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PROLOGUE
 
    
 
        Gray. Everything was gray. 
 
        Gray walls, gray carpeting, gray furniture. Even the building's exterior was gray. Everything about the place made Bobbi feel washed out, drained.
 
        She leaned back in the uncomfortable chair—gray, of course—and faced the man across from her. "So out with it, Denny. Why the cryptic summons?"
 
        "Cryptic? You're obviously overreacting and reading too much—" He broke off when she grabbed her bag from the floor and stood. She didn't have time to take even one step before he moved in front of her, blocking her. 
 
        Bobbi looked up at him with her most bored expression, letting him know that his move had no effect on her. The tension flared between them, and she had a brief moment of satisfaction when a sliver of discomfort broke free from his otherwise polished veneer. The discomfort was brief, gone before anyone else would have seen it.
 
        But she was not anyone else, and she knew Denny too well.
 
        "Denny, I do not have time for this. You asked me here. You obviously want something. Stop playing games."
 
        He held his hands up in a gesture of surrender that Bobbi didn't believe for one second. His dark eyes lit with momentary humor as he took a step back and leaned against the desk, his long legs stretched out in front of him. To the casual observer, he would have looked like any other businessman enjoying a rare moment of relaxation in his office as he talked to a client.
 
        Bobbi knew better. She wasn't a client, and most businessmen didn't wear a 9 millimeter concealed in a shoulder holster under their tailored jacket. And no matter how relaxed Denny may have looked to anyone else, she could feel the tension surrounding him, could hear the low thrum of energy that was always a part of him.
 
        "I have an inside job you would be perfect for." His voice now was serious, the tone flat and cool. Bobbi inwardly sighed at the change. This was the Denny she was all-too-familiar with, the one she was never completely comfortable with, no matter how many years she had known him. 
 
        "I'm not looking for work. You know that."
 
        "I do. But I'm asking you as a personal favor—"
 
        "Favor? You have no right to ask anything of me!" The sharp words hung between them and Bobbi inwardly winced. The words held too much emotion—emotion she had long since buried and moved away from.
 
        "You're right, I don't." Denny straightened from his perch against the desk and glanced around the office, at the walls and floor, anywhere but at her. It was another tactic designed to play on guilt and sympathy, and she wasn't buying it.
 
        So play his game, Bobbi thought. She adjusted the strap on her shoulder and crossed her arms, then waited. 
 
        The silence stretched on for minutes, reminding Bobbi that she was playing with a pro. She almost called it quits, and was about to walk out of the office when Denny finally spoke—as she knew he would. 
 
        "I'd like for you to go undercover as a personal assistant to investigate a potential extortion case."
 
        Personal assistant? Extortion? Bobbi almost laughed until she realized Denny was serious. And still she had to keep her disbelief in check, even when she took the file he handed her and sat back down. Surprise filled her when she saw the picture clipped to the inside page. 
 
        The face was immediately familiar. Sparkling blue eyes, dark sandy hair that was just a bit too long and shaggy, a chiseled jaw and sculpted cheekbones. Attractive in a very rugged way. 
 
        Nikolai Petrovich, one of the leading defenseman for the Baltimore Banners. 
 
        "So you think a local hockey player is being extorted? And this requires investigation from your office because...?"
 
        "He's Russian. And we're fairly certain he is being extorted. To the tune of millions."
 
        Millions? Bobbi had trouble believing that. She closed the file and tossed it back on the desk then took a minute to study the man still standing to her side. He had always stood apart, had always been surrounded by an aura of command that drew the eye. She knew it but didn't understand it, even after falling for it firsthand. And despite the experience of their brief and less-than-ideal marriage, she still felt his draw on her.
 
        But she didn't trust him. She never had. "I'm sorry, but I don't get it. Why would you want me for something so...simple?"
 
        "The job is easy enough and yes, I have dozens of people who could do it." He lowered himself into the chair and leaned closer to her, studying her with a blank look that was more intense because of its remoteness. "But I'm asking you as a personal favor."
 
        "You lost that right a long time ago." But despite her aloofness, Bobbi was intrigued, for reasons she didn't understand. She shifted, moving slightly away from him, trying to find the hidden catch. Because there was a catch. There was always a catch with Denny.
 
        He must have sensed the direction of her thoughts because he leaned even closer, not stopping until he was only inches from her. Denny's voice was a husky whisper, warm, caressing. "I just need you to get close to Petrovich, see if you can get him to open up to you. Then follow the trail and see where it leads."
 
        Seducing. He was actually trying to seduce her! The sad part was that his ploy was actually working. The bastard.
 
        Bobbi leaned back, putting distance between them and not caring if he took it as a weakness. "I'm a forensic accountant, Denny, not a secretary. This is too easy. What aren't you telling me?"
 
        "I'm not sure—"
 
        "Enough of the games. What is it you want me to do? For once, play straight with me and lay things on the line."
 
        "Play straight? I don't think that's fair—"
 
        "Fair has nothing to do with anything. You taught me that."
 
        Bobbi watched him in the ensuing silence, saw brief emotion swirl through his dark eyes. His body language shifted subtly, becoming all business. This Denny was almost as dangerous as the relaxed one.
 
        Almost, but not quite. Because she never let her guard down with this version.
 
        "As I said before, it's relatively easy. You go in as his personal assistant. Get close to him. Monitor his moves, see what you can find out. As his personal assistant, you can gain access to his financials. As a forensic accountant, you can analyze any irregularities. Then just...report back to me."
 
        "If you're convinced he's being extorted out of millions, how can he afford a personal assistant? From what I know about it, they're not cheap. And is Petrovich even a big enough star to warrant a personal assistant?"
 
        Denny leaned back, casually crossing one ankle over his knee and sharpening the crease of his pants leg. Bobbi recognized it as a stalling ploy, just as she was sure Denny meant her to. He let out a breath then turned back to her, and she was surprised to see one corner of his mouth turn up in a mocking grin. 
 
        "You're not being hired or paid by Petrovich, but by the team itself. And 'personal assistant' might be a bit of a stretch."
 
        Bobbi raised her brows in silent question, and noticed that Denny actually looked a little uncomfortable—much like a little boy who had just been caught dropping lizards into the teacher's desk drawer. Caught, but completely unrepentant. 
 
        "Apparently Petrovich is a bit of a wild-card. Unpredictable off the ice, refusing to show up at sponsored events. I believe they're looking more for a...handler...than a personal assistant."
 
        "You mean a babysitter?"
 
        "That would probably be a good word, yes."
 
        Bobbi leaned forward and grabbed the file from the desk, thumbing through what few pages there were. "And you think a 'babysitter' could gain access to his financials?"
 
        "No. But I think you could."
 
        She looked over at Denny, her eyes narrowed as she tried to find a hidden meaning in his words. She decided it wasn't worth the effort and turned back to the file. Her eyes were drawn again to the picture of Petrovich, and his sparkling blue eyes. A sign of just another spoiled jock? Or an act hiding something deeper? Extortion? Or just bad business practices?
 
        She studied the eyes a few minutes longer, intrigue and curiosity pulling her in a direction she knew she should avoid. With a mental sigh she closed the file and handed it to Denny. It wasn't like she had any other pressing obligations demanding her time. "Fine. I'll do it. On two conditions." Bobbi grabbed her bag and stood, not surprised when Denny rose as well.
 
        He leaned closer, and she caught a whiff of his subtle, expensive cologne. "They are?"
 
        "One: I'm allowed leeway. I go in on my terms and report when I'm ready. If I don't think there's anything there, I'm done."
 
        "That's a little too much freedom."
 
        "Take it or leave it."
 
        There was a slight pause as Denny stepped even closer, liquid warmth swirling in his dark eyes. His hand cupped her elbow, putting just the tiniest pressure on her, drawing her toward him. "Okay, done. And two?"
 
        She pulled her arm from his grip and stepped back, fixing him with a steady glare. "No games. You play straight with me, all the time, or I'm done."
 
        Denny watched as she tightened her hold on her bag and walked out of the office. He was still leaning against the desk, his arms folded, deep in thought, when Howard Kessler walked in. 
 
        "She agreed to it?"
 
        Denny faced his boss and gave him a curt nod. "She did."
 
        "But you're not pleased with the idea?"
 
        "As long as we get what we want, I'll be pleased."
 
        "Then why do I detect some hesitancy?"
 
        "Because what we want is not the same as what Bobbi would want."
 
        There was a short pause as Howard studied him. "Is this going to be a problem for you? After all, the two of you were married."
 
        Denny shook his head. "Past tense, a long time ago. No, there won't be a problem."
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
        Bobbi paused just inside the door, stunned by the boisterous activity surrounding her. A gentle shove in the middle of her back forced her deeper inside the room, and she had to side-step to avoid being trampled by a giant. The hulking figure lurched around her, and she realized that the giant was merely one of the players rushing past her. She took a step back, and collided with her escort.
 
        "Sorry." Her mumbled apology seemed to get lost in the loud chaos surrounding them, and she was surprised at the friendly chuckle in her ear.
 
        "No problem. It gets a little crazy just before game time. Here, let's find Niko so I can introduce you, then you can relax and watch the game." A hand cupped her elbow and led her deeper into the chaos. Her escort, George Toomey, was one of the personnel managers in charge of something-or-other. Bobbi had been introduced to him and another dozen or so people in the last few hours since her arrival, and the details of each person's job was still being sorted out in her mental reservoir. It seemed there were three times as many people as there were jobs, but she wasn't here to question the efficiencies.
 
        "Is it unusual for personal assistants to be here at game time?" Bobbi didn't notice anyone besides the players moving throughout the room, and she wondered where the assistants—or, in her case, babysitters—usually went to.
 
        "Well, none of the other players actually have personal assistants." The admission made her pause, and she would have stopped if not for George's maneuvering. He must have noticed her worried look, because he quickly smiled and shook his head. "Don't worry. Niko has been told, in no uncertain terms, that we were assigning him one until we can be assured he'll meet his obligations. I'm sure everything will work out just fine."
 
        "Are you sure this is something his agent shouldn't be doing? I mean, if Mr. Petrovich doesn't want one..." A hundred thoughts swirled through her mind, and Bobbi had a bad feeling about all of them.
 
        "No. I mean, that is...he knows he doesn't have a choice. The team has hired you. There isn't much he can do about it."
 
        Bobbi swallowed her ire, biting back her sarcastic reply. There was a world of difference between a personal assistant and a babysitter. To hear again that her 'client' was being straddled with one against his will didn't inspire much confidence in what she was about to do, no matter what title she was assigned. Was Nikolai Petrovich really as difficult as Toomey was making him out to be? Although her first impression of George Toomey wasn't the most favorable, so maybe there was a reason Petrovich wasn't cooperating.
 
        "Well, I'm sure things will work out, regardless." Bobbi didn't believe the words at all, but thought they sounded good.
 
        George chuckled, and she couldn't suppress the impression that it was as forced and empty as her comment. "I'm sure it will be. Well, follow me, and you can meet Niko and find out for yourself."
 
        They walked through another door, and she was immediately thankful that the din wasn't quite as loud in here—probably because there was only one person in sight.
 
        His back was to them as he leaned over a bench and did something to his skates. His hands were large but graceful, with long fingers and blunt nails. Bobbi stumbled, trying not to stare at the broad bare back that tapered down to a trim waist. Bulky hockey shorts rode low on his hips, and his long legs were hidden by thick pads and socks. She swallowed against a suddenly dry throat, wondering if the rest of his body was as large and powerful as what she could see. And God help her, she should not be drooling over this man, not when she was here to investigate him. 
 
        Her escort waited until they were only a few feet away before he cleared his throat. "Niko, there's someone I want you to meet."
 
        George grasped her by the elbow and gently tugged her forward, pulling her even closer. She had the weird feeling that she was being offered up as a sacrifice...and the idea didn't scare her at all. She closed her mind on that thought, pushing it away as the player straightened and turned toward her. Bobbi barely resisted the urge to take a step back. If not for George standing so close behind her, she might have given in. 
 
        She had known what he looked like, and not just from the picture in his file. She had known, but she wasn't prepared for him in person. She wasn't prepared for his sheer size. And she certainly wasn't prepared for the strong physical reaction of her body. Pure, powerful, immediate. Sexual.  
 
        The man in front of her was well over six-three even without skates. Broad shoulders, broad chest, biceps and arms that were made for holding a woman's body. Bobbi's eyes drifted down his broad chest and sculpted abs, instinctively following the thin line of pale hair that disappeared into the padded shorts. Her breath hitched in her throat and her face flamed with heat as she jerked her eyes back up to his face.
 
        His eyes held her firmly in place. They were an odd color blue, deep and dark in the center, ringed by a paler blue at the edges. Despite the small grin on his face that let her know she had been caught ogling him, his eyes fixed on her with a look completely devoid of all emotion. It left her with the impression that he was only playing a scripted part he had no interest in. The thought left her chilled.
 
        Bobbi gave herself a mental shake and cleared her throat. She took a step toward him and thrust her hand out. "Mr. Petrovich, my name is Bobbi Reeves. I'm your new assistant."
 
        He stared at her for a long moment then switched his gaze to the man now standing beside her. "I said no."
 
        "Niko, we've discussed this before. The decision has been made and you have no choice in the matter. You will have a personal assistant. Please try to not do anything that could result in a lawsuit against the team." George nodded in her direction then abruptly turned and walked away. Bobbi stared after him, feeling like she had just been dumped in the middle of a game without being told the rules.
 
