kidnapping a girl with the police combing the streets. “Did we get video footage?” 
 
    “I wish.” Jeremy frowned at his phone. “The manager said the camera back here is busted. Happened a few nights ago when some kids were messing around. He reported it to their corporate office, but they haven’t sent anyone to fix it yet. And where’s my coffee?” 
 
    “Didn’t know you were here.” Kade searched the ground carefully, looking for clues that might have been missed. “Did forensics find anything?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Bailey shook his head. “Why in God’s name would the manager let a young girl walk to her car by herself, knowing there’s a serial killer out hunting?” 
 
    “We’ll issue a public safety warning for employers to make sure their employees are escorted to their cars after dark.” Jeremy squatted next to where the purse lay. “Is this where they found the purse? I know they took the wallet out of it.” 
 
    “No. Forensics took photos of the scene before they disturbed it, though.” Bailey took another sip of his still steaming coffee. “It was a few feet away.” 
 
    Kade wanted nothing more than to smash his fist through something. He couldn’t get past the fact the unsub had snatched another woman right out from under their noses. They’d literally been five blocks away. You could even see this parking lot from the street. Why had none of the patrolmen seen the car? 
 
    It was a what-the-fuck moment if there ever was one. 
 
    “Kade?” 
 
    “What?” he barked, the cold fury in his voice evident to everyone. He needed to roll it back a notch. Neither Jeremy nor Bailey deserved his temper right now. “Sorry. This whole case is just frustrating me.” 
 
    “I know.” Bailey’s quiet words echoed the sentiment in Jeremy’s eyes. “It got real for you last night, personal. We understand that.” 
 
    “I don’t,” Jeremy said. “How did it get personal for you?” 
 
    Kade took a shallow breath. “Angel makes this personal for me.” 
 
    “Angel? One of the witnesses? She saw our unsub, didn’t she?” 
 
    “Not just any witness.” Bailey’s voice had gone low. “She’s his wife.” 
 
    Confused brown eyes burned with curiosity. “Wife?” 
 
    Kade nodded, trying to regain control of his temper. Bailey needed to learn to keep his mouth shut.  
 
    “I didn’t know you were married.”  
 
    “He forgot,” Bailey crowed.  
 
    “He forgot?” Jeremy eyeballed Kade with disbelief. “How in the hell do you forget you’re married? My wife would hit me upside the head with anything she could lay her hands on if I forgot anything about our marriage for one second.” 
 
    “It’s complicated and nobody’s damn business.” He directed this at Bailey, who only grinned wider. “I’d appreciate some discretion. What do you think our unsub would do if he found out he was targeting the wife of one of the lead investigators? What would he put her through if he discovered how personal this case just became?” 
 
    “Kincaid’s right.” Jeremy rolled his head from side to side to relieve some of the aching muscles. “This guy? He’s impersonal in his choice of victims. That’s evident from the lack of pattern. Give him a reason to make it personal, and we get all kinds of new depravity. He’s the type to torment Kincaid for the rest of his life with all the brutal things he did. And knowing Kincaid, it would eat him alive.” 
 
    “Profiling me now?” he spat out, even though he knew every word Jeremy spoke was truth.  
 
    “I profiled every person I worked with the first week I was there. You were a little harder than the rest, but now with this new information, it all clicks into place.” 
 
    There was no arrogance, maliciousness, or mirth in the statement, only honesty, but it still rankled. He didn’t like anyone profiling him. He didn’t want anyone to see past the façade he put up. There was a darkness underneath that no one needed to see.  
 
    “Is there anything left here we need to see?” Kade turned the conversation back to the case. He’d rather keep his private life private and their concentration on catching this unsub before he had a chance to get near Angel. 
 
    Bailey shook his head, and Kade turned on his heel, stalking back to his SUV. He left the two of them to follow him to the police station. Hopefully, a preliminary forensics report would be waiting on them at the police station. They would have gone over the asphalt and what they could see from the inside of the car. The actual search of the car would take place at BPD garage. That would take some time, but he and Bailey had a lot of work to do in the meantime. They had to go talk to the parents of the woman discovered last night, as well as the parents of the victim just abducted.  
 
    He hated talking to victims’ families. It was hard, but it was the job. His father once told him to never ask someone to do what you weren’t willing to do yourself. Kade applied this to everything in his life, especially the tough situations like these.  
 
    He would look them in the eye and promise to bring their daughter’s murderer to justice. 
 
    And he would.  
 
    Even if it was the last thing he did. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The place was quiet, a slow, grinding melody playing so low it was hard to make out the words. It wasn’t a song he recognized, but he found it enjoyable. The interior of the bar was just as soothing. The smell of the deep mahogany wood swirled around him. The people who worked here cared enough about the place to even baby the woodwork. Clean and welcoming. That was his first impression of O’Grady’s. He was pleasantly surprised, to be honest. Most bars were smoky and dirty. At least the ones he frequented. 
 
    He wandered over to the L-shaped bar and took a seat, his eyes drawn to the well-lit back bar. It highlighted all the best liquors the bar served. Not that he was here for a drink. He needed to do some recon and test out his new look. Thanks to some bleach and a pair of scissors, he sported short blond hair and eyebrows. So pale a blonde, his hair looked almost platinum or silver. The contacts changed his eyes from blue to brown. But it was the fresh cuts that truly changed his appearance.  
 
    “Hello, handsome.”  
 
    The bartender who set a small napkin down in front of him was neither of the two women from the night before. This one was tall, her light caramel skin making her baby blues seem all the brighter. Pretty. Had he not already decided on the redhead, this one would have suited him beautifully. She still might if his angel proved to be as elusive as he expected. 
 
    He grinned lazily at her, but the effect was ruined when he grimaced, the pain in his wounds stinging. 
 
    “You look like you ended up on the wrong side of knife fight.” The cute bartender winked at him, not trying to conceal her curiosity in the least. 
 
    “More like the wrong side of a knitting needle.” He reached up and felt the long jagged gash that ran from his eye down. “My grandmother has Alzheimer's and didn’t recognize me. She was afraid, thinking a stranger had broken in on her, and I ended up taking a few hits so I wouldn’t hurt her while we got her calmed down.” 
 
    “You poor thing.” The bartender clucked, all sympathetic. “What’ll you have? It’s on the house.” 
 
    “Scotch, please. I’m surprised the place is open this early. It’s only ten.” 
 
    “The owner loves to steal as much business as he can, so he serves a breakfast menu as well as lunch and dinner. Pops is a character.” 
 
    “Pops?” 
 
    “He’s old enough to be everybody’s grandfather. We all call him Pops. He takes care of us in his own way. Great guy.” 
 
    “He sounds it. I’m Josh.” He stuck his hand out when she placed his drink in front of him. “And you are?” 
 
    “Ellen.” A bright spot of color bloomed on her cheeks as she shook his hand. She bit her lip slightly, and he had to remind himself to be patient. This beauty was off limits unless it took him longer than expected to retrieve his angel. 
 
    “What’s to eat around here?” He gave her a half smile, and sure enough, she rewarded him with another one of those intoxicating blushes. Her skin flushed a bright red, exactly as it would under scalding hot water. She turned, offering him a gorgeous view of her backside. Long, beautiful spine, shapely hips, and an ass that begged to be touched. He blinked. No. Now was not the time to get sidetracked. He was here for a purpose. 
 
    The door opened around the same time she handed him the bar menu. Three officers came in, taking a table close to the bar. They glanced at him, and then looked away. A small smile flirted with his lips. They hadn’t recognized him. 
 
    “What’ll you have, honey?” Ellen smiled her best, flirtiest smile.  
 
    “How about you?” He winked at her, and she laughed. Another couple of cops entered, momentarily distracting her. She called back into the kitchens to let the waitress know she had tables. 
 
    “Food must be good if you get Boston’s finest in here.” He closed the menu. “I’ll have the apple pancakes with a side of bacon and eggs.” 
 
    “We don’t normally get them in here.” She entered his order into the POS. “At least not before last night.” 
 
    “Last night?” He did his best to sound casually curious, something he prided himself on. “Someone get into a fight?” 
 
    “I wish.” Her soft lips turned down slightly. “I was a little afraid to come in to work today.” 
 
    “Why’s that, sweetheart?” 
 
    “You know the crazy guy going around killing women?” Her tone became hushed and she leaned forward, showing off her cleavage. He took full advantage of the view. 
 
    “Yes. Awful thing.” 
 
    “He was here last night.” 
 
    “What?” He widened his eyes, going for a shocked expression. “Here in the bar?” 
 
    “Outside. Dumping a body.” She visibly shuddered, her fear palpable. He could almost taste the salty, bitter flavor of it, just as if her skin was slick from sweat after a good round with his favorite tool.  
 
    “Damn.” He let out a low whistle. “That had to be terrifying.” 
 
    “Especially for Angel. She saw him. I mean up close and personal, saw him.” She pulled out a paper and placed it in front of him. It was the drawing Angel had provided to the police sketch artist. Seeing it up close, he had to admit it was a very good likeness of him. “I can’t even imagine what she’s going through, her or Jessie.” 
 
    “Jessie?” 
 
    “One of our waitresses. She saw him too, but only a glimpse. When Pops called to ask me if I could cover Jessie’s shift this morning, I almost said no. I mean, what if he comes back looking for one of them?” 
 
    He glanced over to the police officers currently laughing. “With these guys around, you’ll be safe, I think. I mean, he can’t be stupid enough to come in here with the police.” 
 
    She nodded. “That’s what I’m banking on. They said they’ll have a police presence in the area until this is resolved, plainclothes inside and out so as not to disrupt business during the evening hours. Pops’ one request.” 
 
    “At least you’re protected from the big bad wolf.” 
 
    She let out a nervous laugh. “I hope so, but I wouldn’t put anything past this sicko.” 
 
    You have no idea, my lovely, no idea.  
 
    “I’ll be right back. I’m going to go check on your food.” 
 
    He looked back down at his picture. Angel was very good with details. Excellent memory, but then he expected nothing less of his true masterpiece. The one he would pose in all her glory in the art gallery beside the university. The one where his grandfather had had his first paintings shown off. If only the old man could see him now. He had no doubt he’d be proud.  
 
    Ellen was on her way with his food, and he hadn’t had anything but soup yesterday. His stomach grumbled appreciatively at the smells currently assaulting his nose from the steaming plate on its way to him.  
 
    Once she’d set down that and a glass of Dr. Pepper, he dug in and spent the next hour chatting and flirting with the pretty Ellen. All the while, not one officer who came and went even batted an eye at him. 
 
    Things were going to work out better than planned. Yes, indeed. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kade massaged the back of his neck as Bailey parked the car. He was drained, and it was only three in the afternoon. He despised going to do death notices. It was the hardest part of being a cop. Special Agent in the FBI he might be, but at heart, he was still a police officer. Telling someone a member of their family died never got easier. A lot of cops he knew, including FBI agents, often said it got easier, but for Kade, it never did. That look of broken, twisted grief stayed with him.  
 
    The biting cold hit him as soon as he stepped out of the car. Damn, but Boston was cold. Unseasonably cold, as Bailey put it. His grandmother would laugh at all the people bundled up against the frigid air. Russia was colder, and this would be a warm front to them. He shook his head at the thought and followed Bailey into the station. The desk sergeant motioned to them, and he paid no attention until Bailey started cussing and demanded to know why no one had called him. 
 
    Kade looked over, in askance, alarmed at the grim expression.  
 
    “Angel is here with your brother. That’s all I know.”  
 
    Kade felt the panic rise from his gut, settling in his throat. He yanked out his phone to check for messages and discovered that sometime between this morning and now, it died. God, what if she’d tried to call him? What if something happened? Had the unsub tried to take her? A million questions ran through his head, driving him mad while they waited for the elevator to take them to the floor where homicide was located. 
 
    His eyes found his brother first, talking to one of the officers, holding two Starbucks coffee cups, and he headed straight for him. When Nikoli spotted him, his expression morphed to one of complete fury, and Kade slowed. 
 
    “Where the fuck have you been?” Nikoli’s voice went flat, hard, and mean. Kade couldn’t recall ever seeing his brother this pissed.  
 
    “Telling a couple their child is dead.” His ran a hand through his hair. “What happened?” 
 
    “Your sick fuck sent Angel a package.” 
 
    His knees went a little weak. How the hell did he know where she was? “What was in it?” 
 
    “A note that said ‘soon, my angel’ along with a curl of red hair.” 
 
    “Shit.” This from Bailey, and the brothers turned to see him right behind them. “What time did it arrive at the apartment?” 
 
    “Around twelve thirtyish. As soon as she opened it, we called Kade, who never fucking checked his voicemail or his messages.” Nikoli’s glare was hot enough to scorch hell itself. “When we couldn’t reach you, we came here.” 
 
    “How many people touched the box?” Bailey asked, pulling out his own phone. 
 
    “Not sure, but I can tell you the front desk attendant at the apartment building brought it up to us, and I accepted the package. Angel was the only person to touch it after that. An officer already took it down to forensics.” 
 
    “Where the fuck is she?” Kade barked, his panic fueling his anger.  
 
    “She’s in the conference room.” Nikoli held up the coffee cup. “I stepped across the street to get her some coffee. She’s pretty shaken up.” 
 
    Kade turned and all but ran down the hall, bursting into the room, and only when he saw that she was there, safe and whole, did he let out the breath he’d been holding. She was okay. 
 
    He didn’t give her a chance to say anything. He strode over, hauled her up, and hugged her tighter than he’d ever done in all their time together. She was safe. 
 
    Angel gasped when Kade burst in, his eyes wild with panic. He let out a full body breath when he saw her. She certainly didn’t expect him to hold her like there was no tomorrow. He was shaking with fear. The realization stunned her. He wasn’t just afraid, he was terrified. For her. 
 
    It. Made. No. Sense. 
 
    “Are you okay? You’re not hurt?” He relaxed his grip enough to lean back and study her face. She stared up into those onyx eyes and tried to figure out what he was doing. What kind of game was he playing? 
 
    “Answer me, Angel!” He shook her slightly. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “No,” she murmured. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Thank fuck.”  
 
    “Kade?” Nikoli stood in the doorway, confused and holding her coffee. “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    A question Angel had been asking herself since Kade pinned her to the bed.  
 
    Nikoli set her coffee on the table and took a seat. “Explain.” 
 
    Kade let her go, and she sank back down in the chair he’d pulled her from. She wanted to know what was going on herself.  
 
    “Later.” Kade went from scared and concerned to Mr. FBI Agent with a blink of an eye. His entire demeanor changed, and he became the professional cop she’d only seen once, and it was enough. It was her last image of him, the one that had broken her.  
 
    “Angel.” Bailey closed the door behind him and took a seat next to Nikoli. Kade remained standing. “Can you tell us what happened?” 
 
    “There’s not much to tell.” She let the heat from the coffee cup seep into her cold hands. “A package arrived, and I opened it. There was a note and some hair inside. Red hair.” 
 
    Red hair. Like hers. 
 
    “He took a young woman last night,” Bailey told her quietly. 
 
    “With red hair?” Why she asked, she didn’t know. It was an obvious answer. 
 
    “Yes.” His lips tightened.  
 
    “He took her because of me.” The realization sank in, and she flinched. That girl was suffering right now because of her.  
 
    “We don’t know that.” Kade finally sat. “She could have been planned already. There’s no pattern to who he takes.” 
 
    “She has red hair, Kade.” Her voice came out hushed, quiet. 
 
    “I know, moye serdtse, but this is not your fault. I can hear those wheels turning in that head of yours.” 
 
    Angel ignored Nikoli’s surprised gasp. Of course he would know what those words meant. “I saw him. I put his face out there for everyone to see. He’s sending me fucking letters, Kade. This? This is my fault.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. It’s his fault. His sickness is to blame. You didn’t do anything wrong, Angel. You can’t blame yourself for his fixation.”  
 
    “He’s right.” Bailey stopped writing in his little notebook. “If it hadn’t been her, it would have been someone else. You can’t blame yourself for something he did.” 
 
    They could both tell her that until they turned blue in the face, but this? This was on her. He took some poor, innocent girl because she had red hair. Like hers.  
 
    “Angel, do you still feel safe in the apartment?” Bailey pulled her from her dark thoughts. “He obviously knows where you are. We can move you again.” 
 
    “I’ll put you up in any hotel you want.” Nikoli reached over and took her hand. “Anything you need, Angel, you just tell me, and I’ll do it.” 
 
    “How secure is the apartment?” Kade all but snarled, and again, Angel was shocked at the jealousy coming from him. He didn’t like his brother touching her. Nikoli picked up on it too and withdrew his hand, bemused and slightly fascinated.  
 
    “The building has one of the best security systems in the city. It’s why I bought it. Not to mention my own security in place inside the apartment. You need a special key to actually get up to the penthouse in the elevator and to access the stairs leading up. There’s a security code you need to open the stairwell door along with the key. It’s Fort Knox, man.” 
 
    “Then I should be perfectly fine.” She really didn’t want Nikoli spending anything on her. He might own his own business, but she didn’t want to put him out. 
 
    “I think I’m going to take you up on your offer of extra security.” Angel’s attention snapped back to Kade when he said that. “Especially when I’m not there. I want someone in the corridor outside the door on the penthouse level, as well as someone inside the lobby and watching all entrances to the building.” 
 
    “Sure thing. I’ll call Viktor and see if he has anyone to spare. If he doesn’t, I’ll still have people ready to go by tonight.” 
 
    “Your brother Viktor?” Why would they be calling their brother? 
 
    “Yes.” Nikoli nodded. “Viktor is a Marine veteran who now runs his own security company, Kincaid Security Corp. Hardcore security. He hires ex-military. How do you know Viktor’s our brother?” 
 
    “Bailey, can you go find the person who took the initial report, as well as who went and examined the scene?”  
 
    Bailey looked between the three of them and nodded. He got up and closed the door behind him. 
 
    “Now, are you two going to tell me what the fuck is going on here?” 
 
    Kade closed his eyes, ran a hand through his already mussed hair, and then faced his brother. “She’s my wife.” 
 
    Nikoli gaped. “What the fuck? Are you messing with me?” 
 
    “He’s not.” Angel crossed her arms. “Although I didn’t know we were still married until he showed up at the bar last night.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. How can you not know you’re still married?” 
 
    Kade looked extremely uncomfortable, and Angel found herself almost feeling sorry for the guy. Explaining to your family a wife you forgot about couldn’t be the easiest thing in the world. 
 
    “You remember when I went undercover down in Miami?” 
 
    “Yean, scared the hell out of Mama when she didn’t hear from you in almost two years. For a while, there, we all thought you might have been killed.” 
 
    “I met Angel while I was undercover. Her brother was my in with the guys I needed to hook up with. We got married, and after the bust went down, we parted ways.” 
 
    “So it wasn’t a real marriage?” Nikoli quirked an eyebrow in question. 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” Angel rubbed her arms, her memories trying to swim up and drown her in even more grief. She pushed them down resolutely. She’d kept them buried this long, she wasn’t going to let them crush her now. Not when she needed to keep her strength up. 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But I used my real name while undercover, and I was married under that name. An annulment was out of the question because the marriage was consummated. We’d need a divorce, and what with one assignment after another, it slipped my mind until I saw her.” 
 
    “You forgot?” Nikoli leaned back, studying his brother. “How the fuck do you forget something like that?” 
 
    “Leave it alone, Nik.” Angel leaned forward. She’d watched Kade explain this more times than she cared to. She understood his putting it in the past and doing his best not to think about it. It was exactly what she’d forced herself to do in order to protect what was left of her shattered heart. It made her wonder if Kade had done something similar. But that would mean he’d cared, and his actions said otherwise. Confusing. That was what this whole mess was starting to become. 
 
    Her statement brought the full intensity of Nikoli’s stare to settle on her. “Did you know who I was when I came into Pops’ that first night?” 
 
    “Look at you, Nik. Even if I hadn’t seen your picture, I’d have known. There’s no denying you’re brothers.” 
 
    “You treated me like family, Angel. I never understood it, but I do now.” His expression became so serious it alarmed her. “You’re family.” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head, emotions she’d worked so hard to shut out pounding on the locked door of her heart. “I…you were Kade’s little brother…and…after Peter…I just…” 
 
    “You needed to protect someone, someone who you thought of as family.” 
 
    Her eyes shot to Kade. They were full of understanding and grief. Was he thinking about their son? The pain in them…the wall around her own heart cracked, the locks on the door splintering.  
 
    No. No. No. 
 
    She would not succumb. She would not hurt like that again. Never, ever again. 
 
    But what if he hurts as much as you do, her subconscious whispered. 
 
    “Why didn’t you ever tell us?” Nikoli asked, forcing her attention back to him and away from traitorous thoughts.  
 
    Kade shrugged. “It wasn’t anyone’s business but mine and Angel’s.” 
 
    Nikoli stared at them both for a long moment then shrugged himself. “Well, I guess we got what we always wanted, but dreaded.” 
 
    What did that mean? 
 
    “A sister.” He laughed. “God, I’ve known about her for a minute, and all the trouble she’s already causing.” He pulled out his phone. 
 
    “Who are you calling?” Alarm spread across Kade’s face and he half stood. “Don’t you dare call Mama or Babushka. I don’t even know what…” 
 
    Nikoli held up a finger to shush him and put the phone on speaker.  
 
    Shit, who was he calling? Kade growled, and Angel was right there with him. If he was calling their mother…she shook her head. No. She and Kade might be legally married, but they weren’t husband and wife. It would only upset Kade’s family. 
 
    “Hey, Nik. What’s up.” Viktor’s voice was deep and rich like Kade’s. His Russian accent was also much more pronounced than either of the two brothers. 
 
    “Did you get my messages?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Then why for fuck’s sake didn’t you call me back?” 
 
    “Don’t give me grief, Nik. I just got back from Russia this morning. I’m fucking tired, and I don’t need your shit. I been busy, okay? I do run a company. What’s so fucking urgent you can’t wait for me to call you the fuck back?” 
 
    What was it with the f-bombs that dropped out of the Kincaid men’s mouths? It was like a permanent part of their vocabulary. Angel glanced at Kade and saw his panicked expression. A giggle bubbled unbidden. He looked so terrified right now. It reminded her of the time they’d gone swimming in the ocean and a jellyfish had gotten near him. He’d been stung as a child, and the things scared the hell out of him. He was wearing the same expression as Nikoli talked. 
 
    “We have a sister, that’s what’s so fucking urgent.” 
 
    Kade snarled, and Angel let her head hit the table. Why couldn’t he keep a secret a secret? 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” Viktor snapped, sounding more irritated than anything. “I’m in no mood for jokes, brat.” 
 
    Angel laughed when she heard him call him a brat. He was being a brat at the moment. At least Viktor called him on his shit. 
 
    “It doesn’t mean what you think it does, Angel.” Kade tapped his fingers on the table. “Although the American term fits right now. Brat in Russian means brother.” 
 
    “Kade?” Viktor sounded confused.  
 
    “Yeah.” A sigh rumbled out of him, and Angel turned her head sideways so she could see the kaleidoscope of expressions flickering on his face.  
 
    “What is going on, and who is Angel?” 
 
    “Angel, say hello to Viktor.” Angel raised her head long enough to stick her tongue out at Nikoli, which only made him laugh and blow her a kiss. He was such a sweetheart. 
 
    A wave of tears threatened her as she looked at him. In that split second, she caught a glimpse of the old Kade she’d known when she was nineteen in his brother. The devilishly charming, fun, and adventurous man who’d won her heart. She missed him. So much. 
 
    “Hey, now, what’s wrong?” Nik asked gently.  
 
    “Nothing.” She wiped her tears and sat up. “Nothing’s wrong.” 
 
    “Can someone tell me what the fuck is going on?” Viktor’s voice growled into the phone.  
 
    “Well, it seems Kade went and got himself married and didn’t tell us.” 
 
    “I swear to God, Nik, I told you not to say anything…” 
 
    “No, you didn’t.” Nikoli held up a hand. “I only told Viktor because we need his help.” 
 
    “Married? What the hell are you talking about, and why do you need my help?” 
 
    Kade took a deep, steadying breath, wrestling between his desire to strangle his little brother or maybe thank him. Nikoli ripped the Band-Aid off without even understanding how much it freed him. It brought him a step closer to admitting what he really wanted. 
 
    “You remember the Boston serial killer case I’m working?” He scrubbed at his face with both hands, suddenly tired. When Viktor grunted his version of yes, he continued. “Angel got a look at him, and now he’s set his sights on her.” 
 
    “And Angel is?” 
 
    “My wife.” 
 
    “The fuck you say.” 
 
    He gazed at her, and the wide green eyes were more than shell-shocked. She might be trying her damnedest to hide how affected she was by not only the serial killer, but by him, but it showed in the hollow, haunted look in her eyes.  
 
    “I do say. It’s a long story, Vik, but I need help. I’m working this case, which means I can’t watch her twenty-four-seven, and I need someone who can. People who are trained to see and deal with this type of psychopath. Nik tells me you hire only the best, and that’s what we need.” 
 
    “You’re serious?” Viktor’s tone got very soft. “You’re married?” 
 
    “Da.” 
 
    “Well, fuck. We finally got a sister. Do Mama and Papa know?” 
 
    “No, and I’d prefer to keep it that way until I tell them.” Kade shot a glance at Angel, who looked ready to argue, but he warned her with his eyes and hoped she’d heed him. 
 
    “Why don’t you want them to know?” 
 
    “It’s complicated.” He ran a hand through his hair, aware he’d nearly killed it as much as he’d done that today. “Please, Viktor. I’ll explain later, I promise. Do you have some men who can keep her safe?” 
 
    “Da. I’ll get them there within the next few hours. And Kade?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Congratulations. I’m happy for you, man. And Angel, she is there with you now?” 
 
    “She is.” Wariness crept back into Kade’s voice, and he glanced at her. As mad as she was with him, God only knew what she’d tell Viktor. He’d rather explain this fiasco to his brother in person and not over the phone. 
 
    “Dobro pozhalovat' v sem'yu mladshey sestry.” 
 
    “I have no idea what that means.” Angel looked up at him, confused.  
 
    Kade smiled at her. “It means welcome to the family, little sister.” 
 
    “I will get you the Rosetta Stone for Russian,” Viktor promised, chuckling. “Otherwise you will forever be confused when we are all together. Did you get Lily the program, Nik?” 
 
    “Uh, no, not yet. She’s got enough on her plate with finals coming up. Soon, though.” 
 
    “I must go. I have a lot of work to catch up on, as well as find you some guards. We’ll talk soon.” 
 
    “One thing, Vik.”  
 
    “Yeah, Kade?” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “She’s our family now, brat. We take care of family. I got shit to do now, motherfuckers. Aw, hell, I shouldn’t have said that with Angel there. Damn, I did it again.” 
 
    Kade laughed, imagining the disgusted look on his brother’s face. The man tried hard to watch his mouth around women; he just wasn’t used to doing it when taking to his brothers.  
 
    Nikoli disconnected the call before Viktor said anything to embarrass himself further.  
 
    “Why didn’t you tell him the truth?” She looked between them both, and Kade shrugged. He honestly didn’t know.  
 
    “I wanted to watch him squirm.” Nikoli grinned. “Besides, Viktor’s services are expensive as fuck. He’ll either give me a discount or do it for free if he thinks it’s for Kade’s wife.” 
 
    “Swear to me, Nikoli, not a word to Mama or Babushka.” 
 
    “Hey, man, I only wanted to see you squirm a bit, not get you thrown into the fires of hell.” Nikoli held up his hands. “They’d be on the next flight out of Russia. Babushka is terrified of flying, but if she thought Angel was in danger, she’d brave the plane.” 
 
    They would too. That was how much family meant to them all. They’d drop everything to help each other. He glanced over at Angel and saw a single tear fall from the corner of her eye.  
 
    And that was when it struck him. 
 
    What he’d really done to her. 
 
    She had no one. He’d taken everything from her, stripped her of her home, her family, her pride, and broken her heart to seal the deal. He was the villain in her story.  
 
    Hearing them talk so casually about their family had to be breaking her even more. Seeing her cry was more than he could handle right now. 
 
    “I need to check in with Bailey and go over some things with Jeremy. He’s on my team at the BAU. I have to get him up to speed on the case. Nik, can you take Angel back to the apartment for me?” 
 
    Nikoli wasn’t looking at him, he was staring at Angel, who didn’t seem to be aware of the fact she was crying. 
 
    “Yeah, but me and you, we’re gonna talk later.” 
 
    Kade nodded and left the room, closing the door behind him.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    She stared at the stick, willing it to show her a result. She’d been arguing with herself for weeks, but when her period didn’t show up for a second month, she bit the bullet and bought a pregnancy test. Combined with her queasy stomach that never seemed to go away and her ability to sleep at the drop of hat, Jasmine told her to get herself to Walgreens and buy a test.  
 
    The clerk at the drugstore had given her that knowing look, and Angel told her where she could stick that condescending expression. She hated when people looked at her like that, like she was worth less than a normal person. Yes, she wasn’t married and she might be knocked up, but so what? The world today was full of unmarried mothers. 
 
    Her body went cold at the thought. All the bravado in the world wasn’t going to change facts. She wasn’t married, and she might be a single mother. She was only nineteen. How could she be anybody’s mother when she barely knew how to take care of herself? She was a stripper. Pregnant women didn’t strip. What would she do? Get a job flipping burgers? Every cliché scenario she could think of ran a marathon race through her head. 
 
    The toilet seat caught her when she sank down, her knees going weak. What the fuck was she going to do? She was barely an adult, just learning about life. How was she going to take care of a tiny human? One who depended on her for everything? Hell, she barely depended on herself.  
 
    What the hell was she going to do if that test came back positive? 
 
    A baby. Tiny human.  
 
    Her hand went to her stomach. A tiny little life growing inside her.  
 
    She picked up the stick again. Nothing. Stupid thing. 
 
    What would she tell Kade? She used birth control, dammit. They used condoms. There was no way she could be pregnant. 
 
    Only there was. When she’d had the stomach flu and skipped her birth control for three days because she’d been too sick to keep anything down. Then there was that one time in the shower. One time. Only one freaking time they hadn’t used a condom, and she’d promised him it would be okay because she was on the pill, not thinking about the previous week. 
 
    Oh, God, would the birth control pills hurt the baby? She’d been taking them religiously since then. Could they cause birth defects? 
 
    What if Kade was furious? What if he told her to fuck off and he didn’t want any part of it? She didn’t see him as that kind of person, but they’d only been dating for six months. There was still so much she didn’t know about him, so much he refused to talk about. Whenever she tried to talk to him about his family or his past, he shut her down. Never in a mean way, but in a joking manner, and changed the subject.  
 
    What if he wasn’t the man she thought he was? What if he was like the boys she knew who would run screaming from the situation? 
 
    Did she even want the baby? There were options. Abortion was out of the question. She respected other women’s right to choose, but it was abhorrent to her. Adoption was still open to her. If things didn’t work out between her and Kade, that option was there. A baby deserved a real home with a parent or parents who could give it everything it needed.  
 
    Angel grew up with parents who loved her, who sacrificed everything for her and Peter. They had been their parents’ entire world. Could she do that for her child? Could she be that unselfish? Or would she hate the restrictions it put on her? She’d seen what happened to the girls in high school who’d gotten knocked up. Some of them grew to resent their babies because of how much they had to give up.  
 
    The last thing she could bear would be to resent her own flesh and blood. 
 
    This was driving her crazy. Still no lines on the stick. Had it been fifteen minutes yet? Her watch laughed at her. Eight minutes.  
 
    “Out of the bathroom, Angel! I have to get ready for a date.”  
 
    Peter pounded on the door, and she ignored him. What was she going to tell her brother? He’d sacrificed everything for her. And here she went and got herself knocked up like every other idiot girl who thought it would never happen to her. She took precautions, dammit, and it still might have happened to her. 
 
    Three more minutes ticked by, and she got up and looked at her pale face in the mirror. Tears made wet tracks down her cheeks under red, swollen eyes. How could she be crying without even realizing it? Her breathing slowed, and it became harder and harder to pull air into her lungs. Spots danced in front of her eyes, and she fought for air. 
 
    What was happening to her? She gripped the edge of the counter to try to stay upright as the world tilted and started to spin. She blinked several times, a whimper escaping. Panic clawed at her throat and she fell back, unable to stop her legs from folding beneath her.  
 
    The resulting crash brought her brother pounding on the door. “Angel? You okay? What happened? Did you fall?” 
 
    She tried to say something, but she couldn’t. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move. 
 
    “Angel? Answer me, dammit!” 
 
    She drew in a strangled breath as Peter rattled the door handle. It had to be a panic attack. 
 
    Peter’s shoulder hit the bathroom door and it burst inward, hitting her left arm with such force, she fell sideways. 
 
    “Oh my God, Angel. What’s wrong?”  
 
    He pulled her up, and she winced when he grasped her arm. Damn, but it hurt enough to penetrate the panic. She took a few small breaths and concentrated on breathing, telling herself over and over that she was okay. She made herself focus on the throbbing pain in her arm. Slowly, the world stopped spinning and she could breathe. She blinked several times, ignoring Peter’s attempts to get her to speak. Her gaze zeroed in on the little white stick that had rolled off the countertop when she’d fallen.  
 
    One line meant she wasn’t pregnant. 
 
    Two lines meant a tiny human nestled under her heart. 
 
    She leaned forward and grasped it, closing her eyes. If she looked, that meant it was real. If she simply refused to look, she could go on like nothing was wrong, like nothing had changed.  
 
    “Angel, talk to me. What’s going on? What’s wrong?” 
 
    She thrust the little white stick at him, unable to look. “What does it say?” 
 
    Bewildered, he looked down. “Uh, it doesn’t say anything?” 
 
    “How many lines, Peter? How many lines are there?” 
 
    Please don’t say it, please don’t say it, please don’t say it. 
 
    “Two lines.” 
 
    She sagged against the wall. He said it. 
 
    A tiny human. 
 
    “Is this a pregnancy test?”  
 
    She nodded, refusing to look him. What if he looked at her like that stupid cashier had? With scorn, derision, and condemnation? 
 
    “Two lines means what?” 
 
    “A baby.” 
 
    He sat on the floor next to her and leaned his head against hers. “You okay?” 
 
    She shook her head. She wasn’t okay. She was never going to be okay again. “I’m scared, Peter. I can’t do this.” 
 
    “It’s a scary thing, that’s for sure,” he agreed. 
 
    “What am I gonna do?” The waterworks burst and she started to cry, her breath coming out in loud sobs. Her brother pulled her into his lap and rocked her like their dad used to do when she got hurt. He let her cry until she was spent.  
 
    “It’s okay, Angel. Everything is going to be okay. I promise.”  
 
    His soothing words washed over Angel, and it calmed her down a bit. “I’m too young to be a mom, Peter.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re young, but Mom was a year younger when she had me. I think you’re selling yourself short, kid.” 
 
    “But what if I don’t want to be a mom?” she whispered, and her stomach cramped up in protest. Shit, could the nugget hear her? No, surely not. It didn’t even have a brain right now, did it? Shit, she had no idea. 
 
    Peter stilled, but only for a moment. “I’ll support whatever you want to do. If you don’t want this pregnancy, I’ll go down to the clinic with you, and we’ll face it together. I’m here, kid. Whatever you want, I’m here.” 
 
    Angel knew for a fact how he felt about abortion, but he was telling her it was okay if that was what she decided. She hugged him tighter. Despite his own personal beliefs, he put her ahead of himself. That was what brothers were for. That was what he’d done her whole life. He stepped up and did what needed to be done.  
 
    “No, Peter. No abortions. I won’t do that.” 
 
    His whole body sighed with relief. “Okay, kiddo. Then we’ll deal with it. Have you told Kade?” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. 
 
    “Don’t you think you need to?” 
 
    “What if he acts like an ass and walks away?” She hiccupped.  
 
    “Then I’ll beat him bloody, and we’ll never worry about the bastard again. Uncle Peter will make sure the kid never misses a good-for-nothing absent father.” 
 
    He always knew just what to say to make her laugh when she was crying. God, what would she do without her big brother?  
 
    “Do you really think I can do this?” Peter handed her some tissue he’d snagged from the roll, and she blew her nose. “What if I screw up? I might hurt it accidentally or something.” 
 
    “You will screw up. Mom and Dad screwed up. I screwed up all the time…” 
 
    “You did not,” she interrupted him. “You were always there, doing exactly what I needed.” 
 
    “I was terrified, kid. Every second after Mom and Dad died. Constantly worrying about you, if I was doing what I was supposed to. Remember that first temper tantrum you threw over me grounding you for skipping school? I was so scared you’d hate me forever.” 
 
    “I only hated you for about an hour.” 
 
    “Trust me, kid, if I can do it, you’re gonna be a pro. And you won’t be by yourself. Kade or no Kade, you and me…” His index finger went back and forth between them. “We’re stuck with each other. I got your back. Always. We’re gonna get through this together.” 
 
    “I love you, Peter.” 
 
    “I love you too, Shortcake.” 
 
    She snorted and a stream of snot shot out, making Peter curse when it landed on his shirt. He hadn’t called her that since she was little. She used to love Strawberry Shortcake, and with her red hair, it was Peter’s nickname for her.  
 
    “Nugget’s going to love you too.” 
 
    “Nugget?” He looked down at her curiously.  
 
    “The baby. I’ve been calling it Nugget since I took the damn test.” 
 
    “Nugget. It’s not a bad name until we figure out if it’s a boy or a girl.” He moved to help her off his lap, and she cried out when he grabbed her arm. His face paled. “Shit, Angel, your arm is purple, and it’s swelling.” 
 
    “I think that happens when someone smashes a door into one’s arm.” 
 
    “Well, fuck. Let’s get you to the emergency room and make sure it’s not broken. We can get you a blood test there too. Sometimes those pregnancy tests are wrong.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah, a girlfriend of mine had a scare a while back. She took three and they all said she was pregnant, but her blood test was negative.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that.” 
 
    “You were about twelve at the time. I didn’t tell you everything.” 
 
    “I don’t think the test is wrong. My period’s late, two months.” 
 
    “It’s gonna be fine. Really. You, me, and the nugget. We got each other’s backs. Promise.” 
 
      
 
    Listening to Kade, Nikoli, and Victor made Angel think of her own brother. She never let herself think about Peter. She buried memories of him as much as she did those of Kade. The pain was too much. The only way she’d survived it was to lock it all away, to push it down and refuse to let herself think about any of it. It made her colder, harsher, more bitchy. She knew that, but it was how she survived.  
 
    She heard Nikoli and Lily downstairs. He refused to go until Kade came home. Angel didn’t have the energy to fight with him. She came upstairs instead and curled up on the bed, her knees hugged against her chest.  
 
    She cried. For the first time since Peter’s funeral, she cried for him. His memory was burned in hers, and even though it hurt to think about him, she let herself. Being that near to siblings cracked the vault, and Peter forced his way out. God, how she missed him. 
 
    He’d taken all her fear, balled it up in brotherly love, and tossed it away. Being pregnant, barely legal, and unsure of herself scared the hell out of her. He’d made her believe she could do it, that she’d be a good mama. He gave her strength, courage, and resolve. He would tell her to stop feeling sorry for herself, to get up and kick ass.  
 
    But he wasn’t here to tell her anything. And she couldn’t make herself move. It was all too much. Her walls were cracking, great chunks of the concrete in the dam around her heart falling down into the raging waters of her emotions swirling back to life. 
 
    She blamed Kade. Everything was fine when she’d been able to shut off her emotions, to pretend nothing was wrong. He wouldn’t let her. He didn’t even mean to do it, he just did. He was the only man she’d ever loved. Her heart ached for him, for what they’d had. Her body craved his touch. It refused to behave like a good little soldier.  
 
    Like today when he’d rushed in, scared to death. There had been real fear in his eyes, concern. For her. When he walked away from her, he said he’d never loved her, that it had all been a part of the job. He’d needed her to get close to Peter. The baby had just been collateral damage. 
 
    Collateral damage. 
 
    She slammed her fist into the mattress. Her anger burned bright, but it couldn’t outshine the fear she’d seen today. It reminded her of the same fear when he’d come to the hospital. Peter told him she’d had an accident, and he’d rushed into her hospital room much the same way he had today.  
 
    He was a hell of an actor to pull that off. Part of her refused to believe she meant nothing to him, the part that held out the last vestiges of hope. Maybe he cared, maybe he’d always cared. 
 
    Then why the fuck would he say such awful things to her and then walk away, she asked her traitorous inner voice. He walked away from us, not the other way around. 
 
    A knock broke the solitude of her room, and when the door opened, she didn’t need to look to know who it was. His scent haunted her. She’d know it anywhere. The bed dipped, and she tensed. Why was he here? What did he want? Why couldn’t he just leave her alone? All she wanted was to not have to feel anything, to be able to get up and face the day without a pain so deep it physically hurt to move cutting away at her. 
 
    That was what Kade and the memory of them was to her. Pain and grief and rage. It hurt so much. The only way she could live was to forget it all; her survival depended on it. Only how could she do that when he was right there? When he smelled like everything she’d associated with love? He smelled of home, and she couldn’t lie to herself. She loved him. God, she loved this man so much. The man who’d destroyed her life, and she still loved him.  
 
    He couldn’t know. He’d destroyed her once. She wouldn’t let him do it again. Her inner voice laughed at her. She knew the truth. She’d never been able to resist him.  
 
    She heaved a sob as another wave of despair and pain wracked her, and he moved. He crawled up the bed and pulled her against him. He didn’t say anything. He just held her while she cried. She cried and cried. She cried for Peter, she cried for the nugget, she cried for the man she loved.  
 
    She cried. 


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kade slipped off the bed after he was sure she’d fallen asleep. Exhaustion had finally claimed her after she’d cried enough to fill a river. He’d never seen Angel cry like that. It did something to him, and he didn’t like how he felt. He knew her tears were because of him, and he hated it. 
 
    Maybe he should tell her the truth. Would she even believe him after all these years? As much anger as she had bottled up, he doubted hearing the truth would make any difference. There was no point in waking up sleeping dogs that might only hurt her worse.  
 
    He opened the closet and sidestepped Nikoli’s freaky shit and found a blanket on the top shelf. He covered her up then left the room, closing the door behind him. Sleep was the best medicine for her right now. 
 
    He found a note from Nikoli downstairs. He and Lily probably left when they figured out he wasn’t coming back downstairs. It simply said: 
 
      
 
    Food in the fridge, call me. 
 
      
 
    His stomach growled, reminding him he hadn’t eaten all day. The clock on the microwave told him it was 11:19. Wow. He’d been upstairs with Angel since a little after four.  
 
    A raid of the fridge yielded a pan of lasagna and a plate of garlic bread. He cut himself a very large chunk and took a couple pieces of the bread which he consumed while he waited on the microwave to nuke his late supper. It smelled divine. Had to be Lily’s. The boy couldn’t boil water. He’d seen Nikoli burn a pan once trying to do just that. He’d forgotten he’d put water on and scorched the pan when it boiled dry.  
 
    Once he had his food in hand, he grabbed a beer out of the fridge and settled himself on the living room couch. Nikoli’s white cushions be damned. He was tired, cranky, and would pay for the cleaning if he spilled anything.  
 
    He fished out his phone and opened the FaceTime app. He needed to talk to his brother. Dimitri shouldn’t be asleep. It wasn’t that late in L.A. Kade had come to a decision holding Angel while she slept, and he needed advice. Dimitri was the one person who might be able to help him. 
 
    “What’s up, bro?”  
 
    Kade shook his head at his brother, who had his arm wrapped around a very pretty brunette. “You busy?” 
 
    “Nah. Babe, go find us some drinks. I’ll be back in a few.”  
 
    The image shook as Dimitri walked into what looked like his bedroom. The soft sounds of the radio played in the background. Booty call music, his babushka called it. Where an eighty-year-old woman heard that phrase, he did not want to know. It always cracked them up when she said it, though. 
 
    His brother’s face popped back up on the screen. Dimitri was the only Kincaid brother to look more like their mother than their father. He even had her white blond hair and sky blue eyes. The odd man out in photos. He used to tease Dimitri mercilessly about that. Until he got old enough to beat Kade’s ass.  
 
    “You look like shit, motherfucker.” 
 
    “Good to see you too, D.” Kade rubbed his chin. It was a fair assessment. He probably did look like shit. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Dimitri sat, giving Kade a view of the headboard. “You don’t look good. Is it the case you’re working on?” 
 
    “I fucked up. Big time.” He ran a hand through his hair. “You remember that undercover case I worked in Miami?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Dimitri nodded, his eyes crinkling with concern. “You were fucked up when you got home. I’ve never seen you like that, brat, before or since. You refused to talk about it, even when I threated to beat it out of you.” 
 
    “I made a bad decision, and it fucked everything up.” He leaned back against the couch, not caring that the plate of lasagna was sliding off his knee onto Nik’s pearly white fabric. “I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “First, slow down and calm down. What happened?” 
 
    “I met a girl while I was there.” 
 
    “A girl?” Dimitri looked away from the phone. “No, I’m busy. I’ll be down when I’m done.” 
 
    “Real smooth, there. If Mama heard you talk to a girl like that…” 
 
    “She never will.” Dimitri grinned, reminding him so much of Nikoli. “Besides, she’s lucky I didn’t tell her to get the fuck out. She’s being clingy. I can’t stand a clingy woman.” 
 
    “You’re starting to sound like me and Nik. I thought we were the only two assholes in the family when it came to women.” 
 
    “I guess I’m just bored with women who see a pretty face and fat wallet and think ‘goldmine.’” 
 
    “They’re not all like that, you know.” Angel certainly wasn’t. Neither was Lily. 
 
    “I know. I just haven’t met one yet who looks past the face and expensive car and sees me.” 
 
    “Well, maybe if you didn’t flaunt said expensive car?” 
 
    “Fuck that. I’ve worked too hard to get where I am.” 
 
    Dimitri was an author. A romance author, much to his brothers’ astonishment and mock contempt. They loved to tease him about it, but even they couldn’t dispute the fact he did well. Kade never realized how much an author had to actually work. He’d assumed it was all sitting on your ass at the computer, typing. What really went into a writing career blew his mind when Dimitri had walked him through what he did on a daily basis. 
 
    “No lecturing tonight. Tell me what’s going on with you. What about this girl you met? You run into her or something, and she recognized you? You’re not in any danger, are you? I mean, that cartel still has a hard on for you.’ 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “I’m omniscient.” He preened until he realized it hadn’t impressed Kade. “I asked Viktor to keep an ear to the ground. Your name still gets mentioned in certain circles. So if this girl made you…” 
 
    “No, it’s not that.” Good to know he was still being hunted by Miami’s biggest drug cartel. His handler assured him there weren’t any feelers out. Kade checked in from time to time to be certain.  
 
    “Then what is it?” Dimitri regarded him curiously. “You’re starting to worry me.” 
 
    “I married her.” 
 
    “The fuck you say!” Disbelief warred with shock as Dimitri struggled to digest Kade’s little bombshell.  
 
    “She’s the sister of the guy I was told to get close to.” 
 
    “Sounds like you got a little too close, brat.” 
 
    “Yeah, you could say that.” Kade laughed, but the sound was hollow, empty. “I could never stay away from that girl.” 
 
    “Did you love her?” 
 
    “I still do.” That was the problem, wasn’t it? Being away from her, refusing to think about her, dulled the ache to a bearable level. Being this close to her? There was no dulling it. It was an open, bleeding wound. One that couldn’t be patched up. It just bled.  
 
    “So what’s the problem? She married now or something?” 
 
    “No.” Kade took a deep breath. “We’re still married.” 
 
    “Back up, Romeo. You’re still married? You need to start from the beginning.” 
 
    Kade sighed, but he did as Dimitri asked. He told him everything about Miami, the baby, the miscarriage, and then brought him up to date on the current events. 
 
    “You’re fucked, motherfucker.” 
 
    That, right there. In a nutshell. 
 
    “I don’t know what to do. She hates me.” 
 
    “I’d fucking hate you too if I were her. You screwed up, man. I don’t know if you can fix this.” 
 
    “You’re the romance expert. I called you for advice, not for you to tell me what I already know.” 
 
    “Well, she fell for you once, didn’t she?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Then make her fall for you again.” Dimitri yawned. “Charm her. I’ve seen you at work. You’re as deadly as Nik when it comes to women. Make her remember why she loved you in the first place.” 
 
    “How the fuck am I supposed to do that when she won’t even have a civil conversation with me?” 
 
    “You two are holed up together until you catch this psycho, yes?” When Kade nodded, Dimitri continued. “Use that. Do what you need to. Talk to her, even when she refuses to talk to you. Fill the silence. It’s Christmas, for God’s sake. Do some holiday stuff. Women love all that Christmas shit. My point is, stop sulking like a girl feeling sorry for yourself.” 
 
    Leave it to Dimitri to be blunt.  
 
    “Look, I gotta go. Charlene is probably ready to kill me. Do you want me to fly out there? For support and backup? Romance writers are the perfect wingmen in this kind of situation.” 
 
    Kade started to say no, but changed his mind. Christmas was just around the corner, and with Nik here, it’d be nice to have another brother around. “If you think you can get away, I’d appreciate you coming. You can’t stay here, though.” 
 
    Dimitri laughed. “Fuck, no. You need all the alone time you can get with your wife.” He wiggled his eyebrows suggestively, and Kade laughed.  
 
    “Fucker, get lost. I’ll see you when you get here. And, Dimitri, keep this to yourself. No telling the rest of the family. If this all goes to hell, well…” 
 
    “I got your back. Don’t worry. See you tomorrow, and good luck. You need it.” 
 
    Kade turned off the app and stared up at the ceiling. There was so much he needed to apologize for. So much he wanted to tell her. So much he’d always wanted to tell her, starting that day in the ER when he found out she was pregnant. 
 
      
 
    He’d driven like the hounds of hell were on his heels when he’d gotten Peter’s text saying she was hurt and at the ER. That was all his text said. No details, just that she’d had an accident and to get his ass to the emergency room.  
 
    The fear that nearly crippled him was the first big wakeup call. He’d argued with himself, told himself it was too soon, that she was just someone to hang out and have some fun with while he was there. But the thought of her being hurt, in pain, somewhere that wasn’t with him…he understood what it meant that day. Seeing her sitting on the exam table, pale, bruised, and crying drove the knowledge home. He loved her.  
 
    She’d been alone when he found her. She looked up, her green eyes wide and terrified. His first thought was that someone had attacked her. Her arm was a purple mess. The fear in her eyes made everything inside him bristle up. Whoever had fucking hurt his girl would pay for it. 
 
    “What happened?” He came into the room, working hard to control his temper at seeing the sight of her arm. “Who hurt you, Angel?” 
 
    She looked at her arm and shook her head. “It was an accident.” 
 
    “Who?” His anger bled through the whispered word, and her eyes widened. 
 
    “I fell in the bathroom and Peter broke the door down, not knowing I was right there. It bounced off my arm.” 
 
    “Peter fucking did this to you?” Red. He saw red. Peter did this? 
 
    She reached out and caught his arm. “He was trying to help me, Kade. He didn’t do it on purpose. I swear. He’d never hurt me.” 
 
    “Is it broken?” Her touch helped to soothe away some of the anger.  
 
    “I don’t know. They haven’t come back yet.” 
 
    He pushed her over a little and sat next to her on the hard surface. What little padding there was had been worn thin by countless others. He wrapped an arm around her and tucked her into his side. “Are you okay? Do you need anything? Do I need to go roust a nurse for pain meds?” 
 
    “Um…about that…” She kept her head down, refusing to look up at him. 
 
    “Hey.” He tilted her head up with his index finger. “What’s wrong, baby?” 
 
    “I need to tell you something…” 
 
    A knock sounded at the door, and they looked up to see the doctor come in. He was an older man, in his early sixties and all smiles. “Miss Lemoraux, you’ll be glad to know there are no broken bones.” 
 
    Kade felt Angel exhale, her relief palpable.  
 
    “It is, however, an extremely deep tissue bruise and is going to be quite painful. Given your pregnancy, I can’t prescribe anything but acetaminophen for the pain. I am giving you a prescription for prenatal vitamins to get you started until you see your OBGYN. Do you have one?” 
 
    “No.” Her voice was quiet, hesitant. 
 
    Kade barely registered any of it. His mind got stuck on the word pregnancy. The doctor gave him a curious look, but continued to talk to Angel. Pregnant? How? They’d been careful, and she said she was on birth control. How could she be pregnant? 
 
    It. Was. Not. Possible. 
 
    No. This couldn’t be true. He was an undercover police officer. He wasn’t supposed to get involved like this. No. No. No. What the hell would his handler have to say? 
 
    He closed his eyes. Shit. What was Angel going to say when he busted her brother? It would devastate her. She’d hate him. 
 
    Pregnant. 
 
    There had to be a way to make this right. Some way to make her understand what was about to happen. How was he going to fix this? 
 
    Would she even let him near his kid when the truth came out? 
 
    “Kade?” Angel nudged his arm. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Pregnant.  
 
    Hell fucking no, he wasn’t okay. 
 
    They were too young; neither of them knew how to take care of a baby. What the fuck were they going to do? He pinched the bridge of his nose and took a deep breath. 
 
    Fuck. Pregnant. 
 
    Kade slid off the table and stood there, shock raging.  
 
    “Kade,” Angel whispered. 
 
    He turned to face her, and all his shock was mirrored in those cat eyes of hers. She looked lost, alone, and so very sad. This wasn’t her fault—well, no more her fault than his. She didn’t need to see him freaking out. She was hurt and scared. That trumped his own fear of what a pregnancy meant.  
 
    His hand cupped her cheek. “Hey, now, it’s all going to be okay.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Her misery washed over him like a tidal wave, and it helped to clear some of his own shock away. She needed him to take care of her right now more than she needed him to be freaking out. 
 
    “You don’t have anything to be sorry for, Angel.” He gave her a smile, trying to reassure her and fight back the panic at the same time. It probably came out more of a grimace, if he was honest with himself.  
 
    “She sure as fuck doesn’t.” 
 
    Peter’s angry voice sounded right behind him, and he turned. Damn, but his friend looked pissed. Kade might be in for a beat down. Not that he blamed him. The fact they had no sisters was one of the few things the Kincaid brothers thanked God for. The poor girl would never have survived six brothers. Nor would any guy she ever dared to so much as glance at. What if he had a daughter? God’s sense of humor would surely bite Kade in the ass in the form of payback. 
 
    “Peter, don’t.” Angel’s plea made her brother’s expression harden.  
 
    “Outside. Now.” He turned and stormed off. 
 
    Kade gave Angel a quick kiss on the forehead and followed his very pissed off best friend to an empty hallway away from the staff and patients. Peter’s fist was balled and ready to land when they finally came to a halt.  
 
    “Wait.” Kade held up his hand. “I know you’re mad…” 
 
    “You think?” Anger vibrated off Peter, and Kade winced, hoping this would end better than he thought it would. 
 
    “No one expected this. We were always so careful.” Kade shook his head. “It is what it is, and…” 
 
    He barely registered the fist that swung at him with brutal efficiency, let alone have time to dodge it. The blow landed squarely on his eye, and pain burst to light amid an array of stars. He staggered backward, the wall breaking his fall. Damn, that hurt. 
 
    “You stupid, irresponsible…”  
 
    “Look, Peter, I don’t know what we’re going to do, what Angel wants to do. This is her decision."  
 
    “But what do you want to do?” Peter eyeballed him, begging him to say the wrong thing. 
 
    Hell, what was the right thing to say? He didn’t know. This was too fast, too soon, everything sprung on him with no warning. Did he even want a kid? Could he take care of one? What if Angel didn’t want to keep it? He swallowed. He knew he wanted the baby to have a chance, but he also knew ultimately it wasn’t his decision.  
 
    Did he want the baby? He loved Angel, and he knew as panicked as he was right now, he’d love the baby because it was a part of her.  
 
    “I want what she wants.” That was the best answer he could come up with. 
 
    “And if she wants an abortion?” Peter relaxed slightly, but only slightly.  
 
    “As much as that bothers me, I’d support her if that’s what she decided.” 
 
    “So, you want the baby?” 
 
    “Shit, Peter, I don’t know what the fuck I want.” Kade felt sick, his fear bubbling. “I just found out a few minutes ago there even is a baby. Can I have five minutes to process before you finish the Inquisition?” 
 
    “No. You can’t have five minutes, because she’s in there twice as freaked as either one of us, scared to death you’re going to walk out…” 
 
    “I love her. I wouldn’t walk away from her because she’s pregnant.” 
 
    “That’s all you had to say.” Peter cracked his knuckles. “You’re going to marry her.” 
 
    Whoa, what? Marriage?  
 
    The air went out of his lungs, and a few spots of darkness crept up around his vision.  
 
    Pregnant. 
 
    Marriage. 
 
    Peter snapped his fingers in front of Kade’s face, bringing him away from the brink of darkness. “No passing out. I mean this, Kade. You knocked my sister up, and you damn well will marry her.”  
 
    “But…” 
 
    “You said you loved her.” 
 
    “I do, but…” 
 
    “Then that’s the end of it. You’ll get married. I’ll call Father Joe when I leave. Two weeks should be enough time for you to get the marriage license.” 
 
    “Slow down, Peter.” Kade braved Peter’s ire. “You’re making plans for your sister. She might not want to marry me. Have you thought of that?” 
 
    Peter frowned then marched back the way they’d come. Kade stared at his retreating back, dismayed, but then took off after him. God help him, what kind of situation had he gotten himself into? His mother and grandmother would kill him. 
 
    “Angel, do you want to marry Kade?” 
 
    Peter’s harsh question hit his ears as he crossed the threshold into Angel’s room. Real smooth, Peter. 
 
    Her pale, bloodless face turned from Peter to Kade and back again. Her eyes hardened. “I don’t want to marry anyone because they feel forced into it, Peter.” 
 
    “He’s not being forced.” Peter crossed his arms. “Now answer the question.” 
 
    “Peter, get the hell out. Your sister and I need to talk, and you’re not helping.” Kade pushed his way past Peter.  
 
    “No. I…” 
 
    “Out. Now.” Kade spread his legs, taking up his best fighting stance. “I’ll bring her home in a while.” 
 
    Peter’s lips thinned, but he nodded. He turned and walked out, his back ramrod stiff. Kade sighed and turned around to face Angel. 
 
    “So, a baby, huh?” 
 
    She nodded and looked away.  
 
    He walked over and leaned into her good arm. “How far along are we?” 
 
    “About seven weeks.”  
 
    “The shower, then.” He supposed he should have known better, but he didn’t regret that afternoon at all.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I thought too.” She cleared her throat. “About Peter…” 
 
    “He’s just looking out for you.” 
 
    “I know, I…you don’t have to marry me, Kade,” she blurted. Her face flushed crimson, and she looked all of the nineteen years old she was in that moment. Young, vulnerable, and ashamed. 
 
    It was the last thing he wanted.  
 
    “You tell me what you want, Angel. Do you want the baby?” 
 
    “I…I was so scared when I found out, but…” 
 
    He grasped her chin and made her look at him. “Whatever you decide, Angel, I will support you. Do you want the baby?” 
 
    “Yes.” Her green eyes sparked defiance. 
 
    “Then marry me.” 
 
    “No. Not because of Peter…” 
 
    “Hey, have you ever known me to do something I didn’t want to do?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then answer me. Will you marry me?” 
 
    “You might hate us both later, me and the baby, if you marry me because I’m pregnant.” 
 
    “But I’m not marrying you because you’re pregnant.” He leaned in and brushed her lips with his. “I’m marrying you because I love you, Angelique Renae Lemoraux.” 
 
    A small gasp left her and her eyes widened. “You love me?” 
 
    “Yes. I realized it while I was driving over here, terrified you were in some kind of accident and you might die. I couldn’t bear the thought, and that’s when I knew I loved you. Do you understand? I love you, Angel.” 
 
    “What if I don’t love you?” The sparkle of devilment was slowly leaching back into her eyes, and a small fission of relief settled in his stomach. 
 
    “You do.” He kissed the corner of her mouth. 
 
    “Is that so, Kincaid?” 
 
    “Yes, it is so, moye serdtse.” 
 
    “And why’s that?” 
 
    “Because you love me too.” He leaned back and smiled, his body warming with the sight of her own smile.  
 
    “So, you’re telling me how I feel now, are you?” 
 
    “If I have to, yes.” He brushed her nose with his. “But you do love me.”  
 
    “But what if I don’t?” She leaned forward, her lips meeting his. 
 
    “Then I’ll just have to work a little harder.” He kissed her, his lips stealing over hers in a swift assault.  
 
    “Ahem.” Someone cleared their throat. 
 
    Kade reluctantly pulled back to see a nurse staring at them, amused. “I take it you are the baby daddy?” 
 
    Kade laughed outright. “Yeah, that’d be me.”  
 
    “Let’s get her all signed out so you can take her home.” The nurse smiled warmly, and Kade stepped aside as she went to work having Angel sign papers and explaining to her about swelling and medications.  
 
    It wasn’t lost on him that she hadn’t answered either of his questions. Did she love him? Maybe it was too soon for her. They’d only been dating six months. It was a new revelation to him and one he’d come to on his own. Maybe she needed more time. 
 
    It was a sobering thought. They didn’t have all the time in the world. They would be parents in a few months. 
 
    Parents. 
 
    Damn, how had he gone from being dumbstruck over the word pregnant to thinking the word parent so easily? 
 
    The more he thought about the baby, the worse his panic got, but not at the actual pregnancy itself. It had more to do with all the lies surrounding his and Angel’s relationship. He needed to tell her the truth, but if he did, she’d kick him out, and the thought of losing her…it was more than he could take. 
 
    No. He’d marry her. He’d show her how much he loved her. If he could convince her of that, maybe she wouldn’t leave him. 
 
      
 
    The buzzing of his phone snapped him out of his memories. He picked it up off the table and saw the front desk’s number flashing at him. What did they want this time of night? 
 
    What if it was another package?  
 
    He swiped the bar and answered. “Kincaid.” 
 
    “Mr. Kincaid. I have some people here who would like to see you. They are from Kincaid Securities. They said they’d be handling security for Miss Lemoraux? If that is the case, then they need to fill out the proper paperwork, but…” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But they are being difficult.”  
 
    Of course they were. He glanced at the stairs. She should be okay for a few minutes. No one could get up here without a key. 
 
    “I’ll be right down.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    He stretched, his arm muscles rippling. He walked to the dresser where a pan of water sat. He dipped the washcloth in it and proceeded to scrub the blood from his arms. He rinsed the cloth in the water, fascinated as it turned red.  
 
    The whimper from the bed caught his attention. He regarded his canvas. The blood had run and pooled, drying in places. It swirled in a myriad of patterns that spoke to him. Beautiful. 
 
    It was all about the glory of the patterns. 
 
    Everyone looked for patterns. Even the ordinary souls found patterns in their everyday life. It was human nature. A slow smile curved his lips as he thought of the police and the FBI. They had to be driving themselves nuts trying to find a pattern in his kills. 
 
    The simple truth was they’d never find a pattern. His patterns weren’t in the canvases he chose. His patterns could be found in the beautiful lines created with each drip, each small stream of blood as they trickled down the body that served as a perfect canvas to create upon. He chose his canvases young only because they tended to be fit, their blood quick and sure.  
 
    And they needed to be women. Men really held no appeal. A woman could satisfy other needs as the paintings drew themselves. Though he supposed it might be an experiment to see how differently the patterns formed on a male canvas. He didn’t know if he’d be able to sate his needs on a male canvas.  
 
    No, he decided. Best to stick to what gave him pleasure.  
 
    He walked back over to the bed and released his beauty from her restraints. She cried out when he picked her up. The burns on her skin had reddened up to just the right color. 
 
    “Come, love, let’s get you to the bathroom.” He picked her up and carried her to the toilet. He helped take care of her business then turned on the shower. “We need to get you cleaned up. We have a date tonight. I have something special planned.” 
 
    It took him a few minutes, but he got her bathed and her hair washed. It cleaned all the blood away, but that was fine. He had photographs to look at. Besides, the new games he had planned would put his beloved chaos theory to the test again. He took his time and towel dried her body, relishing every small cry where he rubbed a burn just a little too hard. Her hair took a little longer, but once he was finished, she looked fresh and clean. 
 
    “Come, you must be starving.” He picked her up off the bathroom floor and carried her into the living room. Her eyes examined the room, looking for exits. He knew this without looking at her, because they all did this. There was no escape, though. The door was padlocked on the inside and bars adorned the windows. She could get up, walk around, scream, pound on the door, but with no one around for miles, her efforts would be moot. 
 
    He put her on the couch then wandered into the kitchen. He popped a frozen pizza in the oven and grabbed two beers from the fridge. She cringed when he sat beside her, popping the tops.  
 
    She tentatively took the bottle he handed her. “Drink.” 
 
    That pert little mouth sipped at the beer and he felt himself harden. So many things she’d already done with that mouth. So many more things she could do. 
 
    No. He shook his head. Best not to get sidetracked. He flipped on the television. Scandal was on. He enjoyed the show. Leaning back, he threw an arm over her shoulder, his fingers curling into her arm and pulling her close. She tensed and tried to pull away. “Now, now. We’re trying to have a nice movie night. Don’t be like that, sugar. You don’t want to upset me, now, do you?” 
 
    She shook her head and forced herself to relax.  
 
    He nuzzled her hair. “Good girl.” 
 
    The fight in her wasn’t nearly as strong as the last girl. His attention was waning. If it weren’t for the red hair, he’d probably already have disposed of her as a failed effort. His disposals were never left for the world to see. They ended up in the ground, away from prying, judgmental eyes. No one would see his failures. Perhaps he should give up on this one and find another? 
 
    But no. The police already knew about her. He’d made no attempt to hide her abduction. He wanted them to know, to see that he planned on taking Angel. It made the game that much more fun. If he disposed of her now, they’d start asking questions he didn’t want them to ask. Why get rid of her of her so early? Was he escalating? 
 
    Truthfully, he wanted to rush, to get this part over and done so he could focus on taking Angel, but he needed a plan first. She was locked away from him. He’d hoped she’d come to work tonight, but she’d stayed away. Agent Pretty Boy’s doing. He was sure of it. How to separate the two of them? 
 