        She closed her eyes and let out a loud sigh. It didn't matter if she didn't have a copy of Toomey's game rules—she had her own. And whether it was personal assistant or babysitter, it was officially show time. 
 
        "Mr. Petrovich, I realize this isn't the best time, so if we could set up a meeting for—"
 
        "No. No assistant. Go home." He turned his back to her and began gathering equipment, pulling on his jersey and covering up the broad expanse of bare skin, muttering under his breath in Russian. She was only able to catch a few of the words but it was enough to know he was insulting both her and his team managers. She tightened her mouth against the retort she wanted to make, remembering that she wasn't to let anyone know she understood Russian, and took a step closer to him.
 
        "I'm sorry Mr. Petrovich, but you'll have to speak English if you want me to understand what you're saying." 
 
        He muttered a few more phrases before turning to face her, impaling her with those odd-colored eyes. She schooled her face into a blank expression, careful not to show any reaction when he ended his tirade by calling her an 'annoying pest'.
 
        "I'm not sure what you just said, but it didn't sound very flattering." Bobbi offered him a bright smile, not surprised that he didn't return it. He continued to stare down at her, unmoving. She cleared her throat and looked away, her eyes drifting once more down across his chest and stomach. He was completely covered now, but still no less impressive. In fact, he was a little intimidating. 
 
        He took a step toward her and held his arms out to his sides. "You like what you see, no?"
 
        Bobbi forced her eyes to meet his eyes, her face heating at being caught staring. Again. "No. I mean, yes. No." She backpedaled, thinking fast. "Actually, I was just thinking that you're pretty intimidating. And you don't even have to work at it. I mean, look at you. You're like...a giant or something...and all you have to do is stare me down and see?" She shrugged and held her arms out in mock surrender. "Instant intimidation."
 
        Had his lips just quirked? She thought so, but couldn't be sure. Not knowing what guided her but knowing she should listen to her instincts—and her instincts told her not to come off so serious—she turned her head from one side to the other, looking around them. It was nothing more than an exaggerated theatrical showing, but again his lips quirked, just the tiniest bit toward a smile. She crooked her finger in a beckoning motion. Petrovich raised an eyebrow at her but reluctantly leaned forward.
 
        "Something you should know about me, Mr. Petrovich," Bobbi's voice was a stage whisper as she stepped so close to him that she was touching him. A jolt of awareness shot through her body, surprising her, but it was too late to back away. And did she imagine it, or was that a flicker of awareness flashing through his eyes? Or maybe it was just a flicker of amusement that crossed his face as he looked down at her. "I'm not easily intimidated!"
 
        Rough laughter rumbled deep in his chest, catching Bobbi off-guard. The sound was almost seductive, and she had to blink several times to keep any surprise from showing. 
 
        "You are funny. I like that." He studied her for a long minute, the look in his eyes so intense that she thought she would ignite under his gaze. She nervously cleared her throat and stepped back, ignoring the heat spreading through her.
 
        "See? You should keep me around for the amusement factor." Her voice was a husky whisper, completely destroying the aloof appearance she had hoped for.
 
        He raised an eyebrow at her again, clearly skeptical, before running his gaze from the top of her head to the tips of her sensible black shoes. She fought the urge to cross her arms in front of her as his gaze lingered a little too long on her chest. He was clearly sizing her up but instinct told her that, despite the sexual sizzle in his look, there was nothing threatening about it. It was almost as if he was...testing, maybe? 
 
        "So, you are good in bed?"
 
        Forget testing. And never mind the instant pooling of heat between her legs the comment—and his heated look—caused. He was pushing her, to see how far he could go, to see what her limits were. Which probably explained Toomey's lawsuit comment. Well, he was going to be surprised, because she had been through this routine hundreds of times before.
 
        "I like to think I am. Would you like a list of references?" She made a show of reaching into the oversized bah hanging from her shoulder. "I'm pretty sure it's in here somewhere."
 
        He laughed again, and this time there was no mistaking the heat that spread through her at the sound. She turned her gaze back to him and offered a tentative but genuine smile. So what if there was a blush on her face? Let him see it, let her use it to her advantage.
 
        "You are amusing," he said again, in an accent that wasn't quite as thick as she first thought. "But, I am busy."
 
        "We can schedule a meeting—hey!" Bobbi let out an undignified and completely unprofessional squeal as Nikolai leaned his shoulder into her stomach and tossed her over his shoulder. She clutched at the back of his jersey, feeling the steely strength of the bunched muscles in his back and arms. He tightened his hold around her legs, stopping their wild kicking. The warmth of his hands moved dangerously high up the backs of her thighs, nearly cupping her bottom, and Bobbi was suddenly glad that she had worn dress pants. The flash of sexual desire that tore through her instantly stilled her struggles and quieted her objections, so that nothing more than a whimper came out of her mouth. 
 
        And she wasn't entirely sure that it was a whimper of protest.
 
        "Yes, tomorrow we will meet. George will tell you where. But for now, moj dosadnyj malen'kij bich, you will leave me alone." He unceremoniously carried her from the room and slowly lowered her against his body before placing her on her feet. He dragged his thumb along her cheek and winked at her. Then, before she realized what he was doing, he walked away, leaving her standing there, alone and bewildered.
 
        And more than just a little excited and intrigued.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
        This could not be the right place.
 
        Bobbi looked down at the address and directions that had been scribbled on a sheet of paper for her, then back at the brick row home on her right. She had driven around the block several times, and triple-checked the directions—surely there had to be some mistake.
 
        But no, this was the right place. At least, according to what she had been told, anyway. There was always a chance that someone had sent her on a wild goose chase in an attempt to drive her away.
 
        Petrovich's weird-colored eyes and warm laughter quickly came to mind. No, it wouldn't surprise her if this was his idea of a joke, another way to intimidate her.
 
        Or infuriate her.
 
        She flipped down the visor and did a quick check in the vanity mirror: hair lightly tousled, make-up on neatly, just enough to be noticeable if someone wanted to notice. Not that she wanted anyone to notice.
 
        Liar. She pushed the accusation away. This was work. That was all it could be. Besides, she told herself, she doubted if the sexual attraction she felt yesterday was two-way. It was probably the big Russian's way of running people off. 
 
        That didn't stop her from slicking on some lip gloss and pushing a wayward strand of hair behind her ear before getting out of her car.
 
        Traffic in this neighborhood was minimal, involving mostly public transportation, but she was still cautious as she crossed the street. Not so much out of fear of traffic, but more from straight common sense and ingrained survival instincts. Because this neighborhood in north Baltimore would be considered a really bad neighborhood by any standards. From the standards of someone who was reportedly making seven figures...it was unimaginable. Of course, if he was being extorted...
 
        Bobbi climbed the three steps of the old marble stoop, careful to stay away from the crumbling edges, then knocked on the door. It was solid wood, and she was sure it had been beautiful back in its time. Now, it was splintered and gouged, the grain of the wood swollen and battered from years of neglect and weather damage.
 
        She waited a long minute, then knocked again, harder this time with the heel of her hand. Another long minute dragged by as she waited, feeling exposed here in the open amid wind-swept trash and the decaying remains of a neighborhood that had long since been abandoned by anyone who cared. 
 
        Telling herself again that this had to be some kind of a joke, she was about to turn away when the door opened. Her initial doubt was swept away as Nikolai Petrovich towered over her, dressed down in a pair of sweatpants and a Banners t-shirt stretched tight across his arms and chest.
 
        "Ah, moj dosadnyj malen'kij bich has shown up. I thought you might. Come in." He stepped back and opened the door wider, motioning for her to enter. She took a cautious step forward, keeping her eyes focused on his face.
 
        "What does that mean, moj dosadnyj malen'kij bich? It's not the first time you said that to me."
 
        Nikolai laughed as he closed the door behind her. He had to give it an extra push for it to close all the way. "It is nothing, just a term of endearment."
 
        Calling her an 'annoying little pest' was a term of endearment? Term of endearment, my ass, Bobbi thought. She offered him a half-smile, not caring if he thought she believed him or not, then turned in the foyer so she could look around.
 
        And became even more convinced that this was still some kind of joke.
 
        The foyer was nothing more than a narrow hall with two rooms branching off the left side before ending at a closed doorway that she assumed was the kitchen. She could partially see into the front room, and tried to hide her surprise at the lack of furniture. Maybe he was rehabbing the property?
 
        To the right was a narrow set of stairs. She could see loose and missing spindles along the railing leading up, and told herself to hold onto the wall if she ever had to go upstairs. Maybe he really was rehabbing the place; she knew people bought these old row homes and restored them to their original turn-of-the-century glory. Of course, the neighborhoods were usually slightly better than this one and could offer a better resale once the work was done.
 
        So the theory went, anyway.
 
        Could that be what he was doing? Because surely he wasn't living here. He couldn't be...
 
        "Nice place. Are you planning on selling it?" Petrovich looked at her with confusion, and she elaborated. "You know...flipping it? Renovating and selling it?"
 
         "Why would I sell it? This is my home. Come, I'll show you." Bobbi frowned as he grasped her elbow and led her into the first room. Again his accent seemed to thicken and...
 
        All thought left her as he stopped and swept his arm around in a grand gesture. Her mouth opened then closed again as words failed to form. He had to be joking.
 
        It was the living room. Or at least, she thought it was supposed to be the living room. The furniture had undoubtedly been purchased at a budget store: one sofa with extra cushions, a small faded area rug, one plain end table holding one inexpensive lamp, and a television set. Although she had to concede about the television set and admitted it really was an entertainment center: flat screen television, stereo, a gaming console. And it probably cost ten times what his scarce furniture cost.
 
        She was about to comment when he smiled at her and led her through an arched doorway into the adjoining room, which obviously served as his dining room. This, too, was decorated courtesy of a budget store, containing one small table, two chairs, and—yes, there were even some hi-tech toys in here, as well: a small desk with an office chair and a laptop.
 
        She was speechless. But it was obvious he was waiting for some kind of response, so she offered him a small smile and searched for something to say. "Um, nice. Not exactly, um, what I was expecting."
 
        "You do not like?"
 
        "Huh? Oh, um...no, no, it's fine. It's just not...well, I was expecting something different, that's all."
 
        "Different? Bigger maybe, no?"
 
        "No. I mean yes...no. I..." She stopped her blathering long enough to really look at him, and noticed the slight gleam in his eyes. A gleam, and something else that almost looked like sadness. Both disappeared as she continued watching him, but there was no doubt she had seen them both. Or maybe she was just seeing things that weren't really there. "Do you mind if we go into the living room? I wanted to go over this schedule they gave me yesterday." 
 
        Bobbi pushed by him, not bothering to see if he followed her. She took a seat on the sofa and placed her bag between her feet, bending over to rummage through the contents before pulling out a pad folio. Settling back, she opened it up and pulled out a set of stapled papers, then grabbed her appointment book. 
 
        She wasn't surprised when Nikolai took a seat beside her—after all, there was nowhere else for him to sit. Even his nearness wasn't a huge surprise considering the size of the sofa. What did surprise her, though, was the warmth radiating from his body and the heated look in his eyes as he studied her. She cleared her throat and looked away.
 
        "From the very brief orientation they gave me yesterday, I understand that I'm to compile your schedule and make sure there are no conflicts." She gave him a sideways look. "And then, make sure you actually show up. Apparently that's one of your weaknesses."
 
        "Давайте трахаться."
 
        The curt Russian phrase, uttered in an insulting tone, almost worked on getting a rise out of her. Let's fuck, he had said. In Russian, not English. And so obviously meant to see if she understood what he was saying.
 
        Bobbi let out a sigh and shook her head. "I'm sorry, but I told you yesterday I don't understand Russian. Was that another term of endearment? Or were you insulting me? Because from your tone of voice, it sounded insulting."
 
        "I said: you are a creature of beauty who should be worshipped, not working."
 
        Bobbi raised her brows, deliberately letting him see her disbelief. "All that in one tiny phrase, hm?"
 
        "We Russians, we are thrifty, yes?"
 
        Bobbi closed her eyes and counted to ten. The alternative was to let loose with a string of Russian insults that would leave his ears burning as he reached to protect his family jewels. He was deliberately baiting her. But why? Was he really that obnoxious? Her instincts told her no. Of course, her instincts were a bit muddied by the sexual pull he had on her.
 
        Or maybe it was because he really had a problem with being assigned a personal assistant. Or rather, a babysitter. Because he had to know that's why she was assigned to him. And in his shoes, she'd probably feel the same way. So why did team management feel he needed one in the first place?
 
        She took a deep breath against the multiplying questions, knowing that answering them was part of why she was here. She opened her eyes and returned her attention to the schedule in front of her. "As I was saying, I need to go over this and clear up some of the conflicts—"
 
        "Let's fuck." 
 
        Okay, that was definitely in English. Bobbi calmly placed her pen back in the loop, closed the appointment book, and stood up. She grabbed her bag off the floor, flung it over her shoulder, and walked toward the door. She was counting on him stopping her, and she had no idea what she would do if he didn't. Probably come back tomorrow and try again. 
 
        Nikolai watched as she walked away, regret instantly filling him. It would be better to let her leave, to let her walk out. But he knew she would only be replaced by another 'personal assistant'. And yet another after that. It didn't matter what he did to chase them off, another always took their place. To watch him, to follow him.
 
        And he liked this one. Bobbi. She was different. Bright and funny, in spite of her somber suits, not cold and distant like all the others. She reminded him of laughter and light, something that had been missing from his life for too long. And he was not so dead inside yet that he didn't feel the strong attraction, the sexual pull between them.
 
        Which should be reason enough to let her go, to let another one take her place. It would be dangerous to show signs of interest in her, even more dangerous to become involved. Yes, if he was smart, if he had learned any lessons in the last eight years, he would let her go.
 
        But he didn't want to. Nikolai pushed himself up from the small sofa and caught up with her in three long strides. He stepped in front of her and leaned his back against the door, blocking her exit. His eyes met hers for a long second before he looked away, embarrassment and regret heating his cheeks.
 
        "My apologies. I had no business saying such things to you. You're right: I do not want or need an assistant, and I am too old for a babysitter. But that's not your fault. I will not take it out on you again. Please," he looked up at her, the apology clear in his eyes as he motioned back toward the sofa, "let's start over again."
 
        Bobbi watched him for a long minute, and he could tell she was weighing his words, trying to determine if he was being sincere or merely acting. She said nothing, just turned around and took her seat again, pulling her paperwork together without really looking at it. 
 
        Nikolai sat next to her, his leg brushing against hers. And for once he was thankful for the small sofa, thankful that its size forced him to sit so close to her. She shifted on the hard cushion, a crease in her brow as she fingered the loose papers. Her chest rose and fell with a deep breath then she turned to face him, hesitation clear in her eyes. 
 
        "You said 'babysitter'. Why do you think that?"
 
        Her straightforward question surprised him. None of his other 'assistants' had ever bothered to ask him...about anything. Their sole responsibility was to monitor his every move and make sure he behaved. Why was it that this one was different?
 
        Nikolai studied her, wondering how he should answer—how he could answer. How much did she already know? And how much of what he told her would she report back to those who watched him? But her deep green eyes held an honest openness and curiosity that enthralled him, and he finally settled on the truth. At least, on a half-truth that would answer her question.
 
        "I am neither old nor feeble, nor am I young and impetuous. Yet they insist that I have an 'assistant'. My play is good, but I am not a star. No one else is provided an assistant. So I must ask, why me? And why assistants who only follow me around, tell me where to go and when to get there and what to do. What is that, if not a babysitter?"
 
        Bobbi looked away, and he could see she was trying not to smile. She twirled the pen between her fingers, then shrugged and faced him again, the smile she was trying so hard to hide shining in her green eyes. "Well, from what I understand, I don't think you'd have an assistant if you actually, you know, played nice and did what you were supposed to."
 
        Did what you were supposed to. A chill filled Nikolai at her teasing words, and he wondered if she had said them as a warning...or if they were nothing more than an innocent coincidence. He studied her face, looking for signs of double-meanings or hidden agendas. Instead he saw only teasing in her open smile. 
 
        "I do not think so, but it is not up to me." He shifted on the sofa, his leg again brushing against hers as he leaned back and offered her his own smile. A real smile, one that freed something inside him that he thought dead and buried long ago. He shook his head at the uncharacteristic thought, and held his hand out to her in a gesture of truce. "So, here you are and here I am. You must do your job, and I will try not to be too difficult. Do we agree on this?" 
 
        She looked down at his offered hand, and slowly reached out to accept it. Her skin was cool and damp, her small hand dwarfed in his larger one. Nikolai felt the trembling in her hand as his fingers curled around hers. Without thinking, he lifted her hand to his lips and brushed a soft kiss across her knuckles. He looked up and met her eyes, their gazes locked. Desire shot through him, hot and fast, nearly knocking the wind from him with its startling intensity. He didn't think, merely acted, and leaned toward her, feeling a pull he didn't want to fight.
 
        Bobbi's fingers tightened around his as he shifted closer. Nikolai heard the quickening of her breath, saw the knowledge and anticipation of what he was about to do heat her eyes as she leaned, just the tiniest bit, toward him. 
 
        Then she quickly yanked her hand free and fisted it in her lap, pulling away and scooting sideways, until she was nearly sitting on the arm rest.
 
        Nikolai briefly closed his eyes, cursing himself as a fool for acting so boldly. He shifted away, giving her space even as he tried to calm his body's swift reaction...to something that didn't even happen. In control once more, or so he told himself, he opened his eyes and watched her, wondering how she would react. 
 
        She was once again fingering the papers in her lap, her expression thoughtful. She cleared her throat then finally looked over at him, pinning him with a speculative gaze. "I have to congratulate you on your act earlier. It was very convincing."
 
        "Act?"
 
        "Yeah, the whole fresh-from-the-Old-Country thing. The accent really added to it."
 
                 He didn't look away and didn't deny anything. He was impressed by this new assistant, by her spirited words and ability to look deeper than the surface. Nikolai knew both of these things should have worried him, but they didn't. Instead, they filled him with excitement, with an eagerness to get to know her better. The corner of his mouth lifted in a brief smile. "But, moj dosadnyj malen'kij bich, I do have an accent. And I am from the Old Country."
 
        Bobbi smiled at him, and he felt himself relax even more. "True. But the first thing I had to do when I took this job was get to know a little about you. You were born and raised outside of Moscow, but you've been living here in the United States for twelve years; first in New York, then Phoenix, now in Baltimore. And while you definitely do have an accent, it's nowhere near as pronounced as you were playing it."
 
        Her observations continued to surprise him. He offered her a slight nod, his smile even broader, but he didn't say anything. No denial, no admission. Bobbi tilted her head and studied him, and he got the impression that she was making her mind up about something. 
 
        "So do you do this all the time? Or was it just for me?"
 
        "Do what, moj dosadnyj malen'kij bich? Your 'Old Country" act, as you say? Or hope for a kiss from a very pretty woman?" Bobbi looked away at his words, as surprised by them as he was. He didn't know why he said them, didn't know what he hoped to accomplish by putting into words what he suspected they both already knew. How could they not? Nikolai had been aware of the strong pull between them as soon as he had turned around and saw her standing in front of him yesterday. And he had not tucked himself so far out of life that he hadn't noticed her own interest in him, no matter how hard she tried to hide it. 
 
        He watched her carefully, noticing the pink blush that bloomed on her cheeks, and wondered what she would do. There were some women who would gladly jump on the chance to be with a professional sports player, just for the chance to say they had been.
 
        Even one or two of his previous 'assistants' had let their interest be known, letting him know in no uncertain terms that they were available if he chose. It made no difference in their minds that they could coldly plan seduction while reporting his every move. They would be paid regardless. He often wondered if a successful seduction resulted in more money. But he never took advantage of the offers, and never asked.
 
        He continued watching Bobbi. Did she fall into any of those categories? The human part of him, the part still capable of emotion despite being buried so long ago, didn't think so. But the remote part of him, the part of him that allowed him to survive, was curious to see how she would react. Would she be shy and coy? Would she play hard-to-get even as she planned her next move? Or would she be straightforward and encouraging?
 
        She shifted, fidgeting more with her ridiculous pile of papers as if they really mattered. The blush still colored her face as she pulled a marked page to the top and made notes on it with a bright red marker. And Nikolai realized, with a clarity that surprised him even as it warmed him, that she didn't know how to react and was ignoring his comment instead. 
 
        Bobbi made another notation on the sheet and shifted sideways, holding it up so he could see it. "I'm not sure how you've done this in the past, so I was thinking of going through, separating everything out, then creating an agenda—"
 
        Nikolai laughed, a hearty sound that surprised even him. His little pest was ignoring him, as if that would make this strange pull between them disappear. He waved his hand at the paper and shook his head, still laughing. "However you think is best. I truly have no interest in these other things."
 
        "Um, yeah. I think that's the problem. Your lack of interest only resulted in you being saddled with me. So," she pointed to several events that were underlined, starred, and highlighted. "I'm guessing these are pretty important, if the notes mean anything. It looks like they're appearances of some kind."
 
        Nikolai leaned closer, deliberately brushing his shoulder against hers as he pretended to study the sheet of paper. He had already decided that he would do as she asked, that he wouldn't be difficult with this one.  
 
        Because he found he wanted to spend more time with her. Her forthrightness appealed to him, and he decided he wanted to get to know her better. And if the pull between them grew stronger...Nikolai would not stop it. No, he had been living by someone else's set of rules for too long. It was time he pushed back even more.
 
        And if it turned out that Bobbi was more than what she seemed, that she was just another 'assistant' sent to monitor him...well, there was nothing to be done about that. But he would at least, finally, allow himself some enjoyment, in one form or another. So he glanced again at the paper in her hands, then back at Bobbi, not surprised when she leaned away from him. 
 
        "Yes, appearances. Some of the players call them show-and-tell. There are many of these appearances in the off-season. We're getting close to that time, so..." He shrugged as his voice trailed off, his shoulder again brushing lightly against hers. 
 
        Bobbi looked down at the schedule, taking great care to stack it neatly on top of the pile before looking at him. "And you obviously don't like appearances. I got it. But I understand that these aren't optional so...suck it up. I should probably arrange the transportation for you, too. Is it easier for them to pick you up here, or is somewhere else more convenient? Would you like me to make arrangements for your date as well? And—"
 
        Nikolai interrupted her with another laugh. He shook his head and offered her a small smile of apology as he motioned to the papers in her lap. "You do not need to worry so much about details, moj dosadnyj malen'kij bich. If you are stuck babysitting me, you must do it correctly."
 
        "Correctly?"
 
        "Yes. You must attend these appearances with me as my date. How else will you know if I go?"
 
        "Me? But..." Bobbi snapped her mouth closed in the middle of her protest, and Nikolai wondered if she would refuse. It was nothing more than a quick way to try to spend more time with her, and a transparent attempt at best. She watched him carefully, her eyes narrowed as she studied him. He had the feeling she was thinking of ways to refuse, and he held his breath, waiting.
 
        A long minute went by before she pursed her lips and finally nodded. "Okay, fine. I'll be your date."
 
        "Excellent!" Nikolai clapped his hands and smiled. "Then you must go home and prepare for our 'date'."
 
        "Excuse me?"
 
        "Our date. According to your important list, I have an appearance this evening." He leaned over the schedule, his finger running down the list of events. Bobbi's breath hitched as his hand brushed against her leg, but he pretended not to notice, pretended to be unaffected by the accidental touch when he pointed out tonight's charity appearance.
 
        Bobbi looked down at the schedule, then up at him. The expression on her face was one of disbelief and horror, and he almost took pity on her. But he shook his head and stood up. "No, moj dosadnyj malen'kij bich, you must go."
 
        She gave him another dazed look, then grabbed the pile of papers from her lap and tossed them into her bag. "But, it's bowling. I can't bowl."
 
        Nikolai laughed and held his hand out. She reached up and took it, allowing him to help her stand. She shook her head again, still looking surprised. "I can't bowl," she repeated.
 
        Nikolai closed his hand around hers and led her to the door. "Do not worry, moj dosadnyj malen'kij bich. Our first date will be an exciting adventure. It is only bowling. What could go wrong?"
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
        What could go wrong, indeed? A burst of laughter escaped her lips and she quickly tried to hide it with a cough. The attempt was unsuccessful, judging from the look on Nikolai's face: part indignation, part wounded-puppy.
 
        Bobbi didn't think he'd like the description, so she offered him what she hoped was an apologetic smile...for at least the hundredth time. "I really am sorry. I told you I didn't know how to bowl."
 
        His only response was a disheartened grunt, and she risked a sideways glance at him as he pulled the car into her drive. Relief filled her when she realized he was only teasing...again. "Will you at least come in and let me get you an ice pack?"
 
        "Ice pack? No!" He turned to face her, an expression of horror etched across his chiseled features. "I am a professional hockey player, a premier defenseman. I do not need an ice pack!"
 
        Bobbi laughed again, the merriment touching deep within her. Entirely too much time had passed since she had felt this open and free and unreserved. It felt good. And who would have thought that it was because of bowling?
 
        Well, not bowling exactly. More like handicapped bowling. The teams had been divided into groupings of two, who each got a chance to bowl one frame. The strongest of the pair was then handicapped in some way—and the handicap changed with each set of frames. At the very end, Bobbi and Nikolai each had one leg tied together so they were tethered, both of Bobbi's hands had been tied together, and Nikolai had been blindfolded. The object had been for Bobbi to give Nikolai directions so he could roll the ball down the lane. It had ended with the two of them tangled in a heap in the middle of the lane. Heat surged through Bobbi at the memory and she fought it back, using guilt as her weapon. 
 
        Because when she tripped and fell and took Nikolai down with her, he had turned so he would break her fall...and jammed his finger instead.
 
        "Okay, no ice pack. At least come inside so I can take a better look. Maybe tape or..." Her voice trailed off at the look on his face. "Okay, no tape either. Fine."
 
        "Ah, moj dosadnyj malen'kij bich finally understands. But I will go in anyway, just to make sure you're safe. And yes, I will even let you doctor my finger if it will make you feel better."
 
        Annoying little pest. Again, his pet term for her. She wanted to ask why he kept calling her that, if he really thought she was annoying, but she couldn't.
 
        And God, what was she doing, sitting here joking around, acting like they were on a date? She was supposed to be acting like his personal assistant. She was supposed to be working. She was supposed to be looking into the possible extortion of the enigmatic man sitting next to her, not sitting out here acting like an overgrown hormonal teenager.
 