    He absently stroked his canvas’s hair while he muddled through all the logistical problems bound up in his masterpiece. Angel. He’d pose her just like an angel, spread open, her body covered in the most exquisite markings. Perhaps he’d go look up angelic symbols and carve them into the suppleness of her flesh, just to add a bit of artistic flair. 
 
    So many possibilities. 
 
    What was his angel doing? Was she sleeping, safe and locked away in her tower, or was she lying there, afraid? Was she dreaming of him? Of all the things they would do together? Perhaps he should show her? He had her email address, after all.  
 
    Yes, he’d give her a peek into his world and all the beauty that awaited her. 
 
    The smell of pizza wafted his way, and he stood. He detested burned pizza. 
 
    Once they’d eaten, he wanted to take his canvas downstairs to the garage. He’d set up a display. Bound, fucked, and marked. His fingers twitched, aching for the feel of his brush—his knife, in this instance.  
 
    Food first. They’d both need their strength for this. 
 
    Then they would play. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rain.  
 
    How dare it threaten on her wedding day? Angel stomped her foot as she watched the weatherman. The dark clouds outside mocked her. Why did it have to rain on her wedding? It had to be a bad omen. 
 
    Not that it was anything special. There would be no big church wedding, much to Peter’s disgust. It was more of a visit to the Justice of the Peace with Jasmine and her brother as witnesses. Kade said his family wouldn’t be able to make it on such short notice, as they all lived in Russia. Peter wanted Father Joe to perform the ceremony, but he gave in when Kade put his foot down. Peter wanted her married, and he’d do what was necessary to get the job done.  
 
    Pregnant and married at the age of nineteen. Well, she’d be twenty in less than a week. It wasn’t what she’d planned. Not by any means. Her hand went to her stomach. The nugget didn’t care about that, though. Not his fault either. The longer she had to get used to the idea of a baby, the calmer she became. And she was pretty sure it was a boy. Just a feeling, but she knew she was right.  
 
    She’d call him Matthew, after her dad. It was a good, strong name, but until she was sure it was a boy, she’d keep calling him Nugget.  
 
    Despite Kade’s reassurances, she knew they were only getting married because he’d knocked her up. Not to say that in a year they wouldn’t have ended up at the altar. She wouldn’t be waking up to doubts on her wedding day. Would the marriage last? They were so young. She was headstrong, stubborn, but so was Kade.  
 
    Her wedding dress mocked her from where it hung on her closet door. A simple white dress that no more resembled a wedding dress than her stripping gear did. It certainly wasn’t the wedding dress she’d dreamed of. She’d had her wedding mapped out since she was five. Big church ceremony, her dad walking her down the aisle, the dress causing everyone to ohh and ahh.  
 
    Not what she got, though. 
 
    Her hand rubbed her belly, reassuringly. It would be fine. It might not be everything her dreams were made of, but Kade was. A smile tugged at her lips. He was kind, sweet, sexy as all get out. He’d been so solicitous since he found out she was pregnant, daring her to lift anything more than five pounds.  
 
    He loved her. The idea was still so new, so surprising. It warmed her from the inside out. Kade might only be marrying her because of the baby, but she didn’t doubt his word. He’d never lied to her. If he said he loved her, then he did, and she wanted to laugh out loud, to express all the bubbly joy bathing her heart.  
 
    Angel knew five days into their relationship she loved him. Girls always knew before the guy did, though. They didn’t wrestle with the idea. They just understood they loved the big brute. The flip side of that? Murphy’s law of relationships—they were always the last to know when things headed south.  
 
    She wasn’t going to worry about that; she was going to bask in the glow of the fact that Kade loved her.  
 
    Peter surprised them both last night, stating that Kade could move in. The rat trap he called an apartment wasn’t a place he was willing to let his sister live. He said they could stay until they could afford a nice place.  
 
    Angel frowned. She didn’t really know what Kade did for a living. She’d asked a few times, but he’d skirted it, and Peter only laughed. She was pretty sure he worked for the same guys Peter did. Maybe she could talk Kade into finding a different job. She was fairly certain whatever they did wasn’t legal. Her job might not be the most prestigious, but at least it was honest. 
 
    Not that she’d have a job much longer, she grouched. It was the only thing Kade asked of her. He didn’t like her stripping. Never had. Oh, he liked his own personal shows, but the thought of other men ogling her didn’t sit well with him. She understood to a certain degree. She hated other women ogling him just as much, especially when she was right there. If looks could maim, she’d be lethal.  
 
    She should just give in gracefully to Kade’s request. Her figure would soon be expanding. Men did not pay to see women sporting a baby bump. Hers wasn’t showing yet, but her OBGYN assured her it would appear soon enough. Most women didn’t even notice their slowly expanding abdomen until they woke up one day and saw it. Weird.  
 
    She jumped off the bed and went to the bathroom. Pulling her shirt up, she examined her stomach. It didn’t really look all that big. It wasn’t flat, but it wasn’t large either. The only thing she’d noticed was some of her jeans had gotten a little tighter over the last few weeks. She could still fit in them; she just had to pop the buttons after she ate.  
 
    That was how it started, Dr. Mills had told her kindly. A goofy grin settled on her face as she imagined the nugget. Babies were wrinkly when they were born. They’d always reminded her of old people. Her granny told her she wasn’t wrong. A cycle, she said. They went out of the world the same way they came in, all wrinkly. 
 
    How wrinkly would her nugget be? Would it have green eyes or its daddy’s black eyes? Her red hair or his dark as night raven locks? God, she hoped if it was a boy it wouldn’t inherit her red hair. The poor kid would be teased unmercifully. 
 
    “Don’t you worry, Nugget. Mama will make sure no one messes with her baby. I’ll teach you to whale on them same as Uncle Peter taught me.” 
 
    The shiny glint in the mirror puller her gaze down to the simple engagement ring Kade had presented her with. The diamond was so tiny, only a blip, really. She doubted it was real, but it had been the thought that counted. She didn’t need flashy or big. 
 
    “Your daddy is a good man, Nugget. I can’t wait for you to meet him. He’s going to love you as much as I do.” 
 
    Her breath caught when the words left her mouth.  
 
    She loved him. Already. How was that possible? She’d only found out about the baby less than a month ago, but in that time, something changed. She loved this tiny little nugget growing inside her.  
 
    The realization staggered Angel. She sat on the toilet seat, overcome not with panic so much as joy. She loved her baby. It was her and Kade’s own little piece of heaven. That’s what her mom had always called kids. A gift. Your own little piece of heaven on Earth. She hadn’t even held the baby or seen a sonogram yet, but he was real. She was always aware of him, conscious of everything she did, everything she ate.  
 
    She was already taking care of her nugget and keeping him safe. 
 
    Because she loved him. 
 
    Her hand, the engagement ring glinting against the harsh, yellow bathroom light, rested on her belly. Whether this marriage lasted or not, one truth remained.  
 
    The nugget. 
 
    As long as she had him, there would always be a reason to get up, to do better, to be better. For the nugget. 
 
    She didn’t matter. Kade didn’t matter. Only the nugget mattered. Keeping him happy and safe and surrounded by love was what mattered.  
 
    The nugget’s daddy was freaked out in a bad way, same as she had been when she’d seen those double lines on that stick. Sometimes she woke up in a cold sweat, afraid of the future, her hand clutching her stomach. They were both afraid. Of so many things, 
 
    But it would work out. It had to. For the nugget. 
 
      
 
    If only it had worked out. Angel sighed and snuggled deeper into the blanket, missing Kade’s warmth. She despised herself for being weak, for needing him. For loving him. 
 
    Things would be so much simpler if she didn’t love Kade. It was a truth she’d admitted as he’d held her during her tearfest. Which only caused her to cry even harder. Despite all she’d lost, she loved him.  
 
    A crash downstairs made her shoot up in the bed. What was that? Her eyes darted around the dark room. Kade was downstairs. He’d probably dropped something or stumbled against a table, knocking a lamp off. It wasn’t like her friendly neighborhood serial killer could get into the apartment. Not with all the security measures they had in place. 
 
    Could he? 
 
    No, she assured herself. There was no way. 
 
    But he’d gotten into her apartment. He’d evaded police for months. What if it was him? What if he’d hurt Kade and was on his way up here right now? Shit. She needed to go see what was going on. Sitting here freaking out wasn’t helping, but then again, the person who went to check out the strange noises in horror movies always died first.  
 
    It was not a movie, though. She wasn’t some made up character meant to do the stupid thing just to be murdered off for the sake of a scare. Getting up, she found her shoes then cracked open the door, listening. Silence. Surely if Kade were down there, she’d hear him moving around. 
 
    Maybe it was the serial killer and he’d knocked Kade our or something. Kade was a big guy, he could take care of himself. She’d seen him and Peter in a bar fight one night against a couple other guys. Two against five. Kade was a brawler. He wasn’t up against an ordinary person, though. He was up against a serial killer with serious skills. What if he’d caught Kade unawares? 
 
    Why was she sitting here debating going to check on him instead of getting the hell out? It would be easy to sneak down the stairs and run for the door, only a few feet away. She opened the door and looked down the hallway. Clear. She inched her way out of the bedroom, hugging the wall as she made her way to the top of the stairs. The main room below looked empty.  
 
    Where had the crash come from? Her eyes scanned the room, but she didn’t see any furniture knocked over, no lamps on the floor, and no Kade. 
 
    Where the hell was he? 
 
    She walked down the stairs, careful to be as quiet as she could. The front door was right there. She could go out right now and make a run for the elevator. But what if the serial killer had gotten in somehow and hurt Kade? She’d told him yesterday she wished he’d died instead of Peter. It wasn’t true. She didn’t want him to die. She couldn’t just leave him here. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    She let out a sigh and moved into the living room, looking around. The only thing out of place was a large piece of lasagna on the couch, the plate in the floor. Nikoli would freak. That was exactly why she hadn’t wanted to eat on the couch. Maybe Kade had been sitting down to eat and got surprised? 
 
    There was a hallway behind the stairs with more rooms. She headed in that direction and saw three more doors. One of them was open, the light on. No murmur of voices reached her. Probably empty. Still, she kept as quiet as she could as she snuck down the dimly-lit corridor. She peeked into the room and found it empty. It looked like an office, bookshelves, a desk with three computer monitors, several chairs.  
 
    Where the hell was Kade? 
 
    She turned around and ran right into a wall of muscle. She stumbled back, her scream loud and clear. She ran straight into the office looking for a weapon. She spied the letter opener on the desk and snatched it up, ready to defend herself. 
 
    “Easy.” The deep voice matched the dark, brooding man taking up the doorway, blocking her exit. He looked Eastern European, maybe Greek or Italian. His blue eyes were amused. “I’m Jasper Watkins with Kincaid Security. Agent Kincaid sent me up while he gets the rest of my team registered with security.” 
 
    “Viktor’s company?” Angel clutched the letter opener like a lifeline. This guy was not the serial killer, but he was still someone she didn’t know.  
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Viktor sent us to protect you.” 
 
    “How did you get in?” Angel sank down in the desk chair. 
 
    “Agent Kincaid brought me up and let me in.” He moved farther into the room. Good God, but he was a big man. Taller than Kade, and wider. Handsome, but in a brutal way. Hard, cold, but handsome. 
 
    “I heard a crash?” 
 
    He laughed. “That was me. I was in the bathroom and knocked a glass off the counter. I had just finished cleaning it up when I came out and saw you go in here. Thought I would introduce myself.” 
 
    They both heard the front door open and Kade call out. “Watkins?” 
 
    He turned and stepped outside the door. “We’re back here.” 
 
    When Kade joined them, he looked tired. Had he slept at all? Angel bit her lip. Stop worrying about him. It’s not your job to do that anymore.  
 
    “Angel?” Kade stared at her questioningly. She looked down to see she was still clutching the letter opener like weapon. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “I startled her.” Jasper shot her an apologetic grin. “If you don’t need anything else, I’m going to go get my men stationed. I’ll be Miss Lemoraux’s shadow, but while she’s in the apartment with you, sir, I’ll be outside.” 
 
    “Thank you, Watkins.” Kade nodded and turned back to her once Jasper had left. He arched a brow. “Planning to use that on me?” 
 
    “What?” Oh, the letter opener. She let it fall back to the desk, the clatter loud in the silence. “No, of course not.” 
 
    “Are you hungry? Lily left lasagna in the fridge.” 
 
    Her stomach did the talking for her when it rumbled loudly. Kade laughed and came over to the desk, holding out his hand. “Come on, let’s get you fed.” 
 
    She let him pull her up. He squeezed her hand and led her back to the kitchen, only letting go when he turned to the fridge. She took a seat at the island, watching him. Something was different.  
 
    “Would you like a glass of wine with your dinner?” He popped a plate in the microwave. 
 
    “No, thank you.” No drinking around Kincaid. It always ended up with her in his bed. “Did you make the mess on the couch?” 
 
    He made a face, and she smiled slightly at his aggravated expression. “Yeah. Nik’s going to murder me. That thing probably costs more than I make in a year.” 
 
    The microwave beeped, and he collected the plate and some silverware. “Here you are, my lady.” He set the plate in front of her with some flourish, his dimple winking at her when he smiled.  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    Kade fetched her a bottle of water. He tried his best to adopt the most innocent expression he could. “Being civil?” 
 
    “No, you’re not.” 
 
    “I’m not?”  
 
    She shook her head. “You’re being charming.” 
 
    “Am I?” He leaned against the counter.  
 
    “Yes, so stop it.” 
 
    “Stop being charming?” He laughed at the absurdity of the conversation. The flush on her cheeks testified to how much he still affected her, and it gave Kade hope that maybe he could win her back.  
 
    “Yes, stop being charming. It’s not working, anyway.” 
 
    “It isn’t?” He leaned farther across the counter until he was only a few inches away from her. Her eyes widened and he heard the hitch in her breath.  
 
    “No,” she whispered.  
 
    He couldn’t take this too fast or he’d lose her again. He had to be sly and sneak up on her. “Then you don’t need to worry about my being charming.” He kissed the tip of her nose then pushed away from the counter. “I spoke to Nik earlier, and he said we could put up a tree. I thought we could go shopping in the morning.” 
 
    “Christmas is two weeks away. Surely I won’t be here that long…” 
 
    Her panicked expression gave him even more hope. “Angel, this guy has been operating in the city for months. He made a mistake, yes, he left a witness. Mistakes are how we find these guys, but it still takes time. You’re going to be here as long as it takes to catch him and eliminate the threat to you.” 
 
    Her shoulders slumped, and Kade silently cheered. She wasn’t going to argue about staying here.  
 
    “Now that your brother’s guards are here, does that mean you’ll be leaving?” 
 
    He scowled at the hope in her voice. “No. In fact, you’ll get to meet Dimitri soon. He said he’d be on the next flight out.” 
 
    “Which one is he?” 
 
    “He’s the next oldest out of the six of us, and a writer.” 
 
    “A writer?” She stopped eating and looked up. “What does he write?” 
 
    “Romance.” 
 
    “Romance?” He couldn’t help but chuckle at the dumbfounded look on her face. When it came to Dimitri’s chosen profession, it was how most of his family felt. 
 
    “Why’s he coming here?” She took another bite of her food. 
 
    “It’s been a long time since so many of us have been in the same city. We thought it might be nice to spend some time together, it being Christmas and all. And he wants to meet you.” 
 
    “Me? Why?” 
 
    “Because you’re my wife. The how or the why of it doesn’t matter to any of my brothers. They just see the word wife flashing in neon pink, and they can’t wait to start pestering their new sister.” 
 
    “But none of that is real, Kade. You were undercover, and…” 
 
    “And what?” His eyes narrowed.  
 
    “And the nugget and I were just collateral damage.” Her voice had gone quiet, small. “That’s what you told me, Kade. We were just collateral damage.” 
 
    “I lied, Angel.” His own voice had gone soft.  
 
    He lied? A hollow laugh escaped her. “When didn’t you lie to me, Kincaid?” 
 
    “When I told you I loved you. How I felt about you was never a lie.” 
 
    Why would he say this to her now? Why? After everything he’d done, this…this was cruel. 
 
    “Neither one of you was collateral damage to me.” He reached into his back pocket and took out his wallet. Inside, he removed the one picture he carried with him and handed it to her.  
 
    She looked down and saw a sonogram image. Of their son. The technician had printed off two copies. The last she’d seen of them, they’d been hanging on the fridge, courtesy of a magnet. When she came home, she’d found one on the floor among the mess that had been made when the police searched the house. She’d assumed the other one had been destroyed. 
 
    Her eyes shot to his. He’d kept their baby’s only photo? 
 
    “We need to talk, Angel. I’ve thought about this since I saw you sitting in the bar. I told myself that bringing all that up would only cause us both more pain, but you need to know what really happened that day. You deserve to know the truth.” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear this, Kade.” She couldn’t go back to that day. She couldn’t. It hurt too much. She might as well have died herself. Going back there wasn’t a good idea. She barely coped as it was. Bringing all that back…she shook her head. Only pain waited in those memories. 
 
    “You need to hear this, moye serdtse.” He came around the island and took her face in his hands. “I need you to hear this. Please.” 
 
    She shook her head, a tear sliding down her face. “Don’t make me remember that day. Please.” 
 
    “I survived by not remembering it too, Angel.” He stroked her cheek with his thumb. “I know how much those memories hurt, but you don’t know the whole truth. You might not even believe me after all these years, but let me tell you the truth.” 
 
    Truth? What could he possibly say that would erase all the pain he’d caused her? Her gaze flicked down to the worn and tattered sonogram photo. It looked like he’d taken it out many times. There were even a few stains on it.  
 
    Maybe she owed it to their son to listen to him. Maybe she owed it to the ghost of the memory of what they once were. Maybe she just wanted to hear any truth other than the one she’d lived with for six years. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kade sat on the barstool next to Angel and tried to figure out where to start. How to tell her the truth? 
 
    “I was late getting back to the station. The prosecutor didn’t want to honor the deal I’d worked out with his predecessor for Peter. There was to be no jail time, and he’d be moved to witness protection. The cartel Peter worked for was one of the most dangerous in Florida. I wanted him safe, and that program was the only way to guarantee it.” 
 
    “I thought he was just in a safe house?” 
 
    “No.” Kade shook his head. “The Marshals’ office was supposed to take him straight from the station to a waiting plane. He was to be hidden somewhere on the west coast until the trial. I don’t know why he wasn’t on that plane. He promised if I kept my word, he’d go.” 
 
    He got up and started to pace.  
 
    “My handler was waiting for me when I arrived at the station. He told me about what happened, how you were standing at the top of the stairs when they broke down the door.” He closed his eyes, that image burned into his mind’s eye. It haunted his dreams. Her face as she was startled, as she fell backward down the stairs. “That the baby died.” 
 
    His voice broke when he uttered the words. That same staggering pain that had torn him apart when they’d told him about the baby attacked him again. It was a grief that never really went away; it didn’t get easier. He’d survived it by not thinking about it.  
 
    “I went straight to the hospital instead of talking to Peter. My only thought was you. You wanted that baby so much. We’d just put the crib together a few days before. The blue paint was sitting in the hallway. Peter and I were supposed to paint the nursery that weekend. When they told me he was gone, I couldn’t breathe, Angel. I couldn’t get air in my lungs. I just kept thinking about the nursery, the crib, that ugly giraffe you insisted on buying for him. I knew you’d need me, because I needed you. I hurt so much, and the only thing that could possibly make it better was to see you, to assure myself you were okay.” 
 
    When he paused and took a breath, Angel felt herself soften a fraction of an inch. She saw his grief reflected in his eyes, his voice. It was the same grief she’d lived with for so long. 
 
    “When I got to the hospital, they told me what happened, that they’d had to do emergency surgery, and the baby died before they were able to get him out. He was only twenty weeks. I asked if I could see him. I just wanted to see him, you know, hold him at least once, but they told me they’d already disposed of him as…medical waste.” 
 
    Angel had been told the same thing. Standard hospital procedure. It had enraged her, and they’d sedated her. She understood the rage in his voice. Neither of them had been able to hold their son. 
 
    “Medical waste.” He shook his head, his fists clenched like he wanted to hit something. “I was so angry. I don’t even remember what I said to the doctor or the nurses who tried to calm me down. He deserved better than that. He deserved a funeral. My son was not medical waste.” 
 
    “I know.” She hugged herself, trying not to cry. The raw emotion coming out of Kade was bringing back her own grief. The debilitating pain that had nearly destroyed her.  
 
    “You were still unconscious. They said they had to sedate you, and you’d be out for hours. So I went back to the station to see Peter. I had to do something useful, something to get my mind off that horrible, gut-wrenching pain. At least I could help Peter. Only Peter didn’t want my help. He refused to roll on his bosses. The cartel knew Peter was tight with me, they’d suspect him whether he told their secrets or not. He’d be dead before the week was out. His only chance at surviving was to take the deal.” His expression grew haunted, and he stopped pacing. “Peter finally agreed, but he had a price.” 
 
    “A price?” Angel whispered, a sense of dread settling in the pit of her stomach. 
 
    “He was bitter and he was angry, but he wasn’t wrong. It was my fault. The baby died because of me. I put you both in danger. Our son’s death is on my hands. If I had told you, gotten you out of the house sooner, he’d be here now. There’s no denying that simple truth.” 
 
    He blamed himself for the nugget’s death? She could see it in every line of his body. He blamed himself. She’d never blamed him for that. Even when he’d called them collateral damage, she hadn’t blamed him. He would never do anything to harm his own child. He might look at the miscarriage as fortuitous good luck, but he wouldn’t have done anything on purpose. 
 
    “Peter said he’d take the deal if I walked away from you and made you believe I didn’t care. He said I’d done enough to his family already, that you’d hate me for arresting him and for the miscarriage. If I wanted to do right by you, I’d walk away and let you go. He wanted you to go into witness protection with him. You’d get a new life, a clean start. Maybe go to college and make something of yourself. You deserved that. And I knew without that deal, Peter was a dead man.” 
 
    “You threw it all away because Peter refused to take a deal?” She couldn’t even form the proper thoughts to tell him how stupid that was. 
 
    “No. I told him he was a fucking idiot if the thought for even a minute I’d do that, but then he said something I couldn’t argue with. Peter pointed out that the cartel knew who you were, that you were his sister and my wife. If they couldn’t get to Peter, you were the next best thing.” 
 
    “You really think they would have come after me?” Angel’s emotions were rolling around, demanding to be sorted through, but all she could focus on were Kade’s tortured words as they fell off his lips. A sinner’s confession, Father Joe would have called it. 
 
    “Yes.” The finality in that one word made Angel shudder. “They would have tortured you, and then dumped you on my doorstep. That’s how they operated. Your safety came first. I couldn’t be selfish. I had to protect you, and the only way to do it was to let you go. To make you want to go. So I went to the hospital and made you believe all those terrible things. I made you think I didn’t love you, that I didn’t care about the baby. That you meant nothing to me except as a means to an end. I lied, Angel, but I lied to keep you safe.” 
 
    Angel didn’t know what to think. She’d spent the last six years hating him because she thought he used her to take down her brother. Here he was telling her he’d done all that to protect her. Was it true? Or was he playing some kind of game with her? But that didn’t make sense either. None of it made sense. 
 
    “Why are you telling me all this now? Why not tell me when you found out Peter died? Why didn’t you look for me, Kade? I was alone, with no one.” 
 
    “As soon as Peter signed the paperwork and I talked to you, they shipped me out to Atlanta, where I finished my training. It was a six-week course. I didn’t know about Peter until I graduated. When I found out he’d been killed, I did go back to Miami to look for you, but you were gone. The house was empty. Jasmine swore she didn’t know where you were. I tried to find you, Angel, but a part of me was afraid I would find you. I knew you had to hate me even more than I feared. Peter’s death guaranteed it. I don’t know why he didn’t get on that plane. You were supposed to join him as soon as you could travel. A day or two, at most.” 
 
    “He came to see me. He told me we were going away, that it was going to be okay. Me and him, we had each other’s backs. The reason he didn’t get on that plane had to be because of me.” 
 
    He’d risked his life to come see her, knowing what Kade had just done. Peter died because he thought she needed her big brother. He’d come alone. He must have given his protective detail the slip to check on her. She lowered her face into her hands just as the first sob broke free. Her brother was dead because of her. 
 
    “Don’t do that, Angel.” She felt Kade come up beside her. “Peter’s death wasn’t your fault.” 
 
    “But he came to see me instead of getting on that plane.” 
 
    “He loved you, Angel. He’d taken care of you since you were fourteen. I can understand him needing to make sure you were okay. It was his choice, moye serdtse. He knew the risks, and he chanced it because he loved you. Don’t blame yourself for Peter’s choices.” 
 
    “You still haven’t answered my question, Kade. Why are you telling me all of this now?” 
 
    Kade let out a breath and picked up his son’s sonogram picture, all he had left of him. He rarely even pulled it out anymore. “It was almost easy once I managed to learn how to forget. The pain stopped. The grief got buried. I survived. I lied to myself. Every day I woke up and repeated the same things over and over until I finally convinced myself I believed it. You didn’t matter. The baby didn’t matter. Peter didn’t matter. It was just a job. Nothing mattered. The past was the past. I drowned myself in whiskey, women, and work. Then there you were, all spitting fire and ready to deck me. I couldn’t lie to myself anymore. I couldn’t hide from you or from what I’d done. You were the best and worst mistake of my life, Angel.” 
 
    “I was a mistake?”  
 
    The horror in her eyes made him reach out and take her hands. “I wasn’t supposed to get involved. I knew it was a mistake when I started it, but I couldn’t leave you alone. My handler threatened to pull me out because of how close we were getting. It would compromise the operation, he said. By that time, I knew you were pregnant, and I balked. You were the best thing to ever come along in my life. Leaving you, warranted or not, was the worst mistake of my life. It broke me, Angel, in ways I can’t even express.” 
 
    He hoped he was saying this right. He didn’t know how to express his feelings. He spent so much time burying them, it was hard to let them out. 
 
    “Why am I telling you all this now?” He squeezed her hands and tugged her closer, so there were only a few inches between them. “I’m telling you because I need you to understand why I did what I did. I only wanted to protect you because I loved you, Angel.” 
 
    “But what does any of it matter now?” she whispered, her tongue darting out to wet her lips.  
 
    “It matters, moye serdtse.” He leaned in until his forehead was pressed against hers. “It matters because I love you, and I needed you to know the truth.” 
 
    “You love me?” Kade had no words for the emotions flickering in Angel’s eyes.  
 
    “I never wanted to leave you. I loved you then, and I love you now.” 
 
    Tears glittered in her eyes and her words came out a whispered, broken mess. “What do you want from me?”  
 
    His heart twisted at the pain in her voice. He had put her through so much, and now he was going to ask so much more of her.  
 
    “That’s simple, Mrs. Kincaid. I want you.”  
 
    Angel stared, dumbfounded, into black eyes swirling with regret, pain, and warmth. Before she even had time to think, Kade leaned in, closing the small space between them, and kissed her. 
 
    The burn burst across her skin like a fire scorching along a gasoline-doused floor. It was intense, overwhelming, and she got lost in the sensation of his lips on hers. Her body craved this, ached for it, and she couldn’t see past the raw lust that consumed her. He deepened the kiss, and her arms went up and around his neck, her fingers twisting in his hair. Her mouth opened, relishing the feel of his tongue sweeping in, tangling with hers.  
 
    He tugged her and she fell off the barstool, landing against him. His arms wrapped around her, pulling her in close. Her brain was screaming at her to stop this, but her body listened to that tiny voice that had been buried for so long. Some called it an inner goddess, but she just called it her nagging voice. It always nagged at her to give in to Kade. Right now it was doing somersaults at the feel of his skin against hers. 
 
    The blare of Linkin Park sounded from Kade’s pocket, and he pulled away, breathing hard. She took several deep breaths while he pulled out his phone. “It’s Bailey. I have to take this.”  
 
    She stared, confused and bewildered, when he set her on her feet and walked out of the room, the phone to his ear. 
 
    Her fingers touched her swollen lips, shocked. 
 
    What the hell just happened?


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Angel glanced at her watch. 10:21 a.m. Kade had dumped all that in her lap last night a little after one in the morning, and she hadn’t seen him since. He’d holed himself up in the office. She knew it was related to the case, but still, some discussion was merited. 
 
    He couldn’t just waltz back into her life—no, force himself back into her life—using his badge and her status as a witness, and tell her everything she believed all these years wasn’t true. Did he expect her to forgive him and carry on where they left off like nothing had happened? 
 
    And to say he’d looked for her? Sure, he might not have been an FBI agent yet, but he had been a police officer. He could have found her.  
 
    The real question was whether she would have listened to him back then. As raw and new as the pain of losing her baby and her brother within hours of each other was, she seriously doubted it. She would have spit in his face and walked away. 
 
    She wasn’t that same young girl. She’d grown up a lot, and she understood there were mitigating circumstances. The cartel Peter worked for was vicious. Everyone in Miami knew who they were. Angel had no doubts they would have come after her just to spite Peter and Kade. Could she fault Kade for doing what he’d done? Would she have done the same thing, had their roles been reversed? To protect him? Yes, she would have. 
 
    But what she wouldn’t have done was give up on trying to find him once the danger passed. She’d have searched and used every resource available to her. That was what she couldn’t reconcile herself with. He’d given up, stopped looking for her.  
 
    And now he expected her to forgive and forget? He was fucked if that was what he thought.  
 
    She scrubbed harder at the orange-red stain on Nikoli’s couch, taking her anger out on the poor cushion. How dare he assume he could drop the bomb of the century in her lap, kiss her senseless, and then just disappear? This deserved a conversation, dammit.  
 
    Bastard. 
 
    The key turned in the lock, and she looked up to see Lily come through the door followed by Nikoli and who she could only assume was Dimitri. Kade said he was coming. Tall, dark, and broody, just like Kade. He had the Kincaids’ signature onyx eyes too. Why the hell did they all have to be gorgeous? 
 
    “Angel?” Nik took his jacket off and tossed it on the back of the couch. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Cleaning up Kade’s mess,” she grouched and scrubbed harder.  
 
    Nikoli squatted beside her and put his hand over hers. “I think it’s as clean as it’s going to get.” 
 
    “He ruined it.” She let Nikoli take the sponge. “I was trying to fix it, but why should I fix what he ruined? He’s always screwing up, and then he expects me to forgive him.” 
 
    “Okay.” Nikoli glanced behind him. “I take it my brother did something to upset you?” 
 
    “When doesn’t he do something to upset me?” Angel stood and stalked over to the kitchen and found a dish towel to dry her hands. 
 
    “Where is Kade?” Nikoli’s voice was calm, almost soothing. Angel narrowed her eyes. She got the feeling Nikoli was trying to manage her, like she was some crazy person making no sense. 
 
    “In the office. He got a call from that detective last night, and he’s been in there ever since.” 
 
    “I’m going to go tell him Viktor’s here.” 
 
    “Viktor?” Angel frowned. “He said Dimitri was coming. He never said anything about Viktor.” 
 
    “Dimitri?” Nikoli sounded surprised. He probably didn’t know, but then Kade did seem to have a bad habit of forgetting to mention important details to people. She tossed the dish towel on the counter with more force than necessary. It went skidding across the island to land at Nikoli’s feet. 
 
    “Damn, girl, he’s really pissed you off, hasn’t he?” Viktor asked, coming to stand beside Nikoli. “I hope you didn’t let him get away with shit.” 
 
    Her lips pursed. “He’s hiding in the office.” 
 
    “Hiding?” Viktor quirked an eyebrow in question. “What makes you think he’s hiding?” 
 
    “He got the call from Barney at three or so last night. It’s now after ten in the morning. What do you think?” 
 
    “Did you two have a fight or something?” Lily asked, coming into the kitchen. 
 
    “We talked.” Her tone grew darker. “Then he barricaded himself in the office under the guise of work.” 
 
    “I’m just gonna go get him, then.” Nikoli made a face and retreated to the hallway.  
 
    “I’m Viktor.” The man’s Russian accent was much thicker than Kade’s. She remembered he said something yesterday about just having returned from Russia. Maybe his accent thickened after spending time in the country he grew up in.  
 
    “I know.” The surly reply only made him laugh, which served to heighten Angel’s ire. She was not in the mood to deal with more than one Kincaid brother this morning.  
 
    “You are a prickly one, sestra.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” She really needed to invest in a Russian to English dictionary. Or maybe she’d get that translator app for her phone. 
 
    “It means sister.” Lily poured herself a cup of coffee. “Do either of you want some coffee?” 
 
    Nikoli came back out, grinning. “He’s sound asleep.” 
 
    “Asleep?” Angel couldn’t believe it. He went in the office and went to sleep when she’d been up all night agonizing over his little bombshell. “He’s fucking sleeping?” 
 
    Nikoli’s eyes widened when she yanked open the fridge door and took out an ice cold bottle of water. He was on her heels when she marched down to the office where Kade was sprawled out in the office chair, head hanging to the side, feet propped up on the desk. And snoring. 
 
    The fucker was snoring! 
 
    She opened the water then turned it upside down right over his face. He came awake spluttering, and she continued to pour it on him until every last bit was gone. 
 
    “What the hell, Angel?” 
 
    “Good morning, husband dearest.” She smiled her nastiest smile, the one she reserved for customers who thought she was a hooker back in her stripping days. “While you were in here sleeping, I had all the time in the word to think about everything.” 
 
    Kade stood up, alarmed, completely ignoring the water dripping down his face. He knew that sugary sweet tone. It meant trouble for him. “Angel, I know you’re pissed…” 
 
    “Oh, no, sweetheart, I’m not pissed.” She smiled, but it was nothing but teeth. “I’m so far beyond pissed, you’re lucky you still have your balls attached.” 
 
    Shit, she was mad. He hadn’t meant to fall asleep. He’d been on the phone with Bailey. They’d found the girl who’d been taken. The one who looked like Angel. They’d all agreed it was better for Jeremy to take the lead and for Kade to keep an eye on his wife. They’d keep him updated and only call him in if it was necessary. The unsub had sped up his timeline. It could only mean he was starting to unravel, that he’d make another mistake soon. No one wanted that mistake to be at Angel’s expense.  
 
    After he hung up with Bailey, he’d closed his eyes for two seconds then woke up to a face full of ice water. 
 
    “I’m sorry I fell asleep.” He wiped the water out of his eyes. “I didn’t mean to…” 
 
    “But you never mean to, do you, Kincaid?” Her green eyes were spitting fire. “You didn’t mean to make me love you, you didn’t mean to knock me up, you didn’t mean for the baby to die, you didn’t mean for Peter to die, you didn’t mean any of it, did you? Well, how about not looking for me? Did you mean to look harder, to track me down? No, you went on about your fucking life and forgot all about me. That’s what you told Barney, wasn’t it? You forgot you were married.” 
 
    “Bailey,” he corrected her. 
 
    She shot him a glare. “Whatever.” 
 
    “Angel, if you just calm down…” 
 
    “Oh, I am calm.” She tossed the empty bottle on the desk. “And right now, if I have to look at you a second longer, I am going to do you serious physical harm.” She turned and pushed past Nikoli and Viktor, who were staring at them, open-mouthed. 
 
    “You’re fucked,” Viktor said as he watched her disappear down the hall toward the main room. 
 
    Kade sank back down in the desk chair. “Tell me something I don’t know.” 
 
    “She’s a firecracker.” Viktor sat in one of the chairs facing the desk, and Nik took the other. “So, you want to tell us what’s going on?” 
 
    Kade snorted at Viktor’s mild tone. The man was dying of curiosity and trying to conceal it to weasel information out of Kade. He knew his tricks. 
 
    “Met a girl. Knocked her up. Married the girl. Busted her brother on drug charges, and it all went downhill from there.” 
 
    “She lost the baby?” Kade’s attention swiveled to Nikoli. He was frowning. 
 
    “Yeah. I thought she’d be out of the house, but she hadn’t left yet. When they broke down the door, she got startled and fell down the stairs. The doctors did what they could, but it was too late. She was only twenty weeks along. The baby was too little to survive a torn placenta.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, brat.” Viktor shifted in his seat. “Why didn’t you tell us? We could have helped you.” 
 
    “It’s a long story.” 
 
    “We got the time.”  
 
    Kade sighed. There was no getting around this, and they might actually be able to help him. So he settled himself and launched into the whole story. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Angel paced back and forth across the living room, her anger hitting new heights. Sleeping? He’d been sleeping! While she sat out here and agonized over every minute of the last six years, the what ifs torturing her. And he’d been sleeping!  
 
    Bastard. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Lily asked. 
 
    “Hell fucking no, I’m not okay. That…that…” 
 
    “If he’s even a tenth as bad as Nikoli, you probably want to wring his neck.”  
 
    “More like cut off his balls and feed them to him,” she muttered.  
 
    “Ouch.”  
 
    “Why are men so stupid?” She flopped down on the dry section of the couch. “Are they born with a stupid gene, or is it a learned trait?” 
 
    “I have no idea, but it would make for a great study.” Lily walked over and sat on the coffee table. “Or a good book.” 
 
    “Maybe we should have Dimitri write it.” Angel huffed out a long breath, trying to calm her temper. 
 
    “Dimitri?” 
 
    “The brother who writes romance novels.” She sat up and looked over at Lily. “Nikoli didn’t tell you?” 
 
    Lily shook her head, frowning. “No, he never said a word.” 
 
    “Kade said they all like to torment him for his chosen profession. He should be here sometime today.” 
 
    “Really?” Lily started twisting her fingers. She sounded anxious. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Me? Yes.” 
 
    “Then why are you mistreating your poor fingers?” 
 
    Lily looked down and let out a small chuckle. “I didn’t realize. I get anxious meeting new people, especially people who might want to touch me.” 
 
    Touch her? What was she talking about? 
 
    “I have a phobia of being touched,” she explained. “It used to be really bad until Nikoli. He helped me learn to deal with it. Before he came along, I couldn’t even hug my mom. I’m not cured, but at least I can handle my family touching me.” 
 
    That would explain the way Nikoli had come up behind her yesterday and waited a moment before he touched her.  
 
    “So, meeting his family has you nervous because they might want to hug you?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Then talk to Nik about it. Have him explain it to them.” 
 
    “But I don’t want them to think I’m weird.” 
 
    “They won’t. You’re a good person, Lily. I barely know you, and I can see that. Anyone who doesn’t, well, they can just fuck off. They aren’t worth your time.” 
 
    “I see why Nikoli likes you so much. You’re blunt and to the point.” 
 
    “He’s a good kid. I’m happy for you both.” 
 
    Lily blushed and stared at the ring on her finger. “I don’t know if agreeing to marry him was the right thing to do. It was spur of the moment right after the car crash.” 
 
    “Do you love him?” 
 
    “More than anything.” 
 
    “Then it’s the right thing to do. If he makes you happy, don’t worry about anything else. Life is short, Lily, and love is rare. That boy loves you. I see it every time he looks at you. Don’t doubt it. Just be happy.” 
 
    “What about you and Kade?” Lily leaned forward. 
 
    “The man who forgot he was married?” 
 
    “What?” Lily gasped. “He forgot?” 
 
    “Yup.” Angel snorted. “He forgot. Now he says he loves me, always loved me. But if he did, how did he forget he was married?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’d be pissed too.” Lily looked so indignant it made Angel giggle. “So, what, he just expects you to forgive and forget?” 
 
    “In a nutshell, I think so. It’s not that simple, though. There’s a lot of pain there, on both sides.” 
 
    “I don’t know what happened between you two, but I’ll ask you the same question you asked me. Do you love him?” 
 
    She wished she could say no. It would be so much easier if she could say no, but she couldn’t. “Sadly, yes.” 
 
    “Then is it worth trying to sort through the pain to see if there’s something left?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” It was a question she’d asked herself all night. 
 
    “My mom is a huge believer in fate and true love. She says sometimes fate sets us down a path that will lead to what makes us the happiest, but that being human, we tend to fall off the road or sometimes get enticed down a side path. When we do stupid things like that, fate usually kicks us in the ass hard enough to land back on the right path.” 
 
    Was Lily really trying wise old lady wisdom on her? 
 
    “Look at me and Nikoli. We almost lost each other. He was a manwhore. Plain and simple. He threw women away like most people did leftovers. He didn’t respect them, and he had serious commitment issues. I made the mistake of falling in love with the manwhore. He broke up with me, and it nearly killed me. We stayed away from each other. If it hadn’t been for me walking in on him at a party and seeing him groping some blonde, I would never have run away from him and gotten kidnapped. His fear made him realize how much I meant to him. We fell off the path. Whether his kick in the ass was me seeing him making out with another woman or the crazy guy who threw me in a trunk, I don’t know. But fate got what she wanted.” Lily waved her ring finger at me. “We ended up on the right path.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying me seeing a serial killer is fate’s way of kicking me and Kade in the ass and putting us back on the path we fell off?” Oddly, it made sense. Weird and bizarre, but it made sense.  
 
    Lily shrugged. “Maybe. If you love him, then maybe give fate a chance. Would you be so upset and angry right now if there wasn’t anything left worth saving?” 
 
    “I should just forgive him and move on?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that.” She looked affronted. “You’re right. Men are stupid and need to be taught a lesson sometimes. Make him work for it. You deserve some serious romancing. He did forget he was married, after all.” 
 
    He definitely deserved some payback. 
 
    Nikoli strolled out, and the smile that graced Lily’s face was all Angel needed to know how much the girl loved him. It was the same smile she used to give Kade when he walked into the room. 
 
    “We’re gonna take off, Angel. You and Kade need to talk, and then he said something about taking you Christmas shopping. I did get him to agree to go out to dinner. Joe’s is a little Cuban place Lily and I go to a lot. Do you like Cuban food?” 
 
    “Yeah. We had some really good places down in Miami.” 
 
    “Great. I’ll see you and my brother at about eight?” He held out his hand to help Lily up. “Viktor. Get your ass out here and let’s go!” 
 
    Lily leaned down so only Angel would hear. “Feel free to use the closet to make him suffer.” When she pulled back, Angel laughed at the wicked glint in her eyes. She and this girl were going to be very good friends. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Nikoli asked. 
 
    “Nothing.” Lily slipped on her coat. “We’ll pick you guys up at eight.” 
 
    Angel locked the door behind them then leaned against it, staring at Kade, who had followed Viktor out to say goodbye to his brothers.  
 
    They stared each other down, one burning question on both their minds. 
 
    What the hell were they going to do? 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    He paced back and forth, muttering.  
 
    This had never happened before. He wasn’t done! 
 
    The girl died on him. She fucking died.  
 
    Her heart. It had to be. He’d inflicted no mortal wounds.  
 
    He’d fed her, bathed her. 
 
    Yet she’d died. 
 
    He punched the wall, his anger only growing. 
 
    There was no choice. No more waiting. He had to replace the girl. Had to complete his masterpiece.  
 
    But how? She was surrounded by guards. Men trained in detecting the smallest disturbance. 
 
    He would need to open his arsenal, his special blends that guaranteed success. 
 
    There was no other choice. His hands fisted in his hair and he pulled, the pain bringing some focus back to his thoughts.  
 
    She would leave the apartment. They would think she was safe surrounded by so many. 
 
    He would be watching. 
 
    He would take her when their guard slipped. 
 
    His masterpiece would be completed. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    Angel took a deep breath. He reminded her of the boy who’d uttered that one word to her on the beach. The same smile adorned his face, only his eyes weren’t all bright and shiny. They were wary, unsure. 
 
    “Hi,” she whispered, grateful for the solid door behind her back.  
 
    Kade moved into the kitchen and picked up the same dish towel she’d thrown earlier and used it to get some of the water out of his hair. His shirt was soaked, as were his pants. A twinge of guilt tried to fester, but he’d deserved it. Sleeping when he’d just steamrolled her. 
 
    But he hadn’t really slept for days, had he? He’d been up making sure she was safe. Was it so bad that he’d dozed off when he was probably dead tired? 
 
    He tossed the towel in the sink and walked toward her, stopping by the couch. “I need to change clothes, but can we talk?” 
 
    She chewed on her lip, hesitant. “I thought you wanted to go shopping?” 
 
    “We’ll go shopping, pick out a tree, get some ornaments, but we need to talk first, Angel. Not just about us, about the unsub.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Let me get a shower and change. Then we’ll talk, okay?” 
 
    She nodded woodenly, her mind running through every conceivable scenario she could think of, thanks to her Criminal Minds marathons. So many possibilities. Kade was serious. It had to be bad, whatever it was. 
 
    Standing here worrying about it wasn’t doing her a bit of good. She needed to call Pops and check to make sure he was good for the next few days. She’d had to call in yesterday because of the package. This was her first weekend off in almost two months, but she’d go in if Pops needed her. Serial killer be damned. A mindless night serving drinks might help settle her nerves down a bit too. 
 
    Upstairs, she found her phone plugged into its charger. She could hear the shower, and her eyes flickered to Nikoli’s forbidden closet. Lily’s whispered words mocked her. Like Kade would ever let her tie him up and do whatever she wanted. She could imagine the look on his face if she even suggested it, and the thought made her laugh out loud. He was such a prude.  
 
    She powered up her phone and saw several missed text messages and three new emails. She checked the text messages first. All from Jessie, freaking out, wanting to know if she knew anything. She texted her to stay calm and let the police do their work. The girl was a paranoia magnet. Anything could send her spiraling.  
 
    Next, she opened her email. A message from her lab partner reminding her that their paper was due for final grade next week, and she needed to get her part done and sent over. That, at least, she didn’t have to worry about. She’d finished it a few days ago, so it was as easy as booting up her laptop and sending the file over.  
 
    The next email made her pause. Its subject line read“Foreplay,” and there were files attached. The thing gave her a hinky feeling, especially since she didn’t recognize the sender. Curiosity got the better of her, and she opened the email. 
 
      
 
    Soon, my angel. 
 
      
 
    It was him. How did he get her email?  
 
    What was in the attachments? 
 
    Should she look? 
 
    Looking would be a bad idea.  
 
    But she found herself tapping the first image. 
 
    And immediately wished she hadn’t.  
 
    It was the girl, the one who looked like her. 
 
    She looked away, gagging. What he’d done to her…her mind shied away from it.  
 
    “Kade!” 
 
    The word was barely a whisper even though she thought she’d shouted at the top of her lungs. That poor girl. Was this what he planned for her? Was that why he sent her this email? Would she end up in this position? Burned, cut, and God only knew what else? 
 
    Her hand shook so badly the phone tumbled from her fingers and hit the floor. He sent her a blueprint for what was going to happen to her. 
 
    The shower stopped. 
 
    “Kade!” 
 
    Again, she barely managed more than a whisper, that poor girl’s mutilated body all she could see. The image of herself covered in burns, her flesh cut and bruised, played like a movie in her head. What kind of person could do something like this to another human being? Bile rose in her throat and she gagged, running for the ensuite bathroom. She barely made the toilet before it came spewing out. God, why had she opened that email?  
 
    “Angel?” 
 
    She saw Kade standing in the doorway in just a pair of jeans, his hair still wet. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Concern filled his eyes as he wet a washcloth and bathed her face. “I heard you running for the bathroom. Did you eat something that upset your stomach?” 
 
    “No,” she whispered. “My phone.” 
 
    “Your phone?” 
 
    She pointed in the general direction of the bedroom as another wave of nausea struck. Kade frowned, but went out and picked the phone up off the floor before returning to her. “What’s your password?” 
 
    “Oh, four twenty-two.” 
 
    “Matthew’s birthday.”  
 
    He remembered the nugget’s birthday and the name she’d wanted to give him? She didn’t have time to respond to that tidbit of information before he started cussing. He’d seen the photos. Thankfully, she’d only looked at the first one. The rest were probably worse.  
 
    “Are you okay by yourself for a minute?” His face was hard, angry, but it wasn’t directed at her. She nodded, and he all but ran from the room.  
 
    Angel sat up and leaned against the cool surface of the bathtub. A headache started right behind her eyes. She sat there for what felt like forever, staring blindly at the white tile flooring, that poor girl’s bloody body playing like a broken record in her mind. The image wouldn’t go away. He took her because she looked like Angel. How was that even fair? 
 
    Something had to be done before this sick son of a bitch did this to another girl because he couldn’t get at her.  
 
    She blinked, and Kade was kneeling in front of her, all full of concern and sympathy. “Hey, baby. You okay?” 
 
    “No.” How could she be okay as long as the sicko was out there torturing women who looked like her? 
 
    “I have Jeremy working on it. He’s going to try to trace the email, figure out who sent it and from where. It’s going to be okay.” 
 
    “No, Kade, it’s not. That poor girl…all because she looked like me. We have to stop this.” 
 
    “We’re working on it.” 
 
    “No. That’s not good enough. He wants me. So put me out there, let him try to take me. Set up a sting at the bar, give him the chance to make his move in a controlled situation. Nobody else should have to suffer because of me.” 
 
    “Hell fucking no.” Concerned Kade morphed into mad as hell Kade. “You’re out of your damn mind if you think I’m letting you get anywhere near that sick bastard.” 
 
    “How would you feel if he was out there taking people who looked like you?” She stared in him straight in his eyes. “You’d go do something about it.” 
 
    “Because I’m trained to do something about it, first as a police officer, and then as an FBI agent. Catching these guys is what I do.” 
 
    “You’re not having very much luck with that, are you?” Angel regretted the words as soon as they left her mouth. He was doing everything he could, and she knew that. She was just frustrated. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.” 
 
    “We are doing everything we can. He’s making mistakes, and that’s how we catch him.” 
 
    “What mistakes?”  
 
    Kade stood and reached a hand down to her. “I have a lot to tell you, and I’d rather do it someplace other than a bathroom reeking of vomit.” 
 
    She curled her nose and took his hand, but stopped long enough to flush the toilet and rinse out her mouth. Stinky breath was not on the agenda. Angel assumed they’d go downstairs, but he dropped down on the bed and motioned for her to join him. She hesitated. Maybe being on the bed wasn’t such a good idea. Especially with him half naked. 
 
    “I’m not going to jump you, moye serdtse.” Kade scooted all the way to the bottom of the bed and flashed her an infectious smile. “I’ll be down here, well out of bone jumping distance.” 
 
    Why did he have to be charming? Half-naked and charming was not a good mix. She couldn’t stand there looking like an idiot, so she sat at the head of the bed, as far away from him as she could get. Kade only smirked. How could he be smirking in that sexy way of his when the situation was so dire? After those awful photos? How? Was it some kind of trick they learned in the FBI? He worked for the behavioral analysis unit. She watched Criminal Minds, and she knew he tracked down serial killers. Maybe he had to learn to do it to stay sane after seeing what he must see every day. 
 
    “Hey. Earth to Angelique…come in, Angelique.” 
 
    She smiled despite herself. Maybe he was being charming to take her mind off that awful photo. If that was the case, it was working. “So what do I need to know, Kincaid?” 
 
    His expression became more serious, and he lay back, staring at the ceiling. “The call I got last night was Bailey telling me they found the body of Julie Helton, the girl our unsub took two nights ago.” 
 
    “That’s too soon,” she whispered. “He always keeps them longer than that.” 
 
    “He’s sped up his timeline, which means he’s escalating, making mistakes. The bodies are usually clean, but they found motor oil under one of her fingernails. He usually takes his time and scrubs them down, but he missed a spot this time.” 
 
    “Those photos…I think she was in a garage.” She made herself not flinch as the image swam up into focus. Yes, she was sure of it. The background had been some kind of garage, a professional garage. 
 
    “I know. I already told Jeremy. They’re looking into places that might be abandoned in Boston. Sending you those photos was his third mistake. We’ll find him, Angel. There’s no need to put yourself in danger. He’s not getting away this time. I promise.” 
 
    “What if he takes someone else, though?” She pulled her legs up and wrapped her arms around them. “Then that is my fault.” 
 
    “No, it’s not.” He rolled over to face her, propping his head up on his hand. “None of this is your fault. Please believe that.” 
 
    She shook her head. He didn’t understand. Kade was in a position to actually do something, while she had to sit and wait. It made her feel helpless. 
 
    “Tell me about what you did after you left Miami.” She needed to distract herself, and talking about anything except the serial killer fit the bill.  
 
    Kade regarded her curiously. She’d just done another one-eighty on him. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Anything and everything, as long as it’s the truth.” 
 
    Her head was on her knees, and she was curled up so tight, she might snap. Talking about his past might not be the best thing, but it might distract her from blaming herself for things she had no control over. 
 
    “The next police academy class didn’t start for two weeks, so they sent me home, to my uncle’s house in Virginia. Dimitri was there, and he kept me company. Kept me out of trouble too. I think I stayed drunk the entire time I was home. I spent six weeks at the police academy in Georgia, and then I was assigned to one of the precincts in Atlanta.” 
 
    “Why Georgia?” 
 
    “Why not Georgia?” He rolled onto his back, pulling his knees up. “They asked me where I wanted to go, and that popped out of my mouth. I don’t know why. I graduated in Atlanta and spent two years on the force there before I applied to the Bureau. Given my success record undercover and the work I’d done in Atlanta, it didn’t take them long to accept me. I passed my tests, took the classes needed to work in the behavioral analysis unit, and I’ve been there since.” 
 
    “That’s the most watered down version of events I’ve ever heard.”  
 
    “That’s the gist of it. What else do you want to know?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Did you have any serious girlfriends?” 
 
    He tensed. No, not a question he wanted to answer. “Did you?” 
 
    “Have a serious girlfriend? Nah.” 
 
    “Don’t be a smart ass.” He gently kicked at her legs. “Did you have any serious relationships?” 
 
    She raised her head so that her chin sat on her knees. “I’m a woman Kade, a healthy woman who enjoys sex.” 
 
    “So are we talking like one or two? Or are we talking more than ten?” He hoped she said more than ten simply because it would make him look less of the manwhore Lily accused Nik of being. In truth, Kade was far worse than Nikoli. His little brother let women talk, claim they’d bedded him, when in truth they hadn’t. Kade couldn’t say the same. 
 
    “Two serious relationships that didn’t work out.” Her eyes narrowed. “Why do you look so crestfallen? What did you do? Go out and sleep with anything that moves?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that, exactly,” he hedged. How was he going to say this without pissing her off more than she already was? 
 
    “Then what would you say, exactly?” Her eyes narrowed, the green in them almost glowing. 
 
    “I started to drink, a lot. It got so bad, my supervisor noticed it. He told me to get clean or get gone. I took some time off. I met a woman. She was everything you weren’t.” 
 
    “What the hell does that mean?”  
 
    He hurried to explain when Angel’s expression turned hostile. “You were a ray of sunshine, bright and bubbly, full of joy and love. She was cold, shallow, a showpiece. There was no real substance to her.” 
 
    “Oh.” Angel looked down at her hands, but Kade caught the small smile she tried to hide. 
 
    “Her name was Jessica Frasier. I told myself I loved her. Almost convinced myself too. Until my baby brother decided to hang out for the summer.” 
 
    “You’re talking about Nikoli?” Her voice was so soft he turned his head to look at her. 
 
    “Yeah, how’d you know that?” 
 
    “Lily said something the other day about something that almost tore the two of you apart, but Nik didn’t elaborate.” 
 
    “She found out he was loaded and seduced him. Left me for him. I was hurt, angry, but not at her. I couldn’t care less about her. That’s what shocked me, I guess. I convinced myself I loved Jessica, but when she set up house with my brother, I felt nothing but disgust.” 
 
    “You were upset with your brother.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah. She was a gold-digging bitch. She was with me for the prestige of being on the arm of an FBI agent, but when she found out my little brother owned his own gaming company and was worth millions, she turned her predatory sights on him. He was young, stupid, and horny.” 
 
    “But it still hurt that he’d do that to you.” Angel’s voice had gone soft, the compassion evident. After what he’d done to destroy her family, he always felt he deserved what happened to him. Fate’s way of slapping him up the side of the head for being a jackass. 
 
    “We figured it out and got past it, but it taught him that most women only wanted his money. He never told anyone at school who he was. He refused to date a woman. He only fucked them once and moved on. Until Lily.” 
 
    Angel laughed, and he glanced at her. “What?” 
 
    “That boy ended up in my bar so many times during those first few months with her. Railing at the injustice of not being able to screw anyone else. It was one of her stipulations, and she had the gall to ask for his car in their bet.” 
 
    “Bet?” 
 
    “He didn’t tell you?” A grin spread across her face. “They had a bet going. If he got into her pants, he got Lily, if she stayed out of his bed, she got his car. He was so appalled.” 
 
    “The Cuda?” Nikoli loved that car. He wouldn’t even let Kade drive it. 
 
    “Yeah. Apparently, Lily knows cars. Her dad was some kind of famous NASCAR driver or something. He said she lusted after that car more than she did him. It drove him nuts that she could resist his charms.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.” 
 
    “We’re off topic, Kincaid. You still haven’t explained that look to me.” 
 
    Damn it. Here he thought he’d sufficiently distracted her. “You really want to know this?” 
 
    “I really want to know this. I have to know the whole truth. No more lies, Kade. Not if you want me to forgive you. I need to know it all.” 
 
    “So you’re considering giving us another chance?” Hope bloomed to life, that tiny little kernel that had refused to be doused all these years. 
 
    “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    “But you did.” He couldn’t stop the shit eating grin that took over his face. Whether she wanted to admit it or not, she was thinking about giving him a second chance. That was all he needed to press his suit. Dimitri was right about one thing. He’d made her love him once, and he could do it again. 
 
    “Why are you always trying to tell me what I’m thinking?” She looked exasperated. 
 
    “Because I can.” 
 
    “Answer the original question, Kincaid. What don’t you want me to know?” 
 
    He sighed. He might as well tell her. “Like I said, I drank a lot, especially after the situation with Nikoli. And I fucked a lot. I drowned in booze and women. The one thing I learned was that no one was you. No matter what I did, they never measured up to you. I gave up trying to find a relationship. I just fucked ’em and moved on.” 
 
    “So you’re as much of a manwhore as Nikoli?” 
 
    He sat straight up and looked at Angel. “I am not a whore.” 
 
    “Well, if you’re fucking anything with a skirt, then you are kinda are.”  
 
    He glared at her. She was laughing at him. It was better than her being pissed, he guessed.  
 
    “You’re a prudish whore.” 
 
    “What?” he growled. Prudish whore? What the hell was she talking about? 
 
    She pointed to Nik’s closet, unable to contain her laughter. “Oh my God, if you could have seen your face when you saw his container of butt plugs!” 
 
    “Why would anyone want a big piece of metal shoved up their ass?” He still couldn’t come to terms with some of his baby brother’s needs. Why the fuck did he need to tie up a woman to get off? It made no sense. 
 
    “Well, it serves two purposes.” Angel released her legs and leaned against the headboard. “They prepare your ass to be fucked by your man, and they can enhance sexual pleasure for both partners. It mimics double penetration.” 
 
    “How the fuck do you know this?” His eyes narrowed. 
 
    “I read, asshole.” She rolled her eyes at him. “Besides, there is something inherently sexy in being tied up and fucked.” 
 
    “So you’re telling me you’d let me tie you up, shove a plug up your ass, and fuck you senseless?” 
 
    “Only if you let me tie you up first.” 
 
    “Nobody is shoving anything up my ass!” 
 
    Angel laughed. If only she could record this conversation. His entire face was the color of a firetruck. It reminded her of the guy she fell in love with, and for a minute, she let her guard down, she let herself laugh and bask in the glow of Kade. 
 
    “You never know, Kade, you might enjoy it.” 
 
    “Bite your tongue, woman. Seriously, though. Have you ever tried that? Been tied up?” 
 
    “No. I never had the courage to do it. I didn’t really think about it until I started reading erotica. Then you start to wonder what it would be like, but I never trusted anyone enough to let them tie me up.” 
 
    “And all that other stuff?” He gestured toward the closet.  
 
    “I don’t know. Some of it, definitely not. But that’s not to say I wouldn’t try other things.” 
 
    “You’re a closet freak, that’s what you are.” 
 
    She giggled. “At least I’m not a prudish whore.” 
 
    Kade scooted closer, watching to see if she paid any attention to how close he was. Fortunately, she was too distracted with laughing at him instead of paying attention to the wolf about to pounce Little Red Riding Hood.  
 
    “Just because I think good old fashioned sex trumps all that mechanical and plastic shit doesn’t make me a prude. Personally, I think if a man needs all that to get his woman hot and bothered, he’s not doing something right.” 
 
    “But all that mechanical and plastic shit enhances the experience,” Angel countered, her eyes twinkling.  
 
    Kade saw the girl he’d fallen for and knew he had a chance. She wouldn’t be sitting here teasing him if she hated him as much as she claimed. Maybe their conversation last night had broken down some walls she wasn’t aware were gone. Or maybe his charm was getting to her. Either way, he’d take it. 
 
    He inched closer until his knees bumped hers and she went still. He saw her eyes shoot to where they were touching then widen in alarm. But he also saw the barest spark of desire kindling to life in those green depths. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing, Kincaid?”  
 
    He watched her breathing quicken ever so slightly, her tongue dart out to wet her lips. She leaned as far back as the headboard would allow, but it only served to thrust her breasts higher, and her nipples hardened. She wasn’t wearing a bra, only a thin t-shirt. 
 
    “Kade…don’t look at me like that.” 
 
    “Like what?” He heard the change of tone in his voice and let that lazy smile she used to love turn up his lips.  
 
    “What happened to staying far away from bone jumping distance?” 
 
    He leaned closer, until there were just a few inches between them. Her eyes were wild, and he saw the shock, the fear, the desire all swirling around. She was afraid of getting too close, shocked that he’d snuck up on her, but she wanted him.  
 
    Angel didn’t know if she wanted to run or if she wanted to close the distance between them. Confusion wracked her. What should she do? 
 
    His hand snaked out and he pressed it against her chest, right where her heart rested.  
 
    “You want me, Angel. You know you do.” 
 
    She shook her head, unable to speak. His hand felt like a white hot iron against her.  
 
    “Your breathing is heavy, your heartbeat is wild, and your eyes are all sleepy, moye serdtse. You can lie to yourself all you want, but your body doesn’t lie. You want me to kiss you. You want my hands on your body. You want my mouth on those nipples of yours already standing up and begging for the hot, moist heat of my lips. You want my fingers stroking you.” 
 
    Angel dragged in a ragged breath, the images his words inspired assaulting her. His voice had gone all gravelly and his eyes burned with a heat she craved. What should she do? 
 
    He pushed closer, his lips nibbling along her jawline. The scrape of his stubble scratched at her as heat started to pool in her belly. His other hand slid up her arm and then back down, the movement gentle and feather light. Her breathing became more labored. The hand on her chest shifted so that it cupped her breast, his fingers tugging at the already hardened nipple. A ripple of desire shook her.  
 
    Angel knew this was a bad idea, knew she should push him away, but the moan that slipped out of her laughed at common sense. This man had always been able to make her ignore her better judgement.  
 
    Kade feathered kisses down her neck, pulling her t-shirt aside so his mouth could trail kisses along the exposed skin. The whimper that sounded in his ear had his other hand sliding under her shirt and caressing the heated skin of her belly. 
 
    “Kade.” 
 
    He ignored the husky sound of her voice. She wanted him. That was all he needed to know. Despite his own body’s protest, he pulled back and placed his hand on her heart again. The rapid beating was the sweetest music he’d ever heard. She looked up, confused, the growing lust making her eyes sleepy, and he reminded himself he needed to take this slow.  
 
    “Kade?” Angel frowned at the devilment dancing in his eyes. What was he up to? 
 
    Kade pulled his hand away from her heart and jumped off the bed. He stood there grinning like an idiot. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    “Let’s go shopping.” 
 
    “What?” she asked, her voice strangled.  
 
    “Christmas shopping.”  
 
    “But…” 
 
    He leaned down and kissed the end of her nose. “You can jump me whenever you want, Angel, but I’m not touching you until you decide to touch me. Now, get your ass up, get dressed, and let’s go shopping!” 
 
    She watched as he strolled out of the room, leaving her in a mess of want and need. 
 
    Bastard. 
 
    He’d put the ball squarely in her court. Now what the hell was she going to do?


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kade loved shopping. How had she forgotten that? This was the fifth store he’d dragged her to. Retail therapy. Here he was, taking his sweet time, examining every little thing, when she was going out of her mind, watching every face in the crowd, seeing the serial killer hiding in corners, just waiting to snatch her. How was Kade so calm? 
 
    “I think we have enough.” She gripped the handle of the shopping cart so tightly her knuckles were white. “We need to be back before they deliver the tree.” 
 
    Kade turned and frowned. The lukewarm smile she offered made him frown harder. “What’s wrong? You love Christmas shopping.” 
 
    “Are you sure we should be out here, in the open?” 
 
    “Angel, you’re surrounded by a team of ex-military as well as an FBI agent. You’re safe. Look, there’s Watkins, just a few feet away. His job is to be wherever you are. He’s not going to let anyone get close to you. If I thought there was any danger, I wouldn’t have brought you out.” 
 
    Angel spotted the security guard lounging by the tree display. He looked like he wasn’t paying attention to anything. She had to trust that Kade was right and she was safe surrounded by her own personal security team. Target during the holidays was one of her favorite stores, and she was letting her own paranoia ruin it for her.  
 
    She turned her attention back to the Christmas ornaments and picked up a box of purple bulbs. The sound of disgust from Kade made her turn a baleful eye on him. “What?” 
 
    “I didn’t say anything.” 
 
    “No, you just made that noise you do when you want to say something and are biting your tongue instead.” 
 
    “Well, why don’t we mix in some white and blue, maybe red or green? You know some traditional Christmas colors.” 
 
    “I like purple.” 
 
    “I know.” He rolled his eyes. “I’m just suggesting an alternate color scheme.” 
 
    “It needs to be color coordinated. Red and purple don’t mix.” He hated purple, and she knew it. That was part of the reason she’d been picking out all purple stuff. Just to piss him off. It was cute when he got all aggravated. 
 
    He sighed and adopted a martyred expression. “The things I do for you, woman. Next year, we are doing a traditional tree.” 
 
    He was banking on a next year, was he? Kade always had been a smug, cocky bastard. She hadn’t even decided if she was going to try to give them a chance or not, and here he was making plans.  
 