        And now, he wanted to keep her safe.
 
        Bobbi opened the car door without waiting for Nikolai and quickly walked to her front door. She didn't miss the look of confusion that crept across his face as he quickly followed her. He placed his hand over hers as she reached to turn the knob, then pushed open the door before she could say anything. Light from the living room illuminated the entranceway with a soft glow. She stepped past him and closed the door.
 
        "I have upset you. Why?"
 
        Bobbi shook her head and walked into the living room, dimming the stronger light as she passed it. She had planned on going straight into the kitchen but was stopped by Nikolai's strong hand on her shoulder.
 
        "Will you not tell me how I've upset you?"
 
        "I'm not upset, honest," she lied. "I'm just...tired." She tried to shrug away from him, from the discomfort of lying to him, then caught a glimpse of his injured finger. Guilt crept over her again and she reached out for his hand, cradling it in her own, noticing again how large his hands were, how small and delicate hers looked in comparison.
 
        Enough already, she thought. Get over the sudden hand fetish and deal with his finger, then get him out of here.        
 
        "I have some adhesive tape in the kitchen. Let me wrap it so at least I'll feel better."
 
        "You are avoiding my question."
 
        "Nikolai, I—"
 
        "And why do you call me Nikolai? You are the only one who does so." He turned his hand over and placed it against hers so they were palm-to-palm. Then he grabbed her other hand, palm-to-palm, before lacing their fingers together.
 
        Bobbi's heart lurched as heat surged through her again, more powerful this time. She swallowed against the dryness in her throat as he stepped closer, so close she could feel his legs against hers. "Nikolai—"
 
        "Again with Nikolai. I am not used to being called that any more, but on your lips, with your voice, I like it very much." He stepped even closer, closing what little distance remained between them. His eyes locked on hers and she felt hypnotized, drawn into the swirling depths of their shades of blue. He was going to kiss her. And she wanted him to, was leaning forward to meet him even though she knew it was the absolute worst thing she could do...
 
        And then his lips did meet hers and she forgot everything as she felt, memorized, absorbed his touch. Soft, deceivingly soft for such a large, rough man, And gentle. Tentative.
 
        He was taking his time, she realized. Giving her time to get used to his touch, giving her a chance to say no. And she knew, without a doubt, that she could trust him to do as she wished, that he would stop if she said no.
 
        So do it. Say no.
 
        The thought was there, and it must have caused her to hesitate because Nikolai did stop, breaking the gentle contact and pulling away a fraction of an inch. This was Bobbi's chance to embrace sanity and stop.
 
        Instead she glided her hand up his arm and along his shoulder, feeling the warmth of hard muscle under her touch. She trailed her fingers along his neck, feeling his flesh ripple in response as she toyed with the hair hanging over the edge of his collar before pulling him even closer to her.
 
        This time when their lips met, there was an instant explosion of fire between them. She turned aggressor and opened her mouth, sweeping her tongue against his, tasting him, breathing him in. 
 
        Nikolai's hold on her tightened as he lifted her, fitting her more closely against him. Instinctively she wrapped her legs tight around him and pressed herself against him, feeling the hard ridge of his cock against her most sensitive spot. Cursing the too-many layers between them, she reached up with her other hand and undid the buttons of his shirt, hurrying, unable to take her time. She yanked the shirt from the waist of his pants and pushed the sides apart, not caring if she ripped it in her hurry because finally, God, her hands were on his chest, the warm flesh and hard ridges of his shoulders and pecs. Hair crinkled under her touch, just enough for her fingers to explore, to follow the trail down the hard, flat plane of his abdomen to the waistband of his pants. 
 
        Her hand was stopped by one of his, by a guttural moan as he moved it back to his chest and held it over his heart. She could feel the steady pounding, the fast beating, and knew that hers would match beat-for-beat.
 
        Nikolai broke off their kiss, but only long enough to adjust his hold on her as he took a few steps forward and held her in place against the wall. Bobbi rotated her hips even closer, driving herself against his hardness, letting him know exactly what she wanted. 
 
        She could feel the smile on his lips as he trailed kisses along her jaw line, down her neck, up to her ear. She could feel his warm breath against her heated flesh, could feel the excitement and tension building as he reached between them and grabbed the edge of her sweater, pulling it up, trailing a line of fire with his fingers as he outlined the cup of her bra with his palm. He pushed the lace down, his hand skimming the underside of her breast, teasing, reaching, until finally closing over her, gently caressing, tweaking the hard nipple between his fingers.
 
        More heat erupted through her, and she was dimly aware of a harsh noise. It was Nikolai, his voice hoarse as he whispered in her ear, his breath warming her nearly as much as his words.
 
        Until she realized he was speaking in Russian, and she realized she couldn't respond.
 
        So instead of saying anything, she let her body do the talking, let him feel her response to his touch, let him know exactly what he did to her.   
 
        He again shifted his hold on her, wrapping his arm more securely under her bottom, and she used the slight movement to push herself closer, to rub against his hard length, to feel the heat of him through her linen trousers, erupting between their bodies. Her hands continued their exploration, up and across his chest and shoulders then back down, lower, feeling the muscles of his abdomen twitch at her touch. 
 
        Nikolai groaned, pressed against her even more, and she wished, wanted, needed to feel him, flesh-to-flesh, hard and soft coming together. He lowered his mouth to her nipple and sucked, creating a pull deep inside her. She felt him smile against her bare flesh when she groaned, and he raised his head, meeting her gaze with his heated one before trailing kisses along her neck and back to her ear.
 
        "I want inside you, want to feel your tightness draw me in." His hot breath scorched her skin as he teased her with his Russian words. She arched against him, wanting the same thing, needing...
 
        "Please..." Her breathing was ragged, making the words come out in a harsh whisper. "I don't...English...."
 
        His mouth closed over hers, hot, possessive, demanding, as he ground his hips against her, and she met each thrust of his tongue, each thrust of his hips, with eager abandonment as the heat built, deeper, spiraling within her. She wrapped her legs even tighter around him, searching...
 
        Nikolai broke the kiss with a low groan and reached between them, touching her, running his finger along the seam of her trousers, pressing. His gaze searched for and found hers, locking her eyes to his with a demanding intensity. "Come for me, my Bobbi, let me see your release."
 
        And oh God, she didn't want...not like this...not without him deep inside her...but his hips thrust and his finger teased and she shattered against his touch, shards of herself flying outward then turning back in, exploding in a maelstrom of heat and want and desire. She heard herself gasp, felt his mouth crush against hers, inhaling her cry as the waves continued to pound through her. Long moments went by as the tremors eased, as her center returned, and only then did he gentle the kiss as his hands, soft and light now, caressed her skin.
 
        At any moment she expected him to start again, to carry her to her bedroom or at least the sofa so they could continue, so he could find his own release. The heat built in her again at the thought of taking him deep inside her, holding him there, squeezing him, milking him until he came.
 
        Instead he rocked his hips against her just once, almost gently, and eased her legs down. He continued to hold his body against hers, as if he knew her legs weren't quite ready to support her, and trailed soft kisses along her neck and jaw, gently nibbling on her ear.
 
        "You are a fiery woman, moj dosadnyj malen'kij bich, but now I must go." His whispered words against her skin sent another small tremor through her...until she realized what he said.
 
        "G-go?" Surely he didn't mean to leave. "But—"
 
        He interrupted her with a quick kiss. "Shh. I must go. I think that you would regret if I stayed. I do not want that, so I will go."
 
        He couldn't be serious. She had just experienced an explosive climax—fully clothed and in record time—and now he wanted to leave, without finishing...but the look in his eyes let her know he was serious.
 
        And it had the same effect on her as if he had doused her with a bucket of icy water.
 
        She straightened and tried to put some distance between them, but was stopped by the wall at her back. Good Lord, what had she just done? Already the self-recriminations were starting. What he must think...
 
        He leaned in for a searing kiss as he grabbed her hand and held it to his crotch. Her fingers outlined his hard thickness as he rubbed against her, and her mouth watered at his very obvious excitement.
 
        "You have done this to me, moj dosadnyj malen'kij bich. And I want nothing more than to finish, to bury myself deep inside your wet heat. But you are not ready. So I will leave now." He pressed himself against her one last time then removed her hand and brought it to his lips. "But know that I will sleep with your vision tonight, and that I will not find release until you are ready."
 
        Bobbi's breath caught in her throat at his words, at the heat and passion in his eyes as he held her gaze. She swallowed past the lump in her throat and told herself not to read too much into it, that it was just a line.
 
        But, man, it was one hell of a line. 
 
        Nikolai leaned down and gave her one last lingering kiss then pulled away and walked toward the door. She remained rooted to her spot against the wall until he winked at her and, with an admonishment to lock the door behind him, walked out.
 
        Bobbi blew out a deep breath and went to do as he had asked, her legs still shaky as she reached down to turn the deadbolt.
 
        "Holy shit," she muttered as a last light tremor went through her. She leaned her forehead against the door and let out another breath.
 
        "Holy shit, indeed."
 
        The voice behind her was cold and abrupt. She whirled around, her hand reaching behind her but coming up empty. Her fists clenched and rage boiled through her as Denny came down the hall from the direction of her bedroom.
 
        "What the hell are you doing here?" She pushed away from the door and stormed through the house until she reached the kitchen. Her hands shook, both from rage and embarrassment, as she pulled open one of the drawers and dug through it.
 
        "I could ask you the same thing. You certainly didn't waste any time with the moves."
 
        "I did not ask for your opinion." Her words were clipped as she closed the first drawer and pulled open a second, still searching. Dammit, where was it? 
 
        "Is this what you're looking for?"
 
        Bobbi whirled to face him, surprised to see him holding a small handgun out for her. The emotion on his face was quickly masked, but not before she had the chance to see the anger burning in his eyes. He stepped further into the kitchen and placed the gun on the counter, letting her see that he still had the clip in his hand. "Honestly, Bobbi. I don't know why you still have this. You were never comfortable using it. You always let your emotions get in the way."
 
        Bobbi swallowed her own anger and leaned against the counter, her arms crossed in front of her, trying to stare him down. "What are you doing here?"
 
        Denny leaned one shoulder against the doorframe, blocking her way out as he watched her with steady eyes. "What have you found out so far?"
 
        Bobbi studied him closely, but his expression was completely blank, with no tells she could read flickering in his eyes. His previous anger had seemingly disappeared. But she knew him too well, even after all these years, to trust what she saw with her eyes.
 
        "His lifestyle doesn't come close to matching what he reportedly makes. I need all of his financials, and any background notes on his family. They were conspicuously absent from the first file."
 
        "Anything else?"
 
        "Yeah. Don't ever step foot in my house again."
 
        "I just thought it might be prudent to follow-up personally."
 
        "We agreed that I'd report the information as I find it."
 
        "Well, Bobbi, right now it seems that the only information you have to report so far is the size of his dick. That's not exactly what we're looking for here."
 
        The words were cold and deliberately crude, but she refused to jump on them. She knew him well enough to know he was trying to get a reaction from her. He watched her closely for a few long seconds, then shook his head. "I want you ask him about his agent, find out what you can."
 
        Bobbi didn't question the change of subject, knowing how Denny's mind worked, knowing that he would share only what he wanted, when he wanted. She studied him for a long minute. "Why?"
 
        "We think there might be something going on from that angle. There should be more money there, but we can't find it. There's no trace of it anywhere. As his...personal assistant...I want you to access his financials, his schedules and meetings and contacts."
 
        She ignored his emphasis on 'personal assistant' and asked the first question that came to her. "You have computer access to that now. Why do you need me to look from the inside?"
 
        "Because nothing irregular shows up."
 
        "What?" Bobbi shook her head and studied him, trying to see more than what was there, trying to find the secrets he was keeping from her. Because with Denny, there were always secrets. "If nothing irregular shows up, then why the deeper look?"
 
        "The agent gets a cut. A rather large cut."
 
        "Which would make it a dishonest business practice, not some nefarious plot for extortion." But even Bobbi knew her words didn't make sense, not when compared to the reality of what she'd seen so far of Nikolai and his lifestyle. Which only proved again that she didn't have all the information she needed. "I want all the reports you have. I can't work half-blind like this."
 
        Denny watched her, his dark eyes intent, calculating as he studied her. "Fine. Anything else?"
 
        "Just those reports. And I mean it, Denny. Don't come back here again. And if I learn you're having me monitored, the deal is off. I'll get you the information you need, but in my way."
 
        "I need it faster than you seem to be willing to work. Do you have a plan in place? Or were you just going to fuck the information out of him?"
 
        "Get out."
 
        He must have sensed the underlying threat in her voice, or saw it in her eyes, because he didn't say anything—he just simply turned around and walked out, tossing the clip on the dining room table as he passed. Bobbi didn't move until after she heard the door slam, until after she checked to make sure he was really gone.
 
        With a curse she went back into the kitchen and grabbed the pistol off the countertop, then grabbed the clip and walked back to her bedroom, turning off the lights as she went. Rage still burned through her, erasing all traces of the night's earlier passion. Part of her felt violated at Denny's intrusion and accusation. The bastard. What gave him the right...?
 
        She cursed loudly, furious at him, furious at herself. She should have never agreed to do this, and she should have never let things get started with Nikolai. And she certainly shouldn't have let things go as far as they did once it had started.
 
        Dammit. She threw back the comforter and tossed some of the excess pillows to the floor before turning off the light, then flopped down on the bed without getting undressed. She kept the gun close by, vowing that if Denny so much as thought of coming back into her house again tonight, she'd prove him wrong by shooting first and worrying about the paperwork later.
 
        Taking care of that problem was easy. What she didn't know was what she was going to do about Nikolai.
 
        Because something told her that it wouldn't be as easy to stop him, not after what had started tonight.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
        Nikolai stopped at the door to Bobbi's small office and watched her work—something none of his other assistants had ever done. No, their work involved following his every step, watching his every move.
 
        But Bobbi was different, and he wondered if she was just what she claimed to be—a personal assistant. She sat with her back to him, her head bent over the battered desk, her red-blonde hair hiding her face as she studied the papers in front of her, making notes and muttering to herself. His palms tingled with the need to touch her, to run his hand through the satin strands of her hair, to feel her soft skin against his flesh.
 
        His cock twitched in his pants, eager for the same thing. It was a condition that had plagued him for the last week, ever since the night at her house. He still wasn't sure why he had stopped, not when her body was eager for him, not when her response to his touches had been so swift and sure.
 
        Not when his own body ached to be cradled by hers, ached for release in her warm depths.
 
        No, Nikolai corrected himself. Watching her now, the set of her shoulders so serious—too serious for someone who was merely supposed to be watching him—he realized he did know why he had stopped.
 
        He had stopped because, after all these years, he no longer trusted anyone. Trust was a weapon used against him, something to hold over his head. And just as he no longer trusted anyone, he no longer allowed himself to get close to anyone. Closeness turned into danger, and relationships turned into threats.
 
        Nikolai had learned those lessons the hard way eight years ago, when his brother was brutally murdered for no other reason than to send a message. It was a message Nikolai had heeded without fail. 
 
        But Bobbi was different. He was very much afraid that he could learn to trust this woman, allow her into his life. That he could dare hope that, maybe, eight years' penance, eight years' payment, would be enough.
 
        He shook his head at such foolish thoughts. He had just met this woman. It was foolish indeed to be thinking such things about someone he barely knew.
 
        But wasn't it just as foolish to deny the attraction he was certain flared between them? Surely eight years' penance had allowed him some freedom, if only in this. 
 
        Nikolai continued watching Bobbi, feeling a lost part of himself reawaken. The pulse beat heavy in his throat as blood rushed through his body, reminding him that he was more than a pawn, reminding him that he was alive. What was it about this woman he barely knew that brought these dangerous thoughts to life?
 
        Dangerous or not, Nikolai knew that he no longer wanted to pretend to live. He no longer wanted to watch, to be a spectator in life. He had learned his lessons well and had lived accordingly for the last eight years, doing everything that was demanded of him.
 
        As he would continue to do so, simply because he had no choice. 
 
        That didn't mean he couldn't pursue the attraction he felt for this stranger new to his life. That didn't mean he couldn't step outside the rigid constraints that had been imposed upon him all those years ago.   
 
        Nikolai took a deep breath and let it out slowly, his mind made up as he stepped into the room. His steps were quiet, but not so quiet that Bobbi wouldn't hear him approaching. He dropped his hands onto her shoulders, feeling the heat of her skin tingle his palms. It was the first time he had deliberately touched her in a week, and he wasn't surprised when she jumped. 
 
        "You are working too hard, moj dosadnyj malen'kij bich."
 
        Bobbi jumped at the feel of warm hands on her shoulders, at the sound of the voice behind her. She closed the file she had been studying and tucked it into the pile in front of her then whirled in her chair, not surprised to see Nikolai less than a foot away. Standing as close he was, her gaze rested squarely at groin level and she bit back a groan, her mouth suddenly dry. She pushed the chair back a few inches until it hit the desk, and looked up at him. 
 
        He must have just taken a shower, because his hair was slicked back off his face, accentuating his strong facial structure. There was the faintest smell of something spicy, and she knew that it was the combination shampoo and body wash he used because he didn't wear cologne. And she didn't want to dwell on how quickly she had come to know such a small and intimate detail about this man who was still essentially a stranger to her.
 
        A grin stretched his lips and lit his eyes, and she wondered if he had planned his silent approach.
 
        A week had passed since that night in her house, and he hadn't referred to it once. And except for accidental brushes against her, or the occasional touch on her arm or shoulder, he hadn't even tried to touch her, hadn't even tried to stage a repeat performance.
 
        Bobbi pretended it didn't bother her. And really, it shouldn't bother her, because any further contact would only make it harder for her to remain neutral, would make it harder for her to do her job. And she had to remember: she was here to do a job.
 
        Which was becoming increasingly more difficult to do, because she was coming up completely empty when it came to finding information that would prove he was the victim of extortion. She was beginning to wonder what would happen even if she did find the information Denny needed. It wasn't like Denny could do anything about it without an official complaint. And from what she could see so far, Nikolai didn't seem inclined to complain—about anything. 
 
        She focused her attention back on Nikolai, noticed that he was looking at her expectantly, and realized he had asked her a question. "I'm sorry, what?"
 
        He shook his head and laughed, a deep throaty chuckle, then reached down and grabbed her hand to pull her from the chair. He pulled a little too hard and she actually bumped into him when she stood, feeling his body hard against hers for a split second before he stepped away and released her hand. Deliberate, or accidental? She couldn't tell.
 
        "I said you are too preoccupied and jumpy. You are working too hard."
 
        "I am hardly working too hard." She laughed, a forced sound of frustration. The only thing she had to do was make sure Nikolai showed up where he was scheduled to be, and on time. So far, there had only been the bowling alley event, and one photo session for some team publicity shots. And Nikolai had been cooperative and agreeable for both. 
 
        "Well then," Nikolai grinned. "I will not feel too guilty about giving you more work to do."
 
        "More work?" Bobbi laughed again. Any 'work' she had been given had been assigned to her by George Toomey...and calling it 'work' was a stretch by any standard. Nikolai had asked her to do exactly nothing. 
 
        "Yes. I would like for you to take me shopping. And then, if you would like, I have another favor to ask of you. But that's for later. So, moj dosadnyj malen'kij bich, will you do that for me?"
 
        "Shopping?" She knew she should ask about the other favor, but she was having enough trouble processing the shopping part. Why would he want her to go shopping with him? And what on earth was he shopping for?
 
        "Yes. Women like shopping, no? So, you will go with me?"
 
        She almost asked him if she had a choice but bit the words back. If she did ask—even jokingly—he would tell her that yes, she did, and that would be the end of it. There would be no shopping. Nikolai had absolutely no expectations. He didn't ask anybody to do anything for him, and he didn't demand anything. Bobbi was beginning to wonder why Toomey felt he needed a babysitter at all, because Nikolai was easily the most agreeable person she had ever met. In fact, the only time he had come close to being demanding was last week, when they shared their first and only kiss.
 
        And yes, it had turned into way more than just a kiss. But his 'demanding' that night had, without a doubt, benefitted her way more than it had him.
 
        So she shrugged then nodded. Shopping. What could be less harmless? Bobbi grabbed her files and tossed everything into her bag, then let him lead her out of the office and down the hall. They had to pass through the practice area to get outside, and she hesitated at the sight of a group of twenty or so people that had gathered around the edge of the rink. A few players, still in full gear, were standing at the edge of the group, talking and signing autographs.
 
        As usual, Nikolai didn't hesitate at all, just tugged on her arm and led her toward the group. He pulled away from her as they approached and called out a greeting to a few people who called his name. Nikolai did this after each practice, eagerly greeting the fans; there was nothing out of the ordinary here. Yet Bobbi hesitated again, the hair on the back of her neck prickling in warning.
 
        Nikolai was deep in conversation with a boy about eleven years old. The hero worship was clear in the boy's eyes as he held a jersey toward Nikolai to sign. Even from a few feet away, Bobbi could see that it had Nikolai's name and number on the back. 
 
        Nikolai laughed at something the boy said, a full hearty laugh, then motioned toward her. "Bobbi, do you have a pen? This future hockey player would like for me to sign his jersey."
 
        Bobbi stepped closer, stopping at Nikolai's side, and reached into her bag for one of the permanent markers she had started carrying for just these occasions. Her head turned as she began pulling out the pen, Nikolai clear in her peripheral vision, when her gaze was distracted by a flash that was there and gone almost before her mind registered it. 
 
        She pretended to stumble into Nikolai, pushing him out of the way as her eyes scanned all around. Ignoring his mutter of surprise and pulling out of his grasp—he had actually grabbed her so she could regain her balance!—she moved so she was standing in front of him. 
 
        Movement at the far end of the rink caught her eye, and she pushed away, muttering an excuse about forgetting something as she quickly made her way to where she had noticed the movement. She reached the spot in a matter of seconds and pushed through the exit door and into the sunny afternoon. The warmth of the late March day swept over her, a striking contrast to the chill of the rink...and to the chill that raced through her.
 
        Because the flash she had seen had been the pinpoint red light of a laser—the kind of laser used to sight a target before shooting.
 
        Her hands shaking, her heart pounding as a feeling of utter helplessness swamped her, she looked in all directions, trying to find who had been responsible for the warning. And there was no doubt it had been meant as a warning, because if the person had been intent on shooting, Nikolai would have been dead before she pushed him away.
 
        Several cars were pulling out of the parking lot, all of them moving at a generally sedate pace. A scattering of people were milling around the front door, but again, nobody was moving in any way to call attention to themselves. Cursing, Bobbi slammed her palm against the metal siding of the rink.
 
        Dammit! She kicked out with her foot, knowing even as she did that the action was useless. She could go ten rounds with a punching bag and her heart would still be racing in fear, her stomach would still be clenched in panic.
 
        Because those were the two emotions that had slammed into her as soon as she had seen that pinpoint of light in the middle of Nikolai's chest. Dear God, she could all too easily imagine the spattering of blood, the tearing of flesh and muscle and bone.
 
        She swallowed hard and bent over at the waist, taking deep breaths to calm down. She had no idea what she looked like, but she knew that Nikolai would be able to tell something was wrong if she didn't calm down. At least outwardly. Inside, she was panicked and pissed.
 
        Had this been some kind of twisted act on Denny's part? If it was, she was going to have his head on a platter. And if it wasn't...then there was a whole lot of something that hadn't been passed on to her.
 
        Taking one last deep breath, Bobbi walked back inside and headed toward the group. It was smaller now, but Nikolai was still talking to the same boy as before. He glanced up and gave her a curious look, as if asking if everything was okay.
 
        She swallowed and pushed the vision of his bloodied body out of her mind, pasted a smile on her face, and nodded. He smiled back, but it wasn't his usual smile, and she knew that he didn't believe her.
 
        So come up with a quick story, she thought as she made her way over to him. Yeah, no problem with that one.
 
        "See? I told you she would come back," Nikolai was saying to the boy. He turned to her, another smile on his face. "So, moj dosadnyj malen'kij bich, my friend here has waited patiently for me to sign his jersey."
 
        Bobbi almost laughed but swallowed it back at the last minute, certain that it would have sounded like a cackle if it had escaped her lips. She was pushing visions of a dead Nikolai out of her mind, and he was waiting on his marker. With a mumbled apology, she pulled it out of her bag and handed it to him, then stood as close to him as she possibly could without drawing his attention. Her eyes continued to search around them, but there was no one else left...at least no one visible. 
 
        "Thanks Mr. Petrovich! This is so cool!" The boy was overloaded with excitement, and his enthusiasm was obviously shared by Nikolai, who reached out and ruffled the kid's hair. The hero-worship in the boy's eyes jumped to mega-wattage as he skipped away, gushing non-stop as he held out his jersey for his mother to see. Within a minute, they were outside, and the rink was eerily quiet with only Nikolai and her left.
 
        She felt his stare on her and turned to face him, surprised at the intense scrutiny and worry etched on his face. His blue eyes were searing as he studied her, and his hand reached out toward her. He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and gently stroked her cheek with his thumb, his calloused flesh warm and soothing on her flushed skin.
 
        "You should not lie to me, moj dosadnyj malen'kij bich."
 
        "Lie? I'm not—"
 
        "Something has upset you. Maybe you think nobody else will notice, but I know you. I see. So what has happened?"
 
        "Nothing. I just...I felt a little dizzy and needed some air. That's all." He didn't believe her. She could see it clearly in his eyes, in the look he gave her, a look that was almost as unsettling as his words.
 
        He didn't know her. How could he? They had just met each other, and except for that night in her apartment, their contact had been on a professional basis.
 
        He did not know her.
 
        But she questioned her own instincts as she met his gaze, as she saw the worry and concern clearly written there. Yes, they had just met each other, but they had been together for long hours at a time, all day, every day. He laughed and joked with her, shamelessly flirted with her, asked her questions about herself and her life as he shared the same information with her. And she realized that she knew more about him than she thought. Was it that crazy that he would think the same of her?
 
        Yes. Yes, the idea was crazy. He didn't know her. He only knew the person she was pretending to be, he only knew her as his personal assistant, his babysitter, his annoying little pest. He did not know the real her, and why she was really with him.
 
        To pry into his life. To dig so deep there were no secrets left. 
 
        No, he didn't know the real her. And he never could.
 
        "You will not tell me why you are upset. I will not be nosy again. But, it is now my job to make you forget, so we will go shopping." He leaned down and gave her a quick kiss, a brief touch of his lips against hers that caught her so completely by surprise that she didn't have a chance to react. She was still blinking her disbelief when he grabbed her hand and led her outside to his car. 
 