    His hip bumped hers, and she looked up, startled. He was holding a mistletoe over her head, a wicked grin telling her he was up to no good. “I think the tradition calls for a kiss, don’t you?” 
 
    “What happened to you not touching me until I touch you?” She arched a brow, barely containing her laughter. He could be such a charmer. 
 
    “Well, we can’t ignore a Christmas tradition, now, can we?” He smirked, leaning in closer. 
 
    She took a step back, leaving him to stumble forward. “We sure can.” She turned the buggy and went to the next aisle where the stockings were, unable to control her laughter when she heard him cursing in both English and Russian.  
 
    “Not nice, Angel, not nice,” he whispered in her ear. The tickle of his breath teased her earlobe, sending a shiver through her. 
 
    “Hey!” The indignant shout made them both look toward the end of the aisle where the security guys had detained a tall, blond guy. His blue eyes were shooting daggers. “Kade, some help, please?” 
 
    Kade laughed and a real smile lit up his face. “It’s fine, gentlemen. This is my brother, Dimitri.” 
 
    “Asshole.” Dimitri enfolded Kade in a bear hug. “You could have warned me when I texted you that you had some of Viktor’s thugs with you.” 
 
    “What’s the fun in that? Besides, I wanted to show Angel she was perfectly safe surrounded by Viktor’s thugs. What better way than to let them tackle you?” 
 
    Dimitri turned to Angel and smiled. “Privet, sestrenka.” 
 
    Dimitri was not what she expected. He didn’t look a thing like Kade, Nik, or Viktor. He resembled some blond Norse god, with glacier blue eyes. Now, if only she knew what the hell he’d just said to her. 
 
    “It means, loosely translated, ‘hello, little sister.’” Dimitri gave her the same bear hug he had Kade. “Welcome to the family. I know I’m six years late, but welcome all the same.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she murmured, a little unnerved by his welcome. She and Kade hadn’t been man and wife in a long time, but it didn’t seem to matter to his family. 
 
    “Are you guys about done? I am starving, and I saw an Italian place across the street that looks good.” 
 
    “Angel?”  
 
    “I’m done.” She was hungry. Given everything that had been going on, she’d barely eaten.  
 
    She listened to the brothers chat while they stood in the checkout line. It was obvious how close they were. Their easy banter and insults attested to it. Dimitri was the next oldest, so he and Kade were closer in age than the rest of them. They’d probably ganged up on the smaller ones and ruled the roost growing up. She smiled, thinking about it.  
 
    Once they’d loaded all the bags into the SUV, they decided to walk across the street. It was easier to leave the car here instead of trying to find new parking. The holiday shoppers were out in force, and it was a nightmare.  
 
    Bella Luna was crowded. The hostess assured them they’d be seated within the next twenty minutes or so. Her stomach protested loudly when Kade asked if they should go somewhere else. Dimitri laughed at her obvious embarrassment. 
 
    “The bottomless pit speaks,” Kade teased.  
 
    “I’m hungry,” she defended. “And it smells so good.” 
 
    “It smells divine.” Dimitri’s head swiveled when the waitress passed. She winked at him, but he wasn’t looking at her. He was looking at the plate of mussels she was carrying, and his own stomach growled. “We’re not going anywhere.” 
 
    “See, I’m not the only one with a bottomless pit.” She stuck her tongue out at Kade, feeling relaxed and happy for the first time in forever.  
 
    Dimitri patted his stomach. “This fucker determines my schedule for the day. I need to be near food. I even keep a stocked fridge in the office with a shelf of snacks. Got to feed the muses while I write.” 
 
    Angel eyed his near perfect abs. If he ate like that, he had to have a metabolism out of this world. 
 
    “His two hour exercise regimen every morning helps,” Kade said dryly when he saw Angel staring pointedly at his brother’s physique. 
 
    “True. I exercise just so I can eat what I want. I really should have been a chef.” Dimitri’s nose flared as another waiter passed by with a tray laden with steaming hot food. “Damn, I’m starved.” 
 
    Angel shook her head and stopped one of the wait staff to inquire about the bathrooms. She had to go in a bad way. There was no waiting until they were seated. She’d laughed too much, and her bladder was protesting. 
 
    “Just hurry. Our table should be up soon.”  
 
    “I’ll go with you. I need the facilities myself.” Dimitri fell into step beside her as they weaved through the dining room and toward the back of the restaurant where the restrooms were down a little side hall.  
 
    Angel nodded to an elderly woman coming out of the ladies’ room, and Dimitri promised to wait for her. She ducked into the room and locked the door. It was small, but very clean, the white tile shiny. She quickly did her business then washed her hands. She studied her reflection in the mirror. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes were all shiny, and she looked happy. 
 
    Kade. She blamed it on Kade. 
 
    It also made her realize a very important truth. 
 
    Some of the hurt that plagued her had dissipated, leaving behind a small ounce of hope. Every minute she spent with him, that hope grew. Even when she was pissed with him, he made her happy. Lily was right. Kade fucked up. He caused her more pain than any one person should have to deal with in their lifetime, but he was also the one person who was slowly healing those wounds. She loved him. No one else had ever come close to how she felt about him.  
 
    The damn smug bastard. 
 
    He was going to get what he wanted. She laughed, letting the love she still held like a shield out from behind its wall. She loved the smug bastard. That was worth something. There was still pain there, but the joy she felt around him outweighed it. Now that she knew why he did what he did, wrong as he had been to do it and cause them both a lot of heartache, she understood it.  
 
    She was willing to give them a chance. He was still Kade, the man she fell in love with, still the same goofball who could make her laugh, still the same sexy man who made her burn with desire. It wasn’t going to be all hearts and flowers. There would be fighting, anger, shouting. They had a lot of shit to work through. But this feeling of hope inside her was worth fighting for. 
 
    She pulled out a few paper towels and dried her hands. She wasn’t going to let him know yet, though. He needed to do some major groveling. Lily was right about that as well. Smiling, she opened the door and walked out. Dimitri was standing outside the men’s room. At least she thought so at first. It wasn’t Dimitri. Same color hair, but this guy was shorter, stockier. His hair was shorter too. He was probably a waiter; he had on the same black slacks and white dress shirt. 
 
    What was taking Dimitri so long? Given his appearance, he probably spent more time than she did on his toiletries. God only knew how long he would be. She’d rejoin Kade. Hopefully, they’d get a table soon. Her stomach growled in agreement. Just as she took a step forward, the man turned, and her heart stopped. 
 
    He looked different. The cuts on his face were new, and the brown eyes regarding her were wrong, but she knew that face. It was etched into her memory. He smiled and raised his arm. He had a gun. Oh, God, he had a gun! Where was Dimitri? Had he done something to him?  
 
    She barely registered that thought when something stung her. Her hand went to her neck and pulled out a small dart. She blinked, the world going upside down, her vision blurring. 
 
    “I’ve got you, my Angel. Shh, it’s okay.” 
 
    No, she shouted, but her voice wouldn’t work. Her body was heavy. His arms wrapped around her, dragging her down the hallway toward a different door. Cold winds bit at her, the first snowflakes starting to fall. She tried to yell, to fight, but her body refused to obey. He shoved her into the car and slammed the door. The dark gray interior of the vehicle was the last thing she saw before the drugs took over and she blacked out. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kade glanced at his watch. Ten minutes. They’d been gone ten minutes. Surely that was more than enough time to take a piss. Watkins was getting antsy as well. He tapped the earpiece and said a few words. When he frowned, Kade’s hinky feeling began to grow.  
 
    Ten minutes. 
 
    It was too long. He strode through the restaurant to where the bathrooms were. The hallway was empty. It was highly unlikely they’d both been struck by stomach cramps. When Watkins came barreling toward him, he knew something was wrong. 
 
    “We have a problem.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I can’t get Sawyer or Logan to respond.”  
 
    Kade turned and pounded on the men’s room door. “Dimitri!” 
 
    Watkins tried the women’s restroom door, and when he got no response, he put his shoulder into the door and hit it until the lock broke and the door burst inward. The women’s room was empty.  
 
    Angel. 
 
    Watkins pushed him aside and broke down the men’s door. Dimitri lay sprawled on the floor. A small dart protruded from his neck.  
 
    Where the fuck was Angel? 
 
    It barely registered when Watkins exited the door at the back of the hallway. He was frozen staring at his brother; the only thought in his head was Angel.  
 
    “Fuck.” Watkins was back, Angel’s purse in hand. “They’re all down.” 
 
    “Down?” 
 
    Where was Angel? 
 
    Watkins leaned down and pulled the dart out of Dimitri’s throat. “He used these to knock them out.”  
 
    “What is going on?” a waiter asked, then stared at Dimitri’s prone body in shock. 
 
    “Call 9-1-1. We need emergency services.”  
 
    Ten minutes. She’d only been gone ten minutes.  
 
    “Agent Kincaid!” 
 
    He blinked, responding to the authority in Watkins’ voice. “Yes?” 
 
    “Snap out of it. We have a situation. Miss Lemoraux is missing, your brother is lying unconscious, and both my men are knocked out.” 
 
    “Mrs. Kincaid.” 
 
    “What?” Watkins snapped. 
 
    “Mrs. Kincaid. She’s my wife.” And she was missing. 
 
    Watkins shrugged. “Call whoever is working this case and get them here now. I’m going to check to see if we have video surveillance.” 
 
    Kade pulled out his phone, his movements slow and unsure. He couldn’t focus. He found Bailey’s number and called it. 
 
    “Kincaid, I was just about to call you. We’ve swept about sixty percent of the abandoned garages in the city, and so far, nothing.” 
 
    “He took her, Ron.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The unsub, he took her. She’s gone.”  
 
    “Where are you?”  
 
    “Bella Luna.” 
 
    “I know where that is. We’re on our way. We’ll find her.” 
 
    But they wouldn’t. Kade knew this. They hadn’t found any of the others. What would make Angel any different?  
 
    His phone blared out his favorite Linkin Park song. Viktor’s face flashed across the screen. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Watkins called. Nik and I are on our way. You okay?” 
 
    “She’s gone.” He felt the wetness on his face, knew he was crying, but it all felt unreal. She was just here, laughing and joking with them. It was his fault. He brought her out. To where the unsub could get to her. She’d wanted to go home, and he told her she was safe. Lies. He always lied to her. 
 
    He was the reason for every bad thing in her life. 
 
    His fault. This was his fault. She was gone because he couldn’t keep her safe. He slid down the wall, his legs giving out. What was he doing to her? Was she scared? Was she praying? Was she calling out for him? 
 
    The phone slipped from his hand.  
 
    What was he going to do without her? He’d just found her again. 
 
    And now she was gone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Angel blinked, coming awake slowly. She winced when her head bounced, hitting something hard. She felt all fuzzy, and the world was moving. Her head bounced again, and she tried to sit up. That was when she realized her limbs were numb. She couldn’t move. Her eyes opened, and she saw the walls of a dirty, dingy room, the walls moving.  
 
    No, she was being dragged. Her legs were up in the air, two meaty hands gripping her ankles as he dragged her. He stopped a moment later, and she saw the bed and panicked. No, no, no. Her voice refused to work. All she could do was stare straight ahead and wait. She couldn’t even turn her head from side to side. 
 
    He moved around the room, and she heard a drawer open and shut. What was he doing? 
 
    When he moved back into view, he saw that she was awake. “Hello, sleepyhead. I wondered when you’d wake up. You can’t move, I know. It’ll wear off in a few hours. The cocktail I shot you full of completely numbs your body.”  
 
    He slapped her ass hard. She heard the crack when his palm hit her flesh, but she felt nothing.  
 
    “See? You can’t feel a thing.” He picked her up and laid her on the bed. Then he started removing her clothes. Her shoes and socks first, then her jeans. He lifted her up and took off her coat and her shirt. She was left in her bra and panties. Her red lacy set. She’d put them on, thinking maybe she’d tease Kade enough to touch her again.  
 
    “Beautiful.” She watched silently as he ran his hands along her body. “Such soft, beautiful skin. A gorgeous canvas. You and I are going to have so much fun, my angel.” 
 
    She shuddered. Even though she couldn’t feel his hands, she saw his fingers caressing her skin, squeezing her breasts. Then he slid her panties off and let them drop to the floor. He parted her thighs and cupped her. She closed her eyes, unwilling to watch.  
 
    “Uh, uh, my angel. Open those eyes of yours. No hiding from me.” 
 
    She kept her eyes closed. Even if he hurt her for disobeying him, she couldn’t feel it. No matter what he did right now, she could pretend she was back at the apartment, teasing Kade over his reaction to Nik’s closet. She could pretend this man’s hands were Kade’s. 
 
    “Open them!” 
 
    Kade laughing, the two of them strolling along the shore, talking about all the places they wanted to visit. Both of them talking to the baby late at night. The nugget. She smiled remembering how happy they were that night. Kade whispering promises to her belly. Promises of the nugget’s very own supercharged stroller. 
 
    “Have it your way, my angel. I can wait until all the feeling comes back into these lovely limbs. It will only be a few hours.” 
 
    She opened her eyes cautiously. His were hostile, but that was not what caught her attention. Her gaze traveled down his arm to his hand, to where his fingers were buried deep inside her. She gagged, and he only laughed, removing his fingers from her, licking them.  
 
    “You taste as delicious as you look, my angel.” 
 
    He got down on his knees, his eyes roving over every inch of her. He reached under her, unsnapping her bra and pulling it away from her and leaving her breasts bare to him.  
 
    “Cinnamon colored nipples.” He twirled one between his fingers, tugging on it. “Most of my canvases have a shade of pink. Cinnamon is rare in my girls.” He leaned down, his lips closing over the bud. She heard the loud sucking noise, but couldn’t feel it. When he sat up, satisfaction marked his expression. “So responsive. Look at how hard and erect that sweet bud is. Just imagine how good it’s going to feel later, my sweet angel.” 
 
    He flipped her so she was on her stomach then handcuffed one of her hands, feeding the other cuff behind one of the wrought iron rails before snapping the cuff on her other hand. She heard him moving, heard the metallic clink of the cuffs. He must be cuffing her feet to the iron rail at the bottom of the bed.  
 
    “There, now, my angel. You’ll get your voice back soon enough. Scream all you want. No one can hear you out here.” His thumb brushed her lips. “I’m going out for a while, since you refuse to play. I’ll be back soon, my angel.” 
 
    He stood and walked away from the bed, leaving Angel staring at the dirty, peeling wallpaper directly across from her.  
 
    And wondering if Kade would find her. 
 
    None of the other girls had been found. But none of them was his wife. He didn’t love them. 
 
    He’d find her. 
 
    Please, God. Let him find me. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter  
 
    Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    The loud crack of flesh hitting flesh pulled Kade out of his misery. Viktor squatted beside him, his face grim. “You need to get the fuck up.” 
 
    Bailey’s shiny shoes came into view. “Kincaid, you know this case better than I do. Bradford’s not up to speed. Get your ass up and help me find your wife.” 
 
    “If you sit here and do nothing, she’s going to die, Kade.” Viktor locked eyes with him. “Is that what you want?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then get the fuck up!” 
 
    Kade took several deep breaths. They were right. No one knew this case better than he did. He let Viktor pull him up. “Did Watkins find any video footage?” 
 
    “No. The restaurant doesn’t have cameras. There are three cameras back there, though. I have uniforms out collecting the tapes from the other stores. If he’s within range, we’ll find him.” 
 
    “He’s making mistakes.” Kade took another deep breath. “He’s unraveling. Something happened to make him speed up his timeline.” 
 
    “The ME confirmed the girl died of a heart attack. She had a pre-existing condition, and the stress was too much for her. He wasn’t finished. It was too soon for him.” Jeremy stopped beside Kade. “We’re doing everything we can. I have uniforms out canvasing all the surrounding stores and the loading docks back here as well.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have brought her out.” Kade shook his head, his vision clearing of the fog that seemed to have descended upon him. “I should have known better.” 
 
    “No, you shouldn’t have been out. It was a fucking stupid move,” Viktor agreed, making Kade feel worse than he already did. “That said, you had three of my best men with you.” Viktor gripped his shoulder. “She should have been safe. No one’s ever gotten the drop on them, but we weren’t counting on neurotoxins.” 
 
    “Neurotoxins?” 
 
    “Yes, Nik just called. The doctor said they’d been hit with some kind of home-baked neurotoxin. He didn’t give me too many details, only that it was a paralytic. Seeing as how Dimitri and my men are still out cold, I’m betting Angel is too.” 
 
    “That could work to our advantage.” His mind was whirling, processing every case he ever worked or studied. “Most serial killers want their victims aware, they want them to feel what’s happening to them.” 
 
    “Especially this one.” Jeremy spoke quietly. “These women suffered, and the ME confirmed with me yesterday they would have been awake and aware during all of it. She’s safe for a while, Kade. We have time.” 
 
    “Let’s go back to the station where we have more to work with. It’s only a few blocks.” Bailey snapped his notebook shut. “CSU is going over everything, dusting for prints, the whole nine yards. I want to look through the traffic cams to see if we can find him exiting this complex.” 
 
    Viktor drove Kade to the police station. He held onto the hope that Angel wasn’t awake, since none of the others were. She would be safe for as long as she couldn’t feel anything. He hoped. It was what he clung to. 
 
    The station was a hub of activity. Whenever an officer’s family member was in danger, they pulled out all the stops. People were on the phones, and he saw an entire wall monitor setup scouring traffic cams. Viktor moved off toward the whiteboards where the photos the unsub had sent Angel were posted.  
 
    “What do we know?” Bailey barked at one of the detectives who scurried toward them.  
 
    “Officer Stone is on his way with the security tapes. One of them should have a clean shot of the restaurant’s back door. Hopefully, we’ll get an image of the suspect’s face.” 
 
    “Kade, come here a second.” Viktor waved him over to the images. It was not what he wanted to look at, but he forced his feet to move. “Look here. Is this a sign?” 
 
    Kade squinted, trying to ignore the contorted and twisted body of the girl. In the upper right hand corner of the image, there was a small blur. He leaned in closer, squinting. It did look like a sign. So out of focus he couldn’t see it, but Viktor might be right. Only one way to know for sure. He snatched the image and took off running. 
 
    “Where you going, Kincaid?” Bailey shouted.  
 
    “Tech lab!” He hit the stairs, unwilling to wait for the elevator, and took them two at a time up three flights. He grabbed the first technician he saw. “We need to blow this up and enhance the image.” 
 
    “Sir?” The girl looked up from her computer screen, startled. 
 
    “This, now.” He shoved the photo at her, and she took it, but she leaned away from him. She gasped when she actually looked at the image.  
 
    “Agent Kincaid?” 
 
    Kade’s head snapped around, and he saw Ainsely Grisham. He knew the kid. He’d been working on this case for as long as Kade had. He snatched the photo from the girl and handed it to Ainsely. “We think that’s a sign in the upper corner of this image. We need to know what it says.” 
 
    “Take a deep breath, Agent. Let me pull up the digital images you forwarded us from the phone. It’ll be easier to enhance.” 
 
    Kade followed the young technician back to his workstation and waited impatiently while he logged on and sorted through a folder. When the images popped up, the tech opened the one he held in his hand. “This could just be a simple sign, Agent. Don’t get your hopes up.” 
 
    “He has my wife. Let’s hope it’s more than a simple sign.” Please be more than a simple sign. 
 
    The kid’s face hardened. “If there’s something here, we’ll find it.”  
 
    Kade watched as he worked to enlarge and still maintain integrity. It was a process, but ten minutes later, a blinking Harvey’s Wrecker sign was clearly visible. His heart nearly stopped. A real live lead. The first one they’d ever had.  
 
    “There’s a Harvey’s Wrecker forty miles outside of town.” Ainsely was on Google search, and he pulled up the map image. “It looks deserted, nothing around it for miles.” 
 
    “Print that out.” Kade fidgeted nervously while both images printed. The unsub already had a good hour and a half on them. “Grisham, I owe you, big time.” 
 
    “Here you go, Agent. I hope you can get there in time.” 
 
    “Me too.” Kade took the photos and headed back down to command. As long as she was out, she was safe.  
 
    Bailey and Jeremy were clustered around one of the computer monitors, Viktor behind them, when he burst back into the room. They all looked up, excitement on their faces.  
 
    “We got the bastard on camera.” Viktor’s smile was evil enough to make the devil take notice. “And his fucking car and license plate. It’s registered to Wes Donovan. He’s from Texas, and his DMV photo matches Angel’s sketch.” 
 
    Kade came around and stared at the DMV photo they had up on screen. His girl had nailed the bastard’s image. “Let me see the footage.” 
 
    Bailey pursed his lips, but nodded. Jeremy clicked a few times, and the back of the restaurant came into view. A sleek, silver Lexus waited. It only took a moment for the back door to burst open, and they saw him. He’d changed his appearance. 
 
    The unsub pulled Angel along like a good friend helping another friend who’d had one too many drinks. She ended up in the back seat, and he walked to the driver’s side door, got in, and drove off. 
 
    He hadn’t checked for cameras. Or he didn’t care. 
 
    He was unraveling and making mistake after mistake. Losing the other girl must have pushed him over the edge. The fact that he was using his own car testified to how unstable he was becoming. 
 
    “The tech lab was able to recover the image. A place called Harvey’s Wrecker. Forty minutes outside the city.” He placed both the blown up image and the Google map photo on the desk in front of them.  
 
    “This is how we catch him.” Jeremey rubbed his hands together. “Mistakes, gentlemen. Mistakes are the life’s blood of police work.” 
 
    “Let’s go get your girl, Kade.” Viktor slapped him on the back.  
 
    Kade closed his eyes and said a prayer of thanks. 
 
    He would get there in time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sensation started to return a few minutes after the madman left her alone. First in her fingertips, then other areas. Little by little, she began to regain control of her muscles. When she could turn her head, she studied the room she was in. 
 
    The furniture in here was stark. A white dresser stood against one wall, a basin its only adornment. A door was beside the dresser. Had to be a bathroom. Nightstands took up the space on both sides of the bed. The floor length mirror directly across from her captured her attention. As she’d suspected, he’d handcuffed her feet to the bottom rail of the bed. Bruises were forming on her hip. He must have hit her. It was going to hurt like a bitch when the feeling came back.  
 
    The image of his fingers inside her rose up, and she forced it back. She had to get out of here, and dwelling on that wasn’t going to help. It took a while for her to regain control of her hands, but as soon as she could, she yanked at her bonds. The harsh steel of the handcuffs bit into her flesh when she pulled against the rail with all her might, but it didn’t budge.  
 
    She heard a door open and close. Shit. Was he back? Had he ever left? Maybe he’d taken a nap in the other room. What was he doing? She strained her ears, trying to pick up on the smallest sound.  
 
    Minutes passed. Footsteps walked back and forth across the floor in the other room. She twisted and turned, trying to break the handcuffs. What the hell was he doing? 
 
    The bedroom door opened, and he walked in carrying a kettle, the kind you used to boil water to make tea. Steam rose from the spout. What was he going to do with that? Her eyes followed him as he walked over to the closet and took out an iDock. He plugged it in then settled his phone in it. A moment later, the slow, sultry sound of Twenty One Pilots’ “Heathens” filled the air. It was a song she’d listened to on repeat many times. She’d found it soothing before, but now a sense of dread settled over her. 
 
    “Hello, my angel.” 
 
    His voice was deep, cultured. Upper class. He was only wearing a pair of light denim jeans, faded and worn in places. His muscles rippled as he moved. The man worked out. He didn’t have the same stealthy grace Kade did, but it was close. Each movement was calculated, unnerving. She found it sexy as hell when Kade did it, but in this man, it terrified her.  
 
    Setting the kettle on the empty bedside table, he sat next to her. His eyes were blue again. Contacts. He’d been wearing contacts. Their icy depths were calmer than before. The anger was gone. Only anticipation remained. 
 
    “How are we coming along? Feeling back yet?” His hand ran up and down her back. She forced herself to stay still, to not react in any way.  
 
    “No? You wouldn’t be playing possum, now, would you, my angel?” She watched in horror as he opened the drawer on the nightstand and took out a knife. It reminded her of a hunting knife, but the hilt was different. It looked like some elaborate dagger. The tip of the blade ghosted down her arm and back up, along her shoulders.  
 
    She swallowed. He pressed the tip in deeper when it met the soft flesh between her shoulder blades. Angel clenched her teeth together, fighting the cry that wanted to escape. He scooted farther down the bed, the knife tracing along her hip, over her ass cheeks, down her legs to the backs of her thighs. 
 
    “Nothing yet?” he murmured.  
 
    Searing pain jolted through her, and she screamed. Her head twisted to see he’d pushed the blade straight through her foot. He twisted it, making her cry out. More pain arched up her leg when he slide the blade out.  
 
    “That’s what I thought.” He gave her a satisfied nod. “You see, my angel, when you play along like a good girl, it won’t hurt as much. I like to hear your screams. When you don’t give it all to me, you only cause me to inflict more pain than necessary.” 
 
    Crazy bastard. She wanted to spit at him, but fear held her still. Don’t antagonize him. 
 
    “Such beautiful, pale, alabaster skin.” He leaned down and placed tiny kisses along the backs of her legs. He sat up and ran his hands along her thighs, cupping her ass when he reached it. He pulled them away, and a hard slap hit first one cheek, then the other. She whimpered at the pain. “Ah, there you go, my angel. Let me hear you.” He rained down several more slaps against her ass, each one harder than the last, and she cried out with each one.  
 
    She sobbed, tears and snot mingling.  
 
    “Look at how pretty your skin is, all pink and just waiting to be touched.” His fingers slid between her butt cheeks, fingering her anus, before dipping down farther, parting her folds. He found her clit and rubbed it. “So warm, my angel. Soon my cock is going to be buried inside you. Do you want that? Won’t it feel good when I take you?” 
 
    She whimpered and buried her head in her pillow. He grabbed a fistful of her hair and yanked it, bringing her head up. “No. You will watch what I do to you, do you understand?” 
 
    Angel nodded, and he released her hair. “Lay your head down, turn it to face the mirror, and if I see your eyes closed, I will remove your eyelids so you can’t look away. Am I clear?” 
 
    Her eyes widened and she whispered, “Yes.” 
 
    When she complied, he resumed rubbing slow circles around her clit and reached for the kettle. “There is such joy in pleasure and pain. Your skin is going to make the perfect canvas for my art.” 
 
    She couldn’t pull her eyes away from the mirror. She watched as he tipped the kettle toward her, watched as a slow stream of boiling water fell. When the first drops hit her back, she froze, but as more fell, she arched, trying to get away from the searing pain. He continued to pour the water over her back, her shoulders, her ass, her legs. All the while he fingered her. 
 
    When the kettle was empty, he set it back down and removed his hand. “Look at that.” He traced all the red burn marks on her back. “It’s about patterns, my angel. The water never takes the same path twice. The chaos theory. It never lets me down.” He slapped her ass again. “I think you’re ready to be fucked, my angel. Your skin is all pink, a perfect canvas.” 
 
    He stood and unbuckled his belt then undid the fly on his pants. She watched as the pants hit the floor and he kicked them to the side. 
 
    No. No. No. 
 
    The bed dipped, and he positioned himself behind her. “Eyes open!” 
 
    She blinked them open and tried to look anywhere but at the man behind her. She felt the tip of him against her. “Ready, my angel?” 
 
    A siren wailed, just loud enough for them to hear it, and he stilled. When it didn’t stop, he jumped up, cursing, and stalked toward the other room. A wave of relief washed over her. Thank you, God. 
 
    He was back a moment later, the siren’s low wail gone, and rage flashed like a lighthouse beacon in his eyes. “We have company. Fuckers set off the motion alarm.” He opened the nightstand and pulled out some kind of gag and proceeded to stuff the ball into her mouth and tie it behind her head. “To keep you quiet, love. Can’t have you alerting the cavalry.”  
 
    It had to be Kade. He found her. 
 
    But how? He hadn’t been able to find any of the other girls.  
 
    Maybe it wasn’t him? 
 
    Maybe it was some random person looking around, or maybe they had car trouble.  
 
    But if it was Kade, he didn’t know the crazy bastard was aware of his presence. 
 
    He picked up his knife and stood behind the door. Whoever it was, they were coming inside. He put a finger to his lips and winked. If it was Kade, there was no way the serial killer was getting away. He had to know that. Maybe he did, and just didn’t give a fuck. He’d hurt whoever came through the door first. 
 
    And there wasn’t a damn thing she could do to stop it.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter  
 
    Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kade and Viktor hugged the building. A small army of police surrounded it as well, quiet as death. They’d arrived, lights and sirens off so as to not alert the unsub. All the vehicles, including the ambulances were parked down the road. They’d entered the property through the woods on the south side. A single light shone through a window in the back of the building. 
 
    “Everyone’s in place.” Bailey peered around the building. “We’re ready.” 
 
    Kade nodded, and Bailey gave the signal. Jeremy led the charge in the front, and officers swarmed the entrance, knocking down the door leading into the garage itself. Kade, Viktor, and Bailey led a second team through the side entrance that housed the stairs leading to the apartment upstairs. Bailey kicked in the door and moved cautiously inside, Kade on his heels.  
 
    The front area consisted of a living room and kitchen. Dirty dishes lay piled in the sink. He moved farther into the room, his gun held at the ready.  
 
    When his eyes landed on the computer screen, he motioned Bailey over. The guy had hidden security cameras both outside and inside the building, front and back. He had to have seen them coming. He knew they were here.  
 
    “Well, there went the element of surprise.” Bailey radioed downstairs to check the status. They’d found no one. “He’s either gone out through a hidden entrance, or he’s here somewhere.” 
 
    Kade glanced down the hallway where three closed doors waited. Angel might be behind one of them. Or he might have escaped with her. 
 
    He nodded to three of the officers, and together with Bailey, they started down the hall, clearing one room at a time.  
 
    It was the third door on the left that nearly caused his heart to stop. She was there, naked and bound on the bed. Her eyes met his, and she shook her head frantically, her gaze shooting to his left. He turned, catching the glint of steel out of the corner of his eye. He had just enough time to raise his arm and block knife thrust. Instead of hitting his throat where it had originally been aimed, the blade sliced through his forearm. 
 
    A swift kick to his knee, and Kade went down. The unsub turned, catching the next officer coming through the door with a quick knife thrust to his heart, dropping him instantly. He pulled the blade free as Kade struggled to stand. Bailey entered the room, more cautiously than the young officers. Kade shouted a warning, and the seasoned officer dropped and rolled, coming to his knees, gun up and at the ready, but the unsub disappeared out of his line of sight.  
 
    “Now, now, gentlemen, I think you both should drop your weapons.” 
 
    Kade whirled. The unsub stood behind him, a knife to the throat of one of the officers who’d rushed in to help. The man couldn’t be older than twenty-five. His eyes pleaded for help.  
 
    “It’s over, Donovan.” Bailey kept his gun trained on the unsub who was slowly backing toward the door where Viktor waited, his eyes narrowed, intent. “This place is surrounded. There’s no escape.” 
 
    A chuckle erupted from Donovan. “Ohh, someone’s been doing their homework. Do you really think I would have gone to all the trouble of burning off my fingerprints if I wanted you to know who I was? Wes Donovan is just one of a hundred personas.” 
 
    Kade’s gaze shifted to Angel when he heard her whimper. He’d only glanced at her before, but now he could see the burns on her back, her legs. Blisters were bubbling up. A snarl of rage escaped, and he turned back to Donovan. He wasn’t getting out of here. Dead or alive. The man was going to pay for this. 
 
    “What do we have here, Agent Pretty Boy?” Donovan cocked his head and studied Kade. “That kind of rage only comes from someone who’s close to the victim. Who is she to you? Sister? No, I don’t think so. Girlfriend?” 
 
    Kade balled his fist. 
 
    “Definitely your girlfriend.” Donovan smiled, his eyes as bright as a kid’s in a candy store. “Don’t you want to know what I did to your girl? We’ve had so much fun together.” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up.” Viktor moved closer, and Kade took a step toward Donovan, his vision tinted red.  
 
    “Uh, uh, uh, Agent.” Donovan pressed the knife into the officer’s throat. To his credit, the man didn’t so much as make a sound when the blade bit into his skin and blood oozed from the cut. “You take one more step and he dies.” 
 
    Kade stopped, but Viktor didn’t. He kept edging closer and closer, inching along the wall and staying away from the glare of the hallway light so his shadow wouldn’t appear on the floor. 
 
    “She has exquisite skin. Those cinnamon rosebuds of hers like to pucker up just so when you suck on them first, and then use your teeth to pull them. She tastes so good. She felt even better when I buried my cock inside her. All that tight, wet heat. Her voice goes all raspy when she moans around my cock. Yes, Agent, we had so much fun while we waited for you. Best fuck I’ve had in a long time.” 
 
    Viktor pounced the same time Kade lost it and rushed the unsub. The officer stomped down hard on Donovan’s foot when Viktor forced the knife away from his throat, causing Donovan to relax his grasp enough for the officer to free himself and move just as Kade’s fist met the unsub’s stomach. 
 
    Donovan grunted and leaned forward, slamming his head into Viktor’s hard enough to make Viktor release him. Kade’s grin matched Donovan’s and they slammed into each other, fists flying. It was a dance of punch and move, duck and swing. Donovan wasn’t a weakling. He fought as hard and dirty as any of Kade’s brothers. 
 
    Donovan’s eyes were cold, madness swirling in them as the knife swung toward Kade. He leaned back and followed it up with a swift punch to the man’s jaw, taking advantage of the forward motion of Donovan’s swing. What he didn’t count on was Donovan absorbing the punch and using Kade’s momentum against him. The hot sting of the blade entering his flesh barely registered as Kade let out a roar and grabbed the man by the throat, rage guiding him as he stared at the grinning madman who’d raped his wife. He choked him, following him down as Donovan’s legs gave out. 
 
    “Kade, let go!”  
 
    He ignored Bailey, ignored the futile attempts to pry his hands away from Donovan. He wanted to see the light leave the bastard’s eyes as he died. 
 
    “Kade, if you kill him, you’ll go to jail. Then what’ll happen to Angel? She needs you, and if you go to jail, you’ll have left her all over again. Let go.” 
 
    Kade tightened his grip on Donovan’s throat, his fingers digging in, but he couldn’t ignore Viktor’s words. He wouldn’t leave her again, and she needed him more than he needed to kill this piece of shit. He let go and several officers rushed him, pulling him away from the unsub.  
 
    Angel watched, horrified as they fought. Gagged as she was, there was no way to tell them he was lying, that he hadn’t penetrated her. She saw the rage turn to blind madness in Kade’s eyes. They struggled, and she twisted, ignoring her pain as she tried to see what was happening. When the two of them fell to the floor, she struggled harder. Kade would kill him. Then she’d lose him all over again. Her eyes begged Viktor to stop him. He leaned down and whispered something to his brother. What, she didn’t know, but Kade released the man they called Donovan. Her whole body sagged in relief. He hadn’t killed him. Thank God. 
 
    Kade turned toward her, shaking off the officers holding him, and took several steps, but he stumbled. He looked down at his shirt, and she followed his gaze. Several dark red spots were blooming across the fabric. He was hurt. The crazy man must have stabbed him.  
 
    “Angel…I’m coming, moye serdtse.” Kade took several more steps toward her, his face going white as more and more blood soaked his shirt. He was trying to get to her, and Angel started thrashing. She needed to make them help him. She couldn’t lose him. Not again. One of the officers rushed to her, taking the gag out of her mouth. 
 
    “Viktor!” she screamed.  
 
    Viktor hurried toward her, but stopped when he saw his brother, who looked pale and began to sway. He cursed in Russian and barely caught Kade before he fell. “Get EMS in here now!” Viktor yanked Kade’s button down shirt open and gasped. He took off his own shirt and pressed it down on one of the wounds.  
 
    “Viktor, is he okay?” 
 
    Viktor’s eyes met hers, and she knew. It was bad. 
 
    No. God couldn’t be this cruel to her. He’d just given Kade back. He couldn’t take him away. Not now. Please, don’t take him.  
 
    “I’m good,” Kade said and tried to sit up. His brother held him down.  
 
    “Stay still, fucker. I can’t get this bleeding to stop if you keep moving.” 
 
    The officer finally got her cuffs off, and she fell off the bed, not caring she was as naked as the day she was born. She crawled over to Kade and took his hand, ignoring the pain every movement caused.  
 
    “I’m sorry, moye serdtse.” Kade’s grip on her hand weakened, and he coughed. “I tried to get here in time.” 
 
    “You did, though. He lied. He didn’t rape me. He was about to when his alarm went off. You saved me, Kincaid. You kept me safe.” 
 
    “He didn’t?” 
 
    “No. He didn’t. I swear it on our son’s grave. He didn’t rape me.” 
 
    Kade coughed again, and a small trickle of blood leaked out of the corner of his mouth, causing her and Viktor to flinch. 
 
    “Where the hell is EMS?” Bailey screamed into his radio when he caught sight of Kade. 
 
    “At least I did one thing right.” Kade took a strangled breath. “Maybe one day you’ll forgive me for all the horrible things I did to you, but I want you to know I love you, Angel. Remember that.”  
 
    His eyes closed. 
 
    “No, damn you!” Her fist hit him in the chest. “You can’t leave me.” 
 
    Viktor tried to pull her away from Kade, and she fought him.  
 
    “No. I won’t let him die.” 
 
    “Easy, Angel. Let EMS work. He’s not dead yet. He’s a fighter, and he has something to live for. He has you.” 
 
    Another crew of EMS swarmed her, but she didn’t pay them any attention. She watched as they worked on Kade, praying and cursing God all in the same breath. When they loaded him up on a stretcher, she made Viktor help her over to him, and she leaned down so her lips were against his ear. “I forgive you, Kade. Do you hear me? I forgive you for all of it, but I swear if you die on me, I will never forgive you for that.”  
 
    Viktor pulled her back and picked her up, his gentle movement belying his savage appearance. EMS rolled another stretcher in for her, and Viktor guided her onto it. They made her lie face down and put a wet sheet over her burns. She felt nothing. Her whole body was numb. 
 
    She was empty. 
 
    Alone. 
 
    Kade couldn’t die. 
 
    He couldn’t. 
 
    “We’ll get you to the hospital in no time, Miss Lemoraux,” the EMS woman told her. 
 
    Angel took a deep breath, daring God and fate and whoever else was listening to let him die, before she looked at the woman. “It’s Mrs. Kincaid.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “How is she?” 
 
    Kade looked over to see Dimitri wheeling himself through Angel’s door. Dimitri was still having problems with his legs. Not all of the feeling had come back, and the doctors were concerned about the effects of the homemade neurotoxin. It had been a little over a week since the capture of Boston’s now most notorious serial killer. Two of Viktor’s men were having problems as well.  
 
    Angel wasn’t suffering the same effects. She’d told Bailey she’d yanked the dart out as soon as she felt it. The doctors thought it saved her from the same complications as the others who’d had that dart in them far longer. She wasn’t out of the woods, but they were hopeful. 
 
    “Better. She’s been in and out. Her burns are healing nicely. Thank God, they were only second degree burns. She hasn’t been awake long enough for them to test her sensory depth, though. I know they’re still concerned about her movement.” Her nightmares hadn’t let up, though. She woke up screaming almost every time she closed her eyes. 
 
    “And you?” Dimitri inquired. “It’s not every day you get stabbed multiple times.” 
 
    Viktor told him he’d been in surgery for hours while they worked to repair his spleen and liver. The knife had done some serious damage. He could barely move without pain, but he refused high doses of pain meds. He’d almost become an alcoholic, so he knew how easy it was for an addiction to take root. He’d deal with his pain. 
 
    “I’d be better if they moved me into the same room as Angel.” 
 
    “You two had a chance to talk yet?” Dimitri yawned.  
 
    “No. Every time we get five minutes, people are rushing in to visit, or the nurses are kicking me out.” 
 
    “They need to kick you out or you wouldn’t eat.” 
 
    Kade smiled when he heard Angel’s voice. “Hey, Sleeping Beauty. Did we wake you?” 
 
    “No, my stomach woke me. I’m starving.” 
 
    Dimitri laughed. “Finally, someone who can eat as much as I can. How about I order us some delivery?” 
 
    “Pizza?” Angel asked hopefully. 
 
    “Pizza it is, sestra. I’ll be back when it arrives. I need to go convince the nurses to let me sneak it in.” 
 
    Angel shook her head as she watched him wheel himself out of the room. He was quite a character. He flirted with every nurse who so much as looked at him. At least she now knew where Nik got it from. Dimitri was the original manwhore. 
 
    “How are you feeling? Do you need anything?”  
 
    Kade’s anxious voice pulled her attention back to him. He’d lost weight. It worried her. He didn’t look so good. “I’m fine. Sore, but fine. You look like shit, Kincaid.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes. “You don’t look like roses either, Mrs. Kincaid.” 
 
    She scrunched up her nose. Her hair was an oily mess. She could smell it. The nurses promised her a shower in a day or two. The plastic surgeon had better give her the go-ahead. Sponge baths were not her thing. 
 
    “You up for talking?”  
 
    She swung her gaze back to him. He sounded so serious. “What do you want to talk about?” 
 
    “Me and you.” He bit his lip. A new habit she’d noticed he did when he was nervous. He looked more than nervous. There was fear in his eyes.  
 
    Angel had been trying to find a way to talk to him about their relationship too. The fear that plagued her the first two days after his surgery still lived like a live wire in her stomach. She’d almost lost him. She wasn’t prepared to let him go. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about us too.” She fiddled with her blanket. 
 
    “I’m hoping you’ll think about giving us another chance.” Kade wheeled his chair closer to her bed so he could take her hand. “I know I don’t deserve a second chance, Angel, but I’m asking for one. I love you. More than you can ever possibly know.” 
 
    “I’m not going to promise that it’ll work out, Kade, but I love you too. Always have. A wise old flower told me fate sometimes gives us a good kick in the ass when we fall off the path. Seeing you almost die was my kick in the ass. So, yes, Kade, I’ll give us another chance. No more lies, though.” 
 
    “No more lies,” he promised and gave her the biggest shit eating grin, which made her laugh.  
 
    “Aww, isn’t this just precious?” Nikoli waltzed in. “So, you’re staying in the family, Angel girl?” 
 
    “It appears so. At least for now. Kade and I still have a lot to talk about, but it looks promising.”  
 
    Nikoli slapped Kade on the back then leaned in to carefully hug her. “Welcome to the family, sestra.”  
 
    “You always did have the worst sense of timing,” Kade grouched.  
 
    “Don’t be a sore loser.” Nikoli pulled up a chair and plopped down. “You have all the time in the world to spend with your wife. I came to visit. Lily and I are leaving tonight for Virginia. We’re spending Christmas at Adam’s family’s farm. Her mom is flying up. I just wanted to make sure you didn’t need me. I can stay if you do.” 
 
    “No, I’ve got Viktor, Dimitri, and Angel. We’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Look what I found!” Dimitri rolled back in, Viktor behind him carrying bags of food, the labels reading Joe’s. 
 
    “You could have helped me, motherfucker.” Viktor glared at Nikoli, who blew him a kiss. 
 
    Angel looked over at Kade, and he smiled, shaking his head. There went their alone time.  
 
    But it was good to be surrounded by family. They would have all the time in the world to spend alone later. Right now, they would enjoy their family. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kade closed the door behind his brothers then made his way back over to Angel’s couch. She’d passed out a while ago, and they’d all been mindful of her. She didn’t sleep well, so anytime she looked restful, Kade dared anyone to disturb her.  
 
    After three weeks in the hospital, she’d wanted to come home to her own apartment. As grateful as she was for the use of the penthouse, she seemed more at ease here in her small, cozy apartment. It soothed her. Kade had seen the difference in her almost immediately. She was back in familiar territory, and it comforted her in a way Nikoli’s expensive fort of a penthouse never could. 
 
    Viktor and Nikoli had come over to discuss which job offer Kade was going to take. They’d both offered him positions in their companies. Kade loved his work with the FBI, but he loved Angel more. His position with the BAU kept him on the road more days than he was home. As tenuous as their new relationship was, he didn’t want to sabotage it by being gone all the time or causing her undue worry when he went off hunting a serial killer. She’d seen enough violence to last three lifetimes. Nikoli wanted him to be head of security at his gaming company and Viktor offered him full partnership in the small private security firm he’d built in New York. The latter was more attuned to his skills. It offered him a way to serve and protect and still keep Angel happy. 
 
    After what she’d gone through, she deserved some happiness. The man they knew as Wes Donovan currently resided in a maximum-security facility awaiting trial. The real Wes Donovan died at the age of six months of SIDS. His identity had been assumed by their serial killer. Angus, his supervisor at the BAU, had called Kade and spoken to him at length about the unsub. He fascinated Angus. Kade wished him all the best in discovering the secrets buried in the psychopath’s psyche. If Kade never had to see him again, it would be too soon. 
 
    She whimpered, and the sound echoed in his heart. He’d give anything to take away her fear. Angel’s sleeping form twisted, her arms flailing. She kicked out, and Kade caught her leg before it could do him much harm, but it only made it worse. In her panic, she fought harder, her fear and anger evident in her cries. 
 
    Kade caught both her hands and pulled her to him, dragging her across his lap, careful of her still healing back. He shook her gently. “Wake up, sweetheart.” She opened her eyes, the nightmare still holding her in its grip. Her mouth opened in a silent scream, and she fought—she kicked, she bit, she twisted so hard, Kade almost lost his grip on her. “Angel, wake up. It’s just a dream, baby. Wake up.” 
 
    Angel blinked, Kade’s face coming into focus as the memory of the peeling wallpaper and the feel of her attacker’s hands dissipated. A low sob broke free from deep within her, and she wrapped herself around Kade as he continued to whisper and try to soothe her.  
 
    “Easy, baby, I’ve got you. You’re safe now.”  
 
    His gentle assurance only made her cry harder. Safe. She never felt safe once her eyes closed and the memories tormented her. All she dreamed about was the feel of his hands on her, the memory of watching her attacker push his fingers inside her, the way he’d fingered her while he’d scalded her skin with boiling water. 
 
    “Why won’t it stop?” She buried her head against his chest, her tears making dark stains on the blue shirt. “Why can’t I get him out of my head?”  
 
    “Shhh, don’t cry, baby.” He stroked her hair, and Angel snuggled deeper into him, his nearness chasing away the last vestiges of her dream. “What can I do? What do you need?” 
 
    Could he erase every memory she had of Wes Donovan and that bedroom?  
 
    Angel hated feeling like this, hated herself for being so weak. Why couldn’t she shake this awful fear? She jumped at the smallest noise. If anyone touched her before she knew they were there, she screamed. She felt an obsessive need to check all the doors and windows to make sure they were locked. She’d started researching home security systems and self-defense classes.  
 
    “Just tell me how to help you.”  
 
    The need to make it all better vibrated in his voice along with a sense of helplessness. Angel looked up at him. “You do help me. Just by being here when I wake up, you chase away the nightmares. Don’t you understand that, Kade?” 
 
    “I would do anything in the world to take away your pain and your fear, moye serdste.” He stroked her cheek. “If I had listened to you at Target and taken you home, none of this would have…” 
 
    Angel stopped him with a finger against his lips. “None of that. What happened wasn’t your fault, Kade. I don’t blame you. He was crazy, obsessive, and hell-bent on taking me. He would have found a way no matter how many precautions we took. I know that.” She sat up, straddling him, and took his face in her hands. “But you saved me, Kincaid. You. Don’t blame yourself for what we can’t control. Remember that you came for me, and you saved not just me, but every other woman he would have killed after me. You’re the hero of this story, the hero of my story.” 
 
    Emotion choked Kade. He’d thought of himself as the villain of her story for so long. He hugged her tightly, wishing he had the words to express what that meant to him. When she leaned forward and pressed her lips to his, it caught him by surprise. She slid her hands down his face to rest on his shoulders, her lips softly caressing his.  
 
    She pulled away, her green eyes serious. “Remember what you told me?” 
 
    What did he tell her? Kade searched his memory, trying to figure out what she was talking about. His brain refused to cooperate, only focused on how soft her lips had felt against his.  
 
    She smiled and put her hand against his chest, where his heart was. “I’m touching you, Kincaid.” 
 
    As much as he wanted what she offered, he had to put her first. “Angel. I don’t think that’s a good idea. Not yet. You need to…” 
 
    “What I need, Kade, is to forget.” She peppered his face with soft, small kisses. “Memories of us helped me survive those hours until you came for me. What I need is for you to love me, Kade, to chase away all those bad dreams.” 
 
    “Angel…” The tears in her eyes made them shine like the emerald nestled in its tiny black box in his pocket, and it nearly undid him. Kade closed his eyes, torn. Her plea ate away at him, but he was terrified he might cause her even more pain if he gave in.  
 
    “Please, Kade.” She leaned into him, her lips sliding along his neck. “Please.” 
 
    He shuddered at the sensation of her warm breath against his skin. Why was she trying to make this so hard to say no to? He didn’t want to do something she might not be ready for.  
 
    Her hands slipped under his shirt, and he caught them before she could explore any more of his heated flesh. His dick said he should shut the fuck up and do what his woman wanted, but he ignored the mouthy little bastard. “Angel, I know you think you’re ready for this, but…” 
 
    “But nothing, Kincaid.” Her eyes narrowed when she realized he wasn’t going to give her what she wanted. He did want to fuck her. In a very bad way, but her well-being was more important to him than dealing with blue balls.  
 
    Then she did something he wasn’t prepared for. She shifted so she was pressed right over his cock and slid herself along the length of him. The little bastard twitched and Kade groaned, letting his head fall back against the couch when she did it again. She was playing dirty.  
 
    “I need this, Kade.” Her voice had gone all low and throaty, the Angelique voice, he used to call it. The one that could make him come just from listening to it. “I need you.” 
 
    She ground herself over him, and Kade’s eyes rolled back when the friction almost caused him to explode on the spot. He closed his eyes and gave up the fight. 
 
    Angel gasped when Kade’s eyes snapped to hers. They were lit with an intensity that scorched over her skin like a desert heat, and she knew she’d won this battle. She expected him to kiss her, but when he pulled her to his chest and wrapped his arms around her, it shocked her.  
 
    Kade rubbed her back from neck to ass in slow, precise strokes. Her hands were trapped between them, so she couldn’t even touch him. She lay there and let him work his magic. Her eyes drooped. The sensation was both relaxing and erotic. His magical hands started delving further down with each deep stroke, rounding over her hips, along each ass cheek, and then to the backs of her thighs. When his hands came up again, they skimmed under her t-shirt, his fingers splayed against her bare skin.  
 
    The simple touch of his hands against her bare flesh forced a ragged exhalation from her. She shuddered and tried to lean back, to free her hands, but he was having none of it. His arms tightened, keeping her still. “Shhh, baby. We’re taking this slow. Just relax and let me touch you.” 
 
    Angel relaxed and stopped trying to move. With Kade, there was no fear of being trapped, unable to move. It was Kade, and she knew he would stop if she got scared. His hands traveled up her back, exploring every inch of it, and Angel melted into the gentle caress. His fingers worked around to the outside of each breast which begged for attention. Her nipples had hardened, and each time they scraped against the fabric of her bra, a sweet ache took over. It hurt because they were so distended, but it was a pleasant ache and one that could drive her crazy very quickly. 
 
    When he pushed her back, his fingers caught the hem of her shirt and lifted. He tossed it aside and stared at her black lacy bra, his eyes darkening with lust and desire. Instead of taking it off, he pushed the material down so her breasts came free, pushed up by the bra itself underneath. Her nipples were hard, distended.  
 
    Kade pulled her arms behind her, forcing her breasts up higher. “Don’t move your hands.” He bent her farther back then ran his tongue across one nipple and then the other. “Beautiful,” he whispered right before he sucked one into his mouth.  
 
    Angel cried out when the burst of desire caught her by surprise. A small fission of fear had nestled itself in her mind when he told her not to move, but then he’d gone and distracted her. She started to move her hands to balance on his knees, but he grabbed them and held her still. Maybe he had a little more of Nikoli in him than he wanted to admit. 
 
    He sucked harder on her nipple, twisting it between his teeth, and she arched into him. Kade knew what had been done to her. She’d confessed it after her first nightmare. His goal tonight was to do what she’d asked—to erase all those memories and replace them with new ones. He’d keep her still and show her it was safe. He’d hold her, he’d caress her, he’d fuck her so hard, she’d never remember anyone but him. But he’d do it slowly so as not to scare her. 
 
    He let her tortured nipple slip free and blew on it. She jumped, her moan low and guttural. “You good, baby? Your back okay?” 
 
    “Yes.” Green eyes simmered with want and need. He had a feeling that one word was all she could manage. He grinned, thinking of what he was about to do to his moye serdste. 
 
    “Do you know how beautiful you look right now?” He pulled her up, keeping her hands immobilized, and kissed her hard. His tongue invaded her mouth, possessing her like the conquering army that he was. She didn’t resist. Her mouth opened and her tongue dueled with his, just as hungry with desire. 
 
    He stood, and she wrapped her legs around him without having to be told, and he strode to her bedroom. Thank God she hadn’t made the bed yet. The comforter and sheet were on the floor from this morning, and only the bottom sheet remained. This was going to be messy. 
 
    Instead of tossing her on the bed like he wanted to, he sat her gently upon it, taking care to be cautious of her still healing burns. He pulled off her socks then unsnapped her jeans, peeling them down until they were midway around her thighs. Leaving them like this would prevent her from opening them. “Lie back for me, baby.” 
 
    She did as he asked. He caught her legs and pushed them until her knees were tight against her chest, and it gave him a stunning view of her lacy underwear. He decided then she’d never wear anything except lace. It was sexy as hell. “Hold your legs, Angel. Don’t let them fall.” 
 
    “What?” Her expression turned wary. 
 
    “Do you trust me, sweetheart?” Kade searched her face, looking for any signs this was too much for her, that he was going too fast. He knew being bound terrified her, so he thought if he could do it in a loving way, it might help, but if it was too much, he’d try something else. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Then hold your legs and don’t let go.” She complied, and he twisted her ever so slightly so she could get a glimpse of what he was doing. The scrap of material she called underwear was already wet. He cupped her, digging his fingers into her folds, the material gliding over her clit as he rubbed it. Fuck, she was soaked. He pushed the material aside, opening her. She was swollen with need, leaking for him. He pressed two fingers into her, and they both groaned at how tight she was.  
 
    Kade squatted and locked eyes with her. He pulled his fingers out then slid them back in, scraping the inside of her channel, and she pushed herself upward to meet him. Her flushed face and ragged breathing spurred him on. His fingers came out and he leaned down, blowing on her abused clit. Her cry was low, strangled.  
 
    “So beautiful, sweetheart.” He licked her, from her entrance to her clit, and she bucked under him, her arms going wide as her legs fell.  
 
    The feel of his tongue inside her drove her crazy, but she heard the irritated clucking as he repositioned her legs and commanded her to hold them. She’d never seen this dominant side of him. It was hot and sexy as hell, and it didn’t frighten her. Maybe because it was Kade, and she wasn’t afraid of him. 
 
    When he sucked her clit into his mouth, she held onto her legs tighter, her thighs tensing. Sweet mother of God, that felt good. His teeth bit into it and tugged the same moment he thrust two fingers back inside her. She wanted to spread her legs, to relieve some of the ache, but she couldn’t. He’d trapped her as easily as if he’d tied her to the bed. He sucked and licked, and all she could do was hold onto her legs for support while he fucked her.  
 
    She almost came off the bed when he started to massage the sensitive piece of skin between her anus and her vagina. It was stretched with his fingers shoved deep inside her, and the shot of pleasure that ripped through her clit when he touched it felt like nothing she’d ever experienced.  
 
    “You like that, Angel?” he murmured, and she nodded, panting. He chuckled. “Maybe I will shove one of those things up your ass while my cock is buried so far inside you, you don’t know where I end and you begin. Would you like that, sweetheart?” 
 
    “Only if you let me shove it up yours first.” She’d never been fucked in the ass before, and she wasn’t certain she wanted to try it. It just didn’t seem all that pleasurable, despite what she’d told Kade.  
 
    He fingered her anus, and before she had time to say anything, he’d inserted a finger into her ass, his thumb caressing that small stretch of skin while he kept up the steady pace of his fingers moving inside of her. The finger in her ass stayed still. 
 
    It was the strangest sensation, but a good one. It heightened her awareness, almost. She looked up and saw him watching her, his onyx gaze intense, possessive. Angel couldn’t look away, and when he started to simultaneously fuck her ass and her pussy, a sound she didn’t know she could make escaped. Her body shook, her breath came out in short gasps. Something tight coiled in her belly and she bucked up, knowing what was coming, her body singing, but Kade had other plans. 
 
    “Oh, no, Angel. No coming quite yet.” He flashed her a wicked smile and removed his hands.  
 
    She snarled, but he only shook his head. He stood and undressed. Her eyes roamed over him. He’d filled out a lot since she’d last seen him naked. He looked as much like Adonis now as he had that day on the beach. She started when he pulled her pants off, followed by her underwear.  
 
    “I am beginning to understand what Nikoli sees in this.” He laughed. “Maybe there is something to having your woman bound up and unable to move, only able to stay still and trust that you will give her all the pleasure she deserves.” 
 
    Angel felt the rush of sticky moisture at his words. If he didn’t fuck her soon, she would not be responsible for what happened. 
 
    “Scoot, baby. Lie on the bed and spread your legs for me.” He stood there, naked and gorgeous. It took her a minute to understand what he wanted. Her gaze had locked onto his cock, hard and thick. She’d missed that almost as much as she’d missed him. She let her legs fall and reached for it, but he stepped back. “No. Tonight is about you, moye serdste. Now get that ass moving and do as you’re told.” 
 
    Maybe I don’t like this side of him so much, she thought darkly, but obeyed. She wanted to grip his cock and make him as needy as she was. Then he’d fuck her and stop this torture. 
 
    He moved to the bottom of the bed and stared at her. The open carnal lust in his expression made her blush. She felt the heat bloom and spread. “Touch yourself for me, baby.” 
 
    What? She looked at him, and he nodded. “Do it, Angel. Spread your legs wider, open those lips so I can watch you finger your clit, baby. I want to see you.” 
 
    She hesitated for only a moment. When her fingers touched herself, she moaned. Damn, but she needed to get off in a bad, bad way. She pressed down and circled her clit, rubbing it in a fast tempo. 
 
    “No, Angel. Do it slowly. Gently. You’re not going to come until I say so. Do you understand me?” 
 
    Bastard. 
 
    “Payback is a bitch, Kincaid.” She gasped when she touched a particularly sensitive spot, and her head rolled back. “I’m going to take a great deal of pleasure in sucking you off for hours, never letting you come.” 
 
    His eyes went darker, if that were possible. “Promises, promises, moye serdste. Now get to work on that pretty pussy of yours.” 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    “You will soon, baby.” His wolfish grin was back in place. “Now do as you’re told.” 
 
    Angel groaned in frustration, but did what he asked. She kept the pressure of her finger light, teasing her clit with gentle feather-like touches. It drove her mad. She whimpered and pressed upward, her ass leaving the bed as she continued the slow caress. 
 
    Kade walked around the bed. He leaned down and whispered, “Don’t stop fingering yourself, sweetheart. No matter what I do, don’t stop and don’t go any faster.”  
 
    He rubbed his thumb over one of her already sore nipples and kissed her. Angel went into sensory overload, but somehow, she managed to keep up the slow, steady assault on her clit. He pinched her nipple and teased her bottom lip. She moaned into his mouth, and he tugged on her nipple. Sweet Lord, she was going to combust if this didn’t end.  
 
    Her poor nipple slipped free of his grip, but he slid his hand down along her abdomen and brought it to rest on top of her hand. His finger guided hers as he set the tempo. She cried out when he pushed down and her fingernail dug into the tender skin of her clit. His mouth closed over her nipple and sucked hard while his hand kept forcing her to rub her clit hard and slow. Angel tried to pull her hand away. She couldn’t take this. It was too intense. Kade let out a growl and nipped her nipple with his teeth, basically telling her to man up. 
 
    “Kade, please…I can’t…this is too…”  
 
    Kade let up the pressure on her clit, hearing the breaking point in her voice. He wanted to erase Donovan from her thoughts, but he wouldn’t push her too far. She was still suffering from fear and pain, and he would show her she could trust him. 
 
    He released her and stood up, digging into his jeans and finding the condom in his wallet. He rolled it on then climbed up her body, settling between her spread thighs. “You good, moye serdste?” 
 
    She shuddered when he flexed his hips into her, his cock rubbing along her swollen clit. “I won’t be if you don’t fuck me soon, Kincaid.” 
 
    “Patience, grasshopper, patience.” 
 
    “Fuck your Kung Foo sage wisdom.” She pushed up and licked his bottom lip. “If you don’t get inside me soon, I am…” 
 
    He cut her off with a kiss. His lips were hard, aggressive, and she kissed him back just as hard, making sure he understood her need. He did, and while he didn’t want to rush this, his cock demanded he get inside of her before it mutinied. Mindful of her back, he sat up. “Roll over, baby, so we don’t hurt your back.” 
 
    Her eyes widened, and he knew she was remembering when the fucker flipped her, tied her up, and almost raped her. He wanted to give her something to help combat that memory more than anything else. When she didn’t move, he rolled her over onto her stomach and grabbed some of the pillows to put under her, presenting her ass to him. He pushed her legs wider and cupped her ass cheeks, squeezing them and giving her time to calm down. He wouldn’t do a damn thing until she was ready, no matter what his dick screamed at him to do. 
 
    “Tell me when you’re ready, Angel.” His voice was rough, harsh. Fuck, he hoped she was ready soon. 
 
    She let out a slow breath and turned her head so she could look at him. “I’m ready, Kade. Please, just love me.” 
 
    “I already do, sweetheart.”  
 
    She smiled at him, a single tear rolling out of the corner of her eye. “I know.” 
 
    “Don’t cry, Angel.” His heart broke seeing her tears. Maybe this was too much. He started to draw away, to pull her up so he could comfort her, but she shook her head. 
 
    “No, Kade. I’m crying because I’m happy, I’m crying because you make me happy. Just love me, Kade. Please.” 
 
    He leaned forward and cupped her face. “I love you, moye serdste.” 
 
    Then he slid into her with one hard thrust, his fingers curled around her cheek so he could watch her expression. She closed her eyes, and a low moan vibrated out of her. He pulled out then slid back in, rolling his hips as he touched every part of her. He did it over and over, keeping his pace slow and steady. Her hands fisted into the sheets and she pressed against him, trying to make him go faster. He chuckled when she bit his finger. 
 
    “Easy, milka. Just relax.”  
 
    He slammed his cock into her, every inch of him encased in her throbbing pussy, his balls resting against her. She arched her back and cried out. He gripped her hips to hold her steady. He never moved. Just enjoyed how she gripped him, her walls contracting around him, squeezing him so hard it hurt. She beat her fist against the mattress, her hips shoving backward, trying to make him move, but he was having none of it. 
 
    “What do you want, Angel?” He leaned down until his chest rested lightly over her back and his lips were right by her ear. “Tell me what you want.” 
 
    “I want…” She gasped, and he rubbed his cheek against her. “I want you to move, Kade.” 
 
    “Like this?” He pulled out and thrust into her, his strokes shallow and slow. 
 
    When she groaned in frustration, he grinned. God, he loved teasing this woman. 
 
    “Fuck you, Kade. You know what I want.” 
 
    He pulled out then pushed his cock back into her, slowly, inch by inch. Her head bowed, and she panted. When she tried to widen her legs to relieve some of the pressure, he used his own thighs to keep them in place. “Nope, baby. You’re not getting off that easy. Tell me what you want. Tell me exactly what you want.” 
 
    “Please, Kade.” Her voice had gone soft, guttural. 
 
    “Tell me.” He pulled out then inserted just the tip of his cock into her. His dick urged him to go deeper, his balls pulsing in near pain, but he wanted her to do this. She needed to forget what it meant to be forced. He wanted her to call the shots, to regain the control she’d lost at Donovan’s hands.  
 
    “Fuck me, Kincaid.” She pressed herself low into the mattress, pushing against him so hard his balls curled in on themselves at the sensation. “Fuck me hard, fuck me fast. Please.” 
 
    “Good girl.” He kissed the shell of her ear. 
 
    Then he did as she asked and started to fuck her. His hands found hers, and he twined their fingers as he increased his tempo, his body a blanket over her to protect and cherish her. He dragged his tongue over the pulse point in her neck. Its rapid beating matched his own. 
 
    He felt her body clenching, coiling, getting ready to burst, and he increased his depth and rocked into her. He ignored the sound of the mattress, ignored the sound of the headboard beating against the wall, and listened to her rapid breathing, the small noises she made, the sound of his flesh smacking into hers. It was the most beautiful song he’d ever head. 
 
    When her orgasm crashed over her, he felt it coat him. His name left her lips, the scream loud in his ears as he slammed himself into her again and again. She was so tight. She’d always been just a little too small for him, and that hadn’t changed. He plowed his way through, forcing her to stretch wider and wider so she took all of him with each hard push. When his own release came, he buried himself right against her cervix, and his harsh shout matched her own.  
 
    He fell, his legs giving out, and landed on her, still balls deep inside her. It took him a moment to get control of himself and pull out. Her soft cry echoed in his ear and he winced, knowing she was sore. “Sorry, milka.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry.” Angel turned and rolled over, cuddling on his chest when he lay back. “Thank you.” 
 
    He laughed and kissed her forehead. “No, sweetheart, thank you, even if you almost killed me.” 
 
    Angel playfully slapped his chest. “Killed you? You were the one who decided to torture me until I think I lost my mind a little.” 
 
    He hugged her, and she lay there listening to the rapid pulse of his heart against her ear. It slowed, and the steady beat soon had her eyes drooping. He’d worn her out. 
 
    “Angel?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “I was thinking.” 
 
    “That’s never a good thing.” 
 
    He slapped her ass playfully. “Behave. I was thinking with your school semester over and my being on medical leave for a while, we could go to Russia. My mama and babushka want to meet you. They’re both pissed at me because I never told them I was married.” 
 
    “Did you tell them about before?” She could just imagine that conversation. 
 
    “Yes. I told my parents and my babushka everything.” The grumpiness in his tone spoke volumes about how that conversation went over. 
 
    “What’s a babushka?” 
 
    “It means grandmother, and I’m pretty sure when mine lays eyes on me, she’s going to grab my ear and give me a thrashing.” 
 
    Angel giggled at the image. She could imagine this little old lady giving him what for.  
 
    “It’s not funny, milka. I have a serious fear for my life.” 
 
    “Stop. You have a wonderful family. If your brothers are any indication, they love you and will do just about anything for you.” 
 
    “They’re not just my family, Angel.” He tipped her head up so she was looking him in the eyes. “They’re your family now too. All you have to do is let them in. I know they can never replace Peter, but your new brothers will love and protect you just as fiercely. He’d be happy for you to have found a new family. All you have to do is let us in.” 
 
    Angel felt her breath catch at the mention of Peter. The pain was there, harsh and quick, but it wasn’t as terrible as before. Kade healed some of the holes he’d torn into her heart, and some of the ones Peter had left as well. Nikoli, Viktor, and Dimitri treated her like their own sister. It had confused her at first, until she’d seen them with Kade. Family was important to the Kincaids, and as soon as they’d learned she was Kade’s wife, they became her family. He was right. All she had to do was stop holding on to the past and let them love her. 
 
    One thing did bother her, though. She hadn’t broached it because there’d been no time. “Can I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Sure.” Kade started rubbing lazy circles along her back, and she almost forgot what she wanted to say at the sensation. His hands were magical. 
 
    “You said earlier that you used to drink a lot, that it was so bad your boss made you get help. Do you still have a problem?” He’d shown up that first night with whiskey on his breath. It bothered her quite a bit. 
 
    “No. I was never a true alcoholic. When I decided to stop, I stopped. I was drowning memories, and instead of drinking myself into liver disease, I focused on my work. I still drink sometimes, especially when I’m on a bad case and I need to wash away the mutilated images, but it’s not a problem.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” Her grandfather had been an alcoholic. It wasn’t something she wanted to live through again. 
 
    “I’m sure, baby. If you want. I won’t touch another drink again.” 
 
    Liquor seemed to be something the Kincaid men did together, and she wouldn’t take that away from him as long as it wasn’t a problem. “Just promise me if it ever becomes a problem, you’ll get help.” 
 
    “I promise.” Kade rolled and leaned over the side of the bed, pulling his jeans back up with him. He fished out a little black box from the pocket and placed it on her palm. “I had Mama send this to me. It belonged to my great-grandmother. She gave it to Babushka to give to me when I found the person I wanted to share my life with. That’s you, Angelique Renae Lemoraux Kincaid.” 
 
    Angel opened the ring box and gasped. A beautiful emerald ring sat blinking at her. Small diamonds clustered around it, sparkling in the light from the bedside lamp.  
 
    “I never got you a proper engagement ring.” He took the ring and slipped it on her finger. “Then again, we never really had a proper engagement, did we?” 
 
    She smiled. “No, I guess we didn’t.” 
 
    “Or a proper wedding.” His eyes twinkled.  
 
    What was he up to? 
 
    “I think, Mrs. Kincaid, that you deserve a proper wedding with all the bells and whistles and the dress. So, what do you say? Will you marry me…again?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know, Kincaid. I think you can’t skip dinner and go straight to dessert. You did forget you were married.” 
 
    “Back to that, are we?” 
 
    “Mmmhmmm.” She grinned. “I think I deserve a proper courtship before I say yes to this engagement of yours.” 
 
    “Courtship?”  
 
    “Dates, flowers, candy, the whole nine yards. I think you need to do some proper wooing.” 
 
    “Is that a fact?” 
 
    “That’s a fact.” She grinned, remembering Lily’s idea.  
 
    “So, you won’t marry me?” 
 
    “No, Kincaid, I won’t marry you.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed.  
 
    “We got married on February third. Ask me again on February third, and I might say yes, if you’ve done a proper job of wooing your wife, who you forgot about.” 
 
    “I’m never going to live that down, am I?” 
 
    “No, Kincaid. You aren’t.” 
 
    He lunged, rolling them both so she landed on her backside. 
 
    “Well, then, Mrs. Kincaid, I’ll spend the rest of our lives doing my best to make it up to you.” 
 
    He kissed her, and a peace settled over Angel. 
 
    She’d found her way home, and she wasn’t ever going to take it for granted. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Someone decided to blow up her phone, and she chose to snuggle deeper into the comforter. It was too early for this. She needed sleep. Everyone who knew her understood you did not disturb her until after ten a.m. 
 
    Ten minutes later, the phone started ringing. 
 
    And ringing. 
 
    And ringing. 
 
    Growling obscenities, she threw back the covers, and sure enough, the room was still dark. Not even a hint of daybreak yet. The alarm clock mocked her with the time of 4:32. Who the hell was calling this early? 
 
    Dimitri Kincaid’s smiling face flashed on the screen. Becca’s first instinct was to cut the phone off and toss it across the room. Yes, he paid her to be his PA, but that didn’t warrant him calling at all hours.  
 
    She also knew him well enough to know he wasn’t going to stop until she answered the damn thing. 
 
    “What?” Becca purposefully made her voice as mean as she could to let him know she was good and proper pissed. 
 
    “Took you long enough.”  
 
    His voice might be sexy as hell, but she was not in the mood for it right now. Sleep. All she wanted was sleep. 
 
    “Do you even know what time it is, D?” Becca yawned through the sentence. Couldn’t help it. She’d barely gone to bed. 
 
    “It is about one thirty.” 
 
    “Wrong, asshole. It’s one thirty, LA time. It’s four thirty, east coast time.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s why you sound like you just woke up.” 
 
    Sometimes she had to wonder how bright he was. Eye candy? Hell, yeah. But times like this his IQ was questionable. 
 
    “What do you want, Dimitri?” He needed to hurry this up before her brain clicked on and she couldn’t go back to sleep. Once she was up, even if she’d only been asleep for a few minutes, that was it. There would be no going back to sleep. 
 
    “We need to talk about this book tour itinerary you sent me.” 
 
    “Dimitri, I sent that to you almost a month ago, and you just now want to talk about it? At four-thirty-in-the-fucking-morning?” 
 
    “The first event popped up on my calendar as a reminder at midnight.” 
 
    “And?” she prompted when he stopped talking. 
 
    “And I didn’t know this thing started in two days, Becca.” 
 
    Geez. He sounded as pissed as she felt, but he’d known about this for months. It was his freaking bright idea. 
 
    “Dimitri. I. Sent. It. To. You. A. Month. Ago.” How much plainer could she be? “You were the one who decided you wanted to get out there, meet the readers, connect with some authors. Not me. You. ‘Becca, get me set up on some book events and author signings this summer. Do it ASAP,’ you said. I did. I scheduled everything, booked your rooms for all the events just like you asked, and sent you all the damn information a month ago! Don’t get all pissed at me because you forgot!” 
 
    He was quiet for a moment. God only knew what was going through that head of his.  
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Not what she was expecting. Becca pulled the phone away from her ear and looked at it, dumbfounded. Did he really apologize? He never apologized. 
 
    “Becca? You still there?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m here. Just not sure who I’m really talking to. Did someone steal Dimitri’s phone?” 
 
    He laughed, and the sound went straight to her girl parts. The man had a damn fine voice with that sexy Russian accent. 
 
    “Funny, Rebecca, funny. I’m serious. I did not know the thing kicks off two days from now. I’m not prepared. I can’t do this. We need to cancel.” 
 
    Cancel? He was out of his ever-loving mind if he thought he could cancel on event coordinators two days before an event. She got up and turned on the bedside lamp. 
 
    “You cannot cancel, Dimitri. Not this close to Southern Book Bash’s author event. It took me three months to wheedle a spot for you. They are booked solid. Sheila will never offer you another table. It’s a huge event. They’ve sold something like five hundred tickets and some of those tickets are people who are coming specifically to meet you. They’ve advertised you as coming. You can’t back out.” 
 
    “I can’t, Becca. I…” He sighed, and she caught a hint of panic behind the words. What was going on with him? 
 
    “What is it? Why can’t you go?” She was already scrambling to figure out a way to cancel on Sheila without pissing the woman off. 
 
    He didn’t speak for several long moments, and she patiently waited, all her earlier irritation forgotten. It wasn’t often she’d seen him in full-on panic mode.  
 
    “I can’t go. That’s all there is to it.” 
 
    “Don’t fuck with me, Dimitri Peter Kincaid. Not after all the trouble and begging I did to get you into those venues.” 
 
    “I think my mouth is rubbing off on you.” He let out another one of those sexy as hell laughs. “When did you start cussing so much?” 
 
    “When my boss started waking me up at four in the morning.” 
 
    “I didn’t think.” He cleared his throat. “Sorry.” 
 
    “You already said that, and apology accepted, but you’re still not getting out of this signing.” 
 
    “Aren’t you my PA?” he asked. “Don’t you have to do what I tell you to?” 
 
    “Only when it makes sense and won’t put my ass in the frying pan with people I respect. You’re going, Dimitri, and that’s that.” 
 
    “You sound like my mother.” 
 
    “You sound like a three-year-old who’s sulking.” 
 
    “I’m allowed. I’m an author.” 
 
    “I call bullshit.” 
 
    “Bullshit this, Rebecca Joyce Rhodes. If you’re going to make me go to this damn thing, then you’re coming with me.” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” The words came out in a whoosh of air. He did not just demand she leave the comfort of her apartment to go out, where she had to talk to people. Nope, not going. Not for anything. 
 
    “Look, I’ll pay for the plane ticket and your room. Hell, I’ll cover food too. I just need someone…” 
 
    “No.” She stopped him before he could get started. “I’m your PA, Dimitri. I do all the book stuff you don’t have time for. I do the Facebook group postings, I do all your promo designs. I handle email, your fan club, setting things up when you’re out partying your ass off. I work, and I work hard. But I do it from the comfort of my own home. I am not going anywhere.” 
 
    “Yes, you are going.” His voice took on a stubborn lilt. “If you’re going to make me suffer, then so will you. Either come with me, or you’re fired.” 
 
    The phone disconnected, and she pulled it back and stared at it, dumbfounded, once again. He did not just threaten to fire her if she didn’t go with him to this signing, did he? And then hang up on her? 
 
    Could she go with him? Her breath caught, and she couldn’t breathe thinking about it. She stumbled to the window and threw it open, trying to get air. Thinking of all the crowds at the airport, sitting next to people she didn’t know on the plane, all the people at the hotel sucked air from her lungs. And then the signing? People who would expect her to talk to them? She couldn’t. She just couldn’t. 
 
    Black spots started blinking in front of her, and she desperately fought to calm down so she could breathe. Panic struck hard and fast. She couldn’t go. 
 
    Even if that meant quitting her job. 
 
    She picked up her cell and texted him. 
 
      
 
    I quit. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    A whole day. 
 
    She hadn’t answered a single email, phone call, text, or Skype notification. Dimitri shoved the sunglasses up his nose when they slipped down. The GPS kept telling him this was the place, but it was a shithole. Becca couldn’t possibly live in this neighborhood. He’d seen gang members hanging out on the corner eyeballing his rental car. It was only a Mercedes, but the parts alone were probably worth stripping it down for. 
 
    Fuck it. He pulled to a stop outside the building that was supposed to be hers. He knew she lived on the third floor in apartment 321 because he’d mailed enough stuff to her over the last two years to know it by heart. He beeped the alarm and went inside. Taking off his shades, Dimitri looked around at the dingy, stained walls and muddy floors. Did they not employ someone to clean around here? 
 
    A quick search confirmed his worst suspicion. No elevator. He straightened his spine and headed for the stairs, dreading each step that would wear him out. He hadn’t brought his cane, and he refused to touch the railing. He could only imagine what might be on it. His white sports coat was the cleanest thing in the whole place. 
 
    Dimitri’s legs started to burn right before he hit the second floor. That took less time than he’d hoped for. By the time he dragged himself to the third floor, the burning morphed into all-out pain. If he didn’t need to talk to her so badly, he would have said fuck it and left, but he needed her. 
 
    And he hated to have to need her. 
 
    This was a new situation for him. The neurotoxin he’d been exposed to forced him into this situation and was one he couldn’t handle on his own. He’d kept everything that happened right before Christmas off social media. No one knew how badly he’d been injured thanks to the Boston serial killer who’d set his sights on Kade’s wife. Not that he blamed his brother’s wife. Angel had suffered far worse than he, and she was a sweetheart.  
 
    But it put him in a shitty place. 
 
    The hallway reeked of pot. He could only assume the place was full of dealers. Why did she live here? He found her door easily enough, but instead of knocking, he stood there a moment. Maybe he’d lost his mind. She quit. Without even a moment’s thought. She’d fucking up and quit, and then wouldn’t even discuss it. To be fair, he did flat-out tell her she was fired if she refused to go, but he’d never expected her to quit. Maybe call and argue and give him a chance to convince her she had to go, but this? No.  
 
    Or maybe it was because he wasn’t used to hearing the word no, especially from a woman. Women were always there, gladly doing whatever it took to get his attention. His baby brother, Nikoli, had learned all his moves from him. Dimitri was the original manwhore and proudly wore the title. He enjoyed his women. He just didn’t enjoy them when they got all clingy. 
 
    Rebecca was the longest relationship he’d ever had with a woman. She was the one woman he spoke to at least once a day, and sometimes a few minutes would turn into hours late at night when sleep eluded him. They were friends. Or he’d thought so. He knew her from high school. She’d been a freshman and he a senior when they met. His math teacher thought making him do detention in the library would be a hardship for him. Unfortunately for Mr. Lester, Dimitri loved books. Books of all genres. It was where he’d found Becca, her nose buried in a book at the very back of the small school library.  
 
    He’d scared her half to death when he’d said hello that first day. She’d jumped, lost her balance, and crashed into the shelves. Face flaming, she’d run. He watched her go, amused. Typically, he’d have chucked the experience off, but spending two months’ detention in the library had put her squarely in his line of vision every day. She’d been shy and tended to stay to herself. He still wasn’t sure why he’d made it a point to say hello to her. Maybe because no one else did. Regardless, she’d been worth the effort. 
 
    Dimitri used their shared love of books to start a conversation with her. Not that it had been easy to get her to talk to him. Becca hardly ever spoke a word to anyone. Hell, she barely said a word to him, but he refused to let her ignore him. He’d eventually convinced her to friend him on Facebook, and that was how he’d gotten to know the real Rebecca Rhodes. She opened up in chat. The girl was funny as hell and had a heart the size of Texas. They’d been friends since.  
 
    She was also a wizard when it came to Photoshop. Photoshop hated him. He’d had a war with the program over layers that lasted three days. Photoshop won, and he’d deleted the program from his computer in a fit of spite. She’d bailed him out big time, and it happened to be for the book that blew up and introduced readers to him. He’d hired her to help him with graphics and making teasers and banners after that. Their working relationship grew until she officially took on the role of his PA. Becca was right about one thing. She worked damn hard doing all the things he couldn’t or wouldn’t. And he didn’t pay her nearly enough, especially if she lived in this rat hole. First thing he was going to do was give her a raise. 
 
    Rolling his neck to ease some of the tension, he knocked. He wasn’t about to lose the one woman who mattered a damn to him outside of his mother and babushka over something as stupid as telling her she was fired if she didn’t come to a signing. 
 
    Not that she wasn’t coming. She was. She just didn’t know it yet. 
 
    When no signs of life stirred behind the closed door, he knocked more forcefully. Given the neighborhood she lived in, an unexpected knock at the door might be the wrong way to go about this.  
 
    “Becca!” He raised his voice loud enough for anyone in the nearby apartments to hear him. “I’m not going away. I can stand here all day!” 
 
    Not that he could. His legs would soon give out if he didn’t sit. 
 
    Her heard movement, the sound of feet running, and then the door was all but ripped open. She stood gaping up at him, all five feet, three inches of blonde fluff. She didn’t even come to his shoulder. A strong gust of wind could knock her over. 
 
    “Wh…what are you doing here?” Her voice was as soft as he remembered it. Dainty. 
 
    “What did you expect me to do? You quit then wouldn’t answer your damn phone.” Three doors opened, and her nosy neighbors made no bones about eavesdropping. “Can I come in? Please?” 
 
    She stepped back and held the door open. Her brown eyes were not at all friendly, though. She went from shocked to see him to pissed. Did she honestly think he’d let her quit without a fight? 
 
    Her apartment was clean and tidy. The small loveseat that served as a couch was a deep red, with a white quilt across the back of it, and white and black throw pillows decorated each end. The scuffed-up coffee table looked worn out. Thrift store purchases, maybe? Here she was, living in a dump with secondhand furniture, and he was out living it up. She deserved better than this, and he’d make sure she had it.  
 
    “I repeat, what are you doing here, Dimitri?” She stayed with her back pressed against the door, and he delved deeper into the living room. Her laptop lay open on the table, and he noticed she was looking through job openings on Monster.com. Damn, she really was looking for a new job. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” He gestured to the laptop, his irritation growing. 
 
    “A laptop?” 
 
    “Don’t be cute, Rebecca. You know exactly what I mean.” 
 
    Becca did know exactly what he meant. She was job hunting. He’d given her an ultimatum—come to Charleston or be fired. Since there was no way her anxiety would allow her to go to his signing, she’d quit and started looking for something else right away. She had rent to pay, and it wasn’t easy finding something she could do from home. 
 
    What she hadn’t expected was for him to show up at her door before she’d even had a shower. Here she was in a nightshirt that read Got Coffee? and he was there dressed in some designer special. They weren’t exactly on even footing at the moment. 
 
    “I have to find a job, D. I have bills to pay.” 
 
    “You have a job.” 
 
    “No, I don’t, because I can’t go with you.” She pushed off the door and went into her barely there kitchen and put on a pot of coffee. She needed caffeine if they were going to verbally brawl. It would help soothe her nerves. Having Dimitri in her space wasn’t helping her anxiety either. Yes, she’d known him for what seemed like forever, but she hadn’t seen him in person since the end of her freshman year in high school. He took up the entire room without even trying. Dimitri was a big man. Tall, over six feet, easily. Blond hair like her own. Blue eyes that reminded her of a cloudless summer sky. He was beautiful. 
 
    The only problem? He knew it and used it to his advantage. Always. He’d told her all about the crazy things women did to get his attention. They had no clue he couldn’t care less about their shenanigans. He just wanted in their pants, and once he grew tired of them, he tossed them aside like yesterday’s first draft. So why shouldn’t she think he would discard her as easily as he did all the others? Once her usefulness ran out, what other reason could he have for sticking around? 
 
    “Why can’t you go?” He sat on her couch, and she winced when it barely fit him. He looked pristine next to the faded fabric, making her want him here even less. 
 
    How to tell him she was terrified of going outside her door? It was an irrational fear, she knew. One she had to face, her therapist told her. She wasn’t on the whole train of thought of medicate her and let her be or say it was okay to live with anxiety for the rest of her life. Doctor Gainey thought the only way anyone ever got over a fear was to face it head on. She wasn’t ready to do that yet, though. She might not ever be. 
 
    “Why do you even need someone to go with you?” Better to go on the offensive before he started in with the dimples and the pleases. She was a sucker for those, and he knew it. 
 
    “Because I do.” His eyes took on that bullheaded, stubborn look she’d only heard in his voice, but she remembered it, and remembered it well. It was the same look he gave her every day in high school when she refused to speak to him. He’d gotten his way then too. 
 
    “Then take Chrissy, or Kathy, or…what the hell is her name?” She could never keep them straight. This last one had lasted a while, though. 
 
    “Charlene?”  
 
    “Whatever.” She shrugged. “Take your flavor of the week with you.” 
 
    “Flavor of the week?” He tilted his head, thinking. “That’s a good description. I’m using it in my next book.” 
 
    Becca leaned against the sink and crossed her arms. “Well, take her.” 
 
    “Can’t, Krasivaya. I sent her packing last week.” 
 
    That was a new word. She’d have to look it up later. It used to frustrate her to no end when he’d refuse to conduct the conversation in English to piss her off. It was one of the methods he’d used to get her to talk to him in high school. She’d been curious enough to start looking words up. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve got a new trollop waving you down on all sides. Take one of them.” 
 
    “No. I don’t.” His face turned serious. “I want—no, I need you to go, Becca.” 
 
    “Why me?” 
 
    “Because you’re the only person I trust.” 
 
    Not what she’d expected to hear. Did he worry someone would dip into the money bag and rob him blind? If that was the case, he needed to invest in new women with actual morals, not his loose floozies. 
 
    “That makes no sense, Dimitri.” She pulled down two coffee mugs and dug out a half gallon of milk from the fridge. “It’s a book signing. No one there but readers and other authors. Unless you’re worried about theft? Just take credit cards, no cash. You’ll be fine with whomever.” 
 
    Dimitri nearly swallowed his tongue when she bent over in the fridge and her short nightshirt rode up her ass, revealing a pair of very lacy pink panties. He’d been paying attention to a lot from the second she’d opened the door. Rebecca wasn’t one for video chat. She always preferred texting or chatting online. She’d voice chat occasionally, but it meant he’d barely seen her over the last few years.  
 
    But he was seeing her now. 
 
    Sweet Jesus, the girl had grown up. He’d noticed all that long blonde hair flying in all directions, her face flushed and her breathing a little winded, a just fucked look if ever there was one. It made him wonder if she’d been busy before he’d started pounding on her…on her door. Pounding on her door. God. He needed to stop this. It was Becca, not his, what did she call it? Flavor of the week. She was Becca, not his flavor of the week. 
 
    Didn’t stop him from appreciating the fine ass she had on display or the fact she was braless. That hadn’t escaped his attention either. It was starting to make him uncomfortable, and if he stood up right now, it wouldn’t be his legs that were the problem, but an entirely different part of his anatomy. One she wouldn’t appreciate. 
 
    “It’s not theft.” He watched her pour the coffee and add the barest hint of milk to hers before gesturing to his own. He shook his head. He drank coffee as black as he could get it. 
 
    “Then what is it, D?” She sounded genuinely confused. 
 
    “Why won’t you even talk about going with me?” He knew he was going to have to open up about his injury, but he dreaded it. No one really knew how bad it was, outside of his doctors. Not even his family. He’d flown back out to LA as soon as the neurosurgeon in Boston gave him the all clear to travel. His weakness was not something he wanted to come clean about with anyone.  
 
    She came around the bar, holding both cups of coffee. Her boobs bounced, and he found himself watching them as she walked. Shit, when did she grow boobs? Wasn’t she flat-chested? Or maybe she’d just worn clothes that hid her glorious figure? Shit, shit, shit. He needed to get his eyes off her chest before she realized what he was doing.  
 
    “I think the real question is why you dodged my question.” She thrust the mug at him and he took it, trying his best not to notice her breasts at eye level. “What’s going on, D?” 
 
    Dimitri cracked his neck to relieve the tension. The woman never did let him by with shit. She knew him better than even his brothers. 
 
    The coffee tasted delicious. She lived in a shithole, had secondhand furniture, and yet allowed herself damn good coffee? Her priorities were all screwed up.  
 
    How to tell her about his disability? She knew about the incident, but not the details. No one outside his family knew all the details. She sat down in her ugly brown chair and sipped her own coffee. A light sigh floated to him as she savored her first taste. Her small, pink tongue darted out to retrieve any lost liquid. 
 
    Fuck. He was getting harder. Maybe taking Becca with him wasn’t the best idea. He’d end up screwing her and it would ruin everything. He knew himself all too well. The one thing he didn’t want to fuck up was his friendship with Becca. 
 
    “Dimitri?”  
 
    His gaze snapped up to her face when he heard the irritation in her voice. She’d seen exactly where his eyes were, and she looked pissed. Dammit. Coming here was a bad idea. It put all sorts of new thoughts in his head, thoughts his dick couldn’t or wouldn’t ignore. 
 
    “Either tell me why you’re insisting I go with you or get the hell out. I don’t have time for you to sit here and drool. They’re just boobs. All women have them.” 
 
    Not like that, they didn’t. He blinked, trying to clear the sudden lust that crept up on him. He did not need his dick thinking for him. He needed Becca, and his damn dick would have to ignore his own desires for once. 
 
    “You remember I told you about that shit that went down in Boston with Kade and his wife?” 
 
    Becca nodded, frowning. He’d told her a little about it, but not much. She’d wondered if there was more to the story than he’d told her. She could ignore his roving eyes for a minute for this. It was something he did without even realizing it. She’d decided that after watching him for a year. Any girl he met, his eyes hit her boobs first. It was just Dimitri.  
 
    Not that she was about to tell him his eyes made her nipples hard. If she gave him that much, he’d take a mile, and she would not end up as one of his women. That was a notch he wasn’t going to get near placing on the proverbial bedpost. 
 
    “My injuries were more serious than I told anyone.” He took another sip and she settled back to hear him out. “The neurotoxin did severe nerve damage to my legs. I’m doing physical therapy three times a week to try to regain the strength in them.” 
 
    “You’re walking fine, Dimitri.” She’d seen him waltz in and make himself at home. Surely he couldn’t have walked up three flights of stairs if he was that bad off. 
 
    “How long did it take me to sit, and have I moved since I sat?” 
 
    Well, come to think of it, he’d sat down as soon as he came in. Her gaze shifted to his legs. At first, she’d thought he was only playing up his injuries, but the man she knew wouldn’t lie about something like this. All her anger deflated and was replaced by concern. “How bad is it?” 
 
    “Bad enough that walking up those stairs nearly did me in. I may not be able to stand up for a bit.” 
 
    This had to be killing him. Dimitri was a very active person, always outdoors hiking, camping, rock climbing. Losing even partial use of his legs would be debilitating to a man like him. 
 
    “Don’t pity me, Becca.” 
 
    His voice came out low, rough, and angry. Goosebumps broke out over her skin. Ignoring her reaction to him, she hurried to reassure him. “It’s not pity, D. I promise. I guess I’m sad because you’re sad. Comes with the title of best friend.” 
 
    His lips tilted in that half smile she loved. It made his dimple stand out. 
 
    “I love you, Becca. You know that?” 
 
    She laughed. “Yeah, I know, but you have to. No one else would put up with your shit.” 
 
    “I don’t think I like this new foul mouth of yours. Or maybe I do. It’s hot.” 
 
    She laughed, knowing he didn’t mean anything by it. He would never see her like he did one of his bimbos. 
 
    “Drink your coffee before it gets cold. I still don’t see why this requires me going with you. You’ll be sitting most of the time, and you can have the hotel staff cart your books to and from the room.” 
 
    “No, Becca. I want you to come with me. You’re the only person I trust with this. I don’t want it getting out on social media, and if I have to have help, people are going to start asking questions.” 
 
    “And me helping you won’t make them ask questions?”  
 
    “No. You’re my PA. No one would think twice about you helping me.” 
 
    He’d gotten obstinate again, and mulish. And it dawned on her in a flash of clarity. He was afraid. But of what? 
 
    “Dimitri.” She set her cup down and leaned forward. “I don’t understand why you need me specifically. Any woman would be glad to help you.” 
 
    “Yes, but any woman might go and run her mouth about my condition.” 
 
    “Make me understand why you are terrified of your secret getting out. It’s not something you did to yourself, nothing to be embarrassed about, and certainly nothing to be ashamed of. What’s the big deal?” 
 
    He let out a frustrated sigh and put his own mug down. She watched as he struggled for the right words. For a man who could throw out a story a month, telling anyone about his true feelings was hard for him. It never ceased to amaze her.  
 
    “How would it look, Becca, if readers found out? I’m supposed to personify the men in my books. People read my books because of what I look like. If they see me as anything less than whole…” He stopped speaking, his head drooping. 
 
    “I call bullshit.” She felt heat rush up to her cheeks, but in anger this time. “People read your books not because of what you look like, but because of the story. So what if you can’t walk so well? No one is going to care.” 
 
    “But I care.” His words were so low she almost missed them. 
 
    “Dimitri, you have a pretty face and a body to drool over, but again, so what? Men like that are a dime a dozen. What you do with words? That’s not a dime a dozen. Your words touch people’s hearts. It’s why they buy your books.” 
 
    She could see he didn’t believe her. The man had serious self-esteem issues. How had she missed this? All these years, and she’d never seen it, but it was staring her in the face. He honestly believed what he wrote didn’t matter. He thought it was all about his face. 
 
    His nostrils flared. “Becca, I can’t make you understand, but I’m terrified to go and that people will find out. Please come with me. You’re the only person I trust to do this for me. Please.” 
 
    Well, hell. He was giving her the puppy dog eyes. She felt like a shit saying no, but it was too much. She hadn’t been outside this apartment in two years. How could she make him understand she couldn’t go?  
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    Dimitri stared at her, and she squirmed, but she didn’t back down. He wanted to shake her. He’d bared his soul to her, told her his deepest, darkest fear. That he wasn’t good enough, that it was only about what he looked like, the kind of man he personified. And she still said no. 
 
    “We’re friends, aren’t we? Best friends?” 
 
    She nodded, eyes downcast so she didn’t have to look at him. Oh, hell no. “Eyes up, Rebecca. You give me your eyes when you spew your own bullshit.” 
 
    He expected every emotion from spitting mad to regret, but not all-out fear. Her pupils were dilated, panicked. When she jumped up and staggered back, he stood himself. What was wrong with her? 
 
    She shook her head at him, eyes going wilder every second. Her breathing picked up, and she backed away from him slowly. 
 
    “Don’t ask me that, Dimitri. I can’t…I just…I can’t. Please.” 
 
    She turned and ran down the hall. He was left bewildered and listening to the sound of a door slamming. 
 
    What the fuck just happened? 
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    By the time she hit her bedroom, the walls had been crowding in on her, and her breathing was nothing more than a futile attempt to pull air into oxygen starved lungs. Spots started to dance in front of her eyes. This was one of her more severe attacks. She tried to get to the nightstand where her inhaler lay. It would force her lungs to work. Only, her knees buckled well before she got that far. Crawling, she made her way across the floor, praying she didn’t pass out. 
 
    There was a knock at the door and she panicked more. Dimitri couldn’t see her like this. She felt embarrassed and ashamed of her anxiety. Dimitri didn’t know anything about it. She’d hidden it from him as much as he’d hidden his illness from his fans. As she tried to claw her way up the nightstand, she finally understood why he didn’t want anyone to know. He had to be as embarrassed as she felt right now. 
 
    “Becca, are you okay?” 
 
    He sounded concerned. She opened her mouth to try to form the words to reassure him, but only a loud gasp struggled its way out. Becca knew she’d black out soon if she couldn’t reach the damn inhaler. It had only happened once before, and thankfully she’d been at her shrink’s. It was the last appointment she’d ever gone to. From that point on, they spoke via Skype for her therapy sessions, and she refused to leave her apartment. 
 
    Dimitri showing up on her doorstep, demanding she go because he trusted her, made her anxiety hit the boiling point. She did want to help him. She wanted to be able to go to his signing with him, smile, help where he needed her to. Because they were friends, and friends did shit for each other.  
 
    But she couldn’t do it. Her anxiety wouldn’t let her. And she hated it. Hated herself for not being able to do something this simple without the panic gnawing at her. 
 
    She fell, unable to find the inhaler from her half-crouched position on the floor. This was so bad. If he came in here and found her like this, it would lead to questions—questions she didn’t want to answer. 
 
    To her horror, the door opened and Dimitri walked in. She couldn’t see him, but she heard him walking toward the bed. “Becca?” 
 
    When he found her lying on the floor, barely breathing, she saw the panic on his face. He rushed to her and dropped down. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Inhaler,” she managed to wheeze out and pointed to the nightstand. 
 
    He found it, and then helped her sit so she could pull the lifesaving medicine into her lungs. Almost instant relief. Her lungs opened and she started to drag air in. Dimitri hauled her up so they were both sitting on the bed, his hand stroking her back in soothing circles as she worked to breathe. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Krasivaya?” 
 
    “Panic attack.” 
 
    Dimitri wasn’t sure he’d heard her right. A panic attack? What the hell caused her to have a panic attack? He had no clue they were like this. He’d heard of them before, but he’d never witnessed one. It was jarring, to say the least. 
 
    “What can I do?” He felt helpless, another thing he wasn’t used to, but was being forced to accept, thanks to his legs. 
 
    She shook her head. Not knowing what else to do, Dimitri sat with her and rubbed her back for over an hour. It took her that long to finally calm down. Her head landed on his shoulder. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, sweetheart. Want to tell me what brought that on?” 
 
    “You.” 
 
    “Me?” What the hell had he done to cause her to have a panic attack? 
 
    She tilted her head and looked up at him, incredulous. “You’re not serious?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have asked if I knew.”  
 
    “You really are dumb sometimes.” 
 
    Dumb? She really just called him dumb? 
 
    “Dimitri, I told you I couldn’t go with you. This is why I can’t go. I get panic attacks even thinking about all the crowds, the people…I meant it when I said I can’t go. This is what happens to me.” 
 
    Well, damn. He was a dumbass. Not once did the thought of him asking her to go cross his mind. No wonder she’d quit. This was serious shit. 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t want to go. I do, really, I do. If I could help you, you know I would, D. That’s why this attack was so severe. I felt guilty about not being able to help, and that made everything worse.” 
 
    Now he really felt like a shithead. He’d been arguing and trying to make her feel guilty, but he’d had no idea this would happen. He wasn’t going to make her do anything. Neither of them would go. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Krasivaya. I didn’t know. We won’t go.” 
 
    “Just because I can’t go doesn’t mean you’re not.” The fire was starting to come back into her, and he was relieved. He hated seeing her in any kind of pain. It ate at him.  
 
    “Yeah, Becca, it means exactly that. I can’t go and risk someone finding out about my legs any more than you can go and have a serious panic attack. Will you tell me when these started? You’ve never said anything before.” 
 
    She sighed and fell backward, unaware that her nightshirt had ridden up and all that gorgeous pink lace was on full display. He couldn’t drag his eyes away from it. The urge to slide a finger along the top nearly choked him. 
 
    “It’s stupid, really.” 
 
    “It’s not stupid if it affects you like this.” 
 
    He hoped she’d sit up because he’d soon have to sit on his hands to keep from touching that damn lace. God, when had she developed a body he wanted nothing more than to explore? 
 
    “I was three. Got lost at the mall.” 
 
    “And?” he prompted when she stopped talking. 
 
    “No one found me until the next day. My mom forgot she’d taken me along. Forgot about me entirely until my dad came home the next day. He’d been out drinking all night. Went looking for me, and when he couldn’t find me, well, he beat the shit of my mom and came and found me. I’d crawled under one of the tables in the food court.” 
 
    How the fuck did someone forget about their kid? Dimitri’s fists clenched. He didn’t even want to think about the physical violence she’d witnessed and maybe been a victim of herself.  
 
    “I’m so sorry, baby.” He stretched out beside her on the bed so he could look at her instead of that damn lace.  
 
    “My mom had problems.” Her voice went quiet. He knew she was struggling. Without thinking, he grabbed her hand and held it tight. “She was bipolar and had a serious cocaine addiction. Some days she forgot to eat, forgot to bathe, forgot everything. Forgot me. There were good days and bad days. She’d be the most amazing mother one day, and the next I’d come home to the cruelest person alive.” 
 
    “She hit you?” Dimitri’s entire body curled with the desire to hit something himself, anything. How had he never known this? Why hadn’t he taken her home? Picked her up for school? He wanted to scream with fury at himself for letting his best friend suffer when he might have been able to help her. 
 
    “No…well, not much. My mom did believe in the old adage, ‘spare the rod and spoil the child, apply the rod and save the child.’ I was rarely on the receiving end of a belt. The one time my dad found out, he went ballistic. He used the belt on her. It was the last time she ever hit me.” 
 
    “How old were you?” 
 
    “Fifteen.” 
 
    He jumped up, not trusting himself. He walked over to her window and braced his hands against the windowsill. Her freshman year. 
 
    “There’s nothing you could have done, Dimitri. Don’t blame yourself for things that weren’t your fault.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” His voice was harsh, and Becca cringed. 
 
    “Shame? Embarrassment? Take your pick, D. No one wants their only friend to look at them in pity. I handled it.” 
 
    His shoulders heaved. Becca couldn’t tell if he was just breathing hard, or if he might be more upset than she thought. It was something she never told anyone about. She still dealt with her mother. The woman wasn’t addicted to drugs anymore, but she still went weeks without taking her meds. When her dad passed away from a heart attack a few years ago, she’d found a place that specialized in mental illness. It wasn’t a hospital so much as a retirement community with a staff trained to deal with the mentally challenged.  
 
    “Tell me, Rebecca. Tell me all of it.” 
 
    She didn’t know if she wanted to tell him. Her shrink grilled her enough on it. Dimitri was the one person she had who didn’t know anything about her dysfunctional family. He never judged or pitied her. He accepted her.  
 
    But then, he didn’t get to know the real her, did he? Only the person she let him see. The person she let everyone else see. She didn’t let anyone in, not even Dimitri, but he’d stuck around even when he didn’t have to. Kept in touch. He was the one person she wanted to talk to every day, even when she was pissed at him. 
 
    He turned around, and the raw agony on his face made her sit up. This was part of the reason she’d kept him in the dark. He loved his family, and he considered her family. He’d take her pain personally. She knew it killed him thinking he might have helped her.  
 
    “Don’t ask me that, Dimitri. Please.” Those memories were hard for her, and she didn’t want to end up in another panic attack today. “It’s too much today. I’ll tell you all of it, I promise. Just not all at once. I need to do it my way in my own time.” 
 
    He didn’t look happy, but he nodded. “Then tell me how all this translates into that panic attack you had earlier.” 
 
    “It’s the crowds.” Becca pulled her legs under her. “I don’t remember much about that day I got lost, but I remember the panic and the fear. I couldn’t find my mom. All those faces. The noise. It only made it worse, and when I figured out my mom wasn’t coming for me, I hid. I was so scared. It did something to me, Dimitri, something I can’t explain. It only worsened as I got older. School was a nightmare for me. It wasn’t until I met you that it got easier. That hour you were with me, it wasn’t so bad for a little while. You made it easier to breathe, easier to deal with all the panic. You always have.” 
 
    He rolled his shoulders then took off his jacket, throwing it on the bed. His muscles rippled with each movement, and she turned away. He couldn’t see what he did to her. She didn’t want any more pity directed at her. Becca knew the kinds of women Dimitri dated, and it certainly wasn’t her. Besides that, she valued their friendship too much to ever risk ruining it with sex. 
 
    “Do you go to therapy?” He sat back down next to her, and she fought to stay still. Having him this close to her wasn’t a good idea. It made her feel too much. Not panic. He’d never set that off. No, Dimitri was like the anti-panic solution. He kept her calm.  
 
    “Yes. My doctor has been treating me for the last five years.” 
 
    “What does he say about all this?” 
 
    “She.” Leave it to Dimitri to think all doctors were male. He stereotyped too much. “Dr. Gainey understands it better than I do. She’s been pushing me for years to face my fear instead of accepting it and medicating me. She even accused me of using it as a crutch to get out of things I don’t want to do.” 
 
    “Is she right?” 
 
    “Maybe.” Becca shrugged. While her anxiety was very real, she wondered sometimes if she didn’t use it as a means of escaping anything that made her uncomfortable. 
 
    “Are the panic attacks always that bad?” He absently played with a lock of her hair, twisting it around his finger. She wanted him to stop, but calling attention to it might embarrass them both, so she left it alone. 
 
    “No. I’ve only had one other attack this bad, and that was at my therapist’s office. It was the first time she suggested I go sit at the food court in a mall and see what happens. It was also the last time I left my apartment. We do our sessions via Skype now.” 
 
    “How long ago was that?” 
 
    “Two years.” 
 
    He stared at her, but she couldn’t read his expression. What was he thinking? It unnerved her a bit. Those blue eyes always had a way of looking right through a person. 
 
    “Let’s go eat. I’m starving.” 
 
    Confused, she watched him get up. “I’m not sure what I have in the fridge, but if you’re hungry…” 
 
    “No.” He stopped her. “Let’s go out to eat. There’s a diner a few blocks over. It’s not busy, which means the food is probably shit, but there won’t be any crowds.” 
 
    “I can’t…” 
 
    He grabbed her hands, and the wash of panic started to recede. “I’m not asking you to go face a whole room full of people, Becca. I’m asking you to come get some food with me. I know it’ll be hard, but I think your doctor is right. You need to face this. You’re too beautiful a person to hide yourself away and be scared. I’ll be with you, and if it gets bad, I promise I will bring you right back.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Dimitri.” Why would he ask her to do this, especially after she’d just bared her soul and her deepest fears to him?  
 
    “Will you try, Krasivaya? Please? Just try?” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “After all these years, you honestly think I’m going to tell you?” He grinned, and that damn dimple came out. “Now get your ass up, get dressed, and let’s go eat.” 
 
    Without giving her time to protest, he left, closing the door behind him. 
 
    What the hell was she going to do? 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    She’d taken a shower, dried and straightened her hair, all with the hope of buying herself as much time as she could. Not that she’d get out of this. Dimitri could be a stubborn ass when he wanted. What she’d often seen as cute and endearing was now messing with her, personally, and she didn’t like it one bit. Not one little bit. 
 
    Throwing on a pair of old jeans and her favorite blue sweater, she ventured out into the living room. She found him on her couch, his eyes closed and breathing evenly. Sleeping. The bastard was sleeping. He’d gone and messed with her head, and here he was, snoozing away as if he had not a care in the world.  
 
    She walked right up to him and shoved him. “Wake up, asshole.” 
 
    He blinked, yawning. “Sorry. I haven’t slept since you sent me that text. Ready to go?” 
 
    Normally, she’d call bullshit, but he did look tired, so maybe he wasn’t lying. Maybe he hadn’t slept since she’d quit.  
 
    “I’m still not sure about this, D.” 
 
    “I am.” He rolled his shoulders. “If I can get my sorry ass on a plane for you, then you can get your sorry ass to breakfast for me.” 
 
    Becca watched with growing trepidation as he opened the door and stepped out into the hallway. The smell of stale beer and pot wafted in, but she paid it no mind. Could she do it? Could she step outside? All those people, crowding around her…why was he asking her to do this, dammit? 
 
    He held out his hand. “Come on, sweetheart. Just take my hand. It’ll be fine. I promise.” 
 
    Why did he have to look at her like that? Like everything that could possibly hurt her would be erased if she only trusted him? It was how he’d managed to blindside her in high school too. The more she thought about his high-handed tactics, the more infuriated she became.  
 
    “Don’t you give a shit about how this makes me feel, Dimitri? You’re supposed to be my best friend, and yet you’re pushing me to do something you know might cause a full blown attack. I get that anxiety is something you don’t know anything about, but I’m telling you, I can’t do this. Why can’t you accept that? Don’t you love me enough to love me the way I am?” 
 
    “I love you, Becca. Just the way you are. Never doubt that. Why am I asking you out to breakfast after witnessing what just happened to you? Simple. Because I want to help. It’s not to hurt you or embarrass you, babe. It’s to help you. I couldn’t help you when you needed me back in high school, but I’ll be damned if I don’t do it now. I’m guessing you’ll never get the courage to go out on your own, so while I’m here, we’re going out together. I get that you’re terrified, but your doctor is probably right. You need to do this, so I’m not going to let you do it alone. Now let’s go, babe.” 
 
    Damn him. He made sense. And he was right. She’d never do this by herself. She just hated that he tried to force her to do it without talking to her about it first. She felt a little better now that he explained his motives, but it still pissed her off to no end. Writer or not, they were going to have to talk about his communication skills. 
 
    Maybe she should do this with him. If she couldn’t, then she couldn’t, but she’d regret not at least trying later.  
 
    She picked up her purse and keys. Step one down. The next thing would be to actually cross the threshold of her doorway and take Dimitri’s hand. Her breathing sped up, but she forced one foot in front of the other.  
 
    “That’s it, babe. Just reach out and take my hand.” 
 
    She stopped inches shy of the doorway. One step and she’d cross it. Dimitri smiled at her, that damn dimple showing again. How could he know it would be okay? He couldn’t know that. People were out there. People who might crowd her, ask her questions. She shook her head as the panic started to rise.  
 
    This was too much. 
 
    “Rebecca. Look. At. Me.” 
 
    The bite of the command brought her head up. He looked more determined than she’d ever seen him. He meant to make her do this. 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “Yes. You can.” His tone left no place for arguments. “Give me your hand.” 
 
    Dimitri knew she had to do this on her own. If he yanked her out the door, it would mean nothing. Small victories. He’d already been shipped to his uncle’s house in Virginia when his father came back from a particularly bad tour. He was in the military, and this time, whatever he’d seen had been too much. He’d been diagnosed with PTSD and prone to panic attacks. His mother told him she’d helped him get through it with small victories. He had to learn to get through the panic. 
 
    He wished he’d been home so he could help Becca now. He made a mental note to call his mom and talk to her about panic attacks. Right now, he needed Becca to come to him. Sooner rather than later. This neighborhood, this building, it all made him uneasy. 
 
    She closed her eyes, and he held his breath. It was a now or never moment if there ever was one. The kind of moment he wrote about in books. Her chest was heaving and her face pinked up. He followed the blush all the way down her neck to where it disappeared under her sweater. He forcefully reminded himself once more there would be no fucking his best friend. Wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    When her hand reached out blindly, he grinned. His girl always trusted him, even when she was terrified. He twined his fingers with hers and tugged her gently toward him. She stumbled and fell into him. Her scent, warm vanilla, hit his nose and he inhaled deeply. Shit. This was bad. He was getting a serious hard on, here. He needed to get this show on the road. 
 
    “Good girl.” He stroked her hair and shifted so he could take the keys out of her hand to lock the door. “Open your eyes, babe.” 
 
    When she did as he asked, a small gasp escaped her. “I’m outside.” 
 
    “You sure are, sweetheart. Now let’s get out of this shithole and find some food.” If he still had a car outside.  
 
    “It’s not a shithole.” 
 
    “Becca, there are at least half a dozen dealers on the street outside. Your building reeks of pot. Gangsters hanging on the corner. This is a shithole.” 
 
    “But it’s my shithole.” She wrapped an arm around him when they reached the stairs. He wasn’t sure if it was for her or for him. Either way, he liked it. Too much. 
 
    The stairs were his nemesis. He eyeballed them with a mix of anger and disgust. When her low chuckle reached him, he aimed a glare her way. “This isn’t funny. How do you live in filth?” 
 
    “Because my apartment is clean, and I don’t come out here.” He noticed she took her time and didn’t try to rush him down the stairs. His legs started to burn after a half a flight. By the time they hit the bottom, he was cussing in a mixture of Russian and English. 
 
    His rental car was still there when they emerged from the cesspit, but it also had several guys with gang tats within a few feet of it. He glanced down at Becca, worried. If it came to a fight, he wasn’t sure he could protect her with his shitty legs. 
 
    “Hola, chica.” The biggest of the three standing there grinned lazily at Becca, and Dimitri tensed. 
 
    “Hola, Louie!” Becca smiled up at the guy covered from head to toe in tats, even his shiny, bald head. She knew him? Dimitri knew he had to have a what-the-fuck look plastered on his face, but he didn’t care. How did she know the guy if she never went outside her apartment? 
 
    “This hombre belong to you?” 
 
    “Sí. He does. I’d appreciate if nothing happens to his car or him while he’s here, please?” 
 
    “As you wish, bonita.” 
 
    “Dimitri, this is Louie. His mother lives down the hall from me.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you.” Dimitri tightened his hold around Becca, and it didn’t go unnoticed by Louie. The man’s eyes went cold. “You ready to go, Becca?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She frowned up at him, probably pissed with his bad manners, but fuck this. The man across from him liked her, and it didn’t sit well with Dimitri. Not one little bit. “Tell your mother I said hello, Louie, and to come by. I haven’t seen her in a few weeks.” 
 
    Dimitri pushed her in the car before they could say much of anything else and strode around to the driver’s side, well aware of the stare that followed him. 
 
    “What was that?” Becca demanded the minute he pulled out into traffic. 
 
    “I don’t like him. He’s a gang member, Becca.” 
 
    “He’s also really nice. He’s never brought any of that around me. I’ve known him since I moved in. There wasn’t any reason to be rude to him.” 
 
    “I wasn’t rude, I just wasn’t overly friendly.” 
 
    The snort that reverberated through the car was enough to tell him what she thought about that. Time to change the subject. 
 
    “So, you realize you made it outside, talked to people, and are now safely secured in my car, and all without a panic attack?” 
 
    Becca gasped. Holy shit. He’d gotten her outside. “Oh my God, D. I’m outside!” 
 
    He grinned, and she forgot about being pissed at him. He was too gorgeous for his own good. She was never able to stay mad at him for long.  
 
    “Told you, Krasivaya. You just needed a little push. Now, let’s eat.” 
 
    She nodded and watched the landscape. So much had changed in two years. There were more buildings, more stores, more everything. When she spotted the small diner he’d told her about, she expected him to slow, but he kept cruising along. 
 
    “Where are we going? You just passed Eddie’s.” 
 
    “We are going someplace where I’m not worried about my car getting stripped down for parts.”  
 
    “You’ll be fine in this neighborhood. Louie will make sure. Can’t we please go to Eddie’s?” 
 
    Her hands started to shake and her lungs tried to constrict on her. He’d promised they’d go somewhere without crowds. She couldn’t handle anything else right now. 
 
    “Easy, sweetheart. We’re headed to a place that’s quiet and low key.” He reached over and twined his fingers with hers. “I promise.” 
 
    She clenched his hand tight. He better not be lying to her.  
 
    They drove for another twenty minutes and hit the heart of downtown. Less crowded, her ass. They were in the middle of the city. He drove for another few minutes, humming, and then pulled into The White Palace Grill. He thought this wasn’t crowded? This place was featured on Diners, Drive-Ins, and Dives. She knew it, one of those places open twenty-four-seven. Great food, according to the show, but there were also a lot of people in there. 
 
    “Relax, Becca. It’s almost ten. The breakfast crowd is done, and lunch won’t be rolling in for another hour or two. It’s not that crowded.” He parked the car and got out, going around to open her door. “Come on, babe. Give me your hand.” 
 
    Becca looked back at the window and saw more people than she was comfortable with. Why was he pushing this? He’d seen what happened when a bad panic attack struck. Why would he want her to go through that again? 
 
    “No, D. I can’t. There’re too many people in there.” 
 
    He leaned down so he was looking at her. “How do you know you can’t do it if you don’t try, sweetheart? That’s all I’m asking you to do—to try. Take my hand, and if you can’t handle it, we’ll go back to the car and I’ll take you home. We’ll order some crappy takeout and binge watch whatever show you want on Netflix all day. But first, I want you to try, Becca. Just take my hand and try.” 
 
    Why did he have to make it sound so easy? And how could she ask him to go to his signing and try if she wasn’t willing to do the same thing? Damn it. 
 
    “I really hate you.” 
 
    He laughed, but gently pulled her out of the car when she grasped his hand. She held on for dear life. “Come on, grumpy pants, let’s get some food in you. This place is supposed to be great. Viktor swears by it.” 
 
    She took a deep breath as they entered the building, and her nose was assaulted by the most delicious scents. It wasn’t enough to take her mind off all the people who turned to look at them. She quickly turned her eyes down, focusing instead on her and Dimitri’s hands. He gave hers a quick squeeze and asked the hostess for a booth in the back, away from everyone.  
 
    It didn’t take long for them to be seated in a quiet corner. Dimitri ushered her into the booth facing the back wall. “When was your brother in Chicago?” 
 
    “About a month ago.” Dimitri pulled out his phone and saw Charlene’s face grinning at him. He ignored the call and laid the phone down on the table. “He was here for some consulting work with a firm who’s thinking of hiring them to handle all their IT security.” 
 
    “I didn’t realize he was into all that.” 
 
    “He’s not, but Mason is.” 
 
    “Your youngest brother? Isn’t he still in college?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Dimitri laughed. “Kid thinks he’s going to be the next big YouTube star or something.” 
 
    “If he’s a YouTuber, then how…” 
 
    “He’s a computer whiz, just like Nik. He’s been messing around with computers since before he could talk. Add in everything Nik taught him, and he’s dangerous with a computer. Viktor decided to put his skills to good use before the kid got himself into some serious trouble. He’s going to have him work at his security company, even if the kid doesn’t realize it yet.” 
 
    “He’s not hacking, is he?” 
 
    Dimitri wished he could say no, but he had some strong suspicions his little brother was going to get himself into deep shit. The kid was a hacker. It was why Viktor wrangled him. He’d rather have him hacking legally than get into something none of them could get him out of. 
 
    “Honestly? I don’t know, but Viktor will straighten him out.” 
 
    “Speaking of Viktor, how’s Conner?” 
 
    Conner was Viktor’s twin. The two of them had gone into the Marines together. When Viktor came out, Conner stayed in for an additional tour. He’d gotten out last year, but he wasn’t the same man who went in. He hadn’t even stayed in the full four years. He wouldn’t talk to any of his brothers about what happened. All he’d say was it was classified. Just that one word. It had to be some deep, fucked up shit to completely change his brother. Conner had always been the fun one, more so than even himself. Always laughing and joking. Not anymore. He was hard, cold, unapproachable. 
 
    “I wish to God I knew.” He took the menus and thanked the waitress, asking for a few minutes. “We’re all worried about him.” 
 
    “Why, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Dimitri sighed and leaned back. “He won’t let any of us in. Papa says to leave him be, that he’ll talk when he’s ready, but I don’t think that’s such a good idea. Whatever’s wrong is festering. There’s a monster lurking in his eyes now that was never there before.” 
 
    “Your dad knows what he’s talking about, D. Just give him time. God only knows what he saw or had to do. Patience and time will heal him.” 
 
    He wanted to believe her, but something about Conner nagged him. The darkness that lurked in him was so foreign he wanted to grab the man and demand to know where his brother was. 
 
    “You gonna answer your phone?” 
 
    Charlene again. “No.” 
 
    “Does Christy know she’s last week’s flavor?” Becca closed her menu and stared at him expectantly. 
 
    “Charlene,” he snapped and hit the ignore button. “I told her to stop calling.” 
 
    “Do they ever just move on, no fuss, no muss?”  
 
    He narrowed his eyes, suspecting she was going somewhere with this. “Sometimes.” 
 
    “And how does that work, anyway? Do you tell them up front it’s temporary, or do you give them hope, or…?” 
 
    He didn’t want to sound like an ass, especially to Becca, but there was no way to put it delicately. “They know they’re a booty call. I tell them up front I don’t do relationships, and when I get bored, I move on.” 
 
    “Wow.” She leaned back and stared at him, disappointment stamped all over her expression. 
 
    “Would you rather I lie and let them think there’s a chance? That would be cruel, Rebecca, and you know it. It’s better if we just go out, have fun, enjoy ourselves, and have as much sex as we want in the interim.” 
 
    He rubbed his neck, uncomfortable. Rebecca’s opinion mattered to him, and the look on her face didn’t sit well. She knew he was a manwhore, though. She teased him about it all the time. Why was she getting upset now? 
 
    The waitress saved him by coming to take their order. He went with a burger and fries since it was closer to lunchtime than breakfast. The need for greasy comfort food prompted the decision. He needed the willpower. If she didn’t stop biting her damn lip, he wasn’t going to be responsible for what he did. It was sexy as hell and driving him nuts. 
 
    As soon as Becca noticed she wasn’t alone with him and in a place full of people, he could see her start to close off. She spoke so softly the waitress had to ask her to repeat her order. She shrank back against the seat, her head down. Nope, sweetheart, you are not doing that. After observing her behavior, he thought her psychiatrist was right. She needed to face this head on. It wasn’t as bad as she had it built up in her mind. Making her see that was going to be the challenge. 
 
    “Tell me about Louie.” 
 
    “What?” Her head snapped up. “What about Louie?” 
 
    “How did you get to know a gang member when you don’t go outside your apartment?” 
 
    “I didn’t always not go outside my apartment, you know.” She looked out the window, away from him. “I was okay until about two years ago. Before that, I went out. Not a lot, but I did.” 
 
    Her closed-off tone told him she was done with that particular line of questioning. “So, Louie?” 
 
    “His mother lives down the hall from me. I used to help her with her groceries and things. She has rheumatoid arthritis in her hands, so it’s hard for her to hold things. Sometimes I would do her shopping for her, other times she would hit the buzzer to let me know she needed me. We went on like that for about a year. Then one night she comes banging on my door at three in the morning, scared out of her mind, and begs me to come to her apartment. Her son was on the couch, beaten, stabbed, and he had a gunshot wound. He refused to go to the hospital, and she didn’t know what to do.” 
 
    Gang violence. His knuckles whitened where they gripped the table. She should not be in the middle of all that danger. 
 
    “I was able to get the bullet out and patch up the rest of his wounds…” 
 
    “Wait, what the hell do you mean, you got the bullet out? You’re not a doctor or a nurse, Becca.” 
 
    “No, but my dad was in a motorcycle club. He was their Sergeant at Arms. He came home with enough bullets in him over the years, I learned how to get them out. I used to doctor them all up until I moved.” 
 
    What the ever-loving fuck? He knew he had to be sitting there gaping like an idiot, but what the fuck?  
 
    She grinned. “Even I have secrets, Dimitri.” 
 
    “Secrets are one thing. Biker gangs, street gangs, playing doctor…”  
 
    “Make a pretty good book, huh?” She winked, and he caught his breath. One second he was reeling from all these crazy facts, and then the next, she had him wanting to yank her across the table and kiss her. He needed to lock this down before it got out of control, but he had no clue how to do it. For the first time in his life, he was at a loss on how to control the situation. 
 
    He shifted in his seat, trying to alleviate pressure. “I guess.” 
 
    His phone buzzed again, and being tired of it, Becca snatched it before he could hit ignore. “Hello?” 
 
    “Who the fuck is this?” The screechy voice only made her grin. The women he dated. 
 
    “This is Becca. Who’s this?” 
 
    “Charlene, and why the fuck are you answering Dimitri’s phone?” 
 
    “Because I’m at lunch with him, and he didn’t want to answer your call?” 
 
    Dimitri’s eyes widened and he mouthed, “What are you doing?” 
 
    The shriek that came out of the phone was loud enough she had to pull it away from her ear. She would almost feel bad for her if the woman wasn’t cussing so much it would make her biker dad blush. 
 
    “Look, Carlie…” 
 
    “Charlene!”  
 
    “Whatever. Look, he doesn’t want to talk to you. He broke it off, and you calling him like this, it’s sad. Don’t you have any kind of self-respect?” 
 
    “You listen to me, you little whore. Dimitri is mine, and if you don’t leave him alone, I will hunt you down and hurt you. Do you understand me?” 
 
    “Honey doll, you were his flavor of the week. He got bored and moved on to his new flavor of the week. You need to grow up, get a life, and do the same.” 
 
    Becca disconnected the call then blocked the number. I swear. Where the does he find them? 
 
    “That is one crazy lady.” She handed back his phone. “I blocked her so she can’t call you anymore.” 
 
    “She did get a little intense toward the end.”  
 
    Intense? That was an understatement if she was anything like she was on the phone just now. 
 
    “Do you put out an ad in the personals or something, looking for crazy, homicidal women?” 
 
    “Homicidal?” He tilted his head curiously. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “She threatened to hunt me down and hurt me. You’re hers, apparently.” 
 
    He shook his head and muttered something Becca couldn’t hear. Probably for the best. It would only piss her off. His attitude toward women usually did. She might joke about it to keep from yelling at him, but it wasn’t one of his better habits. 
 
    She wasn’t prepared, however, when he swung the conversation back to her. “Let’s forget about Charlene. That’s over and done with. Are you okay? No signs of a panic attack?” 
 
    Strangely, no. There was an uneasy feeling that haunted the very edges of her psyche. She knew if too many people came near her, that unease would swallow her. Being with Dimitri kept the panic at bay. He always did do that for her, though. Even in high school, being near him comforted her. Maybe because she knew he’d never let anyone hurt her, and if she needed him, he’d be there. Not something she’d ever had with anyone except her brother. Certainly not her parents. She trusted Dimitri, and that was the simple truth of it. 
 
    “I’m okay.” 
 
    “Then you can come with me to South Carolina.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “How does okay transform into me going with you to South Carolina?” The man wouldn’t leave it alone. He was bound and determined to take her with him, even if it was something she couldn’t do. 
 
    But could she? She wasn’t freaking out here in the diner. It wasn’t a room filled with hundreds of people either. But if they talked to Dimitri and she just sat there, handing him books and ignoring everyone, would that work? 
 
    “You’re stronger than you think, Becca, and the only way to prove it to you is to show you.” He reached over and took her hands, squeezing them gently. “I’m not going to put you through something I don’t think you can handle, sweetheart. If it’s too much, we’ll leave, no explanations to anyone. We’ll just get up and leave. I promise.” 
 
    “No, I’m not.” It was true enough. She’d spent most of her life hiding away. She wasn’t strong. She spent each and every day terrified of going outside, of being part of the world. It was safer to do it from the comfort of her living room, behind a computer screen. That way, she could be as confident as she wanted without fear. It was easier to hide. 
 
    “Becca, I need you. It’s as simple as that. If you can’t go, then I’m not. And no buts. I know what I can do just as much as you know what you can handle. You have to give me the same respect as I’d give you if you really can’t do this.” 
 
    Damn him. Why did he always know exactly what to say to make her do something she didn’t want to do? He didn’t understand how hard this was for her. How could he, though? He thrived on being the center of attention, loved the crowds, the adoration. The public was his forte. 
 
    “Just try, Becca. Please.” 
 
    She closed her eyes to block out his pleading image. Damn him to hell and back. 
 
    “Fine. I will try, but if I break down in front of all those people, I will never speak to you again, Dimitri Peter Kincaid. That’s a promise. Do you understand me?” 
 
    “You won’t regret it, sweetheart.” 
 
    Somehow, she thought she would. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two hours later, she found herself packed and on the road to Charleston, South Carolina in Dimitri’s new Jeep Grand Cherokee. It was a fourteen-hour drive. Why the hell hadn’t she at least attempted the airport? Because her anxiety rose to almost epic heights at the mere thought of a crowded airport. Not happening today. 
 
    When he said he needed to make a pit stop, she assumed he meant to get snacks for the road, but no. His pit stop was the dealership. He decided he needed something more comfortable than his rental. Plus, he couldn’t take the rental all the way to South Carolina and back anyway. So he bought himself a new car. 
 
    Crazy man. Who went out and bought a new car on the spur of the moment? She knew his books sold well, but she had no idea they sold that well. 
 
    “If you turn the radio channel one more time, I swear by all that’s holy, I will tie your hands behind your back the rest of the trip!” 
 
    She snatched her hand back. They’d been fighting over the radio since they got into the car. She usually won simply because she ignored him, but he sounded testy. What put a bee in his bonnet? 
 
    Dimitri knew he was being a little bitch, but being this close to her was slowly driving him nuts. Her scent kept wafting over to him. He’d even rolled down the fucking window, and it still wasn’t helping. This was a mistake, a very big mistake. There was no way he was keeping his hands off her if she was in close proximity to him for weeks. Weeks! 
 
    His babushka once told him God would send a temptation he must resist. Damned if she wasn’t right. His temptation sat looking at him, slightly vexed, and more than a little hurt. The very last thing he wanted, but every time she leaned forward and her scent hit him, it was all he could do to keep from hauling her across the seat.  
 
    Damn, damn, and double damn.  
 
    He needed a distraction. “Why didn’t you ever tell me your dad was a biker?” 
 
    “It never came up.” 
 
    “Details, Rebecca, I want details. There’s a whole side of you I know nothing about. We’re stuck in here for the next fourteen hours, so why not talk?” 
 
    “I left all that behind when I moved out after graduation.” She shifted, and he almost groaned. Why couldn’t she sit still? “I don’t like talking about my family.” 
 
    “Why?” Come to think of it, he knew next to nothing about her family. He didn’t even know if she had any brothers or sisters. 
 
    “My mom was a junkie, and my dad was a criminal who served time. Would you want to talk about them?” 
 
    Hostility rolled off her in waves, but he ignored it. Something nagged at him, but he couldn’t say what. “Your parents were shits, I get that, but was it all bad? I mean, it sounded like your dad looked out for you, at least?” 
 
    She laughed, the sound bitter. “My dad only paid attention when he needed something, like his dinner or patching him or his boys up. I was never important to him. Not like my brother.” 
 
    “Your brother?” 
 
    She nodded, staring out the window. “His name’s Jackson. He’s older than me by a few years. Dad groomed him from birth to be in that damned club of his.” 
 
    “Jackson ignore you too?” His poor girl. If he’d only known. Why hadn’t he taken the time to ask these questions before? Because he was an ass. 
 
    “No. Jackson always looked out for me. Made sure I got fed and bathed when I was little. Took the brunt of our mom’s abuse. Which pissed my dad off. He never hit either of us. Said his old man beat the shit out of him on a daily basis, and he wouldn’t put his kids through that. Mom more than made up for it, though. Especially when it came to Jackson. I think she was jealous of how much time Dad spent with him.” 
 
    He stayed quiet and let her have her space. She’d continue when she was ready. Getting anything out of her was hard, but he’d learned how to do it over the years. Patience was the key with Becca. 
 
    They rode in silence for a good hour before she started to speak again. “Things got bad right before I moved out. Dad and Jackson were arrested for running drugs. My dad’s MC, it was into all kinds of illegal activities. It wasn’t the first time Jackson had been picked up either. He had a juvie record, thanks to my dad and his brothers, as he called them.” She spit the word out like it was the most foul tasting thing she’d ever put in her mouth. “He gets out this October. I’m hoping Jackson will finally walk away from all it, get his life together. He’s young. He doesn’t have to end up like the rest of them.” 
 
    “But you don’t think he will?” Dimitri glanced her way when she snorted. 
 
    “Not likely. My brother was born and raised into that damn club. He’ll end up dead or in jail again before it’s all said and done. If they’d only get out of all the illegal shit, maybe he would stand a chance, but the money’s too good. They’ll never vote out running drugs.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Nothing to be sorry about. I’ve tried to talk him out of the club, but he’s a lifer. I just hope he doesn’t die before he turns thirty.” 
 
    Dimitri didn’t know what to say. What could a person say to that? She knew her brother better than he did. 
 