        He still wanted to go shopping. Of course he would, he had no idea what had just happened. And she couldn't tell him. But she couldn't just follow blithely along. Not now, not when she had to confront Denny and demand answers. But she had no idea how to get out of it.
 
        Then she realized that maybe the best thing she could do would be to go shopping. To just act like nothing had happened. To keep such a close eye on Nikolai, to stay so close to him that he would look at her with that amused expression on his face and call her his annoying little pest as she did her best to make sure he was safe.
 
        And then, when they were done...then, she would go after Denny and get to the bottom of whatever game he was playing.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
        The building was quiet, nearly deserted at this late hour. Bobbi had counted on that, realizing that showing up at such a late hour, unannounced, would work to her advantage. Her casual loafers made little noise on the carpeted hallway as she walked straight toward Denny's office. A light had been on in Howard's office, and she had briefly toyed with the idea of going there first, but she wanted to use whatever element of surprise she might have.
 
        She was not under the impression that nobody knew she was here. Not in this building. She could use that to her advantage as well if she played it right.
 
        Light seeped around the edges of Denny's office door. Bobbi paused, listening for voices and hearing none, then continued forward, pushing the door open with just enough force. As she suspected, Denny was behind his desk, his gaze focused on the computer screen at his side. He looked up at her sudden entrance, his eyes registering momentary surprise before he leaned back in his chair and fixed her with a steady gaze.
 
        "Bobbi. I didn't expect to see you here."
 
        She walked inside and shut the door behind her, then leaned against it, her arms folded across her chest as she fixed him with her own stare. "Didn't you? Why don't I believe that?"
 
        Silence stretched around them as she watched him, looking for any movement, any telltale sign that would let her see more than he wanted her to. His expression was more drawn than usual, small signs of stress etched at the corner of his eyes. A hint of beard darkened his jaw, and his hair looked as if he had run his hands through it in frustration then smoothed it out. It wasn't his normally pulled-together look, but not completely unlike him if he was working a particularly complicated case. 
 
        "If there's a reason you're here, please share it. I don't have time for games right now."
 
        "Games?" She pushed away from the door and crossed to his desk in a few angry strides, leaning over it far enough that he actually backed his chair away a few inches. "Games? You think having someone target Petrovich in a rink full of spectators is a fucking game?"              
 
        Shocked disbelief followed her outburst and deliberate crude language. Several emotions crossed through Denny's eyes so quickly that they were hardly noticed. None of them gave her the answer she had been expecting. But she refused to back down, refused to back away as he straightened in his chair and faced her, his look one of feral seriousness.
 
        "What? When was this?"
 
        "This afternoon. And don't tell me you didn't have anything to do with it." Her gut was saying her initial suspicion was wrong, but she pushed anyway.
 
        "Why the hell would I target Petrovich? He's our easiest shot at getting in."
 
        "Because it was meant as a warning." Bobbi pushed away from the desk but didn't step back. Let him think she wasn't convinced, see if he tipped his hand and shared any more information.
 
        "Shit. I wasn't expecting..." He grabbed the phone and punched in a few numbers, his expression grim. "Howard, we have a situation. I need you in here."
 
        Denny slammed the receiver down and stood, tension radiating from every line of his body as he pulled thick files from a tall cabinet. He picked up the phone again, then replaced it as he looked up at her. She straightened even further, knots of anxiety twisting her stomach.
 
        "Petrovich. Where is he now?"
 
        "Why?"
 
        "Dammit, Bobbi, not now. I can't take a chance of this blowing up. Where is he?"
 
        "At his house. Now tell me what the hell is going on."
 
        Denny shook his head, picked the phone back up and punched in some numbers. His voice was short, authoritative as he spoke. "Get someone over to Petrovich's house. I want him covered."
 
        Bobbi's stomach twisted even further, and she was ready to grab Denny by the throat and demand answers when Howard walked in. The office door closed behind him with a definitive click and he gave both of them a flat stare.
 
        She looked from Howard to Denny. "What the hell is going on? I want answers. Now."
 
        "Bobbi, tell me exactly what happened. I want every detail."
 
        The tension in the room was at an alarming high, fueling her anxiety. She swallowed back the emotion that threatened to drown her and gave a thorough recounting of the afternoon's incident, ending with her dropping Nikolai at his home before coming here.
 
        Denny and Howard exchanged a long glance, communicating silently and reinforcing the fact that there was something much bigger going on than she had been led to believe. Howard finally looked at her, then motioned for her to take a seat as he did the same. Her stomach heaved as she lowered herself into the chair, her knees suddenly weak. It didn't make her feel any better when Denny remained standing, a stubborn scowl on his face as he shook his head.
 
        "Howard, I want her out of it."
 
        "Out of what? What the hell is going on?"
 
        "It's too late for her to be out of it. And right now, she's our best bet to stay as close to Petrovich as possible without blowing everything."
 
        "She's a forensic accountant, not a field agent. She's not trained—"
 
        "Dammit!" Her outburst caught the attention of both men, and they finally turned to look at her. "What is going on?"
 
        Again they exchanged a look full of silent communication that ended only when Denny released a heavy sigh and took his seat. His fingers drummed against the files as he stared at her with a look she couldn't read, a look that did nothing to relieve her growing anxiety.
 
        "Petrovich is signing most of his contracted salary over to his agent. We believe he's being blackmailed but we don't know why. Nothing we've been able to uncover has given us any indication that there's anything in his background that would justify blackmail." Denny thumbed through one of the files and pulled several sheets of paper out.
 
        "During his first two years in the league, he was signed with the SLA Agency. His contracts were solid and legitimate. Then, for no apparent reason, he terminated that contract with no notice and immediately signed with Walter Jacobs of Timur Bratva Ltd. One month after his signing, we became aware of irregularities in the finances of TBL, and specifically with Walter Jacobs. Monitoring of these finances led to the discovery that the contract signed by Petrovich gave Walter Jacobs ninety-eight percent of Petrovich's earnings."
 
        Bobbi stared at Denny, her mind wrapping around the facts as she tried to paint a clearer picture of what he was saying. He had alluded to something like this last week, but this...It didn't make sense. Why would Nikolai agree to something so blatantly illegal? And why wasn't anything done about it back when it was first discovered? She asked Denny, but it was Howard who answered.
 
        "The contract was executed while Petrovich was in Russia, and TBL's jurisdiction is for Russia. It wasn't bound by US oversight at the time."
 
        "Is that even legal? I thought all players were bound by standards and regulations set forth by the league."
 
        "Technically they are. But there was a little-known loophole that was used for this. That loophole has since been closed, but doesn't apply here."
 
        "I don't understand. Why doesn't Ni—Petrovich terminate the contract and sign with another agency?"
 
        "That's what we can't find out. He's been approached by other agencies, and he's been offered advice and assistance, but he refuses. He simply denies that there's anything wrong and that he's satisfied with his current agent."
 
        Bobbi was still having trouble understanding. Why would Nikolai agree to something so outrageous? He was an intelligent man, smarter than he let everyone know because of the Old Country act he deliberately portrayed to everyone—even to her, though usually not as extreme when they were alone.
 
        "This agent, Walter Jacobs. Is he even legitimate? He's obviously working in the US. Isn't there something that can be done from that angle?"
 
        Denny shook his head. "He's legitimate, with all the necessary certifications and licenses needed. And he's done a credible job of negotiating contracts and endorsement deals for Petrovich."
 
        "Lucrative contracts and endorsements," Howard added.
 
        Of course. The more money Nikolai made, the more money Jacobs would get. But why? 
 
        "The money he gets...where does it go?"
 
        "He keeps a percentage, but the majority of it goes directly to TBL."
 
        "Which is in Russia. Which makes the money almost impossible to trace." Bobbi took a deep breath and let it out. Her stomach twisted again. "Drugs? Human trafficking? Terrorism?"
 
        Silence greeted her speculation, and she looked at both men, waiting. Howard is the one who finally spoke.
 
        "We don't know. We suspect drugs and trafficking. There's been...rumor...that Pavel Maksimov has some kind of ties to TBL. But rumor only."
 
        Bobbi's hands involuntarily clenched around the chair at the name. Pavel Maksimov, reputed Russian mafia boss specializing in a hundred unsavory practices. One of the few people they had never been able to locate enough evidence against to put away. One of the few names that had the power to lure her back into shadowland. 
 
        She eased her knuckled grip on the chair and looked first at Denny, then to Howard. "Rumor? You can't tie him to this?"
 
        Howard shook his head, but it was Denny who answered. "We were hoping that having you get close to Petrovich would give us some further insight."
 
        Bobbi stared at him in disbelief, anger thrumming through her veins. "How? You just said you don't think he has anything to do with any of this. I told you last week that it sounded like a shady business deal and to follow the money, but you'd already done that!"
 
        "It was my call, Bobbi." Denny admitted. She stared at him, her jaw clenching in anger. "I was hoping that you'd be able to get...close...to him, find out why he was continuing to agree to the deal. If we knew why, we might have a better idea of where to focus our search."
 
        "So you used me. Why am I not surprised?" She closed her eyes and leaned her head back, then opened them again. "So what was today about? Why would somebody suddenly send a warning like that by targeting him?"
 
        "I don't know. Obviously someone somewhere thinks that we're getting information from Petrovich. What did he say about it?"
 
        "Say? He didn't say anything—he didn't even know!"
 
        "So the warning was meant for you. For us." Howard steepled his hands together and tapped his chin, thinking.
 
        Denny was more agitated. "Which means someone at least suspects you're more than Petrovich's personal assistant. You're off the case, Bobbi."
 
        "No. Bobbi's already involved. She's close to Petrovich. And now she knows what to look for." She had opened her mouth to object, then shut it when Howard spoke. He now turned his attention to her. "We should have been more thorough in briefing you. I'll take the responsibility for that. Are you still willing to help with this?"
 
        Willing? Did she have a choice? Images whirled through her mind: Nikolai's smiling face, his deeply accented voice and hearty laughter, his warm mouth and hard body pressed against her...a single red point in the middle of his chest, splattered blood and torn flesh...
 
        She swallowed against the fear the last image spread through her. What good would she be if someone really wanted to target Nikolai? She wasn't a field agent, she wasn't trained for this. She didn't know how to protect him. And the possibility that the fear could become reality scared her. But she couldn't walk away now, not when she was already involved.
 
        "Yeah, I'll help."
 
        Denny opened his mouth to object but was quickly silenced by a look from Howard. "Give her all the information she needs." 
 
        "Fine. But I want her armed at all times. And I want eyes on both of them, no exceptions." Denny looked at her, his eyes flat and empty. "And I want you on the range, at least an hour a day. Every day. You need to be able to shoot without hesitating."
 
        Bobbi nodded, knowing she would need all the help she could get. Howard stood and gave her a long look, then spoke directly to Denny. "Now come up with a way for her to stay with Petrovich at all times. And I mean, at all times."
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
        Bobbi stood on the front stoop, cursing the light that silhouetted her against the door. It felt like there was a target painted dead-center on her back, and she rolled her shoulders, knocking on the door again with the heel of her palm before looking behind her. The street looked deserted in both directions, with neither vehicle nor foot traffic. 
 
        But that meant nothing. Cars were parked up and down the street, silent and dark. Any of them would be a perfect hiding space. She knew for a fact that somewhere close by, one of them was a hiding space, for the team Denny had sent to watch Nikolai's house.
 
        No, not Nikolai's house. Nikolai. And her. Them. At all times.
 
        She still wasn't sure if that made her feel more at ease, or more uncomfortable.
 
        The door finally opened, revealing Nikolai, alive, well, and in one piece. And obviously fresh from bed. He stood in front of her, his shaggy hair mussed, his eyes slightly squinting from the light...and wearing only a pair of running shorts, hanging loosely around his lips.
 
        Her mouth went dry and she was momentarily struck speechless at the sight of all that gleaming bare skin and muscle. It wasn't until he spoke that she was actually able to pull her gaze to his face, and the worry in his eyes felt like a punch to her gut.
 
        She was standing in his doorway, ogling him as he stood there, a clear target, and he was clearly worried about her. She shifted so she was more fully in front of him, blocking him as his gaze took in the large duffel bag slung over her shoulder.
 
        "Um, the water line busted in my complex and they said it was going to be at least a week before it was fixed. I was wondering..." She paused, swallowing, feeling like an incompetent idiot. The story Denny had concocted felt so phony on her lips that she was sure Nikolai would see straight through it. "Um, I didn't have any place to stay and wondered...I know it's an imposition—"
 
        Nikolai didn't let her finish, he just reached out and took her bag from her and pulled her inside, a small grin turning up the corners of his full mouth. He locked the door behind her and motioned her into the living room. "Nonsense. You will stay here."
 
        She followed him into the room, her stomach knotting at the deception. It didn't matter that it was for his protection, didn't matter that he welcomed her and even seemed pleased at the idea. And it wasn't just the deception that bothered her, it was the fact that he was now in danger and she couldn't shake the feeling that she was responsible. Knowingly or not, somehow her being with him had brought the wrong kind of attention to him. And if anything happened to him, it was going to be her fault.
 
        Denny was right, she didn't have the kind of training for this. And she would never forgive herself if anything happened to Nikolai. She stopped suddenly, a wave of fear and doubt washing over her and she reached out for the sofa, her hand gripping the wooden back to steady herself.
 