    “Jack used to call me little bird. Said I was as fragile as a dove. Dad picked up on the nickname when I was five or six. It’s the only thing he ever called me after that.” 
 
    “Did he hit your mom a lot?” 
 
    “Only when she hit me or Jack. He always told Jack to never hit a woman unless it’s in defense of a child. His only redeeming moral quality. He despised anyone who hit a kid.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you grew up with that, babe.” 
 
    She shrugged. Dimitri had no idea how truly awful her life had been. She’d grown up in the worst environment with an apathetic father and an abusive, junkie mother. Hard didn’t even begin to describe her and Jackson’s life. She’d talked to her psychiatrist about it. She’d never thought she deserved it or that it was right in any way, shape, or form. It had surprised the good doctor. She said most victims of abusive homes grew up thinking it was normal or they deserved it. They didn’t have a big brother who continually told them otherwise or treated them with the respect their parents never gave them. She loved her brother so much and thanked God for him daily. 
 
    Her home life had contributed to her anxiety, though. How could it not? She never knew what to expect from her mother from one day to the next. She learned to be small, invisible. Sometimes it worked, sometimes it didn’t. Most days, it didn’t. Her dread at what each day would bring, what each small mistake would cost, made her anxiety grow more and more. She thought it would get better when she left home, but that wasn’t the case. It got worse. 
 
    Thoughts of her anxiety brought her back to Southern Book Bash hosted in Charleston, South Carolina. How the hell was she going to get through that? All those people…and so many of them had come specifically to see Dimitri. There were over a hundred and sixty pre-orders. Hell, maybe it was a good thing she’d come with him. There was no way he’d manage to put all those bags together on his own, especially since he’d pitched a tantrum about her not going. 
 
    That man. Only Dimitri could look adorable while throwing an all-out fit that would make a three-year-old proud. Stubborn. But then, so was she. They had had some epic fights over the years. She laughed out loud thinking of the great war of 2013, as she called it. He’d been insistent that Italian food was better than Chinese, which she adored. She still couldn’t remember how it escalated to them not speaking for a whole month. Aside from short emails with information she needed to do his promos, they’d completely gone dark on the communication field. 
 
    Dimitri folded first. It was around the time when he thought he might have found a girl that would last longer than five minutes. What was her name…Julie, Jane. Becca could never keep them straight. He’d called her at four in the morning. Even back then, he’d had no sense of time zones. They’d talked for a good six hours. He’d barely talked about what’s-her-name. Their conversations usually steered away from his women and toward things that mattered to them. 
 
    She’d fallen in love with him when she was in high school, and that only grew stronger every year. It was easy to love someone from afar, but not so easy to hide feelings when they were less than two feet away. How was she going to get through weeks with him and not end up getting hurt? She knew how he felt about relationships. Hell, all his brothers did, for the most part. Well, not Viktor. Out of all six Kincaid brothers, Viktor treated women well and was always looking for his special someone.  
 
    She doubted Dimitri would ever look at her as anything other than a little sister, though. He’d called her his adopted sister for years. She wasn’t his type either. He preferred women who were a little more on the daring side, women who dressed seductively, not ones who were more at home in a pair of sweats and ragged t-shirt. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
    His deep voice startled her out of her own internal musings. “I was thinking about the great war of 2013.” 
 
    His laughter filled the small enclosure, and she shivered. God, she loved the sound of his voice, his laugh, everything. It hurt to think about how much she loved him when she knew he’d never return the feelings. 
 
    “Italian still trumps Chinese. I never conceded that.” 
 
    “I like Italian as much as the next person, but Chinese is my favorite. Recently, I’ve started eating Indian food. Have you had it?” 
 
    He shook his head, keeping his eyes on the road. “Nope, never tried it. I’ll stick with American and Italian, thank you. Last time I had Chinese, I was sick for a week. It doesn’t agree with me.” 
 
    “You are such a wuss when it comes to trying new food.” She laughed at the disgusted look he threw at her. “You have the stomach of an eighty-year-old man, overly sensitive to foreign spices, and you get the runs faster than if you’d consumed a whole bottle of laxative.” 
 
    “Don’t joke about that.” 
 
    Oh, crap, she’d forgotten about his blowout at a speaking event he’d gone to last year. Four hours in the hotel bathroom. He’d only gotten through about half of his speech before he’d run off stage. What was it he’d eaten? Something Irish. Tweets and pictures of him running still floated around Twitter occasionally.  
 
    She bent over laughing, remembering how his voice squeaked over the phone when he called to confess what happened so she could explain it to his host, but God, it had been hilarious. Not so much when she realized he’d called her while sitting on the toilet, but still, she laughed as much then as she was now. 
 
    “You are a sick, twisted woman.” 
 
    She laughed harder. Dear God, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d laughed like this. 
 
    “Just you wait, Rebecca Joyce. Payback is always a bitch.” 
 
    She’d probably end up with the runs so bad, she wouldn’t leave the bathroom for days, but she didn’t care. Seeing his face flame up was worth it. 
 
    “What should I expect at this signing thingy?” She continued to laugh at his very obvious attempt to change the subject.  
 
    “Did you read through all the emails the event coordinator sent out?” 
 
    “Um, no?” 
 
    “What about the ones I sent you?” He had to have read at least hers. She’d sent him dozens on the subject of his summer event tour. 
 
    “That would be a no again.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” She wanted to smack him, but refrained only because he was driving. When they stopped for gas, she just might. Sometimes he really didn’t pay her enough to deal with him. 
 
    “It was the last thing on my mind until I got that pop-up reminder that I needed to be at the airport today.” 
 
    “And you showed up at my door like a pissed prissy princess demanding she get her own way or she’d have a meltdown.” 
 
    “This prissy princess did get her own way.” He flashed her a sassy smile. 
 
    “You’re incorrigible.”  
 
    “It’s why you love me.” 
 
    God’s truth, there. She did love him because of his outrageous behavior. 
 
    “Have you ever talked to any of your author friends about their own signings?” She pulled the subject back around to safer subjects. Dwelling too long on her feelings for the man beside her would bring nothing good for either of them. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s why I originally wanted to do them.” He reached over and flipped the radio. The station they’d been listening to went to static. “Dammit, why is the only channel that comes in country?” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with country music.” 
 
    “Yes, there is.” He turned the radio off. “It’s all whiny music about losing everything.” 
 
    She swatted his hand away and turned it back on. The Jeep was flooded with the sound of Luke Combs’ “Hurricane,” a song she loved. “Just listen to this. It’s one of my favorites.” 
 
    “You like country?” He sounded offended to even have to say the word. Well, Mr. Asshole, let’s see how you like listening to nothing but country the rest of this trip. 
 
    “Country music will give you a song for every mood. All you have to do is listen. It tells a story in a way most other music can’t. The lyrics are honest and raw. Yeah, there are some whiny ones, but the bulk of it is beautiful.” 
 
    “Where did my Becca go, and who are you?” 
 
    She flipped him off. “Don’t be a music racist.” 
 
    “Then act like a grownup and listen to decent music.” 
 
    “Shut the hell up and pay attention the road.” His thumb inched toward the channel changer on the steering wheel. “Try it and you’ll be missing a thumb.” 
 
    “Can I at least turn it down?” 
 
    She’d give him that. “Sure, but not so low I can’t hear it.” 
 
    Dimitri bit back his smile. He loved riling Becca up. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes bright. Seeing her all flushed and angry in person was hands down better than laughing at her over the phone or her silly text messages. 
 
    “You do realize once we finally get to the hotel, we aren’t getting any sleep?” 
 
    “Why’s that?” His mind went to her in the shower, soap running down her shoulders, over her nice firm ass, down her legs. Her head thrown back, relaxing after a long drive, the heat driving the tension from her muscles. He could make them tense up in a whole different way. 
 
    “You’ll be signing a hundred and sixty pre-orders.” 
 
    His fantasy screeched to a grinding halt. “What the fuck?” 
 
    “It’s why I scheduled to you to arrive a day early. So you’d have time to put together the swag bags, sign all your shit, and then put together your pre-orders. Signings aren’t all fun and happy, D. They’re work. A lot of work.” 
 
    “And you thought I was gonna do all that by myself?” His brow furrowed in consternation. No way in hell could he have gotten all that done. 
 
    “It’s for your fans, so yeah, I know you would have done all that by yourself. Besides, I figured you’d have your flavor of the week with you, and they would have helped out.” 
 
    “Nobody touches my shit but you, Becca. You know this. I wouldn’t have let anyone else near it.” He would have done it all and been grouchy as fuck the next day. “What did you order, anyway, and where is it? I didn’t get anything from UPS.” 
 
    “I had it all sent to the hotel to be held until you got there. I ordered some keychains, dog tags, charm bracelets, tons of paper swag, totes, and a gift basket I put together at home and mailed out to the hotel myself for the giveaway you donated to.” 
 
    “What giveaway?” 
 
    “You really didn’t read any of those emails, did you?”  
 
    He shrugged, unrepentant. His frustration with his physical therapy had been the only thing he’d focused on for months. He’d even missed his deadline twice for the new novel. Hard to focus on writing a happily ever after when he was depressed and angry all the damn time. 
 
    “I meant it when I said there was a good chunk of ticket sales from your fans coming to meet you. It says a lot when you have a hundred and sixty people pre-purchase your books to make sure they get a copy. They’re stoked to see you. Have you looked at your author page or checked out the event group page on Facebook?” 
 
    No, he hadn’t. The event had slipped his mind altogether until that reminder in Outlook had shocked the hell out of him and he’d panicked. He knew his books were popular. They did okay. Most of his money came from the stock he had invested in Nikoli’s gaming company. It allowed him to write and not to worry about running out of money. He’d worked damn hard on his success as an author, but he never really paid attention to the actual numbers. His accountant probably did, but knowing that many people wanted his books and were willing to come stand in line to see him? It floored him. Almost as much as seeing Becca’s ass this morning. Almost. 
 
    “If all they wanted to was to get a photo with you, they wouldn’t have spent their money on a signed copy of your books. They’d just stop by the table and ask for a photo. Do you understand what I’m saying, Dimitri?” 
 
    She wanted him to admit that they were coming because they loved his books and not his looks. He still didn’t buy it. Too many women threw themselves at him first for his looks and then for his money. It would take a lot more than her throwing numbers at him to make him believe his words actually meant something to others. 
 
    “Don’t you read your reviews?” 
 
    He learned long ago to stay away from reviews because once he started, he read them all, including the spiteful one-star reviews. Best to keep the temptation away. He’d been so excited when the first book he’d ever written was released. He stalked Amazon waiting for the reviews to start rolling in. When the first one- and two-stars started to trickle in, they’d put him in a corner, licking his wounds. He’d spent six hours at the gym trying to work through his anger and frustration. No, he just stayed away from reviews. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Well, one of the things we’re doing this weekend is looking at some of them. You need to understand how much people really do love your work.” 
 
    One of the things I’d like to do this weekend is bend you over the bed and fuck you so hard, you’ll remember it for a week, he thought darkly as they crossed the Virginia state line.  
 
    He listened absently as she gave him the rundown on the weekend’s event from table set-up to photo ops and lunch schedules. She went on about what to expect from the people coming to greet him as they drove through Virginia. The sound of her voice soothed some of his anger. That was why he called her late at night when his depression was about to take him down dark and dangerous places. She always managed to shine a bit of light into the darkness surrounding him, enough to keep him afloat. 
 
    They continued to talk about the event, his books, his fans, anything book related for the next several hours. They switched places halfway through Virginia. His legs were killing him, and Becca offered to drive. He’d been hesitant at first, but she’d laughed her ass off, telling him her dad had her driving when she was ten. Another thing he didn’t know about her. She was mechanically inclined. Cars, trucks, bikes…she could work on them all. Part of growing up with a motorcycle club, he guessed. He had no fucking clue how to work on a car. They went to the garage when they broke, and he picked them up when they were good to go.  
 
    The sky bled from a brilliant blue to the inky black of the night sky. He blinked, not realizing he’d fallen asleep to the soulful tones of fucking country music. He opened his eyes and studied Becca as she drove, her thoughts a million miles away. She seemed peaceful as she hummed along to the radio. Carefree, nothing like the woman who’d piled into the Jeep early this morning. This was the girl he knew from their phone conversations, the girl who laughed at anything and always had him bristling from her teasing. She gave as good as she took from him. He riled her, and she did the same to him.  
 
    Her friendship meant everything to him. Fucking her would be so easy. Coming back from that? Knowing he would do it without any intentions of anything but a summer booty call? He’d rip her heart apart, and he’d lose his best friend. Watching her now, he knew he couldn’t let himself be that selfish. He had to resist the temptation that was Rebecca Joyce. 
 
    “Where are we?” 
 
    Becca jumped at the sound of his voice and glanced over at him, before turning back to the road. “Just outside of Charleston. You’ve been asleep for hours.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you wake me?” 
 
    “Because you were exhausted.” He’d been yawning for a good two hours before he passed out. She didn’t mind the quiet either. Spending so much time by oneself tended to make them appreciate the gentle solitude of silence. “Once we get checked in, I’ll take a shower then come by your room and help you get everything ready.” 
 
    “About that…”  
 
    Becca’s eyes narrowed at the hesitant sheepishness in his words. “About what?” 
 
    “Well, we’re sharing a room. I called before we left the dealership to let the hotel know we wouldn’t be arriving until after two a.m. and checked on a room for you. There weren’t any more available, and I had a queen, so I didn’t think it would be that big of a deal.” 
 
    Not a big deal? He was out of his damn mind. 
 
    “Dimitri, I cannot share your hotel room with you.” Nope, nope, nope. 
 
    “Why not? It’s not like I’m asking you to share a bed. You’ll have your own.” 
 
    The GPS interrupted her by announcing they’d arrived at their destination—The French Quarter Inn. She stared as she turned into the hotel drive. It was old, historic, and absolutely beautiful, even in the shadows of the night. She couldn’t wait to see what it looked like early in the morning. If she managed to get up at dawn, she should be able to get out and about before too many people rolled out of bed. And if she managed to force her feet over the doorway. It had taken Dimitri ten minutes to talk her into getting out of the car at the dealership. 
 
    When she put the Jeep into park, she closed her eyes and took several deep breaths. She could see the valet hurrying over, which meant she’d need to vacate her haven. He wouldn’t give her ten minutes to gather her courage. 
 
    Dimitri’s fingers slipped between hers, and she took several deep breaths. “Take as long as you need, sweetheart. He’ll wait.” 
 
    A smile tugged at her lips. He knew her too well. Even after only learning about her panic attacks this morning, he was already helping more than he could possibly know. 
 
    She did make him wait for five minutes while she sat there clutching Dimitri’s hands and trying to give herself the pep talk of the century. “Get out first and move him away from my door, please. I don’t want to be rude.” 
 
    “You have to let go of my hand if you want me to do that.” His laughter rolled over her, and she shuddered. He had to have felt it because his laughter died, but she refused to open her eyes. If he realized how much he affected her, she knew all bets would be off. Dimitri would try something. It was in his nature. It wouldn’t mean anything to him, but it would to her. She wasn’t about to let her heart get annihilated. Gathering her courage, she let his fingers slip from hers. 
 
    He sat there a full minute before she heard the door open and close. Another minute went by, and then her door opened. “You’re all good, sweetheart. Just turn off the car and give me your hand.” 
 
    Always so simple. Just give me your hand. Her fingers tightened on the steering wheel. Not only was she outside her apartment, but she was in a city she didn’t know. A big city where thousands of people roamed. This was a mistake. She knew it like she knew she had to drink at least three cups of coffee to function upon waking. 
 
    Dimitri leaned into the car, his lips grazing her ear as he spoke. “It’s okay, Becca. There are no crowds, just you, me, and Mike here.” 
 
    “But what about inside?” She hated the whispered fear she couldn’t choke down. Hated it more than anything. 
 
    “The lobby looks pretty empty, honey. It’s almost three in the morning.” 
 
    Becca let her eyelids flutter open, and she stared inside the glass doors. It did look pretty empty. All she had to do was get out of the car, make it inside long enough for Dimitri to check them in, and then an elevator ride up. The safety of a closed door was within reach. 
 
    “Take my hand, baby. It’ll be okay. I promise.” 
 
    His outstretched palm waited, and she laid her hand in it. He squeezed.  
 
    “Good girl.” He didn’t give her time to do anything. He unsnapped her seatbelt and pulled her out. She landed against his chest with a thump. He caught her and let her slide slowly down his body. All the air left her lungs and she gazed up at him. His blue eyes were dark, intense, moody. 
 
    “Mike, can you bring our things inside, please?” His eyes never left hers. 
 
    “Of course, Mr. Kincaid.” 
 
    When Becca was finally able to break the intense stare, she looked over at Mike. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re very welcome, Mrs. Kincaid.” 
 
    “No, not Mrs. Kincaid.” She laughed, but couldn’t hide the way it had made her feel when he’d called her that. “I’m just here to keep this one out of trouble.” 
 
    That made the valet chuckle. “Good luck with that.” 
 
    Truer words had never been spoken.  
 
    “Let’s get checked in.” Dimitri’s voice had lost all its teasing, and she peeked at him from under her lashes. He looked angry. Did he get pissed when the valet assumed she was his wife? Well, too damn bad. He’d get over it. God forbid anyone should assume the manwhore settled down.  
 
    At least her ire let her breathe through the panic pushing at her. She’d been surprised how easy it had been to talk to Mike, but then she’d been wrapped up in Dimitri’s arms. He made her panic fall away in a way nothing else could.  
 
    Instead of letting her go, he pulled her into his side, his arm around her, his hand gripping her hip tightly. Tight enough there might be a bruise in the morning, but she didn’t care. She enjoyed his touch.  
 
    The hotel was as gorgeous inside as it was outside. She leaned into Dimitri and absorbed the room made to look more like a parlor than a hotel lobby. She loved it. Had she not been terrified of people, she might even have come down here in the middle of the night and basked in the charm of the room. 
 
    The circular staircase called to her, but that was out of the question. Dimitri would never make it up the stairs and she wouldn’t ask him to try. Man, it would be fun to go up it, though. She loved them ever since she watched Casper with Christina Ricci when she was a little girl. 
 
    She paid no attention to Dimitri as he talked to the front desk attendant. The girl was fluttering her eyelashes like mad, and Becca tried not to smirk. If she only knew Dimitri would eat her up and spit her out in the morning. How many women had gone into a relationship with him thinking they’d be the one to change him? To make him want to keep them? 
 
    Women were blind when it came to Dimitri Kincaid.  
 
    Sometimes even she was. 
 
    He tugged at her, and she looked up. “Ready?” 
 
    “Yeah. Did you ask them to send all the boxes up to the room?” 
 
    He nodded, and they started walking toward the elevator. “We’re on the top floor with a balcony we can sit on and look out over the city. I thought you’d like that, since there’s probably no way I’m getting you out sightseeing.” 
 
    She burst out laughing at his disappointed tone. “You’ll be dead to the world tomorrow. Don’t go pouting about sightseeing when I know you’ll sleep the day away.” 
 
    “My nap refreshed me.” The elevator opened, and he pulled her in. “You still good?” 
 
    “Yes.” She let herself lean against him, breathing him in.  
 
    “Good, then, maybe you won’t be pissed at me when we get to the room.” 
 
    Becca tilted her head to look up. “Why would I be pissed about the room?” 
 
    The elevator dinged open and he pulled her out, refusing to answer. Their room was at the very end of the hall, and when he opened the door, she saw exactly why he thought she’d be pissed. 
 
    It was a suite. She’d booked him a king suite, but when he said he’d gotten a double, she assumed he’d downgraded. What he knew she’d be mad about was the fact that one big bed stood beyond the front room.  
 
    A single king bed. 
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    He was out of his fucking mind! Becca refused to move, even when he tried to push her into the room. How dare he? He’d promised her own bed. She turned on him, fury blazing, her finger stabbing him in the chest. 
 
    “What the hell, Dimitri? What happened to a queen room?” 
 
    “I tried to get one, I swear I did, but they didn’t have one. They said if one became available they’d hold it for me, but the place is booked, Becca. There are no other rooms.” 
 
    “Then I’m finding another fucking hotel!” 
 
    She turned and stalked into the room, ignoring everything, and headed straight for the bathroom.  
 
    “There are no other fucking hotels,” he shouted through the door. “Stop acting like a two-year-old. It’s not like I’m going to fuck you.” 
 
    Her head dropped, hitting the door. What the hell was she going to do? 
 
    Dimitri stared at the closed door, aggravated with both Becca and himself. He knew she was going to go ballistic when she found out he’d lied, but he had tried. It wasn’t his fault this place was booked, as well as every other fucking hotel within five miles. 
 
    The knock at the door brought him up short. He’d been about to barge in on her and demand…what, he didn’t know, but he was glad of the diversion. He might have kissed her. It had been on his mind since he’d felt her shudder earlier and had been even harder to ignore when she’d slid down his body. God, he needed to find something to take his mind off his dick. 
 
    The mountain of boxes that greeted him shocked him out of his sexual frustration. How much shit did she order? He moved back so they could enter. Two luggage carts full of boxes, followed by another with the small suitcases they’d both packed. He tipped the staff then stood marveling at the massive amount of work ahead of him. 
 
    She was right about one thing; he wouldn’t be sightseeing tomorrow. No, he’d be soaking his hand in an ice bath. She expected him to sign all this tonight? 
 
    “Becca!” 
 
    When she didn’t answer, he stomped over to the door and pounded on it. “Becca, get your ass out here. You ordered all this, and you’re damn well going to help me instead of hiding in the bathroom.” 
 
    “I am not hiding!” 
 
    “Yeah, sweetheart, you are, but we can talk about that later. Right now, we need to sort this shit.” They would definitely be discussing what happened out in the parking lot later. Or maybe they shouldn’t. He kept yo-yoing with the idea that Becca was attracted to him. He knew better than to let his thoughts wander there, but his dick kept taking them right back to the danger zone. As much as he valued Becca’s friendship, he’d never been good at resisting temptation. 
 
    The door cracked open and her big brown eyes snapped fire at him. He couldn’t stop the grin from overtaking his face, which only pissed her off further.  
 
    “No. I’m not helping you. I’m going to take a shower, and then I’m going to bed. You can just fuck off, Dimitri Kincaid.” She stalked over to the luggage cart, grabbed her suitcase, and stormed back into the bathroom, slamming the door in his face. 
 
    Well, hell. Now what the fuck was he supposed to do? 
 
    The shower turned on, and he sank down on the bed. He should probably apologize. He hadn’t meant to make her think he was laughing at her hiding in the bathroom. He’d been smiling at her behavior, yes, but only about how it made him feel. She always managed to drive away the darkness eating at him. Her smile lifted him in ways nothing else did. She’d wiped out his earlier frustration with that smile, and now she was in there thinking he was making fun of her. 
 
    Dammit. 
 
    For a romance writer, he was pretty much screwing this up. 
 
    Not that he wanted to romance her. 
 
    She was his best friend. It was taboo. 
 
    He only wished his dick would come to that conclusion. 
 
    Listening to the water run, it brought back his earlier fantasy of her in the shower, and he groaned, his dick laughing at him. The fucker needed to shut up, but thoughts of her all wet and naked egged the little bastard on. If he slipped his hand in to give himself some relief, chances were she’d walk out and catch him in the act. Try explaining that one to her. She’d risk the airport to go home. 
 
    He was fucked. 
 
    Giving up, he stood, his legs protesting, and went back into the small room. They’d also delivered a complimentary bottle of champagne, a custom with every guest. Nice touch. He grabbed the bottle and two glasses before opening the terrace doors. She’d come out when she was ready, and not before.  
 
    He sat in the first chair he came to and looked out over the city, all lit up. It was beautiful. He could smell the saltiness of the ocean. Maybe he could convince her to take a walk on the beach later, when no one would be out. Becca always wanted to see the ocean, and he wanted to be the one to show it to her. 
 
    Popping the cork, he poured himself some champagne. It wasn’t too bad. Not as good as what he usually drank, but still, it was decent. Maybe the alcohol would loosen her up enough that her anxiety wouldn’t stop her from seeing the South Carolina coastline. 
 
    When she finally showed up, he pretended not to notice her staring at him from the doorway. Best to let her come to him. He’d pushed her enough for one day. He could wait her out. 
 
    Becca frowned. She’d expected to see him digging through boxes, but here he sat sipping wine or something. Not a care in the world. Didn’t he understand how much there was to do? Or was he just going to ignore it and hope she’d do it for him? 
 
    Fucker. She wasn’t going to do it for him. She might relent and help him, but not if he wasn’t going to even try. He always took her for granted. Always expected her to bail him out of situations. Well, not this time. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing out here?” 
 
    “Looking at the city.” His voice came out soft, almost somber. It made her frown. What was he up to? “Take a seat, Becca. Have some champagne and enjoy the view.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” She dropped down into the seat on his left. 
 
    “Yeah, just thinking.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    He shook his head, finally turning his attention to her. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t laughing at you earlier. I was smiling because you made me happy. That’s all.” 
 
    “I made you happy yelling at you?” Now she knew he’d really lost his marbles. 
 
    “Yes. You always do, Becca. It’s why I call you sometimes late at night. You’re the only person I know who can pull me out of my depression. I never thanked you for that.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, D?” 
 
    “After we figured out my legs weren’t going to heal on their own, I got mad. I got sad, and finally just downright depressed. Some nights I went down some pretty scary roads. That’s when I’d call and ask you to talk to me. Your voice always pulled me out of my funk.” 
 
    She’d had no idea. She thought he’d just been ignoring time zones. “Why didn’t you say anything?” 
 
    “Say what, exactly, Becca? Sorry to disturb your sleep, but if you don’t talk to me right now, I might go eat a bottle of pills? No, I wasn’t going to put that on you.” 
 
    She stood and moved until she was standing behind him before wrapping her arms around him, burying her face in his hair. “You should have told me, Dimitri. I would have come to LA and helped you.” 
 
    He laughed, and it shook her arms. “You haven’t left your apartment in two years, Krasivaya. You might have wanted to, but I doubt you would have.” 
 
    She thought about that before answering him. There were only two people in this world important enough to her to make her get on a plane and risk a panic attack—Jackson and Dimitri. 
 
    “You’re wrong, Dimitri. If you really needed me, I would have forced myself out of my safe haven and come to help you. Do you know why?” 
 
    “Why?” He swiveled his head, and she stared down into those beautiful blue eyes.  
 
    “Because no matter where you are or what you’re doing, if I called you and said I needed you, you’d be on the next flight out. It’s what best friends do.” She kissed his forehead. “You’re as much my family as Jackson is, and I would have come running.” 
 
    He twisted in his chair and pulled her onto his lap, hugging her so tightly, she couldn’t breathe. “I love you, Becca.” 
 
    “I love you too.” She pinched him so he’d loosen his hold.  
 
    “Ouch.”  
 
    She shrugged and winked at him. “I couldn’t breathe.” 
 
    “So, you didn’t consider my needing you to come to this thing something vital, eh?” 
 
    “No.” She snuggled into him, loving having him wrapped around her. These memories would last her a lifetime. “I thought you were just being pissy. If you had told me about your legs, I would have tried my best.” 
 
    “But you might not have made it out that door?” 
 
    “Probably not.” Dimitri shifted her on his lap and reached over to pour out more champagne. “It’s not the same thing as swallowing a bottle of pills. I’d have gotten on a plane and dealt with the panic attacks until I reached your house for that. Don’t ever not call, Dimitri. If I lost you, it would be like losing a part of myself. Don’t you dare put me through that.” 
 
    “You’d have to get in line behind Mama and Babushka.” 
 
    “Your grandmother is quite the character.” Becca smiled thinking about the little woman who terrified all her grandsons. She’d met her back when she’d visited Virginia during Dimitri’s senior year in high school. She and his uncle came to pick him up from school, not knowing he was in detention. Laughter spilled out when she remembered the look of horror on Dimitri’s face when he’d seen her and had to explain why he was in detention. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” He handed her a glass and settled back, seemingly content to let her sit in his lap. She didn’t want to move either. 
 
    “I was thinking of the time your grandmother showed up at school.” 
 
    A lazy grin appeared. “I remember that. She demanded to know what I’d done and went on a rant in Russian, scaring Mrs. Bland. I love that old woman.” 
 
    Becca took a drink of the champagne and coughed as the bubbles assaulted her.  
 
    “Easy, Krasivaya. You sip it, not drink it like you would wine.” 
 
    How the hell was she supposed to know that? She’d never had champagne before. Her cheeks warmed with embarrassment. Just another difference between the two of them. He was so much more sophisticated than she was.  
 
    “Your face flames the softest shade of pink when you get embarrassed.” 
 
    “Didn’t your babushka teach you not to call attention to a lady’s embarrassment? It’s bad manners.” 
 
    “Probably.” His thumb started to rub slow circles into her upper arm as he sipped his own champagne. “I was never overly good at remembering them, though.” 
 
    Her lungs froze. His touch, while absentminded, was enough to send chills up her spine. He had no idea what he did to her. 
 
    “Sometimes I do remember them, but I don’t care. I don’t want to be proper. It’s not as fun as misbehaving.” His head dipped until his lips were right by her ear. “Don’t you think so, Krasivaya?” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Her own voice turned whisper-soft. This was so not good. She needed to get up. To put distance between them. 
 
    “That’s not our game, sweetheart.” His nose skimmed along her ear, down her jaw. “Ya tebya khochu.” 
 
    “It was never a fair game,” she squeaked out when his lips replaced his nose and traveled back up to her ear. 
 
    “Who ever said I play fair, Krasivaya?” His teeth sank into her sensitive lobe, and it sent a ripple of desire through her.  
 
    “What are you doing, Dimitri?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” He pulled back, his blue eyes muddled with questions. “Probably something I shouldn’t.” 
 
    He didn’t give her time to respond and crushed his lips to hers. She went completely still in his arms, shocked. He switched tactics when she didn’t move. He rubbed slow, soothing circles along her back with one hand and cupped her cheek with the other, softening the kiss. Becca’s own desire, coupled with how much she loved the man who she’d never thought even sent a lustful thought her way, melted her resolve, and she gave in to the burning heat blazing a path through every inch of her. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him closer, opening her mouth when he nudged her lips.  
 
    He invaded like a conquering army. He took everything she had to give, and then some. He leaned forward, pushing her back into the table, tilting her head so he could deepen the kiss. Becca spiraled out of control, lost in the warmth that was all Dimitri Kincaid. 
 
    She tasted like sweet champagne and minty toothpaste. He explored her mouth, tasting, teasing her tongue. Fire ripped through him, and he fought the urge to bend her over the table, gather her hands in the center of her back, and fuck her so hard she’d wake the entire hotel. Fought the urge to carry her to bed. Fought the urge to do exactly what he knew he shouldn’t. 
 
    But for all that fight, he couldn’t keep his lips from hers. It had been a lost cause the minute he’d seen her this morning.  
 
    It was Becca who pulled away first. She dropped her head onto his chest and he laid his cheek against the top of her head. “We can’t do this, Dimitri.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    She went to stand, and he tightened his arms around her, not wanting to let go of her. “Just stay with me for a little while longer.” 
 
    “Not a good idea, Dimitri.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but I don’t want you to go.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything, but she stopped trying to get up. He should send her inside and attempt to get his desire under control, but the thought of letting her go brought out something in him he’d never experienced before. It was an instinct, a need to pull her close and stake a claim. It terrified him, truthfully, but not enough to send her away. 
 
    They sat that way for a good hour, listening to the night and drinking champagne, before she interrupted their peaceful interlude. He knew it was coming, but he hated when she pulled away from him. 
 
    “We need to go inside, Dimitri. There’s a lot to do.” 
 
    The mountain of boxes. He’d forgotten all about them. She was right, of course. There was a lot to do, but he resented the damn boxes. They were interrupting this…whatever this was. 
 
    “I need to get cleaned up. Why don’t you call the front desk and see if there’s any place open that delivers this late? Then we’ll tackle that army of boxes waiting. Sound good?” 
 
    She nodded and stood. This time he let her go without any arguments and rose, his legs quivering. He caught the back of the chair to steady himself. He saw Becca tense out of the corner of his eye, ready to help if he needed it, but understanding he wouldn’t want her help otherwise. Charlene had spent the last few months treating him like an invalid. Most probably would. That was another reason he wanted Becca with him. She’d make him man up and do it, but she’d be the first person offering him help if he needed it. She understood that. She’d grown up with bikers. That was probably where she’d learned it. 
 
    Bikers. He resisted the urge to laugh. His dainty girl grew up with bikers. Who would have thunk it? 
 
    “Becca?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “Did those bikers teach you how to fight too?” 
 
    That pulled an impish grin from her. “Never piss me off, and you’ll never have to find out.” 
 
    “So, that’s a yes?” 
 
    “Let’s just say I can hold my own.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “Jackson made sure of it.” 
 
    “Come on, Jackie Chan, let’s get inside. Find us some food while I take a shower.” 
 
    She cracked a crooked smile his way and went to find the phone while he headed for the bathroom.  
 
    To take a cold, cold shower. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Becca’s nerves were about to get the best of her. What the hell just happened out there? She took a deep, shuddering breath and tried to steady herself. Falling apart wasn’t going to do anything to help her calm down. He kissed her, sure, but he was Dimitri, and Becca forcefully remembered all the women he’d gone through over the years. A kiss meant nothing to him. He was just full of alcohol. That was all it was. An alcoholic induced moment of insanity on both their parts. Best to leave it at that. 
 
    Instead of focusing on her very swollen lips, she set about opening boxes. The first two contained all the paper swag, and she set that aside. The next three were books. After opening the fourth, she turned her nervousness into full-on anger at CreateSpace. She’d specifically called them and asked each title be shipped in its own box, not thrown all together. And what did they go and do after assuring her otherwise? They threw them all together. 
 
    Dimitri had written twenty-three books in a little under four years. Granted, not all of them were popular, but he had three series that were, and now to have to sort them all out? He would have called her and pitched a fit if she hadn’t come. Hell, there was no way he could get this done by himself. The man had no sense of organization. She was surprised he managed to turn books out so quickly. Well, that wasn’t exactly true. When it came to writing, he was extremely well organized. The man had spreadsheets detailing everything in each series and book. Everything else? Toss it and hope it wasn’t important because there would be no finding it later. 
 
    So, instead of starting to organize the pre-orders, she began to sort books and stack them on the floor, muttering death threats at the shipping staff over at CreateSpace. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    Becca jumped and flailed backward, trying not to topple the books she’d so painfully organized, when Dimitri’s voice startled her. Strong hands caught her and yanked her up before she could fall. Her cheek came into contact with damp, warm skin. Holy hell. He didn’t have a shirt on. She bit her tongue to keep from tasting him. 
 
    “You okay?”  
 
    She nodded, not trusting her voice. She pushed away from him, keeping her eyes on the floor as she moved back to the boxes. If she refused to look, that was one image that wouldn’t haunt her dreams for a lifetime. 
 
    He walked up behind her, looking over her shoulder at the mess on the floor. “Why did you order so many books?” 
 
    One, two, three…she counted silently. Take a deep breath, and keep your cool. Don’t let him know how he affects you. “I told you earlier how many pre-orders you had. I took a stab at guessing how many you might need. What you don’t sell, you can pack up and use at the next event. Less for me to have to order.” 
 
    “When is the next event?” He leaned farther over her, his very naked chest resting against her back. 
 
    Dear God in Heaven, give me strength. “Two weeks. Austin, Texas.” The words were clipped, angrier than she meant them to be, but hell’s bells, did he have to be so close? She couldn’t move. He’d trapped her between the desk and himself. 
 
    “You sure you’re okay, Becca?” 
 
    “I said I was fine. Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    “Because you’re trembling, and you’re breathing so hard, you might have just jogged up five flights of stairs?” 
 
    She closed her eyes. Damn him.  
 
    “Don’t, Dimitri. I am not one of your flavors of the week.” 
 
    “I know that, Rebecca.” He turned serious. “Trust me, I know.” 
 
    “Then why are you doing this?” The confusion bled out in her words. “Just stop it, please.” 
 
    He moved away, and she caught the sight of his pained expression out of the corner of her eye. “I’m sorry. Sometimes I can’t help myself.” 
 
    “Learn some control. You’re a grown man, not a three-year-old throwing a fit in Target because your mom wouldn’t let you have the toy you wanted. I’m not a toy.” 
 
    “That’s about what I feel like right now.” He let out a low chuckle. “I want what I can’t have.” 
 
    She turned to face him, her own ire slowly rising. “Deal with it, D. We have a lot of damn work to do because of the idiots who packed this mess. I don’t have time for your nonsense.” She picked up the paper swag and a silver Sharpie, and thrust them at him. “Here. Start signing these.” 
 
    “All of them?” He looked from the boxes to her, appalled. 
 
    “Yes, all of them.” She took her handy box opener she’d brought along and started to open another box. “I have to sort all these books before I can even start trying to get the pre-orders together.” 
 
    “Was there any place open this late with food?” He took out the first stack of postcards and started signing. Shit, this was going to take all damn night. He needed to do something less mundane to get his mind off the woman whose ass was prominently on display. She’d put on another one of those long t-shirt things, and every time she bent, he caught a glimpse of baby blue lace. 
 
    “I convinced the guy at Pat’s Pizza to take the order. Had to order four to get him to do it, though. They don’t deliver small orders at this time of night.” 
 
    “That’s fine. What we don’t eat, we’ll put in the fridge for later.” He’d probably scarf two by himself. Blue lace flashed in his field of vision, and he groaned. “Becca?” 
 
    “What?” She was pulling books out of the box she was currently working on. 
 
    “Put on some damn pajama bottoms.” 
 
    She went still then looked at him over her shoulder, her eyes suddenly twinkling. “Only if you put on a damn shirt.” 
 
    Well, now. Maybe he did affect her as much as she did him. He laughed and shook his head, getting up to grab a shirt out of his suitcase. He pulled on a plain white shirt and saw Rebecca jumping into some kind of knee-length pajama bottoms. At least they covered her damn ass. 
 
    “Better?” she asked once he’d settled himself back on the bed. 
 
    He nodded and picked up the Sharpie. “Where did we get a silver Sharpie? Do you just carry them around in your purse or something?” 
 
    “Nope.” She sat on the floor this time, facing him. Thank God. If he had to be subjected to her ass one more time, he’d have done something stupid. “I ordered a bunch of Sharpies and had them shipped here. You don’t think I’d send you into the gladiator’s arena without the proper weapons, do you?” 
 
    “It can’t be that bad.” 
 
    She snorted. “Oh, but it can. You didn’t do your research like I told you to. These things are huge affairs, readers fighting to get to their favorite authors by the droves. Lines out the whazoo for some authors. I’m expecting a line for you. I even coordinated with Sheila to make sure your lines wouldn’t hamper the other authors there. Nothing like pissing off someone because your lines blocked their tables.” 
 
    Fair enough. He’d be pissed if that happened to him. She stuttered her words a bit when she described the crowds, and it bothered him. He could see how terrified she was. It was written in every muscle. She tensed up like she was preparing for war. Maybe the gladiator reference made sense to her. She was preparing for war—a war with herself and her anxiety. He did want her to try. Her doctor told her she should try things, but if it was too much, he’d pack up, everyone else be damned.  
 
    A knock pounded on the door, and she jumped up to get it. He let her, since she seemed so intent on getting away from him. She couldn’t run for long, though, and that pleased him. He loved a good chase, loved catching his prey, holding them down, and showing them how much they pleased him. 
 
    He wanted her. More than he had anyone else. He admitted it to himself. Now he just had to come to terms with what it meant if he did chase her, if he caught her. Becca knew him well enough to know he’d never settle down with one woman because he did get bored so easily. He’d love to promise her otherwise, but he knew himself as well as she did. He’d get bored and hurt her. 
 
    Was he willing to risk that? Every part of him that loved her said no, but the predator in him said hell, yes. He wanted her, friendship be damned. 
 
    She came back carrying four pizza boxes, a two liter of Coke, and some plates and cups. “I ordered you your nasty banana peppers and anchovies, so don’t touch mine.” 
 
    “Mushrooms, bacon, and spicy Italian sausage.”  
 
    She flashed him a smile. “You remember that?” 
 
    “You remember how I like my pizza.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’ve been on the phone with you enough while you’re eating it that it’s burned into my memory. I think I might have ordered pizza once while talking to you.” 
 
    “I have an excellent memory.” Actually, he didn’t. That was why he kept such detailed spreadsheets about his books. He knew if he didn’t, he’d screw storylines up. He barely remembered his own family’s birthdays, but with Rebecca, he always remembered things. From her favorite flower, which he sent her every year on her birthday, to how she ordered her pizza. 
 
    He frowned, contemplating that. It was odd. Why did he remember the smallest facts about her, things she may have only said in passing, like how she loved the old movie If A Man Answers? They’d been talking about movies, and she’d told him it was one of her favorites. He’d found it and sent it to her for Christmas a few years ago. 
 
    Babushka would tell him why. He could hear her voice cackling in his head, but he refused to admit it. The old woman would be enjoying this whole mess. 
 
    The pizza box landing on his lap startled him out of his strange thoughts. He took the plate and the full cup of pop she gave him. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” She sat back down in her position in the middle of the stack of books. She opened her own box and snatched a piece out, not bothering with a plate. “Mmm, so good.” 
 
    “Hungry?” 
 
    “Starved.” She stuffed more pizza in her mouth, and he laughed as he started in on his own box. Starved wasn’t even the word. The last time either of them had eaten had been around four o’clock or so. He’d passed out soon after that and slept straight. It was good pizza, but he’d still take Papa John’s over it. 
 
    “Do we have to do all of this tonight?” He eyeballed the mess surrounding her. She’d driven for hours and had to be dead tired.  
 
    “Most of it.” She put the pizza box aside and pulled over the next box she had stacked up beside her. “You have to go over to the event location tomorrow night and get your table set up.” 
 
    “We have to go.” 
 
    Her head snapped up, her eyes wide, like those of a deer who’s just realized the headlights are coming for her and there’s no time to move to safety. “No, I mean you. You don’t need me to help you set up.” 
 
    “Becca.” He kept his tone patient. “Do you think I have any idea of how to do that? Do I just pile the books up on one end? Where does all this stuff go? I have no clue what I’m doing. You’re coming.” 
 
    “And I know any more about it than you do?” Her eyes dared him to say yes. 
 
    “Yeah, you do. You pay attention to all that shit. Tell me you don’t.” 
 
    “I hate you.” 
 
    “You’ll love me again in five minutes.” 
 
    They worked in silence after that, but it wasn’t forced or awkward. Another first for him. Usually, women felt the need to fill up the silence with useless chatter. This was so comfortable, it started to make him uneasy. He’d check tomorrow to see if they had a room open up.  
 
    He tossed down the last of the vile paper a few hours later and noticed Becca had fallen asleep, slumped against the chest of drawers. Her mess looked more organized, with the empty boxes now lined up and bags laid out, Post-it notes on the top one, and he assumed each bag would have one. She’d done a hell of a lot of work, more than he had. All he’d done was sign some paper. 
 
    Cracking his knuckles to help relax his fingers, he stood, pulled the blankets down, and picked her up, careful not to jostle her too much. She never so much as roused or even murmured. The girl was dead to the world. He smiled when he pulled the blanket up and she flopped onto her side, her blonde hair spread out behind her. God, but she was magnificent. 
 
    His watch confirmed his suspicion. It was a little after five. The sun would be coming up soon. He put the ‘do not disturb’ sign out then did his business in the bathroom. The small couch was the only other place to sleep. His legs would murder him if he even tried. 
 
    Grinning like the devil himself, Dimitri made up his mind. He might yet decide to resist the temptation that was Rebecca Rhodes, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t enjoy the ride until it came to a stop. Pulling the blackout shades closed, he turned off the lights and got into bed.  
 
    She’d kill him when she woke up, but it would be worth it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Becca cracked open her blurry eyes, burning up. Had she forgotten to turn the heat down last night? For a cheap apartment, her heating and cooling was better than decent. She preferred the cold to burning up, and it helped to keep her bills down in the winter. She’d better turn it down before the place got so warm she’d be dying later. Even though it was still early May, they’d been having some really warm days in Chicago. 
 
    When she tried to move, she became aware of the heat source currently surrounding her. It wasn’t her thermostat. No, it was one Dimitri Kincaid wrapped all around her, his leg thrown over hers and one arm around her stomach, his hand curled right beneath her breasts. What the hell? 
 
    “Dimitri!” 
 
    He didn’t move. Damn him. She wiggled and tried to throw his arm off, but he only tightened his hold. “Dimitri, wake the hell up!”  
 
    He muttered something, and instead of moving, his lips found her throat. Warm kisses trailed up until they met her jawline. Becca shivered as the same desire from yesterday rolled back up and parked, her subconscious flipping her off and saying, “Screw you, Becca, we’re content right where we are.” 
 
    Dimitri’s hand uncurled and those long fingers of his flattened against her stomach, inching upward. Asshole. “Dimitri, please…” 
 
    “Shh, Krasivaya.” His questing fingers found her breast, and she let out a low moan when he pinched her braless nipple. She twisted, trying to get away, but his other arm, which her head had been resting on, anchored her in place, his leg immovable. “Stop moving.” 
 
    The sleepiness in his voice confused her. Was he dreaming? Or did he assume it was one of his other women in his bed? But he’d called her Krasivaya. He had to know it was her. Or he called them all that. It was a new word to her. She didn’t know what it meant. When his fingers left her nipple, she let out of sigh of relief. Only it kept traveling downward. Oh, hell no. She caught his hand in both of hers.  
 
    “Wake the fuck up, Dimitri.” She all but screamed it at him, and she felt him go completely still, his fingers already at the top of her underwear. 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    “Fuck is right,” she snarled at him. “Let me up.” 
 
    He didn’t release her right away, and it only pissed her off further. She dug her fingernails into his arm, and he groaned. 
 
    “Don’t do that.” His muscles tensed up under her hands. “That’ll get you good and fucked this morning, Rebecca, so unless you want to end up with my cock inside you, be still.” 
 
    “I want to get up. Now.” 
 
    Dimitri ignored her, enjoying the way she felt in his arms. God, this felt way too good. She fit him perfectly. He’d gone to sleep, determined to be platonic, but somehow during the night, he must have pulled her close. Or she’d rolled into him. When she’d dug her fingernails into him, it made his dick jump to attention. He loved that sharp bite of pain. It got him sexually aroused faster than almost anything else. 
 
    Kade had been shocked when he discovered Dimitri’s bedroom activities. It seemed his little brother had taken after him more than he’d thought. He loved to be the dominant one in the bedroom. He refused to hurt a woman, but he enjoyed a little pain himself. If his partner did too, all the better, but even then, he’d never cause them harm, not even real pain. That did absolutely nothing for him. If someone asked him to physically hurt them, he ended it then and there. Not a game he would play. It sickened him, but tying his partner up, making sure she was dependent upon him for all her pleasure? It was his high.  
 
    Having Becca trapped, unable to move, her fingernails digging into him? It flipped a switch in him he didn’t know he had. One that urged him to roll over and take her, but he fought it. He wouldn’t. At least not yet. That switch? It just said ‘fuck friendship.’ He wanted her and he’d have her. He just had to go about it in a way that would convince her to say yes. 
 
    She wiggled, and he hissed when her ass rubbed against his very hard, very sore dick. “Be still.” 
 
    “Let me up.” 
 
    “I don’t want to.” 
 
    “I do.”  
 
    The anger in her voice teased at the edges of his lust-infused mind, but still he ignored her and let his lips enjoy the soft lobe of her ear. “No, you don’t. You just think you do.” 
 
    “I swear to God, Dimitri, if you don’t let me up right this minute, I will kick you in the balls so hard you won’t screw anyone for a good month.” 
 
    The desperation in her voice confirmed his suspicions. She wanted him, but refused to admit it. “Let’s make a deal.” 
 
    “What kind of deal?” Wariness flared in her words. 
 
    “A simple thing, really.” 
 
    “Nothing’s ever simple with you.” She stopped struggling, and he sent a prayer upward in gratitude. 
 
    “If you want up, you have to kiss me.” 
 
    “Asshole, let me up. I’m not kissing you.” 
 
    “It’s just a kiss, Rebecca.” 
 
    “But?”  
 
    He cackled. Yes, cackled. This seduction of one Rebecca Joyce Rhodes was going to be fun. 
 
    “But nothing. If you want up, then kiss me.” 
 
    “This isn’t a good idea, Dimitri.”  
 
    Yup, there was that desperate tone again. He rubbed his leg up and down hers, causing her even further sexual tension. It was a low blow, and he knew it, but he did it anyway. 
 
    “We already talked about this last night. We decided…” 
 
    “No, we didn’t decide. I just agreed it was a bad idea.” 
 
    “And now you think it’s a good idea?” 
 
    “No.” He nuzzled her neck. “It’s a fucking stupid idea, but it doesn’t change the fact I’ve wanted to fuck you since I saw you yesterday morning, all sleepy with that freshly fucked look. Had you just gotten done pleasuring yourself, sweetheart? Is that what had you so flushed, your hair everywhere?” 
 
    Holy hell. Becca had no answer to that. Her face was heating up to epic proportions. She could feel the flames licking at her. 
 
    “That’s it, wasn’t it?” he purred. “Just think, Krasivaya, what it would feel like if my fingers filled you instead of some sterile piece of plastic? Close your eyes and think of my cock filling up that pretty little pussy of yours.” 
 
    She took a deep, steadying breath. This was not happening. She had to be dreaming. She was trapped in a wet dream. That was it. This was all a dream.  
 
    His fingers slipped beneath the waistline of her panties, and she pulled at his arm, panic riding up her spine. “Fine, you can kiss me, just stop…this!” 
 
    The laugh that rolled through him shook her. “I don’t think you’ll want me to stop soon enough, Krasivaya.” He flipped her faster than she could blink and settled on top of her, his body covering hers. 
 
    “You said just a kiss.” His eyes were full of the devil, and she knew it wasn’t going to be just a kiss. He was going to make her remember this. 
 
    He nodded and dropped a tiny kiss on her nose. “Relax, sweetheart, it is just a kiss.” 
 
    Dimitri propped his weight on his elbows, and the lust in his eyes made her look away, but he was having none of that. “Eyes up, Becca. Look at me. I want those eyes.” 
 
    This was a side of him she’d never seen before, this demanding, dominant side. It caused her to tense up, but in places that shouldn’t be tensing. It turned her on, and that was something she’d never admit to him. Best to let him kiss her then beat the shit out of him. She’d sleep in the car tonight if she couldn’t find another room. 
 
    When she finally managed to meet his gaze, she wanted to hide from what she saw. They burned with a desire that lit the cooling embers of her own. 
 
    “Good girl.” He dipped his head and trailed feather light kisses over her face, teasing her even as she forced herself to stay still, to show no reaction to something she’d dreamed of for years. The reality was so much better than the fantasy. The heaviness of him, his smell invading everything…oh, yeah, definitely better than the fantasy. 
 
    His lips finally met hers, but they weren’t hard and demanding like they’d been last night. They were gentle, even hesitant as they learned the feel of hers. Dimitri took his time, his tongue darting out to trace her lips before sucking her bottom one into his mouth. It was odd, she’d never had someone do that before, but odd good. She liked the sensation. 
 
    This time when his tongue slipped into her mouth, she was ready for it. And still, it did her no good. Tingles broke out along her skin, the slow burn that started earlier erupted, and she gasped, her hands automatically going around his neck.  
 
    He pulled away, gathered her hands in one of his, and jerked them over her head. “Sweetheart, if you touch me right now, more than a kiss is going to be happening.” 
 
    His lips captured hers again and he began an assault in earnest. Before, he’d been teasing, playing with her, but now he meant it. He deepened the kiss, his lips mastering hers with ease, and she let him. She’d wanted to resist, but there was no resisting Dimitri Kincaid. Why she thought she could was beyond her. He had her good and truly trapped, all avenues of escape gone. 
 
    So, she did the one thing she promised not to—she gave in and kissed him back. His groan matched her own when her tongue started to duel with his. She tried to pull her hands free, needing to touch him, but his hold tightened. Two could play that game. Her leg was wedged between his, and she rubbed it up against his cock. She felt him go completely still, before finally pulling his lips from hers. 
 
    “Do you want me to fuck you?” 
 
    Yes. “No.” 
 
    “Then don’t do things that will make me do exactly that.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t.” This much she was certain of. A kiss was one thing, but Dimitri would never force himself on her, no matter how aroused he might be. It wasn’t his way. 
 
    He dropped his head in the crook of her neck, breathing hard. “This was a bad idea.” 
 
    “I told you that already, asshole.” 
 
    He pushed himself up off the bed. He didn’t say a word as he walked into the bathroom and shut the door. 
 
    Asshole. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dimitri found her organizing books into bags when he came out of the bathroom, one long cold shower later, finally calm enough to face her. He wouldn’t apologize for kissing her. She’d enjoyed it every bit as much as he, though he was pretty sure she’d never admit it. 
 
    He’d had a come to Jesus moment this morning when he’d had her in his arms. He wanted her. The feeling wasn’t going to go away. The longer he spent with her, the worse it was going to get. He’d wanted a few women in his life in a bad, bad way, but never like this, never this intensely. She’d felt perfect in his arms, and it wasn’t something he wanted to lose. He wanted to explore it. 
 
    He also knew it might lead to the same place all his women did, and it nearly killed him thinking about how badly he would hurt her. It was the only reason he decided to slow this down. He wasn’t going to ignore this thing between them. He wanted to see where it where it might go. He’d do his damnedest not to hurt her, but she’d flipped that dominant, possessive gene in him this morning. He knew better than to try to go back from that. It would make things worse.  
 
    Becca was not going to come willingly. She’d need to be coaxed into agreeing to seeing where this thing between them might go. He just hoped he wasn’t about to do something that would cause the biggest regret of his life, but it didn’t feel like that right now. It felt right. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” 
 
    She didn’t even look at him when she spoke. “Yes.” 
 
    He pursed his lips. He could read the anger in the hostile outline of her body. Tough shit, sweetheart. He wasn’t apologizing. 
 
    His phone rang, and he grudgingly turned away and found it on the desk. Sara Jane Riley’s image popped up, and a real smile broke out on his face. She was a fellow author and a friend. She’d taken him under her wing when he’d first started writing and had shown him quite a few things and introduced him to all the right bloggers.  
 
    “Hey, doll. What’s up?” He saw Becca’s head snap up at his tone and her eyes narrow. She could pretend all day she felt nothing, but the anger in those baby browns of hers? It spoke volumes. 
 
    “I see you made it! Where are you? We’re all down at the Japanese place.” 
 
    “How do you know I made it down?”  
 
    “Your post in the Facebook group, duh!” He could imagine her rolling her eyes.  
 
    “Ah, that would be Becca posting on my behalf.” 
 
    “The infamous Becca.” 
 
    He laughed. “I’m not sure I can make it, honestly. We have a lot of work yet to do…” 
 
    “We?” Sara Jane interrupted him. “Who’s with you?” 
 
    “Becca came down with me.” 
 
    “Oh, we finally get to meet your PA? She’s always the sweetest person when I chat with her.” 
 
    If only she could see his little spitfire shooting daggers at him right now. 
 
    “Yeah, she’s coming over tonight to help me set up. I have no clue how to set up a table.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’re both hungry. Why don’t the two of you come down and meet everyone?” 
 
    “Who all is there?” He shot a sideways glance at Rebecca, who was stuffing bags with swag. He would not force her into a large group.  
 
    “Just us authors.” Sara mumbled something he couldn’t hear. 
 
    “How many people are there, Sara?” 
 
    “About twenty or so. Why?” 
 
    Too many for her right now. People would ask questions, and she’d be forced to interact. He’d put her through enough for one day. 
 
    “You know, I think we’ll catch up with everyone later tonight. There’s too much work to do right now.” 
 
    Sara was silent for minute. “You sure?” 
 
    “Yeah. We’ll see you guys later.” 
 
    “Okay, if you’re sure. Talk soon, baby doll.” 
 
    He laughed outright at her nickname for him. He always called her doll and she called him baby. Nothing romantic there; she was married. She said he was like a baby learning to walk in the author world. They’d said those words at the same time and it clicked for her. She forever called him baby doll after that. Not something her husband liked at all. It didn’t sit well with Dimitri when he’d heard the man swearing at her. He may not talk to Sara often, but she was a friend, and he worried about her. 
 
    “Bye, hon.” He ended the call and grabbed his wallet. They did need to eat. “Ready to go find some food?” 
 
    “Who was that?”  
 
    Dimitri suppressed a grin. She was trying to hard not to sound jealous, but he heard it. “Sara Jane. She saw you posted we arrived and invited us to come eat with everyone.” 
 
    Her expression softened. “Why don’t you go? I’ll find someplace that does delivery and finish this up.” 
 
    “No, babe. There is way too much stuff to do by yourself. I asked you to help me, not do everything for me.” 
 
    “The whole point of you coming to these things was to get to know the other authors, D. How are you going to do that if you don’t do some group things?” 
 
    “You’re here because of me. I’m not abandoning you in the hotel room to go hang out with everyone. If you came, I have a feeling you’d not eat a thing, you’d be so uncomfortable. So, we’re going to go find some low-key place where we can eat quietly. I heard Charleston has some really great seafood places.” 
 
    Becca’s ire started to flee in the wake of his obvious concern. This was why she couldn’t stay mad at him. He might be a jerk who loved to get her riled, but when push came to shove, he put her feelings first. She was still pissed at him over this morning, but she wasn’t so mad she wanted to castrate him anymore. 
 
    She started to tell him she wanted some alone time, but he stopped her before she uttered the first word. “This can wait. We’re both hungry, and we need to talk. Do you want to shower before we go?” 
 
    She really should, but she knew she’d be dirty later because of all the boxes and sitting on the floor. Two showers in one day was not only bad for the skin, it would wreak havoc on her very unruly hair. Since he wasn’t going to go and leave her alone, she stood. There was no arguing with his mule-headed tendencies once he decided on something. It was either give in and eat, or stand here arguing with him for next hour…and she’d still lose.  
 
    “Fine. Let me change and brush my teeth, then we’ll go.” 
 
    She left him plundering through some of the bags. They contained all the books and swag, but he still had to sign the books. She’d only gotten through about twenty books and had a lot to go. It was going to be a long afternoon. They’d both slept until noon, so she was fairly certain they weren’t going to get the pre-orders done before heading over to the event venue. When she got back, she’d finish putting them together and box everything back up. 
 
    Once she was done brushing her teeth, she pulled on jean capris and her favorite red Coca-Cola t-shirt. Her hair got a quick brush and its usual ponytail. She kept trying to busy her mind with mundane things and her list of what needed to get done so she wouldn’t think about earlier.  
 
    About that kiss. 
 
    The kiss she’d wholeheartedly returned. 
 
    Her cheeks flamed and she splashed her face with water, trying to lessen the burn. Dimitri was not going to let her hide from the fact she’d kissed him back, and then some. 
 
    It was one of the reasons she’d suggested he go out and meet up with the other authors. She needed time to herself, to think and find a way to ignore him. How had he gone from agreeing intimacy between them was a bad idea to openly trying to seduce her? Just a kiss, my ass. He’d meant to make her all hot and bothered thinking about that kiss all day. Definitely getting her own room today. That couldn’t happen again.  
 
    She only had to get through today and tomorrow. Then they could go home, and there wasn’t another event for two weeks. She could escape back to the safe haven of her apartment and away from the temptation of Dimitri. She’d forgotten how much he affected her. How the hell had she been better at hiding it in high school? 
 
    Because he’d gotten even sexier with age, that was how.  
 
    He banged on the door. “Time’s wasting, sweetheart.” 
 
    She shot the door the evilest glare she could summon. “I’ll be out in a minute.” 
 
    “I think my belly actually hit my backbone, Becca. I’m blaming you if I start wasting away!” 
 
    “I told you to go eat with your friends!” 
 
    “But they’re not my friends, babe. You’re my friend and the only person I want to eat with. Now, move your ass!” 
 
    Becca burst out laughing. She couldn’t help it. The man was beyond silly. Drying her face, she gave herself a once over. Definitely not his type. Hopefully, he’d forget this morning and they could enjoy an afternoon like normal friends.  
 
    He was frowning at his phone when she strolled out. He squinted, which meant he was trying to figure something out. “What are you frowning about?” 
 
    “Charlene.” 
 
    “The crazy ex? I blocked her number.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you didn’t block her on my Facebook page. It’s like she threw up all over it.” 
 
    “Your personal page or your author page?” The woman was seriously starting to piss her off. She didn’t know when to quit. 
 
    “All of them.” He looked up, clearly frustrated. “She’s on there telling everyone we’re together and she can’t wait to see me. What the fuck?” 
 
    “Let me have your phone.” He handed it over, and she went through and blocked her on all his pages, leaving a note that no one was to pay attention to the crazy stalker lady. Sure to get people talking, but on the plus side, it would help him sell books this weekend. Everyone loved to gossip, especially in the Indie world, authors and readers alike. 
 
    “There, she’s all blocked. I’ll look over the rest of your social media in the car and make sure she’s blocked there too.” 
 
    “I should really learn how to do that shit myself, shouldn’t I?” 
 
    “I would say yes, but I know you’ll never do it.” She slapped his arm playfully. “Besides, then what would you need me for?” 
 
    He grabbed her, draping an arm around her waist. “Bite your tongue, babe. You’re the one person I’ll always need. Now, ready to go eat?” 
 
    She shook her head, collected her purse, and let him lead her out of the room, relishing how it felt when he was wrapped around her. Her panic at going outside almost disappeared when he held her. He was her safety blanket, so to speak. Besides, she wasn’t so worried about having to chat with anyone if Dimitri had her full attention. 
 
    Dimitri hummed to himself as they rode the elevator down. She hadn’t mentioned their morning foray, and neither did he. They’d get into that later. Right now, he just wanted food and good company. He had a bottomless pit of a stomach, and the only person he’d met who could come close to keeping up with him was Kade’s wife, Angel. That girl could pack away some food and not gain a single pound. Dimitri was completely jealous. His food habits put him in the gym for a good hour each day. 
 
    The elevator stopped on the third floor, and two women entered. One had blue hair and the other was a little tamer, her blonde hair only highlighted with pink streaks. 
 
    “Ladies,” he murmured and moved back, hauling Becca with him. She’d tensed up the minute the two women entered the elevator with them. He pulled her closer and tucked her against him. 
 
    Blondie looked up and her eyes widened. He groaned to himself. She knew him. He’d bet money on it. 
 
    “You’re Dimitri Kincaid, aren’t you?”  
 
    Damn, he knew it. 
 
    He flashed her a smile. “Yes.” 
 
    “Oh, wow!” She almost jumped up and down, causing her friend to glance up from her phone. “I can’t believe it’s you! I came specifically to meet you at the book signing! I love your shifter series. Kyle and Emma are my favorites. Oh, my gosh!” 
 
    Dimitri wasn’t sure what to say. He’d never had to actually deal with readers outside of some book signing at Barnes & Noble, and the staff kept it pretty well contained. This was new. Someone freaking out over his books. 
 
    Becca pinched him. Hard. He glared down at her, but she was grinning. Dammit. There was no denying the girl was more excited about his books than him. Round one to Becca. 
 
    “I’m glad you liked the books…” Hell, he forgot to ask her name. 
 
    “I’m Abby, and this is my friend Shelly. She’s here to meet Jessica Darrow.” 
 
    He nodded toward Shelly, who was looking at him like most women did. Appreciative, calculating, and full of lust. She was pretty, but she did nothing for him. 
 
    The elevator dinged open, revealing the ground floor. They all spilled out, and Abby turned to him before they left. “It was so nice to meet you! I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you too.” He watched as they walked away, bemused. This was a novel experience. 
 
    “Don’t say a word,” he warned when he saw Becca about to gloat. “Not one word.” 
 
    She hugged him instead. He laughed and they walked over to the front desk to have the Jeep brought around. His laughter died when she asked if there were any rooms available. The desk clerk ignored his scowl and checked. Thank fuck, there were none. He understood her need to not end up all tangled up with him in bed again, but he took perverse satisfaction in the fact fate thwarted her. The old girl had always been on his side when it came to women. 
 
    The desk clerk recommended a local restaurant, the Tattooed Moose, over on Morrison Drive. The trip there was uneventful aside from Becca threatening to break his fingers over the radio. Dimitri would never have guessed she was a radio Nazi. It was cute, though. 
 
    As soon as she saw the place, Becca’s entire face lit up and excitement shone in her eyes. “Do you realize what this place is?” 
 
    “Uh, a seafood place?” 
 
    “No, it’s not a seafood place.” She bounced in her seat, and he couldn’t stop from smiling at her antics. “It’s the place from Diners, Drive-Ins, and Dives. The duck place!” 
 
    “Uh…I’m not a big duck person, Becca. I thought we were eating seafood?” Duck did not sit well on his stomach. Not at all. 
 
    “They have other things. Please, Dimitri, can we eat here? Please?” 
 
    Well, fuck. There she went with those puppy dog eyes. How could he say no? “Sure, sweetheart. We can eat here.” 
 
    She even forgot her anxiety. She was so intent upon looking at everything, she didn’t notice how crowded the place was. Granted, she had his hand in an iron grip, but she was chatting up a storm with the hostess as they were seated. 
 
    “Ohmygod…” The words left her mouth in a rush when she saw the menu. So many choices! She’d wanted to try this place since she’d seen it on TV, but never thought she’d actually get here. For that, she’d have to thank Dimitri and his high-handed tactics.  
 
    Dimitri, she noticed, was looking at the menu in consternation. He was worried about his stomach. For a man who could eat like there was no tomorrow, he had severe digestive issues. “You can try the Thanksgiving sandwich. It’s turkey and stuffing. That won’t hurt you.” 
 
    “What are you getting?” 
 
    She took her time and studied the menu, wanting it all, but settling on the duck fries and the duck club sandwich. Dimitri’s face screwed up so fiercely it set her to giggling. He was such a wuss with food. 
 
    The waitress came back with their drinks and took the order, Dimitri getting the turkey sandwich with some trepidation. She rolled her eyes. He ate like a horse at Thanksgiving. He could handle one tiny sandwich. 
 