        Strong arms suddenly wrapped around her, holding her close, making her feel safe and secure. She buried her face in Nikolai's bare chest and squeezed her eyes shut against the burning behind her lids. Nikolai's voice was soft in her ear as he whispered soothing words of reassurance, his hands gently rubbing her back. Several minutes went by as she felt some of the tension leave her, as her body accepted the comfort he offered. 
 
        "What has happened to upset you, moj dosadnyj malen'kij bich? I do not like seeing you like this. Tell me, and I will help you."
 
        She took a deep breath, inhaling his warm spicy scent, feeling the heat of his chest against her face, and her stomach gave a little flip of excitement.
 
        Which was such a completely inappropriate response under the circumstances. "Damn. My life is so screwed up."
 
        The words tumbled out without any thought, and it wasn't until Nikolai's arms tightened around her and he murmured more words of assurance that she realized she had spoken them loud enough for him to hear. She pulled away, only slightly since he didn't loosen his hold on her, and looked up at him.
 
        His hand reached up and cupped her cheek, and she fought the impulse to rub against him like a cat. His gaze was serious, honest and concerned. 
 
        "You say your life is screwed up. So tell me. You are pregnant?"
 
        "What?" She nearly shouted the question in her surprise and pulled out of his arms. "God, no! What? No! I haven't even had sex in over two years!"
 
        And okay, she hadn't meant for that to come out but..."God, no, I'm not pregnant! Why is that anytime a woman gets upset, men always assume it's because she's pregnant? God..."
 
        She turned her back to him and placed her hands over her face, feeling the heat of embarrassment flame her cheeks. Deep breaths...she forced herself to take three, then two more, trying to calm herself down, to regain some kind of control over the situation. 
 
        And completely failing.
 
        "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to yell. It's just been a really bad day." And wasn't that an understatement? She turned back toward him, looking down at his feet, afraid to meet his gaze. "Listen, if I can just crash in your spare room for a couple of nights...I mean, no big deal if I can't, I can find another place to stay—"
 
        "Over two years?"
 
        The disbelief in his voice made her look up and she wanted to scream at the expression on his face. Shock and amusement were clear in his eyes, and she was torn between laughing and stomping on his foot. Neither reaction would have helped, so she chose to ignore his comment instead.
 
        "Can I stay here or not?"
 
        "Of course, moj dosadnyj malen'kij bich. Come." He grabbed her bag and tossed it over his shoulder, then took her hand and led her to the stairs. "We will take your things upstairs, and then I will make us some tea. And you can tell me why you are so upset."
 
        She followed him upstairs, her mind barely registering her surroundings. "I don't want tea." She sounded like a petulant child and mentally kicked herself for it. Her apology died on her lips, though, when she realized Nikolai was leading her into his bedroom. She stopped at the threshold, refusing to follow him in.
 
        The room was completely different from what she had seen of the rest of his house. While the other rooms consisted of bare-bones economical furnishings, this bedroom was pure masculine opulence. 
 
        A huge bed constructed of dark oak took up the back wall. The coverings, rumpled from Nikolai's earlier slumber, were a rich black and cream design. They matched the rest of the décor in the room: dark oak dresser and night stands, a dark oak shelving system along the wall across from the bed. Leather-covered books, knick-knacks, and a few framed black-and-white photographs filled the shelves, along with thick white candles in various wrought iron holders. And really, how many men actually had candles in their room?
 
        The walls were a dark cream color, the drapes a heavy material in the same black and cream design of his bed coverings. Art of various styles covered the walls, and a thick cream-colored area rug contrasted with the dark wood of the refinished floor. The faint aroma of something spicy mingled with vanilla wrapped around her, teasing and tantalizing.
 
        The room was masculine, inviting, and—somehow—completely and utterly seductive.
 
        And there was no way in hell she was sleeping in this room with Nikolai.
 
        "No, you misunderstood. I said the spare room." She glanced over her shoulder and lamely pointed to the two closed doors off the upstairs landing. With a heavy sigh, Nikolai dropped her bag to the floor and walked past her, opening first one door then the other for her inspection.
 
        Bobbi's heart dropped when she looked into each room. The one at the end of the hall was a bathroom—again invitingly decorated and larger than she would have thought—and the other was indeed a second bedroom.
 
        That had very obviously been transformed into a weight room. Of course it had.
 
        She walked into Nikolai's room, doing her best to ignore the huge bed, and grabbed her bag off the floor. 
 
        "I'll sleep on the sofa," she said as she tried to push by him. Which was about as effective as pushing a steel tank out of the way. He blocked her exit from the room, refusing to budge.
 
        "No. You are my guest, you will sleep here. I will sleep on the sofa."
 
        "Nikolai—"
 
        "No arguments." He grabbed her shoulders and turned her around, gently nudging her back into the room. He again took the bag from her, placed it on the foot of the bed, then walked to the closet and pulled out a pillow and blanket. "Sweet dreams, moj dosadnyj malen'kij bich. Do not let your worries bother you the rest of the night."
 
        She stared after him, open-mouthed as he walked out of the room and closed the door behind him.
 
        That had so not gone the way it was supposed to.
 
        With a sigh, she unzipped her bag and pulled out her sleeping wear—a simple pair of flannel shorts and an oversized t-shirt—and quickly changed. Once she was changed, she reorganized the contents of the bag so her gun was on top within easy reach, then sat the bag on the floor next to the bed, on the opposite side that Nikolai had obviously been sleeping on. She flopped down and stared up at the ceiling, her mind spinning.
 
        How had she made such a mess of something that should have been so simple? All she had to do was make up a story so Nikolai would let her stay with him. She knew him well enough to know that he wouldn't turn her away, so it should have been easy. Temporarily move into his guest room so she could be close—not too close, just enough—and keep an eye on him. Denny and Howard were both convinced that nothing would happen while he was at home, that he was most vulnerable when he was out in the public. And they had someone watching the house anyway, to make certain nobody entered.
 
        So all she had to do was stay close enough. A second bedroom would have been perfect. But how could she have known that he had no second bedroom? Although, thinking about it, she should have guessed.
 
        She blew out a deep breath and pushed her hair away from her face, watching the slowly spinning blades of the lacquered wood ceiling fan overhead. She should have considered an alternative to a second room. It wasn't going to do any good to have Nikolai downstairs if she was up here. She should be the one on the sofa. If somebody did try to break in, he would be safer upstairs.
 
        But she hadn't thought that through, either.
 
        Damn, she muttered, pushing herself to a sitting position. She glanced down at the bed, taking in its large size. It was easily big enough for two people to sleep in comfortably without even coming close to each other. She was a mature professional, this shouldn't be a problem.
 
        Forget about Denny's accusation, about his snide comment about how easy it would be for her to get that close to Nikolai. Screw him. Let him think what he wanted. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
        Nikolai stretched out on the sofa, his knees bent so they wouldn't hang off the edge. He tossed one arm over his eyes, trying to block the light from the streetlamp outside.
 
        Trying to block out the image of Bobbi, curled in his bed upstairs, her hair fanned across his pillow, her body warm with sleep. 
 
        He had been surprised, pleasantly so, when he opened the door and saw her standing there on the crumbled steps, a look of uncertainty marring the smooth skin between her beautiful eyes. She reminded him, for those first few seconds, of a waif, lost and struggling to find her way, and in that moment, he had felt a deeper kinship with her.
 
        A brief smile lifted his lips at the image, so far from what he knew to be the truth. Bobbi was neither lost nor struggling. No, there was a strength inside her, a ribbon of steel that ran through her, whether she realized it or not, whether she wanted others to see it or not.
 
        And the story of no water...he wasn't sure if he believed it or not. And it truly surprised him to realize that he didn't care. No, for some reason he wanted to trust Bobbi, whether it was the smart thing to do or not. He felt drawn to her, like the pull of a magnet he was helpless to resist.
 
        Helpless? Or had he just reached the point where he no longer cared? Had loneliness driven all sense of caution from his soul? 
 
        Perhaps.
 
        Or perhaps he would be better admitting to himself that it wasn't just loneliness...that there was something about Bobbi herself that drew him, something inside her that spoke to him on such a deep level, he didn't dare examine it. And he didn't dare to question the wisdom of such foolishness.
 
        He shifted again, searching for a way to get comfortable, then stiffened at the sound of wood creaking. Just a quick sound, followed by another. Hesitant, unsure. 
 
        Bobbi was coming down the stairs, her steps slow and uncertain. Nikolai was afraid to move, afraid to dare breathe for fear of scaring her off, for fear of changing her mind in doing...whatever it was she was doing.
 
        The steps halted in the hallway, then slowly resumed. One, then two more, stopping before she came into the living room.
 
        "Are you awake?" Her voice was a whisper, soft enough not to disturb him if he was sleeping, but loud enough to hear if he wasn't.
 
        "You should be asleep, moj dosadnyj malen'kij bich."
 
        "Yeah, okay." She stepped into the room but stopped several feet away. "Listen, this is stupid. I know you won't let me sleep down here, but it's your bedroom. And...we're both mature adults and the bed is huge and...I just wanted to let you know, I mean...you should be sleeping in your own bed, not down here. That's all."
 
        Her words, so hesitant at first, finished in a rush, ending in a harsh breath. Another smile crossed Nikolai's face, a smile he felt safe allowing, knowing that she couldn't see him in the darkness, not while he was stretched out on the too-small sofa. But he didn't say anything. Indeed, he was afraid to say anything, afraid of saying the wrong thing. But Bobbi didn't wait for a reply, just turned around and went back upstairs, her steps louder and quicker than they had been coming down.   
 
        And still he didn't move, afraid that she would interpret his intentions incorrectly. 
 
        Not that she would be wrong. No, Nikolai was eager to share her bed—his bed. His body was eager to feel hers stretched out alongside his, to feel her body, warm and soft, against his. But he didn't want to frighten her with his eagerness, didn't want to betray the trust she showed him by making her offer. So when he finally moved, it was with care and slowness. He made sure to fold the blanket he had been using and place it neatly in the corner of the sofa, to neatly stack his pillow on top.
 
        Only then did he make his way to the stairs. Darkness filled the hallway above him, and his steps were careful, his tread steady but slow and certain. He paused outside the bedroom, his eyes resting on Bobbi's shadowed form. She huddled under the covers on the far edge of his bed, her back to him, stiff and unsure.
 
        He was helpless to stop his chuckle, a soft throaty sound that broke the heavy silence of the room as he finally walked over to the bed. The mattress shifted and dipped under his weight as he climbed in on the opposite side, and he knew instinctively that she held her breath as he stretched out and pulled the comforter up and over his chest. 
 
        "You are too nervous, moj dosadnyj malen'kij bich. Don't be. You are safe with me." He reached out and gently squeezed her shoulder, then rolled over so his back was to her. 
 
        Nikolai was surprised by how quickly sleep reached out to him, calling him, pulling him into its darkness...a darkness made welcoming by Bobbi's warmth next to him.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
        Bobbi rolled onto her back and kicked the covers away from her feet. She had been tossing and turning for the last two hours, trying not to disturb the man sleeping beside her, unable to get comfortable, unable to think about anything except the man beside her.
 
        And the thoughts were anything but professional.
 
        Nikolai was obviously one of those men whose internal furnaces blazed on high while asleep. She could feel the heat of his body across the space the separated them. She turned her head to the side and watched him in the pale light that seeped around the edges of the curtains.
 
        He was sleeping on his right side, facing her, the comforter casually tossed by his feet, only the sheet covering him to his hips. Her gaze roamed down his body, taking in the bulk of his biceps and forearms, the broad expanse of bare chest and sprinkling of hair, down across his hard abs and lower. A rush of warm appreciation coursed through her as she let her gaze wander up again, slowly memorizing every detail of the sculpted body resting so peacefully just a foot away from her. Her eyes finally came to rest on his face, on his chiseled jaw and full soft lips.
 
        And on his startling blue eyes, now open and focused on her. A squeak of surprise escaped her and she quickly rolled over, her back to him, as mortification filled her.
 
        The silence that filled the room shifted and changed, and she held her breath, waiting for him to say something, to tease her about staring at him or to tell her he found her amusing. His voice, though, when he spoke, was thick with sleep, quiet and husky in the surrounding quiet.
 
        "You are so beautiful, with the moonlight playing across your skin. I want nothing more than to pull you close and feel your body next to mine as I sleep."
 
        Bobbi tensed at the words, softly spoken in Russian. She squeezed her eyes tight against the film of tears that suddenly appeared, holding her breath until she thought her lungs would explode. "I hate when you do that. You know I don't understand Russian."
 
        There was silence as he moved closer to her, and it was all she could do not to jump when his hand closed over her shoulder and gently rolled her toward him. He leaned up on one elbow, not touching her but still holding her immobile as he gazed down at her, his eyes locked on hers. 
 
        "I speak in Russian because that is the only way I can tell you how I feel."
 
        Again he spoke in Russian. But even if she hadn't known exactly what he said, the emotion in his eyes, the gentle tone of his voice would have had the same effect. Her breath hitched in her chest as she gazed up at him, the heat of his body calling her, drawing her in. She expected him to touch her, felt herself leaning toward him, but he remained motionless.
 
        She released her pent-up breath and licked her dry lips, saw his gaze dart to her mouth then back to her eyes. "What does that mean?"
 