    “It is not funny.” He shot her a disgruntled look. “If I end up sick and in the bathroom, you can explain to everyone why I’m not there.” 
 
    “That, I can do…dear fans and fellow authors. I must apologize for bowing out of the signing because I’m sitting on the toilet shitting my brains out.” 
 
    The first taste of his draft beer spewed out of his mouth. “You would not!” 
 
    “Try me. You hauled my ass down here, and you aren’t getting out of this signing.” 
 
    “You’re an evil woman, you know that?” 
 
    She tossed him a grin. “Only when I have to deal with your ass.” 
 
    He stuck his tongue out at her, and it set her off giggling again, something she’d never done in her life. Becca was not the kind of girl to giggle. It always seemed immature, but she found it was impossible to be the mature adult around this man. He was incorrigible. 
 
    “Viktor is going to be jealous.” He picked up the paper from her straw and started to ball it up. “He’s always looking for places he sees on that damn show. I am going to gleefully lord it over him that we were here first.” 
 
    “Food is a huge thing for you boys, isn’t it?” It was something she’d always found curious. All six of the Kincaid boys were fascinated by food. 
 
    He nodded, his fingers rolling the paper. “I guess it’s because our mom instilled a love of food in us. Food was something we associated with family, with get-togethers, with sadness. Every emotion you can have, every event you celebrate or mourn, there is always food. Dad was the one who taught us if we are going to eat like horses, then we need to make sure to stay in shape. He’s the reason we all push ourselves so much, physically. It’s what we know.” 
 
    Becca appreciated food for an entirely different purpose. It had been hard to come by in her household. Not because there wasn’t enough money, but because her mother typically spent it all on her habit. She and Jackson lived off mac and cheese for three whole months. Her dad usually ate at his clubhouse before he stumbled home too drunk to care there wasn’t any real food in the house.  
 
    She learned to value each meal, to savor every bite. She tended to cook exactly what she needed, no more, no less. There was always food in her house, but she ate like a person on a strict rationing diet. Only what she needed. Sure, she cooked things that tasted great, but she didn’t overindulge just to make sure she’d always have enough. 
 
    “What’s going on in that head of yours?” Dimitri’s voice interrupted her about the same time the wadded-up ball of paper hit her in the face. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    His grin was more wolfish than the devil. “You went somewhere in that pretty head. What were you thinking about?” 
 
    She told him about the food situation in her house growing up and how it affected her as an adult. The sadness that swept through his eyes made her look away. She probably shouldn’t have told him, but Dimitri knew her better than anyone. He deserved to know these things because he’d trusted her with everything over the years 
 
    “Don’t be sad, D. I have more than enough to eat now, and I appreciate food a lot more than some people do. It’s given me a unique perspective and drives me to try so many different things.” 
 
    “You know what we’re going to do?” His face brightened. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Every city we go to this summer, we are going to track down at least one restaurant from the show and eat there.” 
 
    “You’re going to eat there?” 
 
    “Well, I’ll watch you eat while I starve with my glass of water and tiny slice of bread, but it’ll be fun. Something else to showcase on the social media pages. Speaking of which…” He pulled out his phone and leaned into Becca. “Smile, sweetheart!” 
 
    She barely had time to plaster on a grin before he was snapping photos. This was why he hadn’t sat on the other side of the table. He was picture-happy. As soon as he was satisfied, he posted to Instagram, the one social media site he knew how to navigate better than Becca did. That was why she’d linked his Facebook account to it, so every time he uploaded photos, it would post there as well. 
 
    The waitress interrupted their nonsense with their food, which caused him to take even more photos and post them. “This looks good.” 
 
    She snatched up one of the famous duck fries and had a little food orgasm right there on the spot. Divine. 
 
    “You should see your face.” Dimitri snapped another photo. 
 
    “Post it and you die.” 
 
    He stabbed his fork at her. “It shall be my blackmail photo.” 
 
    “Please. You don’t think I have at least a dozen of those I can use myself? More memes like the one of you running off the stage to the toilet?” 
 
    His eyes widened and she snorted her laughter. “Promise me, Becca. No bathroom memes. I still haven’t lived the last ones down.” 
 
    “We’ll see. It all depends upon whether that photo you just took of me ever sees the light of day.” 
 
    Dimitri’s phone buzzed and he looked down, alarmed. When he answered the phone, Becca saw it was Sara Jane, only she wasn’t just calling, she was FaceTiming him. 
 
    “I thought you were too busy to come eat with us? And now you’re posting food photos? What the hell, Dimitri?”  
 
    She sounded hurt, and Becca felt bad. “You can blame me. He refused to abandon me in the hotel.” 
 
    Dimitri tilted the phone so Sara could see her. “Is that you, Becca?” 
 
    “In the flesh.”  
 
    “It’s so nice to talk to you!” Sara beamed. “I know we’ve talked in text and in messages, but it’s great to finally put a face to the name. You could have come with. I invited you as well.” 
 
    “I know, I’m sorry. I’m just not big on crowds, and Dimitri, being the awesome friend he is, wouldn’t let me sit by myself in a hotel room eating cold pizza while he was scarfing hot food somewhere.” 
 
    “We’re at the Hibachi place.” Sara Jane turned her head and spoke to someone before looking back at them. “I understand about the crowds too, honey. My daughter hates them. Are you guys coming over tonight to set up?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ve been informed she’ll kick my ass if I don’t.” 
 
    “I said no such thing!” 
 
    “She did.” He nodded and leaned forward. “She even threatened to kick me in the balls so hard, I’d be out of action for a whole month.” 
 
    “Asshole.” She bumped his shoulder. “You’re such a liar!” Well, she did threaten his balls, but not in the context he was joking about. 
 
    “I’m an author. I lie for a living.” 
 
    Sara Jane laughed at their antics. “You two are adorable.” 
 
    “See? I keep telling you I’m adorable, but why you refuse to see it, I don’t understand. Sara Jane gets it.” 
 
    “It comes from knowing you for so many years.” 
 
    “How long have you two known each other?” Sara looked over her shoulder and shrugged. 
 
    “What is it, eight, nine years or something?” He reached over and absently popped one of her fries into his mouth before she could stop him. Uh, oh. Duck really didn’t sit well with him. 
 
    “Ummm, D?” 
 
    “Yeah?” He reached for another fry. 
 
    “Do you want to spend the night on the toilet?” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “Then stop stealing my damn fries.” 
 
    He paused, fry midway to his mouth, and then he dropped it, horror flowing into his blue eyes. “Shit.” 
 
    Becca laughed so hard she had to turn away so she could double over. Shit was definitely the word to use, considering what duck fat did to him. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Sara demanded. 
 
    Dimitri stared at the plate of duck fries with utter disgust. Dammit. How many had he eaten before she stopped him? 
 
    “He said shit,” Becca gasped out, and Dimitri shot her a look so hostile, it had Sara raising her eyebrows at him. 
 
    “It’s not that funny.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, it is.” 
 
    His scowl turned slightly evil right before he attacked her rib cage, tickling her for all he was worth. 
 
    “Stop!” Becca gasped, but she was trapped between him and the wall. He kept up his assault until she cried uncle. 
 
    “That is what you get for being mean to your best friend.” He sat back, a smug grin dominating his face. 
 
    “That wasn’t fair!” She wiped the tears from her eyes. Dimitri was so dead later. 
 
    “I told you once already, Rebecca. I don’t play fair.” 
 
    Becca’s laughter died when she heard the seriousness in his voice. A quick peek confirmed his own laughter had fled. He was staring at her with an intensity that stole her breath. 
 
    “Ahem…” Sara cleared her throat. “I think that’s my cue to say goodbye.” 
 
    “We’ll see you later tonight, Sara Jane.” Dimitri disconnected the call and turned his full attention on her. Those blue eyes that had been dancing with laughter were now serious and ominous. “Let’s head back to the hotel. We do have a lot of work to do, but I also want to talk to you about last night and this morning.” 
 
    “I’d really rather not talk about it.”  
 
    “Tough shit, Becca. We’re talking.” He signaled the waiter for their check and carry-out boxes for the rest of their food. 
 
    Well, hell. Talking was the last thing she wanted to do, but it looked like Dimitri wasn’t going to let her hide from this any more than he was going to let her hide away in her apartment, content to stay there safe and sound from the world. 
 
    She had a feeling it was going to be a come to Jesus moment for them both, and one she wasn’t looking forward to. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    They rode back to the hotel in silence. The quiet only made Becca more and more nervous. Dimitri was never quiet. It was one of the reasons she loved talking to him. He didn’t know how to shut up. All she had to do was toss in something wherever it was appropriate. 
 
    This, though? He hadn’t looked at her once since they got in the Jeep. His eyes never left the road. What was running through that head of his? Lust. That much she knew. Even if she’d wanted to deny it, this morning proved otherwise. He’d said yesterday he wanted something he knew he couldn’t have, and he’d been referring to her. Another fact no one had to point out.  
 
    The problem was she wanted him too, but she also loved him. Dimitri loved her, but it was more like a sister or that best friend who’d be there forever. Becca was in love with him. If they took their relationship to a more intimate, physical one, it would break her knowing he’d never return her feelings. 
 
    It would ruin their friendship for that very reason. Dimitri might be able to do the whole friends with benefits, but she couldn’t. How was she going to tell him no? Her body screamed yes, but her heart and her mind? They were yelling at her in shouty caps, NO!  
 
    When they pulled up to the front of the hotel, she got out quickly, but Dimitri sat there. She looked through the windshield and noticed sweat beaded his forehead. She opened the door and leaned in. “You okay?” 
 
    He gave her a curt nod and got out. He took his time coming around, and she spotted his slight limp. His legs were bothering him. That was why he’d been so quiet, not because of some sexual tension between them. She berated herself as she met him and slipped an arm around him. Here she’d gone and wrapped herself up in her own worries, and her best friend was in pain. She should have offered to drive.  
 
    Dimitri leaned into her, and they made their way to the elevators. He didn’t say anything until they got back to their room, and then he collapsed on the small sofa, groaning. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me you were hurting? I would have driven.” Becca helped him stretch his legs out and ignored his baleful expression. 
 
    “Maybe because I hate feeling like a fucking invalid?” 
 
    “Well, acting like some macho idiot and pretending nothing’s wrong when it obviously is doesn’t help things either.” 
 
    “I hate this.” 
 
    The quiet venom in his tone startled her. She looked up and saw the anger, the desolation, the depression floating in his eyes. Her heart broke just a little for him. “The body heals at its own pace, D. You have to be patient.” 
 
    “Have you ever known me to be a patient man?” He quirked a half-smile at her, but it didn’t reach his eyes. 
 
    “Does it come on suddenly? You seemed okay earlier.” 
 
    “Not usually. I’ve missed my physical therapy for three days now. It gets worse when I don’t go.” 
 
    “Dimitri Kincaid! You know you can’t miss your PT!” 
 
    “I hadn’t planned on it, but since I had to come ferret out a best friend who refused to answer my calls, there was no helping it.” 
 
    “Low blow, Dimitri, low blow.” She paused trying to position his legs and looked up at him. “Is there anything you can do yourself that you usually do with your physical therapist?” 
 
    “He starts off by massaging the legs, says it helps to stimulate the nerves. Then we go through a series of exercises. If you help me, we might be able to do them.” 
 
    She frowned, thinking. “I don’t know. What if I do something wrong and hurt you?” 
 
    “Trust me, Becca, there isn’t anything you can do that could hurt worse than this damn burning.” 
 
    Becca wasn’t so sure about that, but she’d try if it helped ease his pain. “Which exercise do we do first?” 
 
    “The massage comes first, Becca.” 
 
    She searched his face for any ulterior motives. If he had any, he hid them behind a mask of pain. Fuck. She was going to have to help him because in a way, this was her fault. She’d made him miss his PT. Granted, he’d hidden all that from her, but still. She felt responsible. 
 
    Dimitri watched her struggle with her decision. Sure, he could do the exercises on his own, and he didn’t know if the massages helped or not, but he wanted to feel her hands on his bare flesh. Putting her in this position was wrong on so many levels, but asshole that he was, he ignored it. 
 
    “Okay, I can help you.” She sounded so unsure of herself, he almost stopped her, but the thought of her hands on him…it drove him to ignore everything he knew was right. 
 
    “Let me change into some shorts.” Getting up, he limped his way to his suitcase and pulled out a pair of khaki shorts and went into the bathroom to change. His legs burned with the effort it took to walk that far then back to the bed. He stretched out on his stomach and called Becca into the bedroom. 
 
    She walked in slowly, her eyes wide. Her breathing was a little ragged, and he couldn’t tell if it was a panic attack or simply her reaction to him. “You okay?” 
 
    “I…” She swallowed and finally nodded. 
 
    “If it’s too much, if it’s going to cause a panic attack…” He was an ass, but not that big of an asshole. 
 
    “No.” She came over to the bed. “My panic attacks only happen around crowds or when I think about having to go out into them.” 
 
    “You realize, we just went to a very crowded restaurant and you had no hint of one.” He turned his head so he could see her face. “You were even laughing and joking.” 
 
    “I know.” She sat down and pushed his legs over so she had room to work. “It’s pretty amazing.” 
 
    “I think it’s because you weren’t thinking about it.” Her warm hands trailed up the backs of his legs, and he let out a little hiss. 
 
    “Did I hurt you?” 
 
    “No, it’s okay. Just do a deep tissue massage.” 
 
    “You know, you never asked if I knew how to give a massage.” Her fingers sank a little deeper into the muscles and worked their way up towards his knees. 
 
    “You’re doing fine.” He cleared his throat, thanking God he had the good sense to lie on his stomach. If she could see the response she was arousing, she’d smack him and stomp off. “So, why do you think you’ve had no panic attacks since we’ve been on our trip?” 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t say that.” Those magic fingers crept higher up his thighs, and he let out a low, shuddering breath. “I had a mini attack last night when we got here.” 
 
    “That was an attack? I just thought you were nervous.” He’d have to pay more attention to her reactions so he could learn what stressed her. 
 
    “It was a mild one.” She gave him a wry smile. “Not even a two-point-oh on the Richter scale.”  
 
    “So, what do you think? Was your shrink right? Did facing the crowds help?” 
 
    Becca didn’t answer him right away. How to explain something she couldn’t really understand herself? She needed to talk to her doctor, in all honesty, to make sense out of it. She hadn’t been panicking left and right, and she had been surrounded by more people than she was comfortable with.  
 
    She’d been distracted each time she’d had to face the crowds, thanks to Dimitri. Perhaps the distraction was the key to getting through her panic. Another question to ask her psychiatrist. 
 
    “I honestly don’t know, D. It might have been that, or it could be they weren’t huge crowds and my subconscious realized it.” 
 
    “Maybe, but we’ll see later today…” He let out another hiss, and she stopped, her hands splayed out over his upper thighs. “I swear to God, Dimitri, if I’m hurting you and you’re not telling me…” 
 
    “I promise, you’re not.” He buried his head in the pillow, and she frowned. What the hell was wrong with him, then? 
 
    “Dimitri, if you don’t tell me what’s wrong, I’m stopping right now. I will not hurt you.” 
 
    “Fuck, Becca, you’re not hurting me. I’m doing my best not to grab you and show you exactly what those hands of yours are doing to me, okay?” 
 
    She jumped off the bed and stumbled, falling on her ass. She stared up at him, her own emotions so out of control, it wasn’t even funny.  
 
    He sat up, grimacing, and not from his legs. She saw exactly why he was in pain this time. Her eyes widened and refused to move from that particular piece of his anatomy. It looked very happy. 
 
    “Dimitri. You need to stop this. It’s going to ruin our friendship, and you know it.” 
 
    “I know that, but I can’t help what I’m feeling, here, Becca. I’ve been arguing with myself since you bent over in your fridge. I keep changing my mind. One minute, I’m all for keeping my hands off you because I love you and I value our friendship. The next minute, my dick takes over, and he doesn’t give two shits about any of that. He just wants what he wants, everything else be damned. I’m driving myself insane with all these whiplash emotions. I am starting to understand how much of an asshole I am. I want you, and I’m beginning to think like my dick. Friendship be damned.” 
 
    Wow. She hadn’t been expecting that confession. It tilted her reality a little, but not far enough that she would let herself become one of his women. 
 
    “Dimitri…” 
 
    He put up a hand to stop her from finishing her sentence. “No. You want me, Becca, I know you do.” 
 
    She let out a long, slow breath. Fucker. “Yes, Dimitri. I do want you, but that doesn’t mean I’ll act on it. I value me too much.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” He frowned, not understanding. 
 
    “I love you, Dimitri. You’re the one person who means something to me besides my brother, but I won’t let lust cloud any of that. The minute I say yes, the minute I give in to my own lust and do what I want to do, I become one of your flavors of the week. I will no longer be your best friend, but a booty call. Do you know how that would make me feel, D?” 
 
    “You would never be a flavor of the week to me, or a booty call. You are my best friend, the one woman I love with all my heart besides my own mother. Don’t you get that?” 
 
    “I do. I know that, but if you fuck me, then what am I, D?” 
 
    “You’re still my Becca, that’s who.” 
 
    She let out a bitter laugh. “No, I wouldn’t be. I’d be just another woman you fucked. I want more than that.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” He swung his legs over the bed, wincing. They were sore, the burn lessening, but still there. What was she talking about? More? 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, just know that you and me? We will never be fuck buddies. Understand?” 
 
    “No, I don’t understand. Explain to me what you meant when you said you want more.” Did she mean what he thought she meant? His blood pressure started to rise. He could feel his blood rushing and pounding so loud, it beat in his ears. 
 
    “Look, we still have a ton of stuff to do, so let’s just get through this, okay?” 
 
    She wouldn’t look at him, and his suspicions began to grow. How the hell had he missed this? Because he never looked, that was how. More. She wanted a real relationship, but he didn’t do relationships, not like she wanted. He did ‘let’s have fun for a while’ relationships, then it was over. Becca knew that. 
 
    “Becca, look at me.” 
 
    She shook her head and scooted backward toward the books and the pre-order bags. “Don’t, Dimitri. Just leave it alone.” 
 
    “Becca…” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    The anguish in her tone shut him up. He sat there, rubbing his legs, his dick long forgotten. He’d missed it. Fuck. When did it start? Had it been there all along, and he was too self-obsessed to see it? Probably. She loved him. Said it to him every time she said goodbye. Hell, she’d even braved her own anxiety to help him. She loved him. 
 
    No, she was in love with him. 
 
    And he couldn’t return that. Yeah, he loved her. Truly loved her, but the forever kind of love? He didn’t know if he’d ever felt that. Maybe what he felt for her was the forever kind of love, and he was too stupid to see it. Fuck, he needed to talk to someone.  
 
    The ironic thing was the one person he’d have talked this out with was Becca, but that was out of the question. 
 
    She started putting books in bags, ignoring him completely. She was hunched over, withdrawn. He’d done that to her, pushed her so far into herself, she felt the need to shield herself with silence. 
 
    He grabbed his shoes, his phone, and left the room, not sure what to say to her. 
 
    Becca let out her breath when he left. He knew. She’d seen it in his eyes. He finally realized that she loved him. And he’d left. 
 
    So much for her fantasy of him realizing how much he loved her too and vowing his undying devotion. She laughed, the sound brittle. Romance novel enthusiast that she was, she’d held out that hope, but it wasn’t going to be her HEA. 
 
    Instead of confessing love, he’d run from her and her feelings. How the hell were they going to get through this weekend with this awkwardness now invading their relationship? 
 
    She knew this trip was a bad idea. She should have listened to that wise old woman clucking at her in the back of her head, but no. She’d given in to him because of how much she loved him. 
 
    And what had it cost her? 
 
    Probably the only real friend she’d ever had. 
 
    Stifling a sob, she started to put books into bags, and tried to focus on that instead of the sounds of her heart shattering into a thousand tiny stars to fill up the heavens with lost chances and unfulfilled wishes. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dimitri walked until he found a small park and sat down on the first bench he came to, the burning in his legs a welcome sensation. It helped combat some of the shock currently running through every cell in his body. 
 
    She loved him. 
 
    How the fuck had it happened and he’d not seen it? 
 
    Fuck, fuck, fuck. 
 
    He’d kept pressing her, and she’d tried to stay away, to put distance between them because if she gave in, it would mean more to her than it did him. He was a fucking romance author, so he knew that was how she’d feel. He’d written that so many times, but in his books, the women always ended up with their man. Destiny, and all that. 
 
    Maybe subconsciously he had known all along, and instead of letting himself admit it, he’d acted on it in his books? He groaned and let his head rest in his hands. Too much psychobabble, even for him. What was he going to do? How was he going to go back in that room, knowing he couldn’t give her what she wanted? 
 
    He pulled out his phone and called the one person who might help him. 
 
    “Son.” The deep sound of his father’s voice instantly calmed him. The old man always had been the person he looked up to and asked for advice. Ronin Kincaid never judged, never talked to his sons in a condescending manner, and never got so angry he couldn’t see reason. He was who Dimitri hoped to be one day. 
 
    “Hi, Papa. I didn’t wake you, did I?” It might be early afternoon here, but it was getting late in Russia. 
 
    “It’s only nine p.m. I’m not in the grave yet.” 
 
    Dimitri laughed at the disgruntled sound of his father’s voice. The man might be fifty, but he was in better condition than they were. He’d probably go to the grave with his soldier’s physique. “How have you been, old man?” 
 
    Ronin snorted at the old man jab. “I’m good, but from the sound of you, you’re not so good. What’s wrong, boy?” 
 
    Leave it to his papa to know the subtle things in his voice that gave away how upset he was. If he’d called any of his brothers, they’d never have deciphered it. It was a parent thing, his mama once told him. He’d been thirteen and contemplating smoking the pot his friend had given him. His mother had known. How? He had no clue, but she had. 
 
    “It’s a girl, Papa.” 
 
    “It’s always about a girl.” Ronin chuckled on the other side of the line. “You just figuring this out?” 
 
    “No, I’m not just figuring this out. I write romance novels for a living.” 
 
    “Don’t mean you know shit about women, Dimitri. You write fiction. Until you fall for a girl and go through all the ups and downs of that, you know shit, boy.” 
 
    Truer words had never been spoken. Nothing he wrote had prepared him for this. “That’s why I’m calling, Papa. I need some advice about that. How did you know you loved Mama? What was it that made you realize she was yours?” 
 
    His old man let out a low whistle. “You got yourself in a pickle, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah, Papa, I do, and I might end up hurting the only person I never want to.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    Dimitri spent the next hour telling him about Becca, from when they met up until when he’d walked out on her in the hotel room. 
 
    “You got yourself into a fine mess there, boy.” He broke off, saying something to someone in the background. 
 
    “Is that Mama?” 
 
    “No, it’s the wicked witch.” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Your babushka. She wants to know about this girl.” 
 
    Dimitri groaned. Leave it to his grandmother to eavesdrop. “Tell her nothing! I want to actually try to fix this thing without her twisting me up in knots.” 
 
    And she would. His grandmother would have him so out of whack, he’d never make a decision, other than the decision she wanted him to make. 
 
    “I told her you’d call her later, once your head was sorted out.” Ronin coughed, and it worried Dimitri. His father had been coughing a lot recently. His mother sent him an email about it. Said he refused to go see a doctor. 
 
    “You been to the doctor yet about that cough, old man?” 
 
    “Your mother’s been in your ear, eh?” He grunted, but it wasn’t aggravated. “I have an appointment for next week. I just don’t want to say anything until I know what’s going on. No sense worrying her if there’s nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Papa, she’s worried because she thinks you aren’t. If you tell her you have an appointment, she’ll settle down. You’re causing her worry by keeping this from her.” 
 
    Another grunt. “I might tell her, don’t know yet. Back to you and your girl. So, what made me know your mama was it for me? Well, I don’t think it really was just one thing. She snuck up on me, real stealthy-like. Her smile drew me in, her laugh made me ask her out. She teased me, she threw me off balance, and did a number on my head.” He laughed, and Dimitri grinned thinking about his old man off balance. He always had such control. It was hard to imagine the strict soldier anything but stoic and in control. 
 
    “Was there something that made you realize you couldn’t live without her, though? You and Mama had one of the fastest courtships in history. I think you were even faster than Nik and Lily. Boy proposed after only a few months.” 
 
    “Well, that’s the thing, Dimitri. Kincaid men, we don’t need a long time to know what we want. Sometimes you can overcomplicate it, but in the end, we just know.” 
 
    “Papa, that makes no sense. You can’t just know.” 
 
    “It was snowing that night. I was going to be shipping out to Germany the next week. Didn’t know how long I’d be gone. I thought to myself, I should just leave it alone, she’d be better off with someone who she didn’t have to constantly worry about. Someone who would be there every day for her, not a soldier who was gone for months on end sometimes.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But I asked myself a question. What would it feel like to never hear her voice, or see the joy sparkling in those beautiful blue eyes of hers? To never see her dancing without a care in the world or to hear her laugh? It gutted me, boy, and that’s when I knew I couldn’t live without her. I had to have her even if it was wrong. She’d wormed herself under my skin, and I loved her.” 
 
    It was something his father would do, list the pros and cons, and then make a decision. 
 
    “This girl, you’ve known her for a long time. Gotten to know her really well. She’s the one person you never go a day without speaking to. Hell, you jumped on an airplane to go after her when she wouldn’t return your calls. I think there’s more there than you want to admit, son.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Papa. I don’t do relationships…” 
 
    His father’s snort cut him off. “Don’t know where I went wrong with you boys. None of you have a healthy respect for women, except Viktor. That boy understands finding a woman and earning her love and respect is worth more than anything else in this world. You can amass a fortune, surround yourself in all the trappings of happiness, but if you have no one to share it with? To grow old with, who will still laugh at your very unfunny jokes? What’s the point if not that?” 
 
    “I do have a healthy respect for women,” he denied, only to be cut off by his father again. 
 
    “Don’t forget who you’re speaking to. I know my own son. You do not have respect for women, not the way you go through them like your mother does shoes. They’re like toys to you, and once the newness wears off, you toss them and look for the shinier, newer toy. You don’t give them a chance to be anything more.” 
 
    True enough. He’d never looked at it like that. Once he’d gotten a bit of money and his name started to mean something in the author world, he’d accepted all the women who’d vied for his attention. He hadn’t always been an asshole, but they’d worn him down. He’d seen them arguing over not him, but his money and his claim to fame, small that it was. It disheartened him. He said as much to his father. 
 
    “Son, people are people, good and bad, man or woman. You seem to latch onto the ones who want what they can get. Have you looked for one that doesn’t see your money? Only looks at you?” 
 
    “Looked for one? No.” 
 
    “Have you ever met someone like that?” 
 
    “Becca.” His answer tumbled off his lips unbidden. “She’s been here from the beginning. She wouldn’t care if I was penniless. She’d still be my friend.” 
 
    “And what does that tell you?” 
 
    “That she’s worth more than a casual booty call.” 
 
    Ronin laughed. “Were you the one to teach your grandmother that word?” 
 
    “Hell, no. I learned it from her!” 
 
    “I swear, it’s her favorite word. She used it yesterday in line at the grocery store. Embarrassed the fool out of your mother.” 
 
    “That sounds like our babushka.” Dimitri laughed. He really needed to make time to go over and visit his family. It’d been a few years, at least. 
 
    “I’m not going to tell you to go out and start something with your girl.” Dimitri sobered up when his father turned serious. “You’re right in that taking it to a sexual relationship might ruin everything. She loves you, and if you think you can never return those feelings, then put the brakes on. Control your dick. If you love her as much as you say you do, then don’t hurt her.” He cleared his throat. “But ask yourself that same question I did. Think long and hard on the answer, before you walk away from the one woman who you make a point to speak to every day. That’s all I’m saying.” 
 
    “I will, Papa, thank you.” 
 
    Ronin coughed again, reminding Dimitri of his mother’s worries. Maybe he’d make that trip to Russia sooner rather than later. 
 
    “Your mama’s calling me. If I keep that woman waiting, she’ll never…” 
 
    “Don’t say it!” Dimitri interrupted him. That was an image he did not need in his head. 
 
    Ronin laughed. “I’ll talk to you soon, son. Love you.” 
 
    “Love you too, old man.” 
 
    Dimitri disconnected the call and sat there, staring at the trees and the flowers, thinking about everything as his Papa had asked him. He watched the sun start its descent and felt the air grow cooler as the hours passed. 
 
    Mind made up, he stood and started the slow trek back to the hotel, the pain in his legs the least of his worries. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Becca rubbed her back. Sitting for so long really did a number on it. She’d ignored it and gotten all the pre-orders done and organized everything he’d need in one of the plastic baskets she’d ordered, from markers to pens, to his swag and business cards. The only thing she was having issues with was the banner. How the hell did people get them put up? This one was defying gravity. She’d smacked herself in the head more than once before giving up on it. Dimitri could figure it out. 
 
    She surveyed her work and felt a little pride. She’d managed to get everything done. All he’d have to do tonight was sign the books she’d already organized. 
 
    Her eyes flitted to the door like they had a hundred times the last few hours. Where was he? She kept worrying about him. He’d been in a lot of pain from his legs. What if he was out there somewhere, hurting? 
 
    He had his phone, she reminded herself for thousandth time. If he needed her, he’d call. 
 
    Which was the crux of the current situation. 
 
    He needed his friend to be friends with benefits, and she needed him to be her happily ever after. Neither of those things would happen. That knowledge caused her to toss two of the books. She’d cried all over the pages when she’d opened them to shove swag in them. No point in crying over something that could never be, she berated herself yet again. You know who he is and what he is and isn’t capable of. 
 
    And he’s not capable of a monogamous relationship for more than a few weeks, and even then, it would only be sex, not love. 
 
    The door opened, and she swiveled around to see Dimitri walk through it, his face somber. Shit. What was he thinking? 
 
    When he came farther into the room, he stopped, shocked. “You did all this?” 
 
    “Well, yeah. It had to get done, D.” 
 
    “You’ve been crying.” 
 
    She looked away, embarrassed. She was an ugly crier. Splotches and eyes that looked like she’d had a bad run-in with every allergy known to man. “It’s nothing. We need to leave in a few minutes so we can get set up. All this stuff needs to be loaded into the Jeep, and…” 
 
    Dimitri came over and wrapped his arms around her, burying his head in her hair, cutting off her rambling. “I’m sorry, Becca.” 
 
    “You don’t have anything to be sorry for.” 
 
    “Yes, I do. I left you here to do all this by yourself. I got thrown off balance for a minute, and I didn’t stop to think about all this shit.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m your PA. It’s what you pay me for.” She tried to shrug him off, but he only held on tighter. 
 
    “No, I don’t pay you nearly enough to deal with all my baggage.” He all but purred into her hair and she shivered. She definitely needed to put some space between them. 
 
    “We need to leave, Dimitri.” 
 
    “We need to talk first, Becca.” 
 
    “We don’t have time.” Panic flared in her stomach, worming its way up her spine. Please, please, please not now. 
 
    “Look at me, Krasivaya.” 
 
    She pulled away enough so she could tilt her head up. His eyes were serious, but unsure at the same time. It gave her pause. What was he thinking? 
 
    “I…” He stopped and his eyes widened. “Calm down, sweetheart. I can feel your panic starting to flare up.” 
 
    “How…how can you tell?” 
 
    “Your eyes are so dilated, you might as well be in the dark. Your breathing is labored, and you’re sweating. Any other time, I’d say you’d been good and fucked.” He smiled, trying for humor, but it didn’t help. It only made it worse. 
 
    She pushed him away and bent over at the waist, trying and failing to get control of her panic. She knew what he was going to say, and hearing it was causing her to stress out more than the thought of the crowd they’d be walking into. Becca couldn’t lose him. She just couldn’t. 
 
    “Hey, hey, it’s okay, babe. What do you need? Just tell me what you need.” 
 
    “Inhaler,” she gasped out. “My purse.” 
 
    He brought it to her, and she took two long, deep pulls from it, the medicine helping her brain to understand her lungs needed air. Dimitri stood there, rubbing her back and speaking in Russian. She didn’t understand a word of it, but it helped to calm her. 
 
    “Better?” he asked once she could breathe.  
 
    She nodded and sat on the overly plushy chair. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Nothing to be sorry for.” He sank down on his knees in front of her. “What happened? You told me only crowds bring that on, but we were talking about…” 
 
    “It was the crowds,” she interrupted him. “I’ve been rushing around trying to get all this together without having thought about actually going over there. I guess it hit me all at once when I told you we needed to leave.” 
 
    “You never were a good liar, Rebecca Joyce.” 
 
    “Let me have my lie right now, okay?” She closed her eyes against the questions in his. “Please, Dimitri?” 
 
    His hands cupped her face and he leaned in, his breath brushing against her very hot skin. “You can have your lie for right now, Krasivaya, but not for much longer. We need to talk, but you’re right, we have to go set up.” 
 
    When his lips ghosted over hers, it caused her eyes to spring open. He grinned and tweaked her nose. “Now, get your ass up and let’s go get this done.” 
 
    She watched him call the front desk and ask for someone to bring a luggage cart to their room and to have the Jeep brought around. He seemed more sure of himself than he had when he came in. It was a subtle change, but one she noticed. He was up to something. She just hoped it didn’t involve ignoring her unspoken pleas to not break her heart.  
 
    At least he’d given her a reprieve. She didn’t want to face that conversation. It caused her physical pain. She went into the bathroom and splashed cold water on her face, trying to erase the signs she’d been a blubbering fool earlier. Her face looked haunted and her eyes bruised. It was a good thing she’d brought that makeup along. 
 
    Diving back into the bedroom, she found the makeup kit in her overnight bag. She made quick work of it, and by the time she was done, you’d never know she’d been a splotchy mess. She looked damn good. Becca knew she wasn’t ugly, maybe not beautiful, but she could turn a head or two. Especially with makeup as her weapon. Tonight it would help to shield the unsure girl and give her a mask to hide behind. 
 
    No point in changing her clothes, though. She’d be filthy later. 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    She looked up at Dimitri’s shocked utterance. His eyes were wide, the lust all bright and shiny. At least she affected him. There was that much to salvage her ego. 
 
    “What?” She cocked one hip. “Never seen a girl wear makeup?” 
 
    “Fuck, I don’t know if I want to take you over there with all those damn models or not.” His expression turned possessive and he cracked his knuckles. “Fuckers better fuck off.” 
 
    “I’m Facebook friends with most of those models. Trust me, I’ll be the last thing on their minds.” She moved around him to answer the door and let in the guy who came to collect the boxes. She moved as far against the wall as she could when he passed. Her nerves were raw, and anyone she didn’t know could set off another attack. It wouldn’t take much. 
 
    “Trust me, sweetheart, you’re going to be the one thing they all see.” Dimitri stalked over to her, completely ignoring the teenager loading boxes, and placed his hands on either side of her head, trapping her against the wall. “But you don’t belong to any of them. Got that?” 
 
    Becca nodded, unsure what the hell was going on. What was he playing at? 
 
    “Good girl.” He leaned in and kissed her, hard, his mouth reinforcing his earlier statement. When he moved away, the bellboy cleared his throat. 
 
    “Uh…Mr. Kincaid, sir…” 
 
    “My Jeep is being brought around,” Dimitri said, but his eyes never left Becca. “Load it up, and we’ll be down shortly.” 
 
    “Of course, but you need to move so I can get this out the door, sir.” 
 
    The look Dimitri shot him could have curdled milk, but he moved, allowing Becca to do so as well. She gladly put distance between them, not understanding what game Dimitri was playing. He knew how she felt; she knew how he felt. There was no getting around it. The man needed to stop messing with her. 
 
    Dimitri watched her from beneath his lashes. She was clearly trying to suss out his intentions. Hell, he still had some reservations about this, and he needed to explain himself, but the thought of all those models coming anywhere near her sent him into caveman mode. He couldn’t help it. She’d thrown him when she’d come out, the makeup only enhancing her natural beauty. Shit, he’d wanted to lock her in the bathroom and demand she stay there the entire weekend if it meant keeping men away from her. 
 
    And there would be men. She was gorgeous, even if she didn’t realize it. 
 
    “You ready?”  
 
    He grinned at the nervous quirk in her voice. At least she was as nervous as he was. 
 
    “Yeah, babe. Let’s get this show on the road.” He waited for her to get her purse, and then snatched her around the waist when she tried to walk by. She wiggled, but his hand only held her tighter. “Stop fidgeting, Becca. I need help walking.” Lies, but if it kept her by his side, it was a white lie he could be forgiven for. 
 
    As expected, she immediately shifted into concerned friend mode and let him lean on her. “How are your legs? You left before you did any exercises.” 
 
    “I did them in the park. They weren’t hard to manage. It was just the massage I needed help with.” He steered them in the elevator and hit the button for the ground floor. 
 
    “Somehow, I think you had an ulterior motive, there.” 
 
    He laughed outright at the snarky reply. “Who, me?” 
 
    “Yes, you!” She jabbed him in the ribs, which only caused him to laugh more.  
 
    This was what she loved, this easy banter they had even when they were both upset with each other. This was the easy, laidback man she’d fallen in love with.  
 
    The elevator door opened, and they walked toward the front door of the hotel. Mike, the guy from last night, was waiting with their keys at his little desk. He smiled at her, and she returned it shyly. Dimitri growled, and Mike quirked a brow. Yeah, she wasn’t the only one questioning all this possessiveness he’d found. 
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” 
 
    Becca’s head snapped around at the sound of that voice. She knew it…Christy, Chasitty, Charlotte. Something that started with a C. The bleach blonde stood about a foot away, her skin-tight dress showing off all her attributes, which were abundant. Becca looked down at her own t-shirt and capris. She felt so out of place next to this woman. This was the kind of woman Dimitri dated—sophisticated. Becca was anything but sophisticated.  
 
    “Charlene?” 
 
    Dimitri sounded as confused as she was.  
 
    “Dimitri, honey, I was just coming to your room.” 
 
    “Why the fuck would you do that?” Dimitri’s eyes flashed, his anger starting to swim up. Becca placed a hand over his where it rested on her hip, trying to stop him from causing a scene.  
 
    “Why? Because I missed you, honey bear.” She pursed her very red lips in a pout. “Didn’t you miss me?” 
 
    “No.” He couldn’t believe she’d shown up here, acting like they were still a couple. “We broke up, Charlene. A week ago. You shouldn’t be here.” 
 
    “That little argument we had?” She tossed her hair over her shoulder. “That was nothing we can’t get past. I thought we could go to your signing in the morning, and then spend the rest of the weekend together.” Her eyes flicked to Becca. 
 
    “Mr. Kincaid, sir, is there a problem?” Mike came over, concerned. 
 
    Dimitri wanted to shout at the very dense woman, but he could feel Becca’s entire body tightening, and he was afraid he’d cause another panic attack, so he held his anger in check. “Yes, there is. This woman shouldn’t be here. She showed up without warning, and she’s not welcome. Please make sure she doesn’t bother us again.” 
 
    “But, darling, you don’t mean that.” Her pout became even more severe, and she took the three steps to reach them, placing her hand on his chest. “I love you.” 
 
    Dimitri let go of Becca long enough to pull Charlene’s hands off him. “I do mean that, Charlene. We’re done. I don’t know how much clearer I can be. You need to leave. Now.” 
 
    Her pout morphed into a very angry snarl. “Do you think you can just throw me away, Dimitri Kincaid? And for what? Some two-bit little whore…” 
 
    Dimitri wanted to physically shield Becca from the hate spewing from Charlene, but Becca surprised him. 
 
    “Two-bit whore?” She cocked her head, thinking. “I don’t know, I think I’m worth at least a sixpence. What do you think, Dimitri?” 
 
    He smiled. God, this woman. She pleased him so much. “At least.” 
 
    Charlene frowned, clearly confused. He opened the passenger door of his Jeep and waited until Becca was inside, before turning his attention back to the woman who didn’t seem to want to take no for an answer. 
 
    “Look, Charlene, I’m sorry if you got hurt, but you knew what it was going into it. Stalking me isn’t going to get me to see the light. I am done. Move on and find your next rich boyfriend. I don’t want you.” 
 
    He didn’t give her time to respond, just walked over to the driver’s side and slid into the Jeep, pulling out before she could get her second wind. Damn that woman. Showing up here? How dare she? 
 
    “Well, that was fun.” 
 
    He glanced over at Becca as she plugged the address of the event venue into the GPS. She didn’t seem upset. Amused, more than anything. 
 
    “I can’t believe she showed up.” He turned on the radio. “And telling me we just needed to work through our shit? No.” 
 
    “Well, I can see her point.” 
 
    “What?” The hell? 
 
    “Dimitri, you kept her around longer than the others. She probably thought she meant more to you, that she was the ‘one.’ I don’t know why this didn’t happen sooner.” 
 
    “Becca, we discussed this earlier. They know the score…” 
 
    “Yes, and had you tossed her away like you did the rest, this probably wouldn’t be happening, but you gave her hope by letting her stick around, Dimitri. This is as much your fault as it is hers. And possibly fate’s way of getting a good laugh at your expense because of how you treat women.” 
 
    “Fate can fuck off,” he said darkly, shoving his sunglasses on. “She needs to get her kicks somewhere else.” 
 
    “Karma, D. Karma always bites you in the ass.”  
 
    She snickered, and he wanted to spank her. Dammit, she was right. He had brought this on, and it wasn’t really all Charlene’s fault. He’d led her on.  
 
    “I’m an asshole, okay? I admit it.” 
 
    “Good. You need to understand your manwhorish ways can have serious repercussions. Like creating a stalker.” 
 
    “Fuck.” He slammed his hand against the steering wheel. “You think she’s a stalker?” 
 
    “Well, she’s pretty much splashed her intentions all over your social media, and now she’s shown up here.” Becca changed the channel to country, and he snorted. He didn’t mind; it was growing on him. “I think it’s something to at least consider. Is she dangerous? I don’t think so, but she might cause some trouble publicly. You don’t want her spreading stories about you where your fans will see it. Some will come to your defense, others will wonder if it’s true, and even more still will take up her cause.” 
 
    “Her cause?” 
 
    “Used by the self-proclaimed manwhore and tossed aside.” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    “Yeah. You’re a romance writer who writes about happily ever after. It won’t sit well with some people.” 
 
    He used the Bluetooth to call Viktor, starting to really worry.  
 
    He picked up on the third ring. “What do you want, motherfucker?” 
 
    Becca’s eyebrows made a beeline to her forehead, shocked. Dimitri laughed at her expression. “Man, watch your mouth. Becca’s in the car with me.” 
 
    “Little Becca from high school?” Viktor’s accent was so much thicker than his own. Even he had to stop and decipher it. 
 
    “Yeah, little Becca from high school. We’re on our way to set up for this signing thing.” 
 
    “Apologies, Becca.” There was a shuffling sound then Viktor telling people to get the fuck out. 
 
    “Hi, Viktor. No need to apologize. I’m friends with this one, after all. He cusses in both English and Russian on most days. If my ears haven’t burned off by now, I think you’re good.” 
 
    “This one, I always liked her.” Viktor laughed. “Is he behaving?” 
 
    “When has he ever?” 
 
    “Hey!” Dimitri cut them off. “I’m sitting right here, you know.” 
 
    “We know that, motherfucker…shit, sorry. I shouldn’t have said that, dammit.” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up.” Dimitri rolled his eyes. “I have a question for you.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I seem to have gained a bit of a stalker.” 
 
    That sobered his brother up. “Stalker? What makes you think so?” 
 
    Dimitri told him about Charlene and her antics. “I don’t think she’s dangerous, more pissed than anything, but Becca is worried about what she might do to cause trouble on social media and for my books.” 
 
    “She might be dangerous. Do you know if she’s on any medication? Got to know what brand of psycho we’re dealing with, here.” 
 
    “Taking medication doesn’t mean she’s a psycho.” The quiet force in Rebecca’s voice startled both brothers. “I take medication, and I’m not a crazy person. Insinuating that medication makes you crazy is offensive, Viktor Kincaid. You should be ashamed of yourself for stereotyping like that. It’s debilitating to those of us who need medication for other reasons.” 
 
    “I, ah…” Viktor paused. “I’m sorry, Becca. You’re right.” 
 
    “Just don’t assume shit in the future, okay?” She looked out the window, and it nearly killed Dimitri to see the hurt on her face. 
 
    “I’ve dealt with some serious situations where schizophrenics and the like refused to take their meds and hurt people, Becca. That is what I was referring to, not to everyone in general. Forgive me?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Neither brother said anything for a minute, realizing how much Viktor’s stereotyping had affected her, only Viktor didn’t know why she’d gotten so upset. Dimitri would call him later and fill him in. He needed to understand it. Becca was a permanent fixture in Dimitri’s life, and his brothers needed to understand her so they wouldn’t upset her. 
 
    “I’ll get Mason working on this, doing background checks and seeing how deeply her fixation is rooted. Social media will tell us a lot. Do you think you might need some security?” 
 
    “No. Right now, it’s just a nuisance. I hope she got the point when I told her to fuck off earlier.” 
 
    “Language!” Viktor barked. “You don’t cuss around a lady. Mama would wash your mouth out, motherfucker…fuck, I did it again.” 
 
    “Shut up before you can’t get your foot out of your ass.” Dimitri smiled, but then it faded. “Viktor, has Mama said anything to you about Papa’s health?” He remembered his brother had been to Russia right before Christmas. 
 
    “Yes.” A heavy sigh rolled over the line. “He’s not well. She’s worried about him. When I was there, he was having issues. He’d cough so hard, you’d think he was dying of pneumonia. Has he not gone to the doctor yet?” 
 
    “He has an appointment next week. He was coughing when I talked to him earlier too.” 
 
    “Let me know what the doctor says?” Viktor sounded as worried as Dimitri felt. 
 
    “Yeah, man. I will.” 
 
    “Okay, brat. I’ll get Mason on this and let you know what he finds out. If I think you need security, I’ll send someone. No argument!” 
 
    “He won’t argue. Promise, Viktor.” 
 
    “You let me know, Becca, if this woman becomes a problem. He won’t, thinking he can handle it.” 
 
    “Mr. Neanderthal, over here? Yeah, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    Viktor laughed and said his goodbyes. Dimitri shook his head. “I am not a Neanderthal.” 
 
    “Could have fooled me.” Becca was interrupted by the GPS announcing they’d arrived at their destination. She went quiet, and he saw the fear override every other emotion on her face. 
 
    He pulled into the parking lot and turned off the Jeep. Several other cars were currently being unloaded. Becca’s eyes darted everywhere, her breath coming out in short gasps.  
 
    “Easy, baby.” He linked his fingers in hers. “Don’t look at them. Look at me.” He tugged on her hand until she did as he asked. “Just look at me. I’m not going to let anything hurt you. You know that, right?” 
 
    She nodded and took several deep breaths, working to calm herself down. Dimitri watched the effort it took and found himself so proud of her, he wanted to kiss her. That wouldn’t help her right now, though. She needed to trust him, to be at ease with him. She needed her friend. 
 
    “We can sit here for as long as you need, same as we did last night. If you can’t go in, then we won’t go in. I’ll take you back to the hotel and we’ll forget this whole nonsense.” 
 
    “You can’t do that, Dimitri. Your readers…” 
 
    “Aren’t as important to me as you, Becca.” He gave her a lopsided grin. 
 
    She searched his face, and it utterly surprised him when she nodded and said, “Let’s go.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    The North Charleston Convention center was massive, its wall of windows daunting. Becca stared at it with trepidation. It could hold so many people, people who would be crowding her, asking questions, demanding answers. Her hands shook, and she shoved them in her pockets. Dimitri kept glancing at her, but she refused to look at him. He needed her to do this, and, dammit, she would. 
 
    No matter what their relationship might be right now, she was determined to make him understand how much people loved not him, but the words he wrote. If only he’d read the hundreds of emails telling him how much his words had resonated with people. He’d know that yes, he was gorgeous eye candy, but it was his books that kept his readers around. 
 
    “You think they have carts or something we can use to haul this inside?” Dimitri pulled her out of her quiet determination with his aggravated question. He was staring at the mess in the Jeep with a bit of fear. His legs had to be killing him. He’d been limping when he got out of the vehicle. Realizing it, he’d straightened his spine and ignored the pain. 
 
    Idiot. 
 
    He should know better than to ignore his body’s warning signs. Pain was a clear indicator he needed to slow down and rest, but he was too much the macho man to ever admit he was anything less than the big, strong man he portrayed. 
 
    Idiot. 
 
    “I planned for this.” Pushing him aside, she dug around until she found the two rolling carts she’d bought and had shipped to the hotel as well. Thank God she’d had the good sense to put them together while he’d been out running from her feelings. She pulled them out and set them up. “See? We can load everything onto these and roll them into the building.” 
 
    “I would never have thought of this.” He looked impressed. Of course, he wouldn’t have. He’d never been to one of these things, and he never concerned himself with researching them or even bothering to read the countless emails he’d gotten. Stupid ass. 
 
    By the time they were done, everything was loaded onto the carts, aside from what had to be carried. Becca looked out over the parking lot. People were everywhere. Her eyes zeroed in on the entrance where even more people milled about. Her palms started to sweat. How was she going to do this? Her heartbeat was already speeding up with only the people hanging out at the entrance. 
 
    Nope, she couldn’t do this. Nope, nope, nope. 
 
    Dimitri’s fingers twined with hers and he pulled her close, his breath tickling her ear. “Easy, Krasivaya. We don’t need to go in until you’re ready.” 
 
    And he’d stand here all night if that was what it took. She knew it and she appreciated it, but did she appreciate it enough to force herself to willingly walk into a crowded building and risk a panic attack so severe, it might hospitalize her? 
 
    “I could kiss you until you’re so distracted you don’t even realize you’re in a crowd.” 
 
    “What? No!” She turned to face him. “You will do no such thing!” 
 
    “Why not?” He sounded so serious. “I want to kiss you.” 
 
    “Well, you can’t.” He really needed to stop this nonsense. He was driving her crazy with all the mood swings. One minute he wanted her, friendship be damned, the next he was running away from her because of how she felt about him. The man needed to make up his damn mind. 
 
    “Again, why not?” His arm snaked out, snatching her to him. “You want to kiss me, don’t you, Becca?” 
 
    “I…” Her mouth went dry at the heat in his intense stare. She wanted to kiss him very badly, but she knew it wasn’t in her best interest to give into all that heat. 
 
    “You know you want to, sweetheart, so why fight it?” He leaned closer, until his lips were a mere whisper away. “Kiss me.” 
 
    She shoved him, her heart pounding from the need to kiss him. Instead of doing what she wanted to do, she grabbed the handle of the cart and started pulling it toward the building, not even registering all the people she’d passed.  
 
    The exhibitor space was massive and one of the largest venues on Dimitri’s signing schedule. She’d worked hard to get him a spot here. No way was he ducking out. She stopped and pulled out her phone so she could pull up the email with his table number. They’d switched his table after she’d convinced Sheila it might be better so no one would be pissed if his lines interrupted their tables. He was table number five along the right wall. It was easy to find, and she took a minute once she’d found it and parked her cart beside it. 
 
    Holy hell. She’d done it. She’d walked in through all those people and not panicked at all.  
 
    That asshole. She loved him. He’d distracted her so much, she hadn’t thought about the crowds, or how they made her feel. Her only thoughts had been about him and kissing him and…she laughed. 
 
    “See?” he whispered. “All you need to do is not think about it.” 
 
    She jumped, not expecting him to be that close, but she should have known he’d be right behind her. He wouldn’t let her go into this mess alone. 
 
    “Sneaky bastard.” 
 
    He laughed. “It worked, though.” 
 
    Well, it had worked. No denying that. She knew if she let herself look around, all that work would be lost. She could hear everyone, feel the heat rising in the room from all the bodies packed into it. Best to just set the table up and get the hell out. 
 
    She directed Dimitri to work on getting his banners set up while she worked on getting the wooden rack put together so she could start putting his books in it. The wooden one had been more expensive, but she liked it better than the wire ones.  
 
    After a minute, she heard him swearing in Russian. Score one for the banners. At least she wasn’t the only one whose ass those things had kicked. 
 
    “Really, D. It’s just a banner.” 
 
    “It’s not just a banner, it’s a demon from hell.” Dimitri let out another string of curse words when the metal rod hit him in the face.   
 
    “You need some help there, slugger?” 
 
    That voice she knew—Sara Jane. Becca hoped she hadn’t pulled along more people wanting to meet the eye candy. Taking a deep breath to fortify her nerves, she turned and saw not only had she brought at least three other people, they were all laughing at Dimitri, who looked ready to murder the inanimate object in his hands. 
 
    “This fucking thing…how do you put them up?” 
 
    Sara Jane laughed and took the banner from him. She made quick work of it, grinning like an idiot. “See? It’s so easy my six-year-old could do it.” 
 
    “Easy?” He glared her down. “That is a fucking nightmare. Whoever invented that shit needs to be shot.” 
 
    “Is he always this babyish?” Sara directed the question at Becca. Her words froze as eyes turned to her. She clenched her fist, trying to gain control of the panic fighting to consume her. Breathe in, breathe out. Slow, deep breaths. She could do this. 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    There, she got one word out, and it didn’t sound too strangled. Well, it did, but it was her lie, and she was going to tell it. Becca needed all the help she could get right now. 
 
    “Nice to finally meet you, Becca.” Sara came over and hugged her. She went a little stiff, but managed to at least attempt to hug her back. When Sara pulled back, she saw a bit of confusion in her eyes. “You okay, hon?” 
 
    Becca nodded, the urge to dash out of the room growing as more and more people filtered in and started chatting closer and closer to their table. “Long day.” 
 
    “I get that. It was an awful drive down. We hit traffic and road work. Beast of a ride. Let me introduce these fools who wanted to meet y’all.” 
 
    “Meet Dimitri, you mean?” She couldn’t help the wry smile that was tugged out of her despite all the panic.  
 
    “Ha ha, yeah. They all want to meet him.”  
 
    Becca tuned her out as she started to introduce everyone and focused instead on the swirls in the carpet and controlling her breathing. As long as no one came any closer, she could do this. The panic was there and it could overwhelm her, but she was controlling it. No small feat. 
 
    Dimitri startled her when he caught her hand and pulled her to him. His concerned gaze met hers. He knew the panic was rising. No one else seemed to have noticed it, or at least wrote it off as being tired, but not Dimitri. He understood it, having witnessed it so many times this weekend. 
 
    “Becca here is the only reason I’m able to do anything. If not for her, I’d be stuck marketing my ass off and no words would get written.” 
 
    “You do all of his promo images, don’t you?” This from the short, dark-haired girl. She looked familiar, but Becca couldn’t place her. 
 
    She dug her fingers into Dimitri’s side, not meaning him any pain, but needing something to clutch onto as she attempted to speak with all the panic trying to ride up and choke her. 
 
    “I do. He and Photoshop are mortal enemies.” 
 
    “It’s true. I deleted the damn thing in a fit of spite after it kicked my ass.” 
 
    “Do you do work for any other authors? I really need someone who can make them for me. Mine are terrible, not at all fancy like Dimitri’s. Those promo images sell our books as much as the actual covers do. I’m not artsy, and it shows.” 
 
    “I’ve never really worked with anyone else.” 
 
    “I’d pay whatever you wanted. Your images are gorgeous.” 
 
    She noticed several of the other women were listening and nodding. She’d never really thought about it before. Graphic design was what she’d gone to school for. Maybe she should think about it, at least? 
 
    “Why don’t you guys bring Becca your business cards, and she can contact you after the signing is over?” Dimitri suggested. “That is, if I let her. She is my PA, after all.” He gave them all his sexy grin, and they reacted the same way most women did. Their eyes widened and their cheeks pinked up. And it got their attention off Becca. She was showing signs of stress, and he didn’t want her to have an all-out attack in front of everyone. She’d never forgive him. 
 
    Becca shot him a grateful look and slipped behind him to start working on the table, leaving him to chat with the ladies. He noticed Sara Jane’s gaze followed her, her expression curious. She did say something about her kid having anxiety problems. She might understand a little of what Becca was going through. He’d talk to her about it later. 
 
    Sara Jane’s phone rang and she pulled it out, her face morphing into agitation. Now, that was curious. She excused herself to take the call. He hoped nothing was wrong. He kept up the conversation with the other authors, but his attention remained divided between Sara and Becca. 
 
    “Here, make yourself useful.” Becca shoved another banner at him. “This one is more important than your other one.” 
 
    “Why?” Why the fuck would she order two of the damned things? 
 
    “This one is your Hunter series banner. This is the series fans love. I couldn’t not design one specifically for it.” 
 
    He eyeballed the thing with as much hate as he could muster up. Damn banner.  
 
    Becca smiled when she saw his glare. “You need to learn to do it. Sara isn’t going to be at all your signings to rescue you.” 
 
    He took the box grudgingly. “Sorry, ladies, the boss is putting me to work. I’ll chat with you all later when we come look around the room.” 
 
    They all laughed good naturedly, and he turned to find Becca with her back to the room once again. “Hey, babe, you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    He didn’t like the quietness of her tone. It said no, she wasn’t okay.  
 
    He stepped up behind her, his head by her ear. “You aren’t a good liar, sweetheart. Do you need us to leave? I can come back later and finish.” Not that he knew what he was doing, but he was betting he could talk Sara into helping him, unless her husband was being an ass again. 
 
    She shook her head and stepped back, forcing him to do the same. “I’m fine, D. Really. I just need to finish this, and you’re in the way. Put the banner up, please, and let me get this done so we can get out of here. Please.” 
 
    Instead of listening to her, he wrapped his arms around her, his lips ghosting over her jawline. Distraction was the key with Becca. Another thing he’d need to ask his mom about.  
 
    “What are you doing?” she hissed, and he grinned. She was getting all mad and embarrassed. Just the reaction he was hoping for. 
 
    “Kissing you?” 
 
    “Stop it!” 
 
    “What if I don’t want to?” 
 
    “Dimitri Kincaid, I swear to God, I am going to hurt you!” 
 
    He laughed and stepped back. “Fine, I’ll put up the damn banner.” Several of the other tables were watching them, amused. He winked at them and went about trying to make the banner stand up. It kicked his ass so much it even had Becca laughing at him. Hell, he’d let the damn thing do it all over again as long as it made her laugh. 
 
    “You still haven’t figured that thing out?” Sara Jane stood to his left, hands on her hips, laughing for all she was worth. 
 
    “No. Help me, please.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare do it for him!” Becca looked up from arranging the bins she’d put on the table. “He needs to learn to do it.” 
 
    “Or you need to learn to do it,” he grumbled. 
 
    “Nope. I’m doing all this.” She swept her hand at his table. “Your only job is the banners. Stop being a baby and get the shit done, D.” 
 
    “Someone’s not happy with you,” Sara whispered conspiratorially. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Kissed her.” He shrugged. People would know soon enough, including Becca. 
 
    Sara Jane grinned. “’Bout time you two figured it out.” 
 
    “Figured it out?” He watched her put the banner together and growled when she pulled it apart. “Why did you do that?” 
 
    “Becca said you needed to learn to do it, so you’re going to learn. As for your first question, I’m glad you figured out that the two of you are perfect for each other. I’ve known it for over a year listening to you talk about each other.” 
 
    “It’s not that simple, Sara.” He kept a watchful eye on Becca as he lowered his voice. “I’m not the relationship kind of man, and she deserves that.” 
 
    “So, what? You’re just going to treat her like you do your other women, Dimitri? I thought better of you than that.” 
 
    The reproach in her voice was so like his mother’s he cringed. “No. I wouldn’t do that to her.” 
 
    “Then, what?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I just know that I can’t get her out of my head. Maybe try the relationship thing for real? Go into it knowing something might come out of it besides amazing sex?” 
 
    “Make sure that’s what you really want, Dimitri, or you’ll hurt her. A hurt neither of you can come back from.” 
 
    “I know that, Sara.” He rolled his head, trying to ease some of the tension in the muscles, and changed the subject. He didn’t want to talk about what was going on with him and Becca before the two of them had a chance to talk about it. “What’s going on with you? You looked pissed earlier when you took that call. Your husband throwing a fit over you being here?” 
 
    She sighed like the world’s sorrows had landed at her feet. “That was Roger on the phone. He’s pissed I brought Delia with me. My mom’s here watching her, but he’s still mad. Said she doesn’t need to be around anything that promotes sex.” 
 
    “He’s fucking stupid.” 
 
    Her laugh came out hollow. “Well, considering I filed for divorce and a restraining order in the same breath, he’s doing everything he can to make my life a living hell right now.” 
 
    “Restraining order?” What had the fucker done? 
 
    “Yes.” Sara nodded. “Roger could be abusive. He never touched Delia until three weeks ago when she didn’t put her toys away fast enough for him. He hit her, Dimitri. So hard it knocked one of her baby teeth out.” 
 
    “Motherfucker.” 
 
    “I slipped one of my sleeping pills into his dinner. Once he was out, I grabbed Delia and drove to the ER. My mom picked us up. I filed the restraining order the next day. The judge took one look at Delia’s face and granted it. The only problem is Roger won’t leave us alone. He keeps harassing me, showing up and violating the order. He does it when there are no witnesses and I can’t prove he’s violating the order. I don’t know what to do. I’m afraid he’s going to hurt us. It’s why I brought Delia with me to this. I don’t want her out of my sight.” 
 
    “My brother owns a security company. He can provide you with a bodyguard, help you catch this motherfucker in violation of the order and get his ass thrown in jail.” 
 
    “I can’t really afford private security…” 
 
    “No, you need this, Sara. I’ll deal with the cost.” 
 
    “You will not deal with the cost.” 
 
    “Yes, buttercup, I will. No arguments. That fucker needs to be taken care of. No one hits a kid and gets away with it.” 
 
    “Let him do this for you.” Becca made them both jump when her quiet voice startled them. “Sorry, your whispering carried over to where I was. Your soon to be ex sounds dangerous, Sara Jane. Let Dimitri help you and your little girl.” 
 
    Sara looked torn, but Dimitri was pretty sure the thought of her daughter was what made her say yes. “Okay, thank you.” 
 
    He pulled out his phone and called his brother for the second time today. 
 
    “Hey, brat. Something happen?” 
 
    “I’ve got another job for you. A friend of mine’s ex is causing her problems. Motherfucker needs to be put in his place, and she can’t catch him breaking the restraining order where there are witnesses around.” 
 
    “Yeah, the police’s hands are tied in those situations. Witnesses have to see him. How dangerous is he?” 
 
    “Very. He likes to use his fists.” 
 
    The low growl that sounded over the line could be heard by both women standing next to him.  
 
    “Hit their kid. It’s what made her leave. Sara’s a friend of mine. You bill me with the cost. She needs the help.” 
 
    “She can’t afford us?” Viktor asked. 
 
    “No, that’s why I’m paying. She’s a good friend.” 
 
    “Tell me she’s not one of your exes.” 
 
    “Fuck, no. I don’t mess around with married women.” 
 
    “You said it was her ex…” 
 
    “She filed for divorce…how long ago did you file?” 
 
    “Two weeks. He’s fighting it tooth and nail.” 
 
    “That her?” Viktor asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Can you send someone out here to help her? Her ex is harassing her, and she’s afraid he’ll try something. She has their daughter with her.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ll get the first flight out.” 
 
    “You?” Dimitri asked, surprised. 
 
    “I won’t charge you a damn thing since she’s a friend, and I can’t abide a man hitting a woman or child. I won’t ask the other guys to work for free, either, so I’ll handle it myself. Should only take a few hours to get down there. I’ll book a hotel room and meet you and this woman for breakfast? Sound good?” 
 
    “Sounds great. Thanks, Vik.” 
 
    He didn’t even bother to say goodbye, just hung up on him. A bad habit of Viktor’s. 
 
    “Looks like you’re going to get the services of the CEO himself.” Dimitri grinned, thinking about what Viktor was going to think of Sara. The man was always after his forever kind of love, searching and testing the waters on a regular basis. Sara Jane wasn’t his usual type, but he had this nagging feeling fireworks were going to soon explode. Romance writer’s instincts kicking in and shouting, “New book idea coming soon!” 
 
    “I appreciate it, hon. Thank you.” 
 
    Dimitri gave her a quick hug. “You set up yet?” 
 
    “Sure am. I’m way back there in the corner.” She pointed off to the side, snickering. “I swear someone hates me, sticking me back there where I can’t find an air vent. I’m going to burn up tomorrow.” 
 
    “Everyone loves you, doll.” Dimitri looked over the room, noticing it was really starting to fill up. Best to get this shit done and out of here quickly. “Hey, you wouldn’t know where we can get some good seafood, would you? I’ve been dying for fresh seafood since I got here.” 
 
    “It’s the Cali in him. He’s forgotten what it’s like to eat anything but fish.” Becca stood back to assess the table. She’d purposefully done it in tones of silver and blue, with lots of black to make it look sexy, yet manly. None of his swag was too over the top, and the black jewelry boards showcased all the charms she’d ordered for him as well. It looked damn good. 
 
    “Wow.” Sara Jane came to stand beside her, ogling the table. “This is gorgeous. Where did you get the cloth banner?” 
 
    “Small shop on the south side of Chicago. I gave them the logo graphic, and they worked magic. I wanted this to be a table banner that didn’t cover the front, but was draped over the middle of it instead. They did a great job.” 
 
    “You have to give me the name of the place. I’ve wanted one of these for a good year, but every place I tried, it didn’t come out right.” 
 
    “Sure. I’ll message you later.” She straightened the wooden rack to the right angle so the books were the first thing people would see when they entered the door. 
 
    “See? You wanted me to try to do this by myself?” Dimitri eyes widened in the most exaggerated way. “It would have looked nothing like this.” 
 
    “Hush, you would have suckered Sara into helping you out, and you know it.” She shoved him playfully, purposely keeping her back to the crowd. That was helping more than anything, but tomorrow? That had her nervous. 
 
    “I would have too. I’m a sucker for that smile.” Sara winked at Dimitri. “Now, seafood…Mom and I were going to try Hyman’s Seafood, but I got pulled into lunch with the girls. Now, I’m so tired, all I’m going to do is go order some takeout and relax until tomorrow.” 
 
    “Becca and I will check it out and let you know. Vik will be here in the morning and wanted to meet you at breakfast. That cool?” 
 
    “Yeah, as long as he doesn’t mind my six-year-old. I promised to take her out to breakfast in the morning.” 
 
    “That’s fine. You get some sleep and stop worrying. Kincaid Security and Investigations will get you sorted. I’ll talk to you in the morning.” 
 
    Becca watched him from beneath her lashes. Strangely, when it came to Sara, she felt not a twinge of jealousy. She never had. His other women were an entirely different matter. She’d hated them, and upon occasion had printed out a photo just to shred it. She’d been best buds with the little green monster for a long time. 
 
    “You ready, babe? Or do we need to do anything else?” 
 
    “I’m set. All you have to do is sign books when we get back to our room.” 
 
    “Our room?” Sara’s eyebrows did that wiggly thing and Becca felt heat blooming onto her cheeks. 
 
    “I wasn’t supposed to come this weekend, and there were no more rooms available, so I got stuck bunking with the crybaby.” 
 
    “Crybaby?” 
 
    “Yes, the crybaby who pitches a fit until he gets what he wants. What would you call it?” 
 
    “Temper tantrum.” Sara winked. “Delia does it all the time.” 
 
    “I swear. I can’t take you two anywhere without you trying to make fun of me. You get gone, and you and me,” he pointed at Becca, “we’re going to eat and talk.” 
 
    Sara laughed and started walking back toward her table. Becca’s nerves started to fray thinking about what Dimitri wanted to talk about. Not a discussion she wanted to have. He was going to tell her while he wanted to fuck her, that was all it would be. He didn’t do relationships. They could have fun, but it wouldn’t go past fuck buddies.  
 
    And, honestly, she might give in. She’d wanted him so badly for so long, and her body betrayed her every time he got close, so why fight him? It would hurt her like a train wreck, that’s why, she told her subconscious. But it might be worth the heartache to have those memories.  
 
    “Becca?” 
 
    Startled, she found herself surrounded by three guys, two of whom she knew. Models. The third one was a model as well, but she’d never chatted with him on Facebook before. Kyle Moore, Henry Dawl, and Mr. Biceps. Gorgeous eye candy, all three, but none of that mattered to her right this minute.  
 
    She took several steps backward to ward off the trapped, closed-in feeling. It didn’t prevent the tremors from starting, though, or the sweat from beading her forehead. A sick feeling began to churn in her stomach, and the walls felt a little tighter. Closed in. 
 
    “Hi, Henry, Kyle.” Three little words, but the hardest three she’d had to speak in years. 
 
    Henry rushed her, wrapping her in a hug, and she fought not to scream, not to choke on the lack of air getting into her lungs. This was too much, too much. 
 
    “We didn’t know you were coming, baby girl. You should have told us, we’d have taken you out for lunch.” 
 
    “Let me go,” she gasped, working and failing at stopping the panic from stomping her in the gut. 
 
    Henry let her go, confused. Concern replaced the confusion when he got a good look at her. “You okay, Becca?” 
 
    “Don’t fucking put your hands on her again.”  
 
    Dimitri looked ready to hit them, his eyes ice cold, his entire body primed to fight. Becca struggled to pull air into her lungs. She knew he was going to hurt someone. Because of her. 
 
    “Chill, dude. We’re friends.” 
 
    “Don’t fucking care, dude.” He stepped over to where Becca stood and made her bend over a little, grabbing her purse off the table and digging until he found her inhaler. “She’s mine. Don’t touch her.” 
 
    “What-the-fuck-ever.” Henry ignored him and stepped closer. “What’s wrong with her?” 
 
    “None of your fucking business.” Dimitri’s entire tone went hard and as cold as the ice in his eyes.  
 
    Becca took several long pulls of air into her lungs once the inhaler started to work. She concentrated on the carpet and counted to twenty, scared Dimitri would explode before she could stop him. 
 
    “It’s okay. I’m fine.” She wheezed a bit, but there was no help for it. 
 
    “You are not fine, baby girl. What’s wrong?” 
 
    Becca closed her eyes, and then opened them when she heard the growl leave Dimitri. Henry had inched closer. “I am, promise. I’ll message you tonight and explain it, but I just need to get out of here right now.” 
 
    Henry didn’t look convinced, but did move back when Dimitri pulled her to him and moved her quickly through the building and out to the Jeep. She was shaking so badly, it felt like her teeth were chattering. She could breathe, but barely and the nauseated feeling wouldn’t stop. Bile rose, and she barely managed to get the door open before hot liquid went spewing. 
 
    “What do you need?” Dimitri fussed as soon as he was in the driver’s side. “What can I do?” 
 
    She shook her head and closed the door, turning the AC on full blast and aiming it right at her face. She hugged herself, her nails biting into her arms, to try to calm her shaking hands. It was a bad idea. She knew it before she walked in. Why had she thought she could do this? 
 
    Dimitri felt helpless watching her misery. He shouldn’t have asked her to do this, dammit. He’d seen what just the thought of it had done, but he’d stupidly thought since she’d handled the last couple places he’d taken them and seemed to be handling the small crowd in the event room, she’d be okay. 
 
    Wrong. All it took was getting cornered by three people while he’d stopped to chat with the author at the table beside them. He hadn’t seen the men until it was too late. Didn’t matter if she knew them, she didn’t trust them like she did him. That was why she freaked, and he’d had his back turned, thinking she would grab her purse and join him. He should have known better than to turn his back in a room full of people she knew better than he did. 
 
    He started the Jeep and pulled out, heading back to the hotel. She was in no shape to try a restaurant. He’d get her calmed down then go find food for them both.  
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    Her quiet voice startled him. “Back to the hotel.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He shot a glance her way and saw her hunch in on herself. No way in hell was she going to blame herself for this. 
 
    “You don’t have a fucking thing to be sorry for, sweetheart. I do. I shouldn’t have asked you to come when I knew what might happen. I’m a selfish bastard who doesn’t deserve you.” 
 
    “You deserve someone who can go to things with you, be in the spotlight. You love being the center of attention. You need someone who can share that with you.” 
 
    The sadness in her voice set off alarm bells. She was going to say no before he even had a chance to ask her to see where this could go. All because he’d pushed too hard, too fast. Fuck. He had to get her back to the hotel room where he could hold her, make her understand the only thing he cared about was her. 
 
    The fucker in the back of his head whispered, What if you can’t be happy with someone who’d rather be at home instead of out doing things? 
 
    Then he looked at her. His beautiful, sweet woman who would do anything for him. The least she deserved was someone who would do the same for her, and if that meant finding a way to work with her anxiety, then he’d damn well do it. 
 
    But how to convince her? 
 
    When he pulled up to the hotel, he got out and threw the keys at the valet attendant before opening Becca’s door. She sat huddled in the seat, her eyes wide, nostrils flared, and doing her best to get control of her anxiety. He didn’t even ask her to try to walk. He tossed her purse in her lap then scooped her up in his arms, ignoring the stares as he strode through the lobby and to the elevator. Much to the credit of the staff, one of the desk attendants ran to catch up and hit the elevator button.  
 
    “What floor, sir?” The young man looked at Becca, clearly concerned, but she refused to look at anyone. She’d buried her head under his chin the moment he’d picked her up.  
 
    Fuck if he could even remember. 
 
    “Third floor,” Becca whispered, her voice hoarse. 
 
    The attendant rode all the way up with them and used his key card to open the room door for Dimitri. The kid didn’t even wait for a tip, just closed the door. He’d have to remember to look him up later. 
 
    He sat on the bed, keeping her in his lap, his arms locked around her tight, and rocked her. He didn’t know if it would help, but he didn’t know what else to do. She hiccupped, and to his horror, he realized she’d started crying. What the hell was he supposed to do? Crying females usually sent him running in the other direction. 
 
    “Don’t cry, baby, please.” He kissed the top of her head. “It cuts me deep.” 
 
    She only cried harder. He did the only thing he could, he held her tight and rocked her until she cried herself to sleep. And still he held her when her breathing evened out. She looked so lost. He swore then and there, she’d never look like that again, but he needed help. 
 
    He stood and laid her gently on the bed, using the soft throw she’d brought with her to cover her. He needed to make some calls. He turned out all but the bathroom light and let himself out quietly. He needed to find food, call his brother, and then come back and sign everything. If he didn’t, she’d only stress more, and that was the last thing he wanted.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dimitri had called Olive Garden and gotten takeout. He had no idea if she even liked the place, but he figured it was better than fast food. He wanted to call his mother, but it was too late. She’d be up soon, but he needed help now.  
 
    He called Nikoli. 
 
    “Hey, man.” Nikoli yawned around his greeting. 
 
    “It’s not that late, motherfucker.” 
 
    “Someone’s grouchy.” Nikoli murmured something, and he assumed it was Lily the boy was talking to. Wait. Lily had issues something like Becca’s, didn’t she? He might be able to help more than Dimitri had originally thought. 
 
    “Yeah, well, it’s been a long fucking day.” 
 
    “Everything okay, brat?”  
 
    “Fuck, no, it’s not.” He let out a sigh. “You got a few?” 
 
    “Sure, man. Just let me tell Lily Bells I’ll be up in a while.” 
 
    Dimitri smiled at the nickname Nikoli had given Lily. She’d hated it in the beginning. He’d gotten the entire story out of Nik while he’d been in Boston. It was a story worth writing, one he planned to write. His brother and future sister-in-law just didn’t know it yet. Kade and Angelique were another sordid tale he’d decided to write about. Angel was forcing his brother to jump through hoops at the moment, but honestly, the ass deserved it. Who forgot they were married? 
 
    He snorted at the thought. Kade had some serious wooing to do, not to mention Angel was upset about the whole adultery aspect of their marriage. Granted, she hadn’t known she was still married, but Kade had. Being Catholic, she needed absolution and had dragged Kade off to counseling at the church. Something his brother was not happy about, but their mother and grandmother agreed with Angel. This was something that needed to be settled with the blessing of the Church.  
 
    “So, what’s up?” 
 
    Nikoli’s question caused him to jump. “Dammit, don’t sneak up on me.” 
 
    “Uh, how can I sneak up on you when I’m on the phone?” 
 
    “Sorry, just a fuck-all day.” 
 
    “Sounds like it.” 
 
    “Were you home when Dad came back that last time all messed up?” 
 
    “No, but Mason was. Why?” 
 
    He explained to his brother about Becca’s anxiety and how he wanted to help her, but was doing more damage than good. 
 
    “Nah, man, you’re aren’t doing more damage,” Nikoli assured him. “First, even her therapist said she needed to get out and face her fears since it wasn’t being handled by medication alone. You pushed her, yeah, but you were there to catch her. Just keep doing that. Second, stop freaking out. When you freak, it’s only going to make her worse. You have to be slow and patient. I told you about Lily and her fear of being touched. She had severe anxiety due to that.” 
 
    “How did you guys get past it?” 
 
    “We didn’t, not really. She’s getting better, though, with my and her therapist’s help. For Lily, she’d been afraid for so long, it was all she knew. She needed structure, rules. She needed to trust me, and that’s what I did. I spent months showing her she could trust me, giving her rules and pushing her just enough to make her face her fears. Once she did, she started to understand not everyone she loved and touched would die. You have to be patient. Lily still has issues being touched by people she doesn’t know, and it can set off a freak-out moment, as I call her panic attacks. Just last week, we were at the mall and some guy grabbed her hand to get her attention. She had a meltdown right there in the mall. Didn’t lose my patience, just got her home and helped her to calm down. This shit doesn’t go away overnight. If you go in thinking that, then whatever you got going on with Sunshine, it’ll fail.” 
 
    “Sunshine?” 
 
    “You forget, I did go to high school with Becca. You told me to keep an eye on her. I always checked in and made sure no asshats bothered her. I called her Sunshine because of all that blonde hair of hers.” 
 
    “Are there any tricks I can use to help her?” 
 
    “Music works. Doesn’t matter what kind, just turn it down low, so it’s barely audible. Soothes the nerves. Other than that, be patient and let her know you’re there if she needs something.” Nikoli got quiet for a minute and then asked, “Are you finally planning on doing something about your feelings for her?” 
 
    “What makes you think I have feelings for her?” He pulled back into the hotel’s front entrance, ignoring the valet waiting to take his keys. 
 
    “You wouldn’t be calling me half out of your mind with worry if you didn’t, Dimitri. Besides, we all know how you feel about her, even Babushka.” 
 
    “Hell, I just realized today I might feel something more than lust. How the fuck do you all think you knew it before me?” 
 
    “Because you’re a blind fool who only saw one thing when you looked at a girl…the best way to get her clothes off. Except with Rebecca. You treated her with respect. That said a lot about how you felt, right there.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    Nikoli laughed. “Look, you might want to accept the fact your life isn’t your own anymore. You belonged to Becca back in high school. You were just too stupid to realize it. You thought with your dick instead of your head. Can’t say much, though. I was the same way. Took me a while to realize it too. Lily scared the shit of out of me with how she made me feel. I almost lost her because of my own stubborn pride. Don’t make the same mistake with Becca. She’s awesome, and I’d love to call her my sister for real.” 
 
    “Fuck, I’m tired.” Dimitri turned off the Jeep and sat back. “I wish I had a quick fix right now. She’s in so much misery after having a meltdown at the event.” 
 
    “Well, not sure it’d work with Becca or not, but you could try the same tactic I did with Lily.” 
 
    “What’s that?” he asked absently, gathering the food bags together. 
 
    “Structured rules.” 
 
    “What the fuck you talking about?” 
 
    “Well, Lily couldn’t tolerate being touched. I did what I do best.” 
 
    “And that is?” 
 
    “Dominance.” 
 
    “Fucker. I am not pulling that BDSM shit with Becca. I’m surprised Lily didn’t chop your balls off, fry them up, and feed them to you.” Granted, he very much wanted to play the dominant when it came to Becca, but he was terrified he’d scare her off worse than she was. 
 
    “No, shithead, I don’t play at the stupid shit. I don’t hurt women, I just like to be in control. Becca has been so out of control for so long, it might do her good to let someone else have control for a little while. I don’t know if that’s something you’re even into, but it worked with Lily. It helps her.” 
 
    “I remember when Kade found your little extracurricular activities closet.” The memory of his brother’s shocked face still cracked Dimitri up. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen him so freaked out.” 
 
    Nikoli laughed. “His reaction was hilarious. I am serious, though, if it’s something you’re into, you might want to try it.” 
 
    “I am in into it to a degree. You didn’t only get your manwhoring ways from me, I think you also got your need for control from me too. I don’t cause a woman pain, but I do like her all nice and tied up. Not sure how Becca would react to that, though.” 
 
    “Sneak it in.” Nikoli got excited. “Little things, things she’d normally let you do anyway, just make it more of a command than a request. It really might help her, Dimitri. From what you told me, she had a shit childhood where she had to be the adult to survive it. That’s a lot of stress for a kid to take on, to have to deal with. Just think about it.” 
 
    “I will, brat. I need to get this food upstairs before she wakes up. Thanks for talking to me.” 
 
    “I hope I helped.” 
 
    “You did. Night, brat.” 
 
    “Night.” 
 
    Dimitri shoved his phone in his pocket and got out of the Jeep, food bags in tow, and gave his keys to Mike, who stood patiently waiting for him to get out. Another person to remember to tip well when they checked out. 
 
    Time to check on his woman. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Becca woke up to darkness, the only light a soft glow from the partially open bathroom door. No Dimitri. She shouldn’t be surprised. He’d run earlier when he figured out how she felt about him. Why wouldn’t he run after she’d embarrassed not only herself, but him as well, in front of all those authors? 
 
    Sighing, she dragged herself up, found her purse, and downed her medication. Honestly, she couldn’t remember if she’d even taken it yesterday. That might have been why she panicked so hard, so fast when the guys had come over to chat. It could also explain the headache and the nausea today. You didn’t simply skip a dose of medication. It could cause all sorts of nasty things.  
 
    Maybe a hot shower would help scrub some of the shame and embarrassment away along with all the dust and dirt she’d collected from sitting in the floor. Couldn’t hurt. She collected her pajamas and turned on the shower, waiting for it to get hot. 
 
    The hot water felt amazing. It might have been fifteen minutes or an hour that she stood underneath the spray and let it soak into her tense muscles. Hot showers always helped relax her enough to let her anxiety start to wash away. It was a technique her doctor suggested, since stress was associated with anxiety, and a hot shower was one of the best remedies for stress when a bath was out of the question. She refused to take a bath in a hotel room. Could one really ever know how clean the tub was? Same with the toilet. She’d been lining the seat with toilet paper. 
 
    Getting out, she yawned. God knew how long she’d slept. It hadn’t occurred to her to check the clock before she came in the bathroom. She wrapped one of the big towels around her body and turned on the water in the sink, the need to brush her teeth strong. She hated fuzziness on her teeth. Grossed her out. Grabbing another towel, she bent over and started drying her hair.  
 
    “Becca!” 
 
    She heard Dimitri bellowing her name barely seconds before he burst through the bathroom. She stood up so fast, it dislodged her towel. She stared down in horror as it slipped off her body and pooled around her feet. When her gaze met Dimitri’s, she watched his expression go from shock to lust in a matter of seconds. The shift was so fast, she took a hesitant step backward. 
 
    “Close the door!”  
 
    He ignored her and came closer, his expression hardening. Shit. She grabbed at the towel and barely managed to pull it up before his hands wrapped around her arms, pulling her close. 
 
    “Dimitri…” 
 
    “Becca…” 
 
    She swallowed around the very large lump in her throat, aware of where his fingers burned into her very naked skin. 
 
    “We aren’t doing this.” As hard as she tried, she couldn’t stop the slight tremor in her voice. 
 
    He closed his eyes and she watched, fascinated, as he fought with himself. So many emotions, some she couldn’t even define, flickered in his expression. When he opened those baby blues, it only made her flight or fight instinct scream flight. Flee, run now. He shifted his hands to grasp her around the waist, and he picked her up, only to set her on the countertop. She still had to look up to meet his eyes. Dimitri was that tall. The lust still burned bright, but there was a hard determination there as well. 
 
    “You’re right. I’m not going to fuck you tonight.” 
 
    She let out a little sigh of relief, but it was short-lived. His next words made her stiffen. 
 
    “But I am going to fuck you, Becca, so hard and so deep, you’ll never forget the feel of me.” 
 
    “No, you’re not…” 
 
    He put a finger to her lips. “Sweetheart. We have a lot to talk about, including something you don’t know about me.” 
 
    She let out a shuddering breath when his finger trailed along her jawline, down her neck to the top of the towel she was desperately clutching. He hooked his index finger in the fabric and pulled, until the cloth fell into her lap. He licked his lips, enthralled with her breasts. 
 
    Becca tried to pull the towel back up, but he shook his head. “Don’t.” 
 
    “Dimitri…please…I…” 
 
    “Hush, Krasivaya. I already told you I wasn’t going to fuck you, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to look at you.” 
 
    Dimitri savored the little whimper that escaped her lips when he traced the outline of her nipple with his finger. She wanted him. As badly as he did her, but he needed her to admit it. He wanted her, all of her, and he wanted to give himself to her, his true self, the man who loved control. 
 
    “Doesn’t mean I don’t want to touch you.” He pinched her nipple and she gasped, the blush blooming. The color spread between her breasts and raced up her skin, bursting to a halt on her cheeks.  
 
    He smiled and leaned forward, kissing her lightly, pinching her poor nipple harder.  
 
    “Doesn’t mean I don’t want to taste you.” 
 
    He released her nipple, her sharp cry egging him on. He pulled the tortured bud into his mouth, sucking ever so gently, his tongue teasing it. Her fingers twisted in his hair and he stopped, pulling her hands free. He placed them on the counter, his expression harder than he’d ever used on any woman. If she touched him, he might fuck her. He wanted her to trust him, and that meant she needed to keep her hands the hell off him. 
 
    “Don’t move.” She started to argue, but he kissed her. Hard. “Don’t fucking move an inch. Keep those hands where they are.” 
 
    “Dimitri…” 
 
    “No.” The word was harsh, his breathing getting a little ragged. “Do as you’re told, Rebecca. Don’t fucking move.” 
 
    The little nod was all he needed. He kissed her again, softly this time.  
 
    “Good girl.” He cupped her breasts, squeezing gently, his thumbs rubbing the pebbled nipples. “Lean back for me, sweetheart.” 
 
    Becca’s hormones had thrown her good sense out the window. She leaned backward, using her hands to support her. This was a side of Dimitri she’d only glimpsed earlier, but it was one that spoke to her on a subconscious level. It was something she didn’t even know she liked, not until he’d gone all alpha on her. Sure, she read books, but still. It was one thing to read about, and another to experience. 
 
    When his mouth replaced his thumb, her entire body hummed. She gripped the edge of the counter to keep from pulling him closer. What the hell was he doing to her? Playful, teasing Dimitri she could resist all day, but not the alpha male basically telling her to shut the fuck up and enjoy it. It hit a button that had never been pushed before, and her body responded like a good little girl.  
 
    He bit her nipple the same moment he twisted the other one, and she cried out, the sharp stab of pain giving way to a burning pleasure that traveled down to her clit, and she shifted, trying to relieve the ache. Dimitri chuckled and pressed closer, forcing her legs to spread wider.  
 
    Becca’s head fell back as the sensations assaulted her. She ground herself against the damn counter, trying to get some relief. He let her tortured nipple escape his lips, keeping the other hostage. 
 
    “Was I right, Becca?” His blue eyes danced with a wicked light. “Were you playing with yourself yesterday morning? Using your fingers to circle your clit, trying to ease the ache that no mechanical toy can ever fully satisfy?” 
 
    Shit. He had been right, but she refused to admit it. He pinched her nipple harder and it sent a spam of pleasure through her so intense, her walls convulsed and she felt the moisture dripping.  
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    The bite of command in his voice snapped her head up. There was no give in his eyes. He wanted an answer, and he was prepared to do what it took to get the answer. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The towel was pulled away and tossed to the side. She was completely naked, her legs spread wide, breasts thrusts upward thanks to the position he’d put her in. She blushed hard, a little embarrassed. No one had ever really seen her naked before, not even Rob Jamison, the boy who’d taken her virginity. 
 
    “So pretty.” He leaned in and licked her bottom lip. “Do you know how beautiful you are, sweetheart?” 
 
    He squatted in between her legs, and she let go of the counter, pulling at him, realizing what he was going to do. No one had ever touched her there except herself. It was too intimate, he couldn’t… 
 
    “Don’t. Touch. Me.”  
 
    His words were ice cold, and she shivered, pulling her hands back instinctively. 
 
    “Did I give you permission to move?” 
 
    She shook her head, not trusting her voice. 
 
    “Where are those hands supposed to be?” 
 
    She clutched the counter again, a little afraid, but so turned on, she feared she might come with nothing more than a simple touch.  
 
    “Good girl.” He flashed her a smile and gripped her hips, pulling her forward so her ass was almost hanging off the countertop. “I am not going to fuck you, even though I want to, Becca, so unless you want my cock buried inside you, don’t fucking move or I won’t guarantee that won’t happen. Understand?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Words, Rebecca, I want the words.” 
 
    “I understand.” She didn’t recognize the whine in her voice, the raspy sound that left her when he picked up both legs and pushed them backward towards her chest, spreading them wide. “Hold your legs. Don’t let them move unless I move them.” 
 
    She obeyed instantly and sucked in a breath when he kissed the backs of her legs. This was too much, the sensations too intense. 
 
    “Look at me.” 
 
    Her eyes moved to him. He smiled. “I want to see those eyes when I taste you, Becca. Don’t close them.” His finger slipped between her folds, spreading the moisture. “So wet, Krasivaya. I know you’re not a virgin. You said as much when you admitted to using a vibrator, but have you ever had a man inside you before?” 
 
    She nodded. “I grew up around a motorcycle club, D. You don’t do that and not have sex.” 
 
    He growled, the lust in his face growing. “How long has it been, Becca?” 
 
    “I was eighteen the last time I had sex.” 
 
    She was going to be so tight. He’d have to be more careful than he’d originally thought. Vibrators were not equipped to prepare her for him. Fuck, but it would feel good. His dick jumped in agreement, and he beat the fucker back. He wouldn’t get to taste her tonight. 
 
    “You are never ever going to use a toy again, unless I tell you to, do you understand me?”  
 
    “I…” 
 
    “The only person or thing to give you pleasure is going to be me, Rebecca Joyce. You belong to me, and that means your pleasure belongs to me too.” 
 
    He didn’t want to scare her, but she needed to understand a few things. This was who he was, and he wanted her to accept him. To accept what only he could give her. 
 
    “Dimitri…I…” He saw the uncertainty in her eyes, saw the naked desire to trust him, to believe what she was seeing, but the fear beat back the hope in her expression. 
 
    “Shh…” He leaned forward and licked her from her opening all the way to her clit, stopping to suckle it. “Trust me, sweetheart. Trust me to take care of you.” 
 
    A low keening sound left her when he began to tease her swollen clit, his tongue swiping over it before he pulled it with his teeth. She was so close. God, the taste of her. He lapped at the juices leaking from her, humming in contentment. He could just sit here and taste her. Her scent surrounded him, and he slipped two fingers inside her. 
 
    She cried out and clamped around his fingers so hard, he couldn’t move them for a minute. Her eyes were glued to his, the sleepy look full of need, her expression pained, her breasts heaving. Slowly, he twisted his fingers inside her, forcing them deeper, his fingertips rubbing the swollen flesh. 
 
    “There’s my girl.” He pulled his fingers out, careful not to hurt her, and sucked them into his mouth, eyes closing. He stood and leaned over her. “Taste yourself, Krasivaya.” He kissed her, his tongue sweeping inside her mouth and she twisted, trying to get as close as she could to him. 
 
    He slapped her ass hard enough to sting. “Don’t move.” 
 
    She whimpered, her breathing labored, and he smiled. “Good girl.” He stood back and looked at her, basically immobile and so close to the edge, all he’d have to do is one quick, hard thrust of his fingers, but he liked seeing her like this, so close and dependent upon him for her release. 
 
    He ignored the burn in his legs that announced he’d soon have to sit. He could deal with the pain, even enjoyed it a little. He didn’t move, only gyrated his hips into her and she gasped, the rasp long and loud. 
 
    “Please, Dimitri…” She bit her lip when the seam of his shorts lined up with her clit. “Oh, God, please…” Her legs shook, the muscles so tight, Dimitri knew she could come at any minute. 
 
    “Tell me, baby, what do you need? Just tell me.” 
 
    “I…” She tried to move, but he gripped her hips, holding her still while he gently slid his hips up and down, the seam of his shorts torturing not only her, but his abused cock. It ached with a hurt so intense, his eyes almost rolled back in his head. 
 
    “Tell me,” he barked out, his voice harsher. Fuck, she needed to say it soon, or he was going to come in his jeans without her. 
 
    “Make me come, Dimitri…please.” 
 
    Her hoarse words spurred on his cock, and he slid against her with not only speed, but pressure. She quivered, and he swallowed her cry of release with his lips, holding her in place until his cock decided to stop convulsing with his own release.  
 
    “Fuck.” His head fell and rested against her cheek after a few minutes, but he still didn’t release his bruising grip on her hips. 
 
    She let out a shaky laugh. “I thought you said you weren’t going to fuck me.” 
 
    “That wasn’t fucking, sweetheart. That was foreplay.” 
 
    He stood and winced as his legs reminded him he’d been standing for too long, even if he had been bent over the naked flesh of the sexiest woman he’d ever met. He found her washcloth in the shower and used it to clean her up, doing his best not to hurt her.  
 
    She whimpered when he dragged the cloth over her still overly-sensitive clit. He dipped a finger into her and she cried out, her walls convulsing again, and he smiled as the second orgasm hit her full on. It pleased him to no end to know his touch could do that to her. He thrust into her gently until the last of her tremors stopped then washed her again. 
 
    He pried her hands away from her legs and pulled her up, his lips trailing butterfly kisses over her face. “You okay?” 
 
    “I…” She cleared her throat. “I don’t know. What was that, D?” 
 
    He smiled. “That was the beginning of us, Rebecca Joyce Rhodes. Now get your ass off this damned counter and get dressed while I find some clothes. I went and got food. We can eat and talk about…this while I sign those damn books.” 
 
    He left her sitting there, staring at him like he’d lost his mind, while he went to find new pants. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as the door closed behind Dimitri, Becca slid off the counter and landed in the floor, her emotions all over the place.  
 
    What the ever-loving fuck had just happened? 
 
    The beginning of us? 
 
    Her fingers went to her lips, feeling the bruised, swollen skin. If he didn’t call what he just did to her fucking, then he was out of his damned mind. He’d fucked her over, but good. Her body hummed, ached in such a delicious way. 
 
    What the hell had she just done? 
 
    Her head landed in her hands, and she struggled to come to terms with what she’d not only let him do, but how he’d done it. The man turned into one of those dominant males she’d only read about, and her body had responded like a well-oiled, responsive little traitor. She mentally slapped herself.  
 
    Who was this man, and what had he done with her best friend? 
 
    A loud knock sounded. “Five minutes or I’m coming in to get you!” 
 
    Shit. She jumped up, banging her elbow on the counter in her haste. Wincing, she found her Led Zeppelin t-shirt and pulled it over her head. The fucker. How dare he? He couldn’t just do…do…that, and then not give her time to process. The longer she thought about it, the madder she became.  
 
    Asshole. 
 
    She wiggled into her purple shorts and stomped out of the bathroom, expecting to see him in the front room of the suite, but found the balcony doors open instead. The scent of lasagna hit her nose and her stomach grumbled, reminding her she hadn’t eaten in hours. 
 
    He was sitting at the small table outside, his expression pained as he swallowed medicine. Some of her anger waned as her best friend mode kicked in. He was obviously in a lot of pain, but she pushed it down. What he had just done was not okay.  
 
    “Dimitri.” 
 
    He looked up, flashing her his one-hundred-watt smile. She ignored it, placed her hands on her hips, and let him have it. “How dare you! You had no right to come in there and do that. I told you over and over we would never have a sexual relationship, and you completely ignored my wishes. It is not okay. When a woman says no, she means no. I am not one of your women, Dimitri, and I never will be.” 
 
    “No, Krasivaya, you are not one of my women and never will be.” He gestured to the empty seat across from him, a Styrofoam box waiting for her on the table. When she hesitated, he gave her his shy smile, one she hadn’t seen since high school. “Sit, please. I’m not going to jump you, I promise.” 
 
    What game was he playing now? She was so done with this shit. “No. I’m not going to sit like a good little girl, asshole. What you did…” 
 
    “Was exactly what we both wanted, and you know it.” He cut her off, his tone becoming frosty. “If you had wanted me to stop, I would have. I am not the kind of man to force himself on you. You loved what happened in there. You just don’t want to admit it because you’re scared of how it made you feel. You fucking loved it, Becca. Don’t play the coward or the self-righteous bigot.” 
 
    “I am not a coward.” She was playing the self-righteous card, though. It gave her something to hold onto, but she’d never been able to fool Dimitri any more than he could her. She hated him for it sometimes. 
 
    “No?” He cocked his head. “Then why are you lying to not only yourself, but to me? Just admit you liked what happened in that bathroom. Admit you liked my hands on you. My mouth all over your sweet pussy, my fingers buried deep inside while I kissed you. Admit it, Rebecca.”  
 
    He’d stood and stalked her, each word like a bullet lancing through her. He pushed her up against the French door, her body caged in by his. She wasn’t afraid despite the anger rolling off him. Dimitri would never hurt her, no matter how pissed he was, and boy, was he mad. His whole body vibrated with anger. 
 
    He wanted her to ’fess up to liking what he’d done to her, to how he’d made her feel while he’d told her exactly what to do. Hell’s bells. She didn’t even want to admit to herself how much she liked it. 
 
    His lips found her jawline and she shuddered, still completely raw from before. His idea of warfare was so unfair.  
 
    “Admit it.” 
 
    “Yes, asshole, I liked it.” She despised the way her voice betrayed how much she liked it, and in retaliation, she hauled off and kneed him. Hard. 
 
    He let out a cry that probably woke half the neighbors, but he staggered away from her, his hand cupping the family jewels. 
 
    “What the fuck did you do that for?” He wheezed the words out, his timbre going a little high. 
 
    “Because you fucking deserved it.” She bypassed him and sat at the table, the smell delicious. “You decided for me that’s what I wanted. No one has that right. Doesn’t matter how much I liked it, you can’t do that.” 
 
    He waddled over to his own chair and sank down, his hands still busy trying to rub the sting out of his dick. 
 
    “You’re right,” he said after a few minutes. “I don’t have that right. Not yet, anyway.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. What did he mean, not yet? 
 
    “Do you like Olive Garden?” 
 
    The abrupt switch in conversation threw her. He sounded calmer, more like the Dimitri she knew and less like the asshole who always got what he wanted. 
 
    “Never tried it.” 
 
    “What? You’ve never eaten at Olive Garden? Endless soups and salads and the breadsticks. Oh, my God. I could live on their breadsticks!” 
 
    “I take it you have?” He was up to something, but what? 
 
    Dimitri grinned. “Granted, it’s not the same as going to one of the Italian restaurants where the recipes have been passed down generation to generation, but the OG will do in a pinch. Food is good, breadsticks are amazing. I got you lasagna.” He reached over and opened the Styrofoam lid, letting the smell tickle her nose.  
 
    He saw the caution in her expression as she tried to figure out what his angle was. While he’d expected some resistance, he’d never once thought she’d fucking haul off and kick him in the balls. His dick was still screaming in pain, but it was all he could do to keep from laughing. He had deserved it, but he’d never admit it. 
 
    Laughing would be bad right now. She was pissed enough as it was. “I know you like lasagna, so stop staring at me like I’m Doctor Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. The colder it gets, the worse it’ll taste.” 
 
    “There’s a microwave.” She didn’t so much as make a move toward her plastic silverware. “What is going on, Dimitri?” 
 
    Dimitri set his own fork down and looked at her. “I want you. Plain and simple.” 
 
    “But I can’t be one of your women, D. It would destroy me.” 
 
    The hurt and insecurity in that declaration made his heart twist. He scooted his chair over next to hers and pulled her chair so they were facing each other. His legs had been through all they could take right now, but he needed his hands on her, needed her to know he meant what he was about to say. 
 
    “I don’t want that, Becca. I want a real relationship with you. I want you to be the first person I see when I wake up and the last person I see when I go to sleep. You’re the only woman I want.” 
 
    “For how long, though?” She ducked her head. “When you get bored, you’ll move on. I know you, Dimitri. I know how easily you get distracted and lose interest. I can’t…no, I won’t do that to myself.” 
 
    He tipped her head up to look at him. “Have I ever gotten bored with you in all the years we’ve known each other?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Her brown eyes were fathomless. “I’m not around you all the time. We only chat on the phone or through text messages. You’ve never had the chance to be bored with me.” 
 
    “I’ll give you that, sweetheart, but only that. Here’s what I do know. You are the only person I have to talk to every day. In all the years we’ve been friends, when have I not called or texted each and every single day? Do you know why that is, Becca?” 
 
    “Why?” she whispered, her teeth biting her lower lip. 
 
    “Because I can’t sleep if I don’t talk to you, I can’t write. Hell, I can’t function without hearing all that sass from you at least once during the day. You’re the only woman who’s ever done that to me. I love you, Becca. Is it the love I write about? I don’t know, but I want the chance to see if that’s what this is. I know I’m an asshole, a manwhore, and have always been proud of it, but this manwhore wants the chance to try for happiness with the one person who means more to me than anyone. Will you try, Krasivaya? Please?”  
 
    “Who are you, and what have you done with Dimitri?” 
 
    He laughed, but he knew she was serious. “I’ve always loved you, Becca. Probably since that first day I saw you skulking in the back of the library.” 
 
    “I wasn’t skulking.” Pulling her food to her, she picked up her fork and stabbed at the rapidly cooling food. 
 
    “Yes, you were.” He winked at her. “I liked it, though. You intrigued me.” 
 
    “Only because I didn’t fall all over myself trying to get your attention. You had enough of that from the idiot girls who batted their lashes and threw their boobs in your face every time you passed by them. No, thank you. I have more self-respect than that.” 
 
    “That’s why I liked you. You were a challenge. If not for me talking to you in Russian every day, I think you would have ignored me completely.” 
 
    “Probably, or I would have told Jackson you were bothering me and he’d have had someone come beat the shit out of you.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t have done it personally?” Dimitri twirled some of the pasta onto his fork, grateful she started to relax. 
 
    She laughed, a full-on belly laugh. “You wouldn’t have been worth his time. One of his lackeys would have handled it.” 
 
    “Not worth his time?” He pouted, plastering on his best outraged expression. “I was the captain of the fucking football team.” 
 
    “Football is not God in an MC.” She smiled, and he let out a breath he wasn’t even aware he’d been holding. Relaxed, she’d be willing to talk out this thing between them.  
 
    “Then what is?” 
 
    “You don’t want to know.” She bit off a piece of bread and sighed. “These are good.” 
 
    “Told you so.” He picked up his container and inhaled the delicious aroma. 
 
    They ate quietly, and it was that comfortable silence he’d never found with any other woman. He simply enjoyed being in Becca’s presence. It had nothing to do with his dick and that bastard’s lust-filled thoughts. No, it was just Becca. Her personality, her kindness, her wicked humor. She soothed him. 
 
    Becca took a few minutes to digest everything he’d told her. Last night they’d both agreed to not pursue this, or at least she thought he’d agreed. She had zero desire to get her heart shattered, but he seemed so earnest. What changed? 
 
    “Why did you decide you wanted a relationship with me?” She sipped at her bottle of water. “You don’t do relationships. It’s something you’re proud of, D. What changed?” 
 
    “You.” He leaned back, absently rubbing the tops of his thighs. “When you were just a voice on the phone or someone behind a text message, I never had to face feelings. When you quit and I couldn’t get a hold of you, it was more than panic. My world crashed. I hit the first plane I could catch, and when I came face to face with you, my body lit up like a firecracker. Lust, Becca, hard and fast. I argued with myself so hard. You were someone I couldn’t screw with because if I lost you, I wouldn’t recover.” 
 
    “I think you lost that particular battle.” 
 
    He grinned his cheekiest grin. “I would lose a thousand battles if it meant I get to taste you again.” 
 
    She felt her cheeks warm. She didn’t normally blush at anything. Fucking asshole. 
 
    “When I pushed you and you pushed back, I tried again to stay away, to push the lust down, but it wouldn’t go away. I wanted you. You wanted me too, I saw it, but you were better at controlling it than I was.” 
 
    “Because I don’t want to get hurt, Dimitri.” 
 
    “I know.” He reached over and cupped her cheek. “You’re the last person I want to hurt, Krasivaya.” 
 
    “Is that why you ran when you realized how I felt?” 
 
    She studied the myriad of emotions flicking in his eyes, making them darken to an almost gray color. 
 
    He gave her that shy smile again. “For a writer, I’m having the hardest time putting this into words. Yes, I ran from it. I don’t do relationships, and I knew if I pushed the whole friends with benefits thing, you would get hurt. We’d both get hurt. So, I ran. I needed time to think, to talk to my dad.” 
 
    “Your dad?” 
 
    Dimitri nodded. “Yeah, the old man is the only person whose advice I wanted. He and I talked for a long time. I told him all about you, about how much I love you, but I was afraid that it wasn’t the forever kind of love I write about, and that I was terrified it was that kind of love. I wanted to know how he knew Mama was it for him.” 
 
    “What did your dad say?” Becca had heard all about the whirlwind romance of his parents. It was what had inspired him to write in that particular genre. 
 
    “He asked me a simple question. Basically, how would I feel if I lost you?” 
 
    Becca worried her bottom lip as she waited for his answer. She was a little excited, but more nervous to hear how he felt. Part of her dreaded it, part of her hoped, but it was a tiny part that hoped. 
 
    “I gave it some serious thought.” His thumb rubbed gently against her cheek. “I can’t imagine a world without you in it. It nearly robbed me of breath imagining never hearing your voice or teasing you until you get riled enough to give me that sass of yours. You’re the most important person in my world, Rebecca. I do love you, and I want you here with me until my dying day. So, you have to say yes, Becca. You have to.” 
 
    “Say yes?” 
 
    “To us. I want you to give us a chance. To give our love the chance to be the epic kind of love. The Notebook kind of love. Will you do that?” 
 
    Asshole had to bring her favorite movie into it, didn’t he? How was she supposed to answer that? 
 
    “I don’t know, Dimitri. How can I trust you with everything I know about you?” 
 
    “You don’t know everything about me.” He leaned forward and kissed her gently, so softly his lips felt barely there. “And you need to know everything before you agree.” He sat back, and her trepidation escalated. 
 
    “I know all about your finicky stomach and its epic blowouts. What else is there?” 
 
    He laughed, but it was a little forced. Nervousness shone in his eyes. What the hell did he have to be nervous about? 
 
    “After we got back from the signing room and you were asleep, I went out to get us food and called Nik. I thought he might have some ideas of how I could help you because of Lily.” 
 
    “Lily?” Why would anything having to do with his brother’s fiancée help her? 
 
    “Lily has an extreme fear of being touched. She has panic attacks, like you do, when someone tries to get near her.” 
 
    “How the hell does that work with the two of them?” 
 
    “It took Nikoli a long time to get her to trust him enough to relax her guard around him, to let him in, and to eventually touch her. He did what he does best, which is what I do best.” 
 
    “And that is?” 
 
    “Dominance.” 
 
    The breath went of her lungs. They simply froze, refused to work. He was one of those men who liked to do awful things to women? And little Nikoli, the sweetheart with the face of an angel, was the same? How had she missed that about them? 
 
    “Get your head out of the gutter, Rebecca.” Dimitri laughed. “I can only guess what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “Bondage, whips, chains, beatings…you name it, I’m thinking it.” 
 
    He laughed so loud, it made her jump. “Krasivaya, you do please me. So much.” 
 
    He was laughing at her? Enraged, she stood so fast, she knocked the chair over, intending to march back into the room and lock his laughing ass out on the terrace. Instead, he caught her hand and tugged so she landed in his lap. 
 
    “Don’t run. I can’t chase you. My legs will give out.”  
 
    Becca ground her teeth. She wanted to hit him. Why had she never known this about him? Never even suspected it. She was not one of those women who was so insecure they’d let a man abuse her. Dammit, why did he have to be one of those men? 
 
    “What’s wrong, sweetheart? Tell me what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “How could I not know you were an abuser?” 
 
    “Abuser?” He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. “Did it feel like abuse in the bathroom?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then why do you think I’d abuse you? You know me better than that, Becca.” 
 
    The censure in his voice cut straight through her soul. What else was she supposed to think, though? He liked to dominate women. 
 
    “First, I don’t do the BDSM scene. Whips, chains, leather? All that is nonsense. Some people like to use them, to roleplay, but I don’t. I have no need to collar you, dress you in things you clearly won’t be comfortable in, or ever lay a hand on you intending physical harm. That is not me. It’s true, I like a little pain…” 
 
    “See!” Becca reared back. “Pain, Dimitri. I don’t do pain the way you don’t do relationships.” 
 
    He stared at her, shocked she’d think he’d hurt her. He knew where she was getting all these preconceived notions. The market was flooded with books about BDSM relationships, relationships that would never be considered healthy anywhere except the pages of a work of fiction. He agreed with Nikoli there. Their brand of dominance did not involve ever harming a woman. 
 
    “Let me finish before you jump to those conclusions of yours, will you?” 
 
    Her glare was hot enough to fry an egg on the Arizona pavement, but she nodded. 
 
    “Good girl. Now, I like a little pain, meaning me as the receiver. It’s why when you sank you nails into me this morning, I nearly fucked you then. It sends my own lust out of control. Do I like to be hurt? Fuck, no. Someone ever tries to come near me with a whip or cane, they won’t walk away from it. I don’t do BDSM. But nails? Does me in every time.” 
 
    “But you said you were dominant.” Accusation rolled off her tongue, and he leaned forward to kiss her lips lightly. They were adorable all puckered up in a pout. He couldn’t help himself. 
 
    “I am, but not the way you’re thinking about it. I do like control. I do like to have you bound, unmoving while I fuck you. Does that mean you won’t get the same satisfaction I do? I think you can answer that for yourself.” 
 
    The blush that sprang up was almost instant. He loved the soft bloom of color. It was just something else about her he loved. 
 
    “Dimitri, I am not a submissive person. I…I won’t ever let someone control me.” 
 
    He sighed. She wasn’t seeing this the right way. “I don’t want to control you, Becca. I love you the way you are. I love your sass and that smart mouth. I love the way you fight back, the way you stand up to me and tell me what for. I would never change that.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “But nothing. Stop interrupting me and listen.” He waited for her nod before he continued. “I don’t want to control you, Becca, just situations.” 
 
    “Situations?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. What about stop interrupting me did she not understand? 
 
    “You said you liked me challenging you, so stop rolling your eyes at me. I’m trying to understand.” 
 
    “You got me there.” He pulled her head down so it was resting against his chest and started to stroke her hair. “Situations. Simple things, really, like where to go to eat, what movie to watch, how I fuck you in the comfort of our own bedroom. See, nothing really too outrageous.” 
 
    “Dimitri, I may not want to eat where you want to eat or see the movie you want to see. We don’t see eye to eye on movies. I’d go watch The Notebook while you’d see a rerun of whatever action movie is playing.” 
 
    He chuckled. She knew him all too well. He hated chick flicks even though that’s what he wrote. “That doesn’t mean I wouldn’t compromise on those things. I’m not an evil bastard who’s going to tell you what to do, how to do it, and where to do it in all things. You are a brilliant woman. I wouldn’t take that from you. Let me ask you something, though. When was the last time you were able to not worry about something? About having to solve something all by yourself. Wouldn’t you like someone to help you? Even make some of those hard decisions? Wouldn’t you like it, for once, to rely on someone else?” 
 
    “Not if it meant giving up my own free will.” 
 
    Her reply was quick and to the heart of it. He didn’t want her to give that up. That’s not what he was trying to do…or was it? He thought about all his past relationships with women, at least the ones he’d had this kind of relationship with. Hadn’t he asked them to do that? To give up everything and do as he told them? Was that why he’d gotten so bored so fast? 
 
    The more he thought about it, the more he realized that wasn’t the type of relationship he wanted with Becca. He wanted her to be her, not someone there to do with as he pleased. 
 
    “Here is what I want from you, Becca. I want you to be yourself, no worries about what I might do or say or think. Just be the same person you’ve always been around me. The only place I really want dominance is in the bedroom. I want to tie to you up and fuck you. I want to bind you so you can’t move while I make you come over and over. I want control there.” 
 
    “But what if I want to tie you up?” 
 
    Her question surprised him so much, he couldn’t even form a response. Tie him up? 
 
    She sat up and twisted so she could face him, and he saw the devilment in her eyes. She was enjoying his discomfort. “What? You never thought about anyone doing those things to you?” 
 
    “Well, no.” 
 
    “Let me get this straight. You want me to let you do these things to me, but you’re not willing to follow that old adage, what’s good for the goose is good for the gander?” 
 
    Well, when she put it like that, it wasn’t fair, but he’d never so much as ever let anyone near him with any kind of bondage. He was the dominant, not the submissive. 
 
    “If you ever want me to let you do that, D, you’re going to have to cave and let me tie you up first.” 
 
    “The fuck, you say.” 
 
    “The fuck I say.” Becca jumped off his lap. “I mean it, Dimitri. If you’re not willing to do the same, then you can forget about ever tying me up.” 
 
    Wait, had she just agreed to give them a chance? 
 
    “Does that mean you’re willing to try this? To see if what we have is true love or…” 
 
    “Or just two horny adults who have no control?” she asked sarcastically. 
 
    “I have control.” Usually. “It’s just when I got back and you weren’t here, I panicked thinking you’d left me. Then I see you naked and…well, yeah, I did lose it, but can you blame me? You’re a beautiful woman.” 
 
    “This isn’t a romance novel, D. It’s real life, and we can both get hurt, so much.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “But you know how I feel about you. I want us to work more than you can ever know because I’ve been in love with you since I was fifteen years old. Does that mean I’m blind? No. It does mean I am willing to give this a shot, but on one condition.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “No sex.” 
 
    “The fuck?” 
 
    Becca watched his expression bleed from hope to confusion to outrage. He hadn’t expected that, but it was the one thing she could think of that would give her time to sort all this out. If he added sex into the mix, she’d not stand a chance of protecting her heart. 
 
    “You heard me. If you want me to believe I mean more to you than your other women, then you’re going to prove it.” 
 
    “By not fucking you?” He followed her inside, their meals forgotten. “How is that going to prove a damn thing?” 
 
    “It means you respect us enough to see what’s here without the lust and the blind passion sex brings. Sexual chemistry only goes so far, D. I want to know if you’re going to be around for the long haul, if you’re going to be able to deal with my anxiety, if I can deal with it enough to give you everything you deserve.” 
 
    His eyes softened and he dropped his outraged stance. “You are all I need and more than I deserve. I could give two shits about your anxiety.” 
 
    “And you can say that now, because you haven’t been around it day in and day out. Two weeks from now? You might change your mind. I want you to think about this, Dimitri. Really think about what it means. Take the next two weeks to do that. Then when we go to Texas, if you still feel the same, we can go at it like two Energizer bunnies if you want, but until then, no sex. I mean it.” 
 
    “You seriously think I’m going to go home and change my mind?” 
 
    “You might, Dimitri. Once you realize I can’t do all the things your other flavors of the week can. I hate going out. I’d rather be home, safe behind four walls and a door. You saw what crowds do to me. You’re asking me to accept you being the control freak in the bedroom. The least you can do is respect me enough to take the time to think about what I’m asking you to accept.” 
 
    His gaze became calculated and her hinky feeling decided to rear its head. He was up to something. She knew that look. 
 
    “You’re right. I haven’t been around your anxiety day in and day out. I don’t know what it looks like, but how am I expected to evaluate it if I’m not around it?” 
 
    The asshole. She knew where this was going. 
 
    “So, to be fair, you need to come to LA with me. We need to spend time together, to get to know each other’s ins and outs. Like the fact I leave the cap off the toothpaste all the time. Or I leave my dirty socks laying around. Things like that.” 
 
    “You want me to come to LA?” That meant an airport. People. Crowds. Standing in line… 
 
    He grabbed her hand before she could panic. “No airplanes. I can book a train, our own private car. You won’t have to be around anyone longer than it takes to board.” 
 
    He really was beginning to learn the early signs of her panic. Not only that, but he’d thwarted it. Maybe he could handle it. 
 
    “So, what do you say? I’ll stop trying to seduce you if you agree to come to LA and let us work on our relationship.” 
 
    “No sex for two weeks.” 
 
    “No sex until Texas. Pinkie swear.” 
 
    “Okay, then, you have a deal.”


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The rest of the evening passed without incident. They’d reheated their food and eaten while Dimitri started working on signing all his preorders and Becca went through his email, answering what needed to be taken care of, then working on his new book’s teasers. It released next week, and she’d been remiss in working on the project. 
 
    Not that she really got much done. Her thoughts were too screwed up. Never had she expected him to declare he had feelings and in the same breath admit he wanted to tie her up and fuck her. She wasn’t that girl. But…  
 
    Yes, but. There was the crux of it. She had liked it, way too much. Enough to think about letting him do it.  
 
    Could she really let him do that? 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    Did he really love her, though, or was it his lust talking? That was what worried her. He’d found a bright and shiny new toy to play with. Once he got bored or too frustrated, he’d toss her aside. That was why she demanded no sex. It would only complicate matters. If he still felt the same way about her in a few weeks, then she’d know it was real, that it wasn’t only a lust induced declaration. She had to be sure. 
 
    Finally done with Dimitri’s stuff, she opened her own Facebook page and wasn’t surprised by the messages waiting. Was she going out with Dimitri, what happened with Dimitri and Henry, and finally Henry demanding to know what was going on. So much drama. This was why she kept her personal life off Facebook.  
 
    She answered everything as best she could then left Henry a message explaining her anxiety and why she’d reacted the way she had. Normally, she wouldn’t have explained, but he was a good friend, and he’d not blab about it to everyone. 
 
    Dimitri’s phone rang, the noise harsh in the comfortable silence. He looked up and motioned for her to grab it since it was next to her. How it managed to find its way to the couch, she had no clue. 
 
    “It’s Mason.” 
 
    “Answer it for me, please?” He kept signing, and she shook her head. She’d never met Mason. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Oh, hello.” The younger version of Dimitri’s voice sounded confused. “Ah…sorry, I think I have the wrong number.” 
 
    “No, you don’t.” Becca chuckled. “This is Dimitri’s phone. He’s just busy at the moment.” 
 
    “Umm…I’m guessing I don’t want to know what he’s doing?” The hesitancy gave way to flirtation. “But you can tell me what you’re doing.” 
 
    She got up and walked over to where he sat in the floor. “Your brother is cute.” 
 
    “He’s a brat.” 
 
    “Yes, he is your brother.” She remembered the word meant brother. 
 
    “No, I mean brat in the American sense of the word.” He reached for his phone, and Becca laughed. She knew Mason gave them all a hard time. 
 
    “What?” Dimitri barked into the phone, irritated. He was almost done with this shit. Couldn’t Mase have waited until the morning to call? 
 
    “What put a bee up your ass?” 
 
    “You don’t want to know.” He watched Becca flop back down on the couch, her very braless boobs bouncing. Shit, why the fuck had he agreed to two weeks with no sex? It was going to kill him. He already had a serious case of blue balls. Two weeks of that? He’d be hospitalized.  
 
    “Anything to do with that sexy as sin voice that answered your phone?” 
 
    “Keep your fucking thoughts off her.” Dimitri almost snapped the Sharpie he held. “Got it?” 
 
    “Fucker, I wasn’t trying to move in on what’s yours. I was just asking a question.” 
 
    “Yeah, my mood has everything to do with her. Now, what the hell do you want at two in the morning?” 
 
    “Viktor called and told me about your stalker. I didn’t get a chance to look her up until about an hour ago. I was finishing the IT setup at Conner’s new club.” 
 
    “What club?” 
 
    “He didn’t tell you?” Mason yawned. “He’s opening a new club in New York. Since all you fuckers seem to be migrating there, he wanted to be close to family and bought some property in the city. He should be set up to open in a few months. He just wanted the IT stuff done first, for security purposes.” 
 
    “No, the motherfucker didn’t tell me he was opening a dance club.” 
 
    “I never said it was dance club.” 
 
    The mirth in the boy’s tone set Dimitri’s teeth to grinding. “Then what kind of fucking club is it?” 
 
    “Sex club.” 
 
    “The fuck?” Conner owned a sex club? What the fuck? Did Viktor know? They were twins, after all. Something he’d ask him later. 
 
    “Yeah, well, take it up with him. I only set up his damn computer system and the security. We need to talk about your stalker, one Miss Charlene Moyer.” 
 
    “What about her?” 
 
    “You have no idea who she is, do you?” 
 
    “A woman I fucked regularly for a couple months, that’s about it.” 
 
    “Well, she has a history. She seems to like to attach herself to rich boyfriends. There have been some issues. I’m still digging, but it’s enough for me to tell you to change all your passwords for everything, and I mean everything. Block her on all your social media.” 
 
    “Becca already did all that for me, at least the social media stuff. I’ll change my passwords for everything else tonight. Why is this so urgent?” 
 
    “She can get a little too clingy. Nothing psychotic, at least not that I’ve found.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But she has caused some serious fallout for these guys. Ruined images, she even got into the online banking of her last boyfriend and emptied out his accounts. There’s an actual arrest warrant out for her in Philadelphia. She knows her way around a computer.” 
 
    “Well, fuck.” 
 
    “Yeah, fuck. I did some preliminary digging and found she’s posting all kinds of stuff on her page about you. Nothing I can really do there unless you want me to hack her?” 
 
    “What kind of stuff?” 
 
    “Oh, the usual spurned lover shit. How you are horrible, selfish, tossed her aside for some new whore. By that, I think she means the woman you’re with?” 
 
    “The woman I’m with is Becca. She came down to help out with the book signing.” 
 
    “Your PA Becca?” Mason asked, surprised. “She sounds hot as fuck.” 
 
    “She is, and get your mind out of her pants. Charlene isn’t…” 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    Becca’s shout yanked his gaze over to her. “What?” 
 
    “Your ex-flavor of the week is posting shit about me.” Her brown eyes were almost black with anger. “People are sharing her posts on my page, Dimitri. I don’t do this drama crap. She’s calling me a sixpence whore.” 
 
    Dimitri snorted, trying to keep from laughing. Sixpence whore? Leave it to Charlene to try to sound smarter than she was. “That is kind of funny.” 
 
    “It is not funny!” Becca screeched, shoving her laptop aside to jump up and start pacing. “People are going to read this shit, Dimitri. They’re going to believe it, and then they’re going to start asking me questions, all of them everywhere, crowding me…” 
 
    She bent over, her face going red. “Let me call you back, Mason.” 
 
    Becca heard him hang up with his brother, but barely. The thoughts of everyone talking at her, surrounding her, it was too much. She couldn’t breathe, her lungs constricted, black spots appeared in front of her, and she couldn’t stop shaking. 
 
    “I’m here. Calm down, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Don’t touch me!” She pulled away when he tried to comfort her. “This is all your fault.” 
 
    It wasn’t his fault, not really, but her brain needed to blame someone for this, and he was the obvious choice. Her teeth started to chatter and she fell down, her arms wrapping around her legs to try and to the uncontrollable shaking. 
 
    Faces swam up, faces from the signing, Henry hugging her, Sara Jane moving closer, Dimitri telling her she had to go. No, no, no, no. She couldn’t do this. It was too much. She wheezed, trying to pull air into her lungs. 
 
    Her inhaler was thrust into her mouth and she did her best to inhale as the medicine sprayed. Please, just breathe. Four puffs and she started to feel the effects of the life-saving medicine. She didn’t need it, but her brain thought she did. It was a trick to fool the body. Air filled her oxygen-starved lungs. 
 
    Dimitri pulled her into his lap and started to rock her. Her panic was so severe, she barely registered it or the way he spoke to her in Russian. All she could think about was what people would think, how they’d react, how they’d make her talk to them, crowd her… 
 
    It was the humming that finally broke through her panic-induced haze. It was low and right by her ear, broken and horrible, but it was a constant. The melody started to edge out the mind-numbing paralysis that was her personal brand of anxiety.  
 
    Dimitri. He was rocking and humming, his arms tight around her. Her breathing slowed, her heartbeat stopped its rapid staccato. He patiently rocked her, humming while her body relaxed, the panic receding. No one, not even her brother, could calm her panic, make it completely dissipate.  
 
    But Dimitri could. 
 
    “Better?” he whispered, the warmth of his breath tickling her ear. 
 
    She nodded, not trusting her voice. Music played in the background, so softly she couldn’t even make out the lyrics, but the tone was definitely country. So much for his hating on the genre. The thought tugged a small smile from her, and she went from hunched in on herself to relaxing against him, her ear pressed to his heartbeat, which was slow and steady.  
 
    “It’s going to be okay. I promise. I’ll deal with Charlene. She’ll never bother you again.” 
 
    His ex-flavor of the week had already done the damage. There were people calling her a whore, a homewrecker, a slut…she buried her face in Dimitri’s shirt, trying to not think about it.  
 
    “People believe her, D.” She sniffed, trying to hold back her tears. “They are calling me all kinds of awful things.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, sweetheart.” He stood, picking her up with him, wincing. His legs were on fire, but he ignored the pain. “Let’s get some sleep and deal with this in the morning, okay?” 
 
    “No sex,” she mumbled. 
 
    He laughed and strode into the bedroom. Pulling the blankets down, he put her on the bed and climbed in behind her. She rolled into him like she’d done it a thousand times before, and Becca closed her eyes, letting the sound of his heartbeat alongside the gentle rise and fall of his chest lull her into sleep. 
 
    Dimitri waited until he was sure she was sound asleep before he left the bed. Finding his phone where it had dropped, he opened up Facebook and navigated to Becca’s page. What he saw made him see red. That fucking bitch. She was saying some truly awful things about his woman.  
 
    He called Mason. 
 
    “Yo?” 
 
    “Shut the bitch down.” 
 
    He hung up and crawled back in bed. He had to meet Viktor for breakfast in a little under three hours.  
 
    Then he’d get this damn signing out of the way and they’d be on the first train back to LA, where he could have his woman all to himself. He just had to get through tomorrow.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dimitri made sure not to wake Becca a few hours later. He hadn’t slept at all, everything running together in his head. Charlene was going to have to be dealt with. Had he known she was this much of a drama queen, he wouldn’t have given her a second glance. He didn’t do drama. Hated it.  
 
    He finished dressing and shoved his phone and wallet into his jeans. Becca rolled and muttered something. He smiled softly, watching her frown in her sleep. Sexy as sin. He should wake her, but since he wasn’t going to ask her to go with him to the signing, she could sleep in.  
 
    There wasn’t a force in Heaven or Hell that could persuade him to take her to the signing. Not after all that shit that was posted last night. She was a right mess. The panic attack last night was bad, one he wouldn’t be responsible for her reliving. 
 
    Slipping out, he found Viktor waiting for him in the lobby. His brother looked every inch the Kincaid with his dark hair and coal black eyes. Dimitri looked like his mother, blonde and blue eyed. The only thing he’d inherited from his dad was the man’s height. He towered even over Viktor.  
 
    “Morning, brat.” 
 
    Viktor looked up from the paper he was reading. “It’s too early for this shit.” He ran a hand through his hair and yawned.  
 
    “Agreed.” Dimitri yawned himself and led Viktor into the little area designated for food. “I didn’t realize that Sara Jane’s staying here until she texted me this morning. She’s running a little late, so I told her we’d be on the terrace. Hungry?” 
 
    “Starved.” Viktor wasted no time in filling up a plate. Dimitri smiled his dimpled grin at the morning clerk who was checking on the guests in the small dining area, distracting her from the fact Viktor was not a guest. She batted her eyelashes at him in return, giving him her come hither smile. 
 
    The woman was beautiful, rich auburn hair and green eyes that promised so much, but for the first time in his life, it did nothing for him. He wasn’t the least bit interested. His dick even stayed quiet. This was new.  
 
    “Hey, you.” 
 
    Sara Jane startled him and he turned around, bumping into her. “Sorry.” 
 
    “You’re pretty.” 
 
    Dimitri looked down at Sara Jane’s little girl and grinned. She was a beauty, her front tooth missing, her blonde hair pulled back in some kind of braid.  
 
    “You’re prettier than me.” He tweaked her nose. “I’m Dimitri. You must be Delia.” 
 
    “I am.” She had a sing-song voice. 
 
    “Well, Delia, how hungry are you?” He held out his hand and she shyly took it. “I think we should go find some food before my brother eats it all!” 
 
    “He wouldn’t.” Her eyes widened and she took his hand pulling him along behind her. “There’s too much food!” 
 
    “Viktor can inhale it all, I promise.” He ignored Sara’s laughter and bent down to whisper, “We have to feed him enough so he doesn’t eat us!” 
 
    Delia’s little gasp was loud enough to catch Viktor’s attention, and he turned around, a piece of bacon hanging out of his mouth. He glanced down at the kid who hid behind Dimitri’s legs.  
 
    “You’re horrible,” Sara Jane whispered.  
 
    “Nah, I’m pretty. Delia said so.” 
 
    Viktor hurriedly ate his bacon and sat his overly full plate down. “Morning, ladies. I’m Viktor.” 
 
    “You talk funny.” Delia peeped at him from behind Dimitri’s legs. “Are you really going to eat me?” 
 
    “Eat you?” He shot Dimitri a look filled with the promise of pain. “I don’t eat little girls, only grown-ass men who are pretty.” 
 
    “Language.” Sara Jane came to stand behind Dimitri. “I try not to cuss around her if I can help it. She mimics everything these days.” 
 
    Dimitri watched his brother’s face carefully. He saw the instant lust flash in his eyes before he locked down his emotions and his face went blank. Oh, this could be good. Damn shame he wasn’t going to be able to watch the fireworks over the next few weeks.  
 
    “Sara, this is my brother, Viktor, owner and operator of Kincaid Security Corp.” 
 
    “Kincaid Security and Investigations,” Viktor corrected him. “We changed the name of the company when Kade signed on.” 
 
    “Sorry, I forget. It’s been KSC for so long, it’s hard to remember a new name.” 
 
    “KSC? Like KFC, the yummy chicken place?” Delia slid around Dimitri’s legs so she could get a better look at Viktor. “You make chicken?” 
 
    “No, malyshka. I take care of people who need help. I protect them.” 
 
    “From bad people like my daddy?” Her gray eyes turned serious, and Dimitri’s gut clenched at the pain bleeding out of them. So little to have gone through so much. It wasn’t right. 
 
    Viktor squatted down in front of her, his expression as serious as hers. “Yes, from bad people like your daddy. I’m here to make sure he can never hurt you again.” 
 
    “You won’t let him come back?” She twisted the end of her braid. “I don’t want him to come home. He hurt me.” 
 
    “I won’t let him hurt you again, malyshka. I promise.” 
 
    She smiled shyly at Viktor. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re very welcome. How about we eat before I decide to gobble up my brother?” 
 
    She laughed and followed Viktor over to the food where he proceeded to help her pick out what she wanted. 
 
    “I…” Sara Jane cleared her throat, and Dimitri saw tears swimming in her eyes. “He’s good with her.” 
 
    “Kids usually hate him.” Dimitri found his way over to the buffet. “He looks scary as fuck and it usually terrifies them.” 
 
    “He’s hot as fuck.” Sara Jane slapped a hand over her mouth, and Dimitri laughed. “Forget I said that.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” Dimitri nodded and filled his plate with eggs and bacon. “This is some runny shit.” 
 
    “It’s free, what do you expect?” Sara Jane opted for yogurt and joined her daughter at the table. “Where’s Becca?” 
 
    “She’s still asleep. After last night, I figured she could use the rest.” 
 
    “Last night?” Viktor looked up. “Tell me you aren’t screwing up the one female relationship you have that we all approve of?” 
 
    “No, I’m not screwing it up.” Dimitri took a swig of his orange juice. “I’m talking about Charlene and her bullsh…her BS.” 
 
    “What’s BS?” Delia stopped eating her waffles and stared at them curiously.  
 
    “Nothing that you need to worry about, poppet.” Sara Jane shot both men a warning glare. “Finish your waffles.” 
 
    “What has your stalker done now?” Viktor poured more syrup on Delia’s waffles, earning him the devotion of one very cute six-year-old. Sugar won every time. 
 
    “She’s not only spewing her hatful verbiage at me, now she’s targeted Becca.” 
 
    “I saw all that on her page last night.” Sara kept glancing at Viktor, trying not to get caught staring. “I sent her a message, but I’m guessing she didn’t even look at it.” 
 
    “It upset her to the point she had a major panic attack.” Dimitri put his fork down. “I need to tell you both about that. Viktor, you know how Lily has a thing about being touched?” 
 
    “Yes.” They both remembered when Viktor tried to hug her and she all but passed out.  
 
    “Becca has an extreme fear of crowds. It sets off panic attacks, really bad ones.” 
 
    “Then what is she doing here?” Sara Jane asked. 
 
    “Because I asked her, not realizing how bad they could get, and she came because I needed her.” 
 
    “Dimitri.” The censure in Sara Jane’s voice made him duck his head, a little ashamed. “You shouldn’t have put her in that situation. Delia is the same way around strangers.” 
 
    “She’s doing okay with us.” Viktor winked at the little girl. 
 
    “That’s because I prepared her to meet you. I’ve been talking about you since yesterday to calm her nerves, and she’s heard me and Dimitri talking on the phone and Skype. He’s not as much of a stranger as you are.” 
 
    “I’m not taking her to the signing, anyway, not after her meltdown last night. I’m not putting her through that. As soon as the event is over, we’re packing up and heading to LA.” 
 
    “She’s going to LA with you?” That got Viktor’s attention.  
 
    “Yes. I booked train tickets this morning. You wouldn’t happen to need a vehicle, would you? I don’t know what to do with my Jeep.” 
 
    “I rented a car, but if you want to give me yours, I’ll take it.” Viktor turned his black eyes on Sara Jane, who blushed hard enough to make Dimitri snicker. She kicked him under the table. He only grinned wider. “We will need to sit down after your event and go over everything. I just wanted to meet you this morning. Anything that’s private,” he nodded toward Delia, “we can discuss then.” 
 
    “Thank you for doing this.” Sara pushed her food around on the plate. “I appreciate it. I’m at my wits’ end, and the stress is starting to get to me.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, ma’am.” Viktor smiled, his eyes still empty, but Dimitri knew him. He was just as enthralled with Sara as she was with him. “I’ll handle it. You’ll just have to agree to a few things.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like doing what you’re told when I tell you to do it. Your and Delia’s security has to take priority over everything. What I do, I don’t do lightly, and I expect you to do as you’re told.” 
 
    “Do as I’m told?” 
 
    Dimitri leaned back, enjoying the show. She went from in lust to irritated in about two-point-five seconds. 
 
    “I spent the last eight years doing as I’m told. No one has the right…” 
 
    Viktor put up a hand. “I’m not your husband. I’m here to ensure your safety, and I will with whatever means necessary.” 
 
    Sara’s lips thinned, and Dimitri was about to egg on the argument when his phone buzzed. He pulled it out to see a text from Becca.  
 
      
 
    WTH are you, asshole, and why didn’t you wake me up? 
 
    He laughed. Leave it to his woman to get pissed at him for letting her sleep in. She was a treasure.  
 
    “I will leave you both to hash out the details of your arrangement. Becca is up, and I need to go talk to her. I’ll see you guys later.” 
 
    He blew a kiss at Delia, grabbed Becca some food, and headed back to their room, smiling. He could just imagine the hell Sara Jane was going to give Viktor. The woman was a firecracker who had had enough of being controlled. Unfortunately, to keep her safe, Viktor was going to have to control some of her movements. Which would piss her off more. 
 
    Another great book idea. He’d have to follow this budding relationship. 
 
    He heard the shower on when he came in. The bedding was on the floor, and her suitcase was open, the clothes thrown here and there around it. She’d been in a rush. 
 
    When the shower cut off a few minutes later, the hair dryer clicked on. He fought the urge to go in the bathroom because there would very likely be a repeat of last night. He’d promised no sex. 
 
    Fucking idiot. 
 
    Why the hell had he agreed to that? 
 
    His dick agreed with the sentiment. Just thinking about last night made him hard. This was not going to be easy. 
 
    “Do you often stand there stroking yourself, staring off into space?” 
 
    Becca’s soft words pulled him out of his memory. Sure enough, she was right. He had his hand on his dick. Fuck. 
 
    She laughed and strolled toward him, devilment in her eyes. He backed up. What was the minx up to? She stopped an inch from him, her face flushed from the heat of the shower. “I was thinking.” 
 
    “About what?” He adjusted himself and put his hands behind his back to keep from touching her.  
 
    “About this whole no seducing me thing.” 
 
    “You mean we can throw that whole two week thing out the window?” His dick twitched at the thought. Please fucking say yes. 
 
    “Nope, that’s non-negotiable.” 
 
    He groaned. 
 
    “But I was thinking.” She leaned into him. “That doesn’t mean we can’t do other things.” 
 
    “Other things?” His hands refused to be held quiet and pulled her close. “What sort of things?” 
 
    “Oh, you know, kissing, touching, making out, those kinds of things.” 
 
    “Those things lead to you being bent over the couch and fucked, Becca.” 
 
    “Nope, wrong again.” She batted her eyelashes at him much as the front desk attendant had earlier, only this time, it nearly brought him to his knees. “You need to learn you don’t always get what you want.” 
 
    “Oh, but that is where you’re wrong, sweetheart. I always get what I want.” 
 
    She only smiled and pushed away from him. “We’ll see.” 
 
    “You are driving me insane, woman.” He shook his hands, trying to make them forget the urge to pull her back and run them all over her body, making her as aroused as he was. 
 
    “Good.” She popped a piece of pineapple into her mouth. “Now, start loading those bags into the boxes. They’re alphabetized so keep them in the right boxes.” 
 
    The fuck? She went from seductress to general in a blink of the eye. 
 
    “Get moving or we’ll be late.” 
 
    “No, you aren’t coming with me.” No way in hell was she putting herself through that. 
 
    She paused, another chunk of fruit midway to her mouth. “What?” 
 
    “I mean it, Becca. I can do this myself. You don’t have to come and face all that…” 
 
    “Oh, yes, I do.” She gave him her full attention, appreciative of what he was trying to do, but this was a decision she’d come to this morning. She’d spent all her life hiding from things, never facing her fears, and in this instance, her honor. She’d be damned if she let some hateful, jealous ex keep her from helping her best friend. 
 
    “Last night…” 
 
    “Was last night,” she cut him off. “I’m okay this morning. I’ve taken my anxiety meds, I have my inhaler handy, and I’ll be okay.” 
 
    “Becca.” 
 
    “No, D. I have to do this. I realize it will be hard, and I might flip out, but I need to try. Not only for you, but for me. As long as I’m behind the table and no one can surround me, I’ll be okay. I’ve been giving myself pep talks since I agreed to come. I need to do this.” 
 
    “But you don’t have to.” 
 
    “Yes, I do. I need to make sure I can be the person you need me to be.” 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about? I need you to be you, that’s it.” 
 
    “You need someone who can do this, go to events, be out in the public. That’s who you are, Dimitri, and if I can’t do this, we might not work.” She held up a hand to stop him. “I know what you’re going to say, but if I feel inadequate in our relationship, how much of a chance do you really think we have? Let me do this, please.” 
 
    She had thought a lot about this. Dimitri was very much a public person, one who was always out to events and parties. She had to be able to know she could eventually go to those things with him. She wasn’t stupid enough to think going to one event would cure her, but it would tell her if she could build from it and eventually contain her panic enough to do the things he loved to do. 
 
    “First sign of a panic attack, and we’re out.” He came over and swept her up. “Not for me, but for you. I couldn’t care less if you had a meltdown and screamed bloody murder, but I’m guessing you would.” 
 
    She nodded. He was right. She’d be so embarrassed she’d probably delete her Facebook page. She already set her profile security so no one could tag her or post on her page. Enough was enough. And if she saw Christy, Carly, whatever her name was, she’d give her a piece of her mind. How in the world had she found out who Becca was? It still boggled her mind. She never posted anything personal. 
 
    “Fine. Now get to loading those bags up before we really are late.” 
 
    Dimitri let her go, but slapped her ass before she could move out of the way. She threw him a glare and started to gather up all the swag she’d organized last night. Today was going to be hard. She knew that. She was prepared for it. 
 
    Today was her test run. If she couldn’t do this, there might not be a future for them. She wouldn’t trap him in a relationship he’d ultimately come to despise, even if he didn’t want to admit it. 
 
    Today would be everything. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The signing room was filled with people running around like lunatics. Curses could be heard as they struggled with banners and other things that needed to be put together. Becca kept her eyes down and made a beeline for Dimitri’s table. She was shocked to find Henry there, arranging banners. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    He paused long enough to wink. “I’m arranging these so you won’t be bothered by anyone. I’m making you a cocoon of banners. That way, you won’t feel crowded.” 
 
    That was the sweetest thing anyone had ever done for her. Dimitri grumbled, but she ignored him. “Thank you, Henry.” 
 
    The model finished what he was doing before coming out from behind the table. “It’s nothing.” 
 
    She put down the box she was carrying and hugged him, really hugged him. There wasn’t anyone else around their table, and she didn’t feel at all crowded. “Yes, it is. It means more than you know.” 
 
    “Anything for you, baby girl.” He hugged her back. “I don’t know what I would have done last year without you, so anything you need, just ask.” 
 
    He was referring to when his brother died. She’d talked to him for hours every day for weeks. He’d been in a bad place, and she’d done everything she could for him. Henry was a sweetheart, and she considered him a good friend. 
 
    Dimitri’s growling broke them apart. “Sorry about the Neanderthal.” 
 
    Henry glanced at him, his eyes twinkling. “He’s only doing what I would if you were mine.” 
 
    “She’s not yours, so get your fucking hands off my woman.” 
 
    “See?” Becca rolled her eyes and slipped out of Henry’s hold, knowing Henry was only egging him on. “I can’t take him anywhere.” 
 
    “Woman…” 
 
    “Man.” She winked at Henry and went behind the table to start organizing the boxes so she could easily get to them. The books for sale were each in their own boxes, some titles two to a box depending on popularity. Dimitri was going to have to help keep the book rack full. 
 
    “Do you do that just to drive me nuts?” Dimitri whispered by her ear, his tongue darting out to swipe the soft skin of the lobe.  
 
    “Sure do.” She turned and nipped his bottom lip. “Now, get to work. We have to have this done in about half an hour, thanks to your not waking me up.” 
 
    Henry stuck around, helping them both organize the boxes and swag. He and Dimitri struck up a hesitant conversation and were soon talking about fishing. Fishing. She didn’t understand what people saw in it. You sat there for hours, hoping some unsuspecting fish would take the bait. Hours, sometimes, without even so much as a bite. Men loved it. She shook her head and set up the iPad so people could sign up for Dimitri’s newsletter. She’d thought about a signup sheet, but she had no desire to try to decipher people’s handwriting. This way, they could type it themselves. No stress later. 
 
    “I fired your brother.” Sara Jane’s angry comment brought all their heads snapping round. “He’s insufferable.” 
 
    “I thought you said he was hot as fuck?” Dimitri teased. 
 
    “Oh, he is, but his attitude cancels any lustful thoughts I might have had.” She looked ready to hit someone. “Seriously. That man is a control freak.” 
 
    “Yes, he is when it comes to the safety of his clients,” Dimitri agreed, “but he’s never failed at a job of protection either, and I think you both need his help.” 
 
    “He’s bossy.” 
 
    “He has to be bossy, doll.” Dimitri’s expression turned serious. “He has to keep you and your daughter safe. Sometimes that might mean telling you how to do something, when to do it, and where to do it, but he’s not doing it to be hard or a bastard. He’s doing it to protect you. Let him help you keep Delia out of her father’s crosshairs.” 
 
    “You had to go remind me why I needed help to begin with, didn’t you?” Sara Jane looked cross enough to keep any random passerby from attempting to come over to their table.  
 
    “That’s what friends are for.” He kissed her forehead. “Now get yourself set up. I see your PA waving frantically.” 
 
    “I’ve got to get over to Heather’s table too.” Henry picked up one of Dimitri’s cards. “You ever want to a model for a custom book cover, shout at me. I’ll give you a discount.” 
 
    “He’s not so bad,” Dimitri admitted as they finished stocking the book rack.  
 
    “He’s pretty awesome.” 
 
    “You know him well?” 
 
    “About as well as you do Sara Jane.” 
 
    “Point taken.” Dimitri smiled, finally giving up. The guy was cool, and he understood Becca was taken. He wouldn’t stick his nose in their friendship. “How are you? Everything okay?” 
 
    “So far.” She gestured to the wall of banners Henry built around them. “This helps.” 
 
    “You’ll tell me if it gets to be too much?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Promise me, Becca.” 
 
    “I promise.” She rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Why are you being so blasé about this?” Dimitri couldn’t wrap his head around the change in her. Last night she’d been on the verge of a nervous breakdown, and today she was acting like nothing was wrong or would go wrong. He was on pins and needles, himself.  
 
    “Because you’re here with me.” She smiled shyly. “That’s the difference.” 
 
    His entire being swelled with pride.  
 
    They announced the group picture and she shooed him away, assuring him she’d be fine. Not that he trusted that. He’d seen the faces of everyone eyeballing them with speculation. They had to be eager to gossip. It was the one thing he knew about the Indie community. They were gossips and could rip each other apart as soon as defend each other. He didn’t trust the other PAs not to try to chat her up. 
 
    Becca sank down in her chair, relieved when Dimitri finally left. He was getting on her nerves worse than the actual thought of crowds with his hovering. That was as bad as crowding her, but she knew he did it out of worry. 
 
    “Hey, Becca!” 
 
    Stacey Jamison approached the table, all smiles. Becca knew her from Facebook. She was author H.L. Harper’s PA, and a gossip monger. She knew it was coming, but she’d hoped the signing would start and they’d have to wait until at least lunch to start in on the questions.  
 
    She took a deep breath and steeled herself. It was just Stacey. No one else. She could do this. 
 
    “Hi, Stacey. You and Heidi all set up?” 
 
    The girl bounced on her feet. “Yes, I was worried we wouldn’t get finished on time since we didn’t get in until late last night. We missed early setup.” 
 
    “That sucks.” 
 
    “So…um…you guys all ready?” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re good.” Becca watched, fascinated as the girl tried to get up the nerve to ask her about the crazy ex. She seemed to really want to ask, but was almost afraid to. Might as well put her out of her misery. 
 
    “If it wasn’t for Dimitri’s crazy ex, I’d be peachy this morning.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? The woman posting all that stuff about you?” 
 
    Becca nodded. “Dimitri broke up with her, and she seems to blame me for it, but he dumped her last week.” 
 
    “So, are you and Dimitri a thing?” Stacey lowered her voice conspiratorially. 
 
    “Dimitri’s my best friend, and aside from that, it’s really no one else’s business.” She kept her voice cheerful, but made sure the bite in it was enough to get the girl’s attention. “I hate gossip and the drama rumors produce.” 
 
    “Oh, sure.” Stacey nodded a little too emphatically. “Not that I believed you’d do anything to wreck their relationship, but some people might be thinking that.” 
 
    “Then they can keep on thinking it.” Becca pulled out the money box and started filling it up with change. “I don’t give a rat’s ass what other people think. If they want to be as ugly as to think any of her hateful spiel is true, then that’s on them.” 
 
    “You tell her, girlfriend!” 
 
    Jacqueline Crantz pushed Stacey out of the way and started looking over all the swag. Jac was a blogger and one of the first people to showcase Dimitri’s books. They’d gotten to know each other pretty well over the last few years. 
 
    “If you’re getting all sweaty in the sheets with the eye candy, good for you. If not, good for you. It’s none of anyone’s business.” 
 
    “Eye candy? Is that all I am to you? I feel so dirty…I think I need a shower. Perving on the eye candy. Shame on you!” 
 
    Dimitri stood behind her, laughing while Jac blushed three shades of cherry.  
 
    “What? You’re pretty to look at. Sue me.” 
 
    Dimitri turned on his sexy as sin smile. “Is that all you want me to do?” 
 
    Jac blushed harder and fidgeted. “No, I want you to give me my damned pre-orders and stop flirting before Becca stabs me in the eye.” 
 
    Becca relaxed her grip on the Sharpie she held. She’d had a moment of extreme jealousy until she realized Dimitri was only playing a part. It was in his eyes. He wasn’t the least bit interested in Jac. He only seemed to have eyes for her, and that made her heart speed up.  
 
    She dug out Jac’s pre-order and handed it over to her. “Hey, hun. Why do you read Dimitri’s books?” It was a question she planned on asking every reader today to prove her point to him. 
 
    “Oh, my Lord, what don’t I like about them? I’m a sucker for paranormal, and you add in those sexy-ass alphas?” She waved her hand in front of her face. “You manage to bring those people to life in a way most authors can’t. I’m invested in the characters, and I get pissed off with them sometimes, but the story is what keeps me reading. You write so that I’m hooked. By the time I’m done with one of your books, I need a week to recover.” 
 
    “So, you read his books for the story and not because he’s gorgeous?” 
 
    Jac laughed. “Girl, I remember the first time you convinced me to read one of his books. I had no clue who he was. I read it and was floored. I cried at the end. Silver Stars, that’s the book I read. I’ll never forget that book. I had no idea what he looked like until I looked him up to friend him.” 
 
    Dimitri’s shocked expression made Jac laugh, unaware of his preconceived notions about readers. After five hours of this, there was no way he could say his readers only cared about what he looked like. 
 
    The event coordinator called time for the event to open, and Jac wasted no time in grabbing a picture with Dimitri before hightailing it back to her table. She was sponsoring the event and had a table set up for her blog. 
 
    Dimitri barely had time to blink before the readers poured in the room, heading straight for him. He looked at Becca, his eyes wide, and she smiled. Poor guy. She wasn’t budging out from behind the table, though. Not a chance. 
 
    The people swarmed, and thanks to the planning she and Sheila had done, Dimitri’s table kept an orderly line. Becca had taken the chair behind the book rack, which partially hid her from view. Between that and the wall of banners, her anxiety wasn’t as bad as she feared. She blocked out the sounds of the crowd, focusing instead on handling cash, credit cards, and pre-orders. A few people talked to her, but for the most part, Dimitri was the star of the show. 
 
    He flirted, he thanked people, and took pictures, always listening when Becca asked a reader what they loved about his books. Slowly, but surely, he started to let himself really hear them. None of them gushed about him, except for his ability to tell a story. They read his books because they loved his words. It blew him away how many people stood and talked about their favorite book or series and spoke like they cared about the character the same way he did. So, maybe Becca was right and it wasn’t only about his face or his money. It was about his books. 
 
    There were still plenty who stopped just to get a picture with the hot guy, but Becca always nudged him to give them a bookmark. Why, he didn’t know. Not like they were interested in his books, anyway. She rolled her eyes when he got irritated. 
 
    He was exceptionally proud of Becca. She hadn’t let her anxiety get the best of her. Two hours of constant readers, and she’d held her ground. He could see the strain in her eyes, though. It was more than she was used to, but she was handling it. 
 
    His legs, though, were not only burning like he was standing in a pit of acid, but the pain started about half an hour ago. It raced up and down his legs, settling as a dull ache in the small of his back. He needed to sit, but there were so many people swarming, and he’d have to get right back up for photos. 
 
    When they called lunch a few minutes later, he had never been so grateful for anything in his life. The chair wasn’t exactly comfortable, but he was glad for the small relief it provided.  
 
    “You okay?” Becca handed him a cold bottle of water.  
 
    “Shouldn’t I be asking you that?” He winced when he tried to rub a particularly sore spot on his leg. 
 
    “I’m not good, but I think I’m doing better than you.” She gave him a wry smile. “You need to sit down and finish signing. If you keep standing, I don’t know if you’ll be able to walk later.” 
 
    “No. People will know…” 
 
    “Haven’t you figured it out yet, D?” Becca resisted the urge to smack him. “People don’t care about your physique or if you’re the sexiest eye candy ever. They care about the books, about the words, and in turn, they care about you. If you let them in, no one is going to judge you. That’s the best thing about this community of readers. They rally around their favorite authors. Give them a chance.” 
 
    “I don’t know…” 
 
    Becca took his hand. “Trust me, Dimitri. If you keep this up, you might do some real damage to your legs. You haven’t had PT in almost a week. Don’t screw up your recovery because of your own insecurities.” 
 
    “Recovery?” 
 
    They both saw Sara Jane frowning down at them. “Sorry, I wasn’t eavesdropping—well, I was, but it was accidental eavesdropping. Are you sick or something?” 
 
    When Dimitri didn’t say anything, Rebecca kicked him.  
 
    “Ouch! What the hell did you do that for?” 
 
    “Because you’re being an ass. If I can sit here and face my very real fear of crowds, then you can damn well ’fess up about your legs.” 
 
    “That’s private and my business.” 
 
    “Do I need to kick you in the balls again?” 
 
    “You kicked him in the balls?” Sara Jane’s head kept turning back and forth between the two of them, eyes wide. 
 
    “Why did you kick him in the balls?” This from the author at the next table. Dimitri groaned, but Becca ignored him. 
 
    “Trust me, he deserved it.” She nudged him with her knee. “Go ahead and tell them. It’s nothing to be ashamed of, and I think you’ve seen for yourself your preconceived notions are bupkis.” 
 
    “Preconceived notions?” Sara pulled up a chair from one of the other tables, now empty as the author had gone to lunch. The signing room would be closed for the next hour, so they didn’t worry about anyone interrupting them. A few other authors had wandered over, wanting to meet Dimitri. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” She spotted Henry and waved him over. “Henry, can you check to see if the hall is still crowded?” 
 
    “Do you want to go eat?” Dimitri asked, trying his best not to wince at the idea of standing up. 
 
    “No, I really, really need to pee, but if there are people out there, I’ll wait.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you.” 
 
    “Nope, you sit right here and rest while explaining to Sara Jane about your legs and your idiotic ideas about why people like you.” 
 
    “All clear, Becca.” Henry called from the doorway, and Becca stood, careful to not to get near any of the authors crowding around the table. She’d been fine all day behind her private barricade, but out in the open, one simple touch could send her spiraling. She inched around them and all but ran across the carpeted floor.  
 
    “Can you wait outside the door for me, please?” She kept her voice low as they walked towards the ladies’ bathroom. “Knock on the door or something to warn me if someone comes in?” 
 
    “Sure thing, baby girl.” He leaned against the wall. “Take your time.” 
 
    Becca walked into the bathroom and turned on the tap, splashing her face with water. She hadn’t worn makeup because she didn’t have water resistant makeup and she’d sweated enough in there already to have lost a good pound. Her makeup wouldn’t have survived. 
 
    She took deep, steadying breaths. Small dots danced in front of her. Her panic was crawling up her back, purring. She’d beat it back all morning, but it was finally starting to wear on her. She could feel it curling in her stomach, ready to spring at a moment’s notice. 
 
    The test had been going well, other than that. She wanted to make sure she could be a part of Dimitri’s life without worrying about flipping out every other second. Today had shown her she could control it with enough planning. Psyching herself up the last few days had helped tremendously.  
 
    Maybe she really could do this. 
 
    “Hello, my little sixpence whore.” 
 
    She froze. The rage in that voice. 
 
    Standing behind her was Dimitri’s ex. 
 
    Looking ready to do her serious harm. 
 
    Well, hell.


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    How the hell had she ended up in a bathroom with the ex flavor of the week? She looked every inch the beautiful seductress from last night in her short black dress and stilettos. Makeup done perfectly, not a hair out of place. If it weren’t for the fury vibrating off her, Becca wouldn’t even have looked at her twice. She didn’t associate with beauty queens on a regular basis, especially ones who liked to call her a whore and a bitch. 
 
    “Cathy…” 
 
    “Charlene.” The blonde seethed. “Are you so stupid you can’t even remember my name?” 
 
    “You’re not important enough for me to remember you name.” 
 
    That really set her off. Her hands clenched. Smart move, Becca. Insult the crazy ex. Mason said she wasn’t physically dangerous. She probably just needed to vent. Not that Becca was in the mood. She needed to pee, like, yesterday. 
 
    “I’m not important?” She tossed her mane of hair over her shoulder. “Just who the fuck do you think you are? A bedwarmer? His new whore until he gets bored?” 
 
    “I’ll never be any of those things.” She couldn’t resist the sly smile that flirted with her lips. “He loves me.” 
 
    Charlene laughed. “He doesn’t love anyone. He’ll use you and throw you away.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. Dimitri and I have known each other for almost ten years.” 
 
    “You’re lying.” 
 
    “No. I’m sorry, but I’m not. Dimitri and I have been friends since high school. I’m the only woman he talks to at least once a day. Every day since we met, he’s hit up my phone. Can you say that?” 
 
    The anger in her eyes bled to rage. She started to quiver, her nose flaring. 
 
    “I am sorry he treated you badly. You didn’t deserve that.” 
 
    “You’re right, I didn’t. I worked too damn hard to lose everything because of you.” 
 
    “You never had him to lose, Carlie…” 
 
    “Charlene!” Before Becca could blink, the woman had grabbed her head and smashed it against the sink. Pain exploded along her cheek and erupted behind her eye. 
 
    “You think you’re so smart, don’t you? I worked for this, you little whore. I did whatever sick fucking thing he wanted me to, I took care of him, I sacrificed three months of my life catering to him. It was me who was supposed to finally land a ring on my finger, not you!” 
 
    What the hell? Becca’s head swam, but she was so mad, it didn’t matter. Years of training kicked in and she tried to twist, to break the woman’s hold on her, but she was at a disadvantage. 
 
    Another hard slam against the sink, and Becca struggled to grasp something to hold onto, but Charlene was too fast. She jerked her up and slammed her face into the mirror so hard it shattered. 
 
    “Do you think I played the submissive whore expecting nothing in return?” 
 
    Before Charlene could slam her head again, Becca managed to grab onto the sink and land a solid kick backward, hitting her right between the legs. It caused just as much damage to a female as it did for a man. She could vaguely hear shouting through the door, but she ignored it.  
 
    Spitting out blood, she swung, landing a solid hit along Charlene’s jaw. The woman cursed and dropped, dodging the second blow. Becca felt a stinging pain right above her knee and looked down to see the woman had stabbed her with a nail file. A fucking nail file! 
 
    She might have laughed at her if it didn’t hurt like a son-of-a-bitch.  
 
    Becca grabbed her by the hair and dragged her over to the toilet, submerging her head for a good minute. “Bitch, you have no idea who you’re fucking with. I am the daughter of Dallas Rhodes, Sergeant at Arms of the Rebel Sinners. You do not get to fuck with me.”  
 
    Charlene kicked out, her feet connecting with Becca’s knee, and she went down. Bitch knew to take out the knees. She had to have taken at least a basic self-defense class. Becca blinked, and she was on her, her knees around her shoulders. Charlene’s fingers gripped her throat. 
 
    “He’s mine! I worked for him. You have no right to take what’s mine.” 
 
    Charlene’s fingers squeezed around her throat, her knees on Becca’s arms. She felt her air slowly start to be cut off. This was so different from her panic induced attacks, where her lungs simply stopped working. This felt like her throat was closing off and she was trying to suck enough air through a straw until even that was gone. She bucked, trying to dislodge her, but it wasn’t working. 
 
    “You can’t have him. He is mine. Do you understand me?” Charlene screamed into Becca’s face, every inch the psycho they’d assured her she wasn’t. What the hell happened? 
 
    Her vision started to blur, and she scrambled, looking for anything to help her. She pulled her legs up, trying to slam her knees into Charlene’s back, but the angle was wrong. She did, however, feel the nail file protruding from her leg and grasped it.  
 
    Yanking it free, she gasped at the pain, but used the file to stab at Charlene as best she could. At first, the blows came nowhere near her, but as Becca grew more desperate, her concentration became deeper and she aimed the blade right at the woman’s side, angling her own arm to jab it deep. 
 
    The pain was enough to loosen Charlene’s fingers, and Becca managed to buck her off, rolling in the tight space of the bathroom stall and grasping her by the back of the neck as she came up. She shoved her head in the toilet again and held it there, letting her up for air only after she started to choke. “Come near me again, and I promise, I will kill you. I know where to hide the body.” She slammed her head against the toilet’s basin before letting her go. “Do you understand me?” 
 
    “Fuck you,” Charlene slurred, and Becca’s own anger reared up. She balled her fist up and smashed it against Charlene’s nose.  
 
    “Stay the fuck away from me.” She threw her down and scrambled backward, waiting to see if Charlene would get up, but the wound in her side coupled with the blow to her head kept her down. Fucking bitch. 
 
    She stood, very aware of the pain her body wanted to let her know it was in, and limped to the bathroom door, watching the wall of mirrors to make sure the stupid woman didn’t try to jump her again. When she reached the door, she found it locked. Charlene must have locked it when she was busy trying to calm her panic down and not paying attention. She thought she’d been alone. How the hell did she get past Henry? Or had she been in here waiting? Hoping Becca would come in? Something the police could get the answer to. Becca just wanted out of the damn bathroom. 
 
    Dimitri and Henry were both on the other side, along with security. 
 
    “What the fuck…” 
 
    “His crazy ex,” she told Henry before inching around him, the enormity of the situation rising to swallow her. Her panic reared up, and she shook her head, trying to squash it.  
 
    Count to ten, close your eyes, and count to ten. 
 
    Dimitri was there when she opened her eyes, the hallway spinning. “Do you have any more psychos I need to know about?” 
 
    Before Dimitri could answer, the room got dark and the voices faded as the panic and the pain finally got to be too much and she passed out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The soft hum of the AC woke her. She spotted Dimitri looking out over the terrace. Her head hurt the minute she stirred. Charlene had gotten in several good blows, and she had a concussion. The doctors had wanted to keep her overnight for observation, but she’d refused. All she wanted was to go somewhere quiet and recoup. Dimitri hadn’t said a word since she came to at the hospital, in the middle of them stitching up the cuts on her face. The ride back to the hotel had been in complete silence. Not that she’d minded at the time; her head had been killing her. 
 
    Now, it worried her. 
 
    She sat up, closing her eyes against the pain. 
 
    “You’re not supposed to be up,” Dimitri fussed, coming over to the bed and pushing her back down. 
 
    “He speaks.” 
 
    “Don’t be smart.” He pushed her hair out of her face. “You scared the hell out of me.” 
 
    “I shocked the hell out of myself.” Becca had no clue she had a switch inside that someone could flip to ever cause her to do them physical harm. It reminded her of her dad, and that scared her. She wanted to be nothing like him. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I hurt her, D. I didn’t think I could ever hurt anyone.” 
 
    “She would have killed you if you hadn’t.” He checked the bandage on her leg. “I should have been there. I sat on my ass and trusted someone else to protect you. I’m so sorry, Krasivaya.” 
 
    He was blaming himself for this? Granted, it was his ex, but no one knew she had this in her. She was a beauty queen, not the Karate Kid. Dimitri couldn’t have known. 
 
    “No one knew she was capable of this. Don’t blame yourself for her actions.” 
 
    “I’m not. I’m blaming myself for not being there to protect you because I couldn’t fucking walk!” The self-loathing that lashed out of him took her breath away. 
 
    “I don’t blame you, D, so stop blaming yourself. If you want to blame someone, blame Christy.” 
 
    “Charlene.” 
 
    “Whatever.” She took a deep breath and let it out. “I couldn’t remember her name in the bathroom either, which pissed her off, but what I told her is still true. She’s not worth the time it would take me to learn her name. The only thing I care about is that I’m here, safe, and I’m glad you made me come on this trip.” 
 
    “You’re glad?” Dimitri stared down at her like she’d lost her mind. “You got attacked, nearly choked to death, you’ve had more panic attacks in two days than you’ve probably had in a month…” 
 
    “Not true. I usually have at least three or four a week.” 
 
    He shook his head. “You make it sound normal.” 
 
    “It is normal, at least for me. And, yeah, I am glad because I learned that when something matters to me, really matters, I can control the panic and not let it control me. Doesn’t mean I’m cured, far from it, but it’s a step in the right direction.” 
 
    “I guess your therapist knew what she was talking about, huh?” He kicked off his shoes and climbed into bed beside her. “Sometimes the only way to heal is to face what scares us.” He pulled her into his side, careful not to jostle her too much. 
 
    He’d almost lost her. The fear ate away at him, berated him for failing the one person who had never failed him. She was his to protect, and he’d not been there when she needed him. Becca might not blame him, but it was something that was going to take him a long time to come to terms with. 
 
    When Henry told him she was locked in the bathroom and there was the sound of fighting going on, his heart stopped. He’d gotten there as fast as he could, but he’d tortured his legs so much over the last few days, it hadn’t been fast enough. They’d been about to break the door down when she walked out, bloody and swaying. 
 
    She fell, and he’d thought she was dead for a minute. Her face had been chalk white with the very red strangulation marks around her throat. It staggered him. Henry had to make him let her go so the EMT’s could do their job. The hospital assured him she’d be fine. Her scans came back clean. There was no permanent damage done. 
 
    He’d prayed to God for the first time in forever, promising anything and everything if only she’d be okay. When the doctors told him she was going to be fine, he’d sat in the chapel for a long time, thanking God and trying to come to terms with his feelings. 
 
    His dad had been right about one thing. The thought of life without Becca was too much; it had brought him to his knees. He knew the love he had for her was the forever kind of love that he wrote about in his books. He was a manwhore, and unless he’d experienced love, he couldn’t convince readers of the love story between his characters. That love stemmed from the woman in his arms. He’d loved her all this time and had been too stupid to realize it. 
 
    “Dimitri?” 
 
    “Hmm?” He absently stroked her arm as he tried to find the words to tell her how much he loved her. 
 
    “Do you think people can be terrible because of their family? Bad genes?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “My dad loved fighting. He liked to hurt people. When I was in there, all I could think about was hurting her. I wasn’t Becca anymore, I was his daughter, and I flipped a switch. I hurt her, D. I don’t want to be like my dad. I can’t be like him.” 
 
    “You’re not like him, baby. You defended yourself using what you learned from your brother, your dad, and anyone else who taught you to fight. You saved yourself today. You weren’t a victim, you were a fighter, a survivor. Self-defense doesn’t turn you into your dad.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    “I know so, Krasivaya.” He kissed her softly on the temple, careful of the bandage covering the wound. “I learned something today too.” 
 
    “What’s that?” She yawned. 
 
    “That I love you.” 
 
    “I know you love me, D.” 
 
    “No, sweetheart, I mean I’m in love with you, and probably have been since high school.” She went still in his arms, and he continued. “I didn’t realize it until I saw you lying there hurt, and there was nothing I wouldn’t have done to make you okay. I had a come to Jesus moment, as you call it. He and I talked while the doctors checked you out, and I promised to do right by you. I’m going to marry you, Rebecca Joyce Rhodes.” 
 
    “You might have had a come to Jesus moment, but that doesn’t mean I have. You can’t marry me.” 
 
    “I beg to differ. I am going to marry you.” 
 
    “Dimitri, you only just realized you had feelings for me. It’s too soon to talk about long term. We need to get to know each other, to…” 
 
    “I call bullshit.” He leaned down and lightly kissed her. “We do know each other better than most people who get married do. Nikoli only knew Lily a few months before he proposed. Same with Kade. My dad knew in a week Mama was the woman for him. You and I have known each other for years. I know your quirks, you know mine.” 
 
    “It’s too soon.” She shook her head, the stubborn, mulish look creeping into her expression. 
 
    “Do you love me?” 
 
    “Yes, D. You know I love you. You ran when you realized it, remember?” 
 
    “I know I screwed up, but when don’t I screw things up? I’m not asking you to marry me tomorrow, just before the year is out. Is that enough time for you to wrap your head around this?” 
 
    “You make it sound like I don’t have a choice.” 
 
    “You don’t.” He nipped her ear. “I told you I like control, and in this I’m not giving you a choice. I love you, you love me, and we are going to have our happily ever after, even if I have to drag you kicking and screaming into it.” 
 
    She laughed. “Bossy man.” 
 
    “Yes, but I am your man.” 
 
    “And if I don’t want you?” 
 
    “I think I can convince you otherwise.” He gave her a devilish grin.  
 
    “But not tonight.” She smiled shyly up at him. “I don’t think I have it in me to resist. Besides, you said no sex for two weeks, remember?” 
 
    Fuck. She was back to that shit? He was about to argue when she turned and he caught the deep bruising around her neck. He kicked himself and his dick. She was in pain and didn’t need him trying to seduce her or get her to agree to marry him with sexual warfare. 
 
    “Tell you what, why don’t we get some sleep and continue this conversation when we get back to LA?” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” She snuggled into him, and he lay there while she fell asleep, thanking God again tonight for the biggest blessing he’d ever been given.
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    The cool breeze felt wonderful against Becca’s hot skin. The sand she was squishing her toes in was still warm from the sun that baked it earlier in the day, even though the night had cooled. The beach was beautiful at night, but it was even more glorious in the daytime with the water sparkling beneath a cloudless sky. 
 
    That didn’t mean she liked it enough to want to stay here, though. 
 
    Los Angeles was loud, dirty, and hot. Not that Chicago didn’t get its fair share of heat waves, but it was never this muggy. Dimitri’s condo was right on the beach, which afforded them some privacy at night when she ventured out to the sand. His neighbors were nosier than hers, and that was saying something. 
 
    She knew he was going to ask her to stay. And she probably would. She might hate the city, but she loved the man. 
 
    After everything that went down in Charleston, LA was a safe haven. Dimitri’s ex had been taken to the hospital, screaming she was going to file charges and sue Becca. Something she wasn’t worried about. The woman had attacked her, after all. She’d been booked for assault and battery. Even if she somehow managed to get out of those charges, she was still facing a bench warrant in Philadelphia, where they had her dead to rights on embezzlement. And thanks to her jumping bond, she was currently being held without bail. She wouldn’t be seeing the outside of a prison cell any time soon. 
 
    The signing was something she’d remembered only after she’d woken up the next day. Sara Jane had taken care of everything. She’d left a note on Dimitri’s table telling readers to pick his pre-orders up at her table, and her assistant packed up his things for him. He’d collected them later that day and arranged for UPS to ship them. Sheila, the event coordinator, had been very understanding, as had his readers. Becca still had people talking about how she deserved it for breaking up the crazy ex’s relationship with Dimitri, but they could keep on hating. There would always be those who wanted nothing more than to believe the worst and gossip about it. Her true friends had shown themselves in their defense of her. That was all a person could really ask for, after all. 
 
    Since she’d been here in LA, her anxiety had calmed down quite a bit. She still had attacks, but they were shorter, and she was able to get a handle on them a little quicker. It could be because Dimitri had been right beside her the entire time. He never lost his patience, never got angry, and doted on her.  
 
    He pushed her too. He made her go out, took her to the movies during the matinee when it wasn’t so crowded, or took her to find new places to eat. They’d been to three restaurants featured on Diners, Drive-Ins, and Dives already. She’d gotten him hooked on the show. For a man with a finicky stomach, he loved food. 
 
    “Hey, you.” Dimitri slipped his arms around her and she leaned into his chest, loving how safe he made her feel. “You’ve been out here a while. Are you cold?” 
 
    “Not anymore.” 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” He leaned down and lightly kissed her neck.  
 
    “Not what you’re thinking about.” She giggled. Yes, giggled. 
 
    “Witch, you tempt me then deny me.” He bit her ear, but ever so gently. 
 
    She turned in his arms and grinned. “No, the Thai food tempted you straight to the bathroom.” 
 
    “We shall not speak of it.” He grimaced.  
 
    Becca had ordered Thai takeout, and Dimitri settled on a sub from his favorite sandwich shop last night. Not her fault her food smelled divine and he’d filched a little of it. She told him not to do it, but he never listened. Poor guy had spent all night in the bathroom, and a good portion of today. 
 
    “Are you feeling better?” 
 
    “I haven’t had an attack in over three hours, so I think the worst of it’s gone.”  
 
    “I really should make a meme out of that photo I took of you running for the bathroom.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t dare!”  
 
    “Try me.” She laughed and leaned in so she could breathe in his scent. He smelled like the ocean, having taken his dog out in the waves to play with the big chocolate lab. Oliver had been kenneled while he was away and nearly knocked Dimitri over when they went to pick him up. Dimitri grouched the dog liked her better, since he refused to leave her side from the moment he’d met her. Called him traitor on a daily basis. 
 
    “You are a mean, mean woman.” His hands wandered down her backside until he gripped both of her ass cheeks, squeezing them. “I can be just as mean, though. How about I take you inside, tie you to the bed, and keep you right on the edge for the next few hours. I think that is a proper punishment for threatening memes.” 
 
    “You know the rules. No sex for two weeks, and you don’t get to tie me up until you let me tie you up first.” 
 
    “It’s been ten days.” He pulled back, forcing her to look up at him. One arm came up, and he traced the deepest of the cuts on her face. Dimitri insisted on having a plastic surgeon look at it. She was glad he had. The wound hadn’t been sutured to salvage her face, but for efficiency. The surgeon had worked his magic, but it meant she still had stitches all along the right side of her eye. The smaller cuts had healed nicely, and those stitches had been removed yesterday. The damage to her eye had been worse and required more time to heal. The eye doctor assured her there would be no permanent damage, but she’d experience blurriness for a while. 
 
    All in all, not bad, considering the beating her face had taken. 
 
    “Ten days is not two weeks.” 
 
    “I have a serious case of blue balls, Becca. I think I may need to be hospitalized before we leave for Texas.” 
 
    “You’re a grown man. You can suffer through it.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Suffer through it? Do you know how much my dick and my balls hurt when you go prancing around in those damn lace panties of yours?” She kept her face as straight as she could, and he groaned. “Witch. You don’t give a shit how much you’re making me suffer!” 
 
    She smiled. “Nope.” 
 
    He laughed and hugged her. “God, I love you so much.” 
 
    “I love you too.” 
 
    They stood there for a while, staring out at the ocean, enjoying the quiet of the night and each other’s arms. It was peaceful and settled Becca’s nerves more than anything else. Dimitri’s next question shattered the quiet little interlude. 
 
    “What do you think of LA?” He sounded almost coy, and she knew where this was going. A conversation she’d hoped to put off until after Texas. 
 
    “It’s okay, I guess.”  
 
    His arms tightened. “You don’t really like the city, do you?” 
 
    “No.” No point in trying to dumb down her dislike. “I’m sorry, but I really don’t.” 
 
    “I figured that out on your second day here when your nose scrunched up and you complained about the smog and the heat.” He smiled and pulled her toward the closed sliding glass door. “It’s okay, though. I think I’m about done with the city, anyway.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Oliver met them and demanded attention. The dog was a big baby and rolled over to get his belly scratched as soon as Becca dropped to her knees. 
 
    Dimitri didn’t answer right away. He just watched his traitor of a dog get the attention he wanted. Why wouldn’t she rub his belly like that? 
 
    Fuck. He had it bad. He was jealous of his damn dog. 
 
    “All my brothers are on the east coast. They’ve been bugging me for months to move to New York. With Mason transferring to NYU, there’s no reason to stay here anymore, especially if my soon-to-be wife hates it.” 
 
    “Still haven’t established I’m marrying you.”  
 
    Dimitri wanted to demand she marry him and have her obey him, but he knew she had her own mind and wouldn’t be pushed on this. She’d told him more than once she wouldn’t be forced. It was a big decision. 
 
    He knew that. Nothing had ever been more important to him. Sure, he might play the jokester, laugh all the time, and flirt like nobody’s business, but once he realized Becca was his, all that silliness went out the window. His relationship with her was the one thing he took seriously. And he’d make her realize that, no matter what it took. 
 
    “What made you move out here, anyway? I don’t think I ever asked.” 
 
    “It wasn’t cold.” He threw a bag of popcorn in the microwave. “I grew up in Russia where it’s damn cold, then moved to Virginia where the cold wasn’t as severe, but still horrible. I just wanted to stay warm for a change.” 
 
    “And you’re willing to give up the sunshine state to be with your brothers?” 
 
    “No. I’m willing to give it up for you.” 
 
    Which was true. He would have flat out refused, if not for Becca. He loved the sunshine and the warmth, but he’d give it all up and freeze his ass off for his woman. 
 
    “I love the cold and the snow.” She gave Oliver one last rub and got to her feet. “It makes for good cuddling weather.” 
 
    “Well, since you put it like that, I love the cold and the snow.” He opened the microwave when it beeped at him and took out the popcorn. “Can you hand me a bowl, please?” 
 
    “Movie night?” She found the right cabinet after three tries. He could have told her, but he enjoyed watching her stretch to get the cabinets open then push up on her toes to reach it, causing her shirt to ride up her backside. It afforded him a fantastic view.  
 
    “Since it’s so late, I thought we could settle in and watch Game of Thrones. You said you’ve never seen it, so why not introduce you to my fascination for Cersei?” 
 
    “Isn’t she the one everyone hates?” Becca held the bowl while he shook the popcorn into it. “Or is it the imp they all hate?” 
 
    “Cersei is the evil queen of the show. Everyone loves to hate her. Except me. I think all those evil tendencies she has are hot as fuck.” 
 
    “You’re terrible.” 
 
    “Get your ass upstairs before I show you just how terrible I can be.” She laughed when he slapped her ass, but took off for the stairs. He was slower than she was, but it didn’t matter. He’d been babying his legs and going to his physical therapy every day.  
 
    Taking Becca’s advice, he fessed up on social media about his legs. As she’d pointed out, he’d barely made it through two hours of standing. He couldn’t stand for the five-hour signing event in Texas. He’d made a long post about it on Facebook, and much to his surprise, he’d received an outpouring of sympathy from readers and authors. So much so, he felt stupid for thinking they’d jump ship when they found he was less than perfect. 
 
    She was in the bathroom when he finally rolled into his bedroom. He saw the bowl of popcorn sitting on the bedside table. Stripping, he fetched a pair of pajama bottoms out of his dresser and pulled them on before turning down his blankets and finding the remote to the TV. He had the entire Game of Thrones series DVRd. He knew Becca was a sucker for fantasy novels, so he couldn’t wait to see her reaction to the series. How she’d never read the books the series was based on, given her love for the genre, he didn’t know. At least she wouldn’t be complaining about the show being different from the books. He and Mason had started watching the show last year. Mase had read the books and complained or told him what was about to happen. Complete buzz kill. 
 
    He crawled into bed, stretching out his legs. Oliver jumped up to keep him company while Becca did whatever she did to get ready for bed. He learned quickly not to walk in on her while she was on the toilet. She’d thrown the entire roll of toilet paper at his head that first night. It pissed her off to no end when she’d had to ask him to throw it back to her.  
 
    Chuckling, he leaned back and closed his eyes, ignoring Ollie, who rolled into his side. The dog usually snuck in while they were both asleep and curled up at the foot of the bed, anyway. 
 
    When Becca came out of the bathroom, she found both Dimitri and Oliver sound asleep. He must have dozed off. Poor guy. He’d had a rough couple days, thanks to the Thai food. She’d have to remember to only eat spicy food when he wasn’t home. 
 
    She shooed Oliver out of the bed and closed the door behind him. Becca stood there a moment, admiring the toned physique of the man who proposed to her at least three times a day, every day. He wouldn’t be deterred. She’d found the ring in the bowl of cornflakes he’d presented her with her third day. It was a beautiful ring, elegant and not flashy. She hated big stones. They were so ostentatious, they tended to look gaudy. Becca couldn’t believe he’d remembered how she felt since they’d discussed it at length for one of his books years ago. 
 
    But he remembered everything she’d ever told him right down to the smallest detail. He was a good man. 
 
    Who had blue balls. 
 
    She chuckled. He’d done his best to seduce her since she’d arrived, despite his promises not to. She hadn’t expected that promise to hold much value, anyway. He was a manwhore, after all, and sex was his favorite pastime. 
 
    An idea formed in her head and she went into the closet and found what she was looking for right off. She collected what she needed and walked slowly back out into the bedroom. If he woke up, she’d be busted, but she hoped he was tired enough the small movements she made wouldn’t wake him. 
 
    She tied the two scarves to the bedrail. He had one of those old-fashioned ones with rails on the headboard. Lifting one arm, she laid it against the pillow, waiting to see if he’d wake. When he didn’t, she tied the other end of the scarf to his hand, making sure it was short enough that he couldn’t move it. She repeated the process with his other hand.  
 
    Grinning, she stood and admired her handiwork. He kept refusing to let her tie him up, and she kept insisting he had to before she’d let him do it to her. What was he going to say when he woke up? Tossing her night shirt off, she eased into bed in only her lacy bra and panties. It would drive him nuts not being able to touch her in these. Dimitri loved that she wore lace. He thought it was sexy, and Becca loved the feel of the lace, which was why she wore so much of it. 
 
    He really was a beautiful man. Rock hard abs that flaunted his six-pack, even when he wasn’t trying. Dimitri’s skin was kissed by the sun, making it gleam even in the dim lighting of the bedroom. She lightly ran her fingers over his stomach, fascinated when the muscles jumped beneath her fingertips. 
 
    She rolled over on her stomach so she could taste him. Her lips traveled all the grooves in the skin of his muscled stomach. She heard him groan and looked up to see his eyes closed. Was he awake and only playing possum? 
 
    She scraped her nails over his abdomen, pressing down the slightest bit, only enough to tease him with a bite of pain. His entire body shuddered. 
 
    “I know you’re awake, asshole.” 
 
    His blue eyes opened and he raised an eyebrow. “How did you know?” 
 
    She tickled his side, and he gasped, flinching away from her. “I just did.” 
 
    “No tickling when I can’t move. It’s not fair!” 
 
    She grinned up at him. “Precisely!” 
 
    “Why the fuck am I tied up?” 
 
    “Because I wanted you tied up.” She ran her hands over his stomach, learning the feel of him. “It’s easier to do what I want.” 
 
    “I never agreed to this.” He pulled on the ties that held him, but they didn’t give. She knew how to tie a knot, thanks to Big Jim, one of her dad’s oldest friends. He’d painstakingly taught her when she was little. He loved boats as well as motorcycles. 
 
    “I never agreed to being held still on a bathroom counter either. Goose, gander, remember?” 
 
    His eyes got all hooded as desire flooded them. “Now that you’ve got me where you want me, what are you going to do with me?” 
 
    “While you were busy in the bathroom the last two days, I did some research.” She straddled him, making sure his rapidly hardening cock was nestled right against her very aching center. “It’s so easy to find things on the internet. They even have tutorial videos.” 
 
    “What did you research?” He bucked his hips, and it caused her to rub against his cock. 
 
    “The art of the blow job.” She slid her hips back and forth across him, smiling when she pulled a moan from him. “It’s something I’ve never done before, and I wanted to be prepared.” 
 
    “Becca, don’t fucking tease a sex-starved man. It’s not nice.” 
 
    “Would I do that?” she asked innocently. 
 
    “Yes.” He ground his teeth when she rubbed against him again. 
 
    She laughed and slid off him. She pulled his pajama bottoms down to a little above his knees to hold his legs still. She’d researched more than blow jobs. She’d looked up a few aspects of the BDSM world, specifically restraining one’s partner. There were some rather creative and fun ways to restrain a person. Things she’d even think about letting Dimitri do. 
 
    Her eyes widened when she finally looked at him. Holy shit. There was no way he’d fit. He wasn’t just long, he was wide. Thick. And getting bigger. She clenched her legs against the desire that curled in her belly at the thought him pushing into her. 
 
    “You’re thinking about it, aren’t you, baby?” Dimitri’s whispered words brought her eyes open and back to his. “Thinking about how it’d feel to have me inside you? I can see it on your face, Krasivaya.” 
 
    “Maybe if you’re a good boy, you’ll get to know what that feels like.” She scraped her nails down his thighs and back up. 
 
    “It’s not been two weeks yet.” His eyes rolled back when she cupped his balls and squeezed. “Fuck, that feels good.” 
 
    “It’s been ten days.” She got up and walked over to the mini fridge, collecting a bottle of water and an ice cube. 
 
    “What are you going to do with those?” He eyed her suspiciously, and she smiled demurely. 
 
    “It’s a surprise.” 
 
    Dimitri had no idea what she was up to, and his dick got even harder imagining all the things she could do with the water and the ice cube. He reached for her, only to be brought up short by the bonds that held him. He’d woken up just as she finished tying his second wrist. He’d been curious to see what she was going to do, so he’d pretended to still be asleep. 
 
    The moment her nails dug into him, though, there’d been no hiding the reaction it wrought.  
 
    “I should warn you.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “I don’t have a gag reflex.” 
 
    Holy fucking hell. 
 
    She sat back down, putting the water and the ice cube to the side, and wrapped her fingers around him. The simple touch arched his back and he cried out. Sweet God, but he needed to touch her, to taste her…he yanked at the bed rail, but the knots were too tight. He’d have to beat the bastard who taught her to tie a knot. 
 
    When her tongue slid up his length, he wasn’t expecting it, and he hissed. He watched her as she got low, for better access, her ass in the air. His fingers ached to dig into those beautiful cheeks. 
 
    Those lips of hers closed around his head. She took him in his mouth and gently sucked, her tongue swirling over the tip. The sensation was unlike anything he’d ever felt. He’d had more blow jobs than he could count, but the difference was he loved Becca, needed her on a cellular level. 
 
    Her hand squeezed his shaft hard, all the while keeping up her gentle sucking. The combination was enough to make his hips buck. Fuck me, where the hell did she learn to do this?  
 
    “Becca, if you keep that up, I swear to you…” 
 
    She let him fall from her lips, but kept up the harsh pressure of her hand. “Hush.” He watched in both horror and awe as she popped the ice cube in her mouth, rolling it around before taking it out, all wet and slick. She smiled wickedly and lowered the ice cube until it touched the tip of his cock. His breath froze when the coldness hit, chased by a pleasure that rocked him. He tried to widen his legs to ease some of the tension, but they were caught, trapped in his pants. Shit. 
 
    “Becca…” his words were cut off by a deep groan when she sucked one of his balls into her mouth and nipped at it, the sting of her teeth soothed by her tongue. “Fuck me.” 
 
    “I’m trying.” 
 
    “Try away, sweetheart.” 
 
    Her lips closed over him again, this time pulling him deeper into her mouth, one hand stroking his cock, the other gripping his thigh to help steady her. The pleasure burst over him, and he struggled against his bonds, but to no avail. He had to lie there and let her wicked little mouth destroy him. 
 
    Becca took him deeper and deeper into her mouth, relishing the moans each pass pulled from him. It was a little awkward, but she managed. When she got the hang of it, she was able to concentrate on pulling him in as far as she could until he hit the back of her throat and she swallowed around him. His entire body spasmed and he bucked, almost knocking her off his legs, but she held on. She came up for air long enough to see the intense look of something akin to pain on his face. It wasn’t pain. It wasn’t lust. It was desire. 
 
    He was cursing in Russian, and she grinned. It was good to know she could bring the same reaction from him that he’d managed to do to her. It gave her a confidence that she’d never had before. When she started this, she’d been hesitant. She’d never given anyone a blow job, so she’d spent a couple hours watching it done via the web. The things some of those women could do. 
 
    Shaking her head, she lazily licked the tip of his cock, the precum salty. He let out a strangled hiss when she suddenly pulled him all the way into her mouth and held him there, her throat convulsing. Then she slowly pulled her head up, sinking her teeth into the soft flesh of his cock and scraping them along the length until she hit the tip again. She reached for the water she’d brought and used one hand to twist the top off. His eyes were closed, his chest heaving. Perfect.  
 
    She poured the cold water on his stomach, trailing a stream of water all the way down, pulling her head up and letting the water pour over his cock. His body stiffened and he shouted something unintelligible. She ignored his demands to untie him and lapped at the water on his abdomen. She licked her way down his stomach, around soft skin at the top of his cock, right where the very trimmed hair began.  
 
    She glided the ice cube up and down the back side of his cock while she kissed every inch of skin she could reach. His cock quivered and pulsed. His breathing went even more ragged, and he cussed louder than she’d ever heard him do in a mixture of English and Russian. 
 
    “Becca, untie me. Now.” 
 
    The steel in his voice made her look up. Those blue eyes of his brooked no argument, but she wasn’t in the mood to comply. “No.” 
 
    “Becca, I am not asking. You will untie me.” 
 
    “I don’t want to.” She caressed his balls. “I’m enjoying myself.” 
 
    “Babe, I do not want to spill my cum anywhere but in that tight little pussy of yours. Now, fucking untie me so I can fuck you.” 
 
    His intent burned in his words, his gaze, everything. Becca clenched her thighs, trying to curb the wave of desire his words elicited, but it was of no use. She remembered the feel of his hands running over her skin, his mouth…dear God, his mouth. She reached up and untied first one arm and then the other.  
 
    Dimitri wasted no time. He didn’t flip her like she’d half expected. He slid upward in the bed, so his back rested against the rails, and yanked her up the length of his body. She straddled him, and he pulled his legs up to help support her. 
 
    “Where the fuck did you learn to do that?” His nostrils flared and his fingers slid between her legs, sliding between her folds until he found her clit. “Fuck, you’re wet.” 
 
    “I just Googled blow jobs.” She arched back and spread her thighs further to relieve the tension. “You would be amazed at the videos you can find.” 
 
    “Porn, Becca? You spent the day watching porn?” 
 
    She bore down on his fingers, her eyes closing at the sensation. “Don’t sound so outraged. It was all that porn that made me decide to break my two-week sex ban.” 
 
    He sucked on one of her nipples, and she cried out. He tortured the already hard nub mercilessly while his finger ran tight, hard circles around her clit. “Remind me to have you help with all my research in the future.” 
 
    Becca moaned when his fingers left her clit and slid inside her. He thrust two fingers in high and deep.  
 
    “Fuck, babe, you’re tight. I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    She had her own misgivings about him trying to fit, but they wouldn’t know unless they tried. 
 
    “You won’t.” She leaned in and kissed him, teasing his tongue with her own. “And even if you do, it’ll be worth it.” 
 
    “I never want to hurt you, Krasivaya.” 
 
    She took his face in her hands. “You’re the only person who’s never hurt me, Dimitri. You’ve been here and not flinched away from my anxiety. You make me feel whole and accepted. I love you, you silly man, and if you don’t fuck me soon, I’m going to go grab my vibrator and do the job myself.” 
 
    He laughed and kissed her nose. “No mechanical toys allowed in that pussy unless I put them there.” He removed his fingers and lifted her, positioning her right over his cock. “Don’t move.” He gripped her hips and began to ease inside her, inch by inch. Becca was a tiny thing to begin with, and every time she winced, it almost made him stop. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    All that wet heat spurred him on. She cried out, but he gripped her hips harder, not letting her retreat. Her fingernails sank into his shoulder and her head fell against the side of his neck. “Wait. Just give me a minute, please.” 
 
    He froze, unwilling to cause her more pain than necessary. His balls screamed in protest and his dick quivered, urging him to keep going, but Becca’s needs trumped his own. 
 
    She relaxed her muscles and some of the stiffness left her. She sagged against him. “I’m good now.” 
 
    “You sure?” he ground out, resisting the urge to listen to his dick, flip her, and drive into her. There would be time for that later. 
 
    She kissed his neck. “I’m sure, but, Dimitri, hurry the fuck up. This is hurting more than one swift thrust would.” 
 
    “Babe, I might really hurt you…” She pressed down, pushing him in deeper and cutting off his words. “Don’t do that.” 
 
    She wiggled again, and he held her hips tighter, forcing her to stop, and she retaliated by clenching her walls around him. Fuck. His dick took control, and he pulled out and slammed into her. She whimpered but only dug her nails in harder, and he lost it. He gripped her hips in a bruising movement and slammed into over and over until her flesh finally gave and he was completely buried inside her. 
 
    Becca had tears in her eyes and it cut him to the bone. “Shit, babe. Why did you do that? I could have hurt you.” 
 
    “It hurt like a son-of-a-bitch, but it was worth it.” She sat up, wincing. “I swear I’m okay.” 
 
    He frowned, fully intending to pull out and check her when she decided to take matters into her own hands and slid her hips up and then back down, rocking gently. Her moan matched his own, and he let her set the pace for a few minutes, allowing her body to adjust to his size. It nearly killed him to not take control, but he let her have this. 
 
    Becca wrapped her arms around him and pulled his lips to hers. He kissed her with every ounce of passion and love he possessed. This was his woman. He made sure she knew it. He slid his arms up her back and around to cup her breasts, caressing them then pinching her nipples so hard she jumped, but she didn’t protest. She only kissed him harder. 
 
    He left her poor nipples alone and let his hand rove the soft skin of her back, teasing slow circles on his way up to the tops of her shoulders, where he anchored his hands, holding her in place on his cock with enough force she couldn’t move an inch. He pulled back and looked into her eyes. “You’re mine, Rebecca. From now until the day we both die. Do you understand that?” 
 
    She nodded, but it wasn’t good enough.  
 
    “Words, Becca, I want the words.” 
 
    “Yes, Dimitri, I’m yours.” 
 
    “Good girl.” His head rolled back and his eyes shut as she squeezed him. “Doing that isn’t going to make me move.” 
 
    “Dimitri, I need you to move.” 
 
    “Not until you agree to marry me.” When she said nothing, he pushed deeper, feeling the opening of her cervix. She sucked in a breath, the sound more of a wheeze than anything. “Say yes.” 
 
    “Not fair.” Her nails scratched at his back, and he fought for control. He wouldn’t let her make him lose control, not right now. He needed an answer, and he’d get it, by damn, or they’d sit here in sexual hell for the rest of the night. 
 
    “When have you ever known me to play fair?” He sucked on her lower lip and bit it gently, his tongue taking the sting away. “Just say you’ll marry me.” 
 
    “I…” She groaned when he shifted the angle he held her so he could thrust even higher. “Dimitri, please.” 
 
    Her high-pitched wail didn’t move him. “Say it.” 
 
    “I’ll marry you! Just, please, fuck me. Please.” 
 
    He smiled and gave her the softest kiss he’d ever dreamed of. He licked, he nipped, but he made sure she understood how much he loved her. Then he started to fuck her. 
 
    His hands became bruising as he held her still, his cock thrusting in hard and deep. Her nonsense cries drove him on, and he picked up speed, his thrusts almost brutal, but she made him crazy with those nails.  
 
    “Come on, babe. You’re close. Give it to me. Let me hear you.” 
 
    She whimpered, her eyes fixed on his, and he saw it before he felt it. Her eyes darkened then glazed over seconds before her body exploded around him. She screamed his name, and it caused his own release to flood her. He kept pumping until she’d milked every last drop of cum from his abused cock. 
 
    “Fuck, babe.” He collapsed backward, her body falling on top of him as his legs stretched out. She’d destroyed him. He couldn’t move if he wanted to. 
 
    Becca made some kind of meowling noise even she didn’t recognize. She wasn’t capable of speech. This was so much more than any flipping vibrator could do for her. Hell, she’d only had sex with one person, and that had been unpleasant. This? This was so much more than any sex scene she’d read in a romance novel.  
 
    Dimitri imprinted himself onto her very soul. 
 
    He shattered her in ways she couldn’t even define, but he’d also made her feel so special, tears welled up. No one had ever cared for her the way he did. She knew he loved her, had always known it, but she’d never felt how much he loved her until this moment. This beautiful manwhore of a man loved her. 
 
    “Sweetheart?” 
 
    “Hmm?”  
 
    “Are you okay? I know I hurt you.” 
 
    “Nothing I couldn’t handle. That was worth whatever pain I felt in the beginning.” 
 
    He laughed, and the vibration bounced her a bit. “I’m going to slide out of you now, so don’t tense up.” He grasped her hips and pulled out. The sting was intense. She felt raw and bruised, and let out a hiss when he left her completely.  
 
    Dimitri rolled her then got up to go to the bathroom. She heard the water turn on, and he came back, carrying a washcloth. He cleaned her up, tossing the cloth back into the bathroom before coming back to bed. He pulled her close and drew the sheet up. “I think you killed me.” 
 
    “You deserved it after all the sexual torture you’ve put me through the last week.” 
 
    “Only because I wanted you. Holding you without touching you every night was causing physical pain.” He shifted her so he could pull her closer. “At least you agreed to marry me.” 
 
    “Blackmail in the middle of sex doesn’t count.” 
 
    “Yes, it so fucking does count. You agreed, and now you can’t go back on your word. You’re mine, and as soon as I can get you in front of a priest, everyone is going to know it.” 
 
    Part of her wanted to torture him, but the rest of her swelled with love. This man wanted her. Anxiety and all, he wanted her. 
 
    “And no arguments. When we get back from Texas, we’re packing up and moving to New York.” 
 
    She froze, the thoughts of the city starting to trickle through her very sated haze. So many people. New York seemed like a busier city than Chicago or LA. What if was too much?  
 
    “I don’t know, Dimitri.” Her unease flickered in her tone. “There so many people…” 
 
    “I found a place outside the city, it’s off by itself, no neighbors. Gated for security. It needs some work, but I thought you could use that design talent of yours to make it nice. I already thought of all the crowds, Krasivaya. I found something that’ll put you at ease. As soon as you see it and give the okay, we’ll close on it. There’s a small town a few miles away that’s quiet and someplace you can go out freely without fearing crowds. I got you, babe. Don’t worry.” 
 
    He found a house just for her? Someplace she’d feel safe and not worry about people bothering her? Tears welled up and she couldn’t stop them from flowing over. 
 
    “Hey, now, what’s this? Why are you crying?” 
 
    “Because no one’s ever loved me like you do, Dimitri Kincaid.” She leaned up and kissed him. “No one.” 
 
    He smiled his shy smile she loved. “I’ve never loved anyone the way I do you, future Mrs. Kincaid. I’m going to do everything I can to make sure you remember that every day for the rest of eternity.” 
 
    He kissed her again and they settled down, their hearts at peace, and drifted off to sleep, safe in each other’s arms. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    This is the end of the Manwhore Series, but you’ll get to meet the rest of the boys in a new series coming 2018–Kincaid Security and Investigation. 
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