        He gave her a small smile and shook his head. "It is not important." He rested his head in the crook of his elbow and watched her. Another minute went by, a minute of pure frustration and anticipation for Bobbi, before he reached out and smoothed her hair away from her face, then removed his hand and tucked it against his chest, being so careful not to touch her.
 
        "You have been turning all night, but now you must sleep. Close your eyes and rest, moj dosadnyj malen'kij bich."
 
        She kept her gaze locked on his, a thousand thoughts whirling through her mind. Emotion lay thick and heavy in her chest, and she swallowed, trying to dislodge the lump in her throat. "Nikolai..."
 
        Before she could think too much more, before she could talk herself into just rolling over and pretending to sleep, she reached out with her hand and gently placed it against his chest. His warm hard flesh seared her, the beating of his heart heavy against her palm. He clasped his own hand around hers, holding it in place, but gently enough to let her know that she was free to remove it, that he was demanding nothing from her. She entwined her fingers in his and brought his hand to her mouth, dropping a soft kiss on his palm. His fingers tightened momentarily over hers but otherwise he didn't move. 
 
        She glanced up at him, almost shyly, then turned her gaze back to his hand. He had such strong hands, powerful. Like the rest of his body, large and solid and strong. Yet she sensed the gentleness behind the power and knew that he would never hurt her.
 
        She tightened her grip on his hand, feeling his own fingers tighten around hers in response, and looked up at him, into the clear blue eyes locked on hers. "I don't want to sleep."
 
        Time seemed to halt as he continued staring at her, the slightest of smiles turning his lips briefly upward. Yet he didn't move, and she knew that if anything was to happen between them tonight, it would be up to her. She swallowed, unsure of herself, then slowly leaned toward him, her lips gently brushing against his.
 
        The kiss was soft, shy, undemanding. And she quickly lost patience with it. She leaned in closer, letting go of his hand so she could run her palm over his chest and up to his neck, curling her fingers into his hair as she teased his lips with her tongue, coaxing his mouth to open under hers. 
 
        She was shy at first, uncertain as she probed his mouth. She felt his chest lurch, heard his quick intake of breath, and the reaction fueled her confidence and erased any hesitancy she had felt.
 
        And suddenly she was no longer in charge. Nikolai's hands cupped the side of her face, tilting her head back as his mouth closed hungrily over hers, increasing the tempo as their tongues met and swirled together, giving, taking, demanding. He shifted so she was on her back and the length of his body was hot and hard against her. She felt the press of his rigid erection against her thigh and shifted with her hips, searching, needing to feel him more fully against her.
 
        He pulled his mouth from hers and kissed her throat, his hand grabbing the hem of her t-shirt and pulling it up. Cold air caressed her skin as he moved away just far enough to pull the shirt over her head, then he pressed his body tightly against hers, bare flesh to bare flesh, and she pushed herself against him, reveling in the feel of his warm skin against her breasts, in the feel of the chest hair that teased her nipples into tight peaks.
 
        She slid her hands across his back, kneading the muscles under her palms, pressing him even closer against her before sliding her palms lower, lower until her fingers dipped into the waistband of his shorts. She pushed the nylon material down, her fingers caressing the smooth bare skin of his tight ass, pushing until her hands could reach no lower. She wrapped her legs around him, pushing at the shorts with her toes until he shifted just enough to kick them off himself. Then, finally, he rested completely on top of her, his heavy erection pressed between her legs, thick and hot even against the flannel of her sleeping shorts. She arched up, rubbing against him, searching.
 
        His mouth devoured her, moving from her jaw line to her neck and lower. His hands traveled over her body, warm and hot against her bare flesh, igniting a trail of fire wherever he touched. She moved against him, every inch of her skin craving the touch of his hands. 
 
        Nikolai slid down her, his hands caressing, demanding, as his mouth closed over one nipple and suckled. The peak tightened more as he nibbled with his teeth and teased with his tongue. Her back arched, thrusting more fully into him as her hands reached out and tangled in his hair, holding him there, greedy and demanding.
 
        His mouth moved to her other nipple, lavishing the same attention, and her back arched again as a moan escaped her. She thrust her hips more fully against him, gasping at the feel of his hard length pressed against her, thrust again, demanding more of him. 
 
        Nikolai skimmed his hands along her body, stopping to rub against her intimate center, pushing through the flannel of her shorts until a guttural growl escaped him and he yanked them off with one quick movement. And finally, God, he was touching her, his finger exploring her wetness, separating her, easing inside her then pulling out, then entering again until she groaned. 
 
        His mouth trailed down her body, his tongue swirling circles around her belly button then lower. His touch gentled as he lavished soft kisses along the crease of one leg before moving to the other, his breath hot against her skin.
 
        Her hands searched for him, reaching, wanting to touch and hold but not finding any purchase as he traveled further down her body, caressing her thighs and calves with both his hands and his mouth. She arched her hips again, reached out with one foot and stroked the smooth skin of his back, then tried to use her leg to urge him forward. She wanted to feel him against her, needed the heat and weight of his body to anchor her against the storm building deep inside her, threatening to tear her apart.
 
        She felt his hot breath against her skin some more, felt him finally moving upward, and she heard soft murmurings that didn't make sense, English or Russian, she didn't know, didn't care, she only wanted him...
 
        His mouth finally closed on her, hot and wet, licking and tasting, his tongue teasing and probing. Her hips arched against him as her body demanded more, a sharp gasp ripped from her as she felt the first tremors begin to travel outward from her deepest core. 
 
        She reached out with her hands, searching, needing to feel him, to hold him. One strong hand grabbed hers and she twined her fingers with his, needing that connection, squeezing tightly as his mouth and tongue continued exploring, delving, pushing her closer and closer to the edge.               
 
        And still the pressure built, rising, spinning, swirling higher and tighter until, finally, with one last thrust of his tongue inside her, one final arch of her hips against his mouth, she exploded into a million fragments, wet heat escaping her as his name was ripped from her lips, as spasms racked her entire body and she arched and twisted against him. 
 
        She heard her name being called but couldn't focus, her mind as fragmented as her body, floating and splintering out of control as wave after wave rushed through her. Nikolai's mouth crushed against hers and she tasted her own salty warmth on his soft lips, opened her mouth to him and drank greedily, arching her body against him, against the hand pressed tightly against her and the fingers that continued exploring, that continued sending shock waves racing through her body.
 
        "Nikolai, please..." Her plea was barely a whisper against his mouth as her body arched even more, seeking. She wanted him, needed him to be inside her, needed him to fill her, to make her complete, to find his own release deep inside of her.
 
        His hand left her and she immediately felt bereft, empty, even as smaller aftershocks coursed through her and her hips surged upward, seeking. Even as she cursed his absence she realized he was smoothing a condom over his rigid shaft before settling himself fully against her.
 
        He brought his arms against her, holding her tightly as both of his hands cupped her face. He whispered her name in a hoarse voice, demanding that she look at him. Her eyes slowly opened, her vision swimming before slowly focusing on his face, on the searing gaze of his eyes that refused to let her look away.
 
        "My beautiful one. You are mine. And mine alone. Just as I am yours, and yours alone." The Russian words were ripped from him in a hoarse growl, and Bobbi shook her head, denying understanding even as her heart leaped in acknowledgement. Nikolai cleared his throat, claimed her lips in a searing kiss, and thrust himself deep inside her. 
 
        Her breath hitched at the heated intrusion even as her body arched against him, her legs wrapping high around his waist to invite more of him, pulling him deeper into her. Nikolai thrust once more then held himself away as he broke the kiss and stared down at her.
 
        "You are mine," he said, this time in English. His gaze held hers, searing in its intensity, searching her face for an answer. Because no matter that he phrased it as a demand, there was no doubt in her mind that it was a question.
 
        She reached up and cupped his cheek in the palm of her hand, her thumb caressing his lower lip as she slowly nodded. Her voice was shaky, ragged as she spoke a single word. 
 
        "Yes."
 
        He turned his face into her hand and delivered a single kiss to her palm, then thrust even deeper inside her, his rhythm marking her, branding her as his with each movement.
 
        Their touches became more frantic, more demanding of the other with each passing minute, giving, seeking, taking. Bobbi felt herself tightening again, raked his back with her nails, grabbing him and pressing him even more tightly against her as she rose to meet each thrust. She splintered into a million pieces, his name ripped from her lips in a ragged cry. Her mouth searched for his, claiming him in a demanding kiss as his thrusts quickened. 
 
        He pulled his mouth from hers and raised himself on his elbows, his gaze hot and possessive. "Mine," he growled in Russian, then raised himself to his knees. His hands closed around her hips and he pulled her more fully against him, ran his hands down her legs and wrapped his arms around her knees, thrusting even deeper, eliciting a cry from her as the movement hurled her over the edge. One thrust, then one more, and he cried out with his own release as he pumped himself into her.
 
        Seconds that lasted an eternity went by before he collapsed against her, his arms tightening around her, holding her, protecting her. Bobbi felt the call of his touch through the haze of pleasure still consuming her, her body instinctively meeting his, succumbing to his touch.
 
        Minutes more went by before Nikolai shifted off of her, and she uttered a sleepy moan of protest at his loss. He pulled her to him, settling her tightly beside him and wrapping his arms around her, reaching for her hand and lacing his fingers with hers. His lips rained gentle kisses on her face, his breath warm against her ear.
 
        "Sleep well, my beautiful one, and know that I am here."
 
        Her hazy mind couldn't tell if the words were spoken in English or in Russian, but her heart carried the comfort of them with her as she drifted off to sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
        Nikolai grinned to himself, knowing he was being foolish and not caring. Why should the foolishness bother him after last night? No, he would allow himself to grin, to smile at the memory of Bobbi clinging to him, of her body yielding to him...of his body yielding to her. They became one last night, and she was his as much as he was hers. She did not realize it yet, but they were one together. His body—his heart—had known it as soon as he took possession of her. 
 
        As soon as she had taken possession of him.
 
        He pulled the pan from the stovetop and slid the eggs onto the platter, already filled with sliced sausage and thick slices of black bread. The tea was ready, strong and black. With a nod, he grabbed the platter and pot and pushed through the door into the dining room, carefully placing them in the middle of the small table.
 
        His grin faltered and he looked around the room, trying to see it as Bobbi would. Regret filled him. Regret, and something like shame. For eight years, he had lived like this...meager, simple, plain. For eight years, he had refused to let it bother him, had accepted it. He had no choice, and told himself it didn't matter. It couldn't matter. What was done, was done. He had made his choice, his decision, and he could not regret it, could not regret the reasons for it.
 
        But suddenly he wished, he wanted...more. Was it so bad of him to feel this need? To have what he should so he could take care of...
 
      Nikolai shook his head, firmly. No, this was at it should be. As it had to be. He was taking care of what was important, and would continue to do so. He would not allow himself to want for more, because it would lead to futility, possibly to danger. No, this was as it should be.
 
        Soft steps sounded behind him, pulling him from his senseless train of thought. He forced a smile on his face and turned to face his guest. The smile turned real as he gazed at Bobbi, dressed casually in dark slacks and a light sweater, looking hesitant and shy as she stood in the doorway of the dining room. 
 
        "There she is, moe krasivejshee. And just in time." He walked over to her and grabbed her hand, leaning down to give her a lingering kiss good morning. Her fingers tightened around his hand, and the barest whisper of a sigh escaped her lips when he lifted his mouth from hers. And yet the faintest blush tinged her cheeks, making Nikolai chuckle.
 
        He pulled her further into the dining room, noticing the way her eyes brightened at the food on the table, appreciating the genuine smile she offered him as he pulled the chair out for her. Bowing with a flourish, he helped her slide closer to the table, then reached over and poured her a cup of tea before taking his own seat. He motioned at the platter sitting between them, and nodded at the cup steaming in front of her.
 
        "You must eat and drink. The food is hearty, and we have a long day ahead of us." He pushed the platter toward her, indicating she should serve herself, and winked. "And a long night behind us."
 
        Nikolai barely refrained from patting Bobbi on the back when she choked on the tea she had been sipping. Instead he just sat grinning at her, appreciating the deep flush that fanned her cheeks as obvious embarrassment filled her. She put the cup down and looked around her, her eyes flitting from one place to another before finally resting on him. Her green eyes studied him, soft and serious, almost hesitant, before sparkling with amusement and laughter.
 
        "Yes, well...I'm glad you thought of that!" Her voice ended in soft laughter and she reached for the platter, carefully transferring food to her plate. Nikolai was gratified to see that she didn't hesitate, that she took more than just a small spoonful of each. She placed the plate in front of her, shook the napkin into her lap, then took a bite of the black bread. Her eyes closed in appreciation, bringing another smile to Nikolai's face.
 
        He filled his own plate, taking satisfaction in her enjoyment of the food, letting her smile and voice fill him. Yes, he had been hungry for friendship, for companionship, and the woman across from him satisfied the hunger in his soul as much as the food satisfied the hunger in his belly. 
 
        Nikolai grunted, softly so as not to attract her attention. He was amusing himself with his thoughts, and wondered when he had become such a soft romantic. At the same time, he quietly cautioned himself against getting too close, against trusting too freely.
 
        He could caution all he wanted, but he was wise enough to admit the truth: he was already too close to this woman. 
 
        Too close, yes. So instead he would caution himself to tread carefully in letting her know just how close.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
        The inside chill swept over Bobbi again and she shifted on the cold metal bleacher seat, rubbing her hands and wishing for warmth. She hadn't thought to bring a jacket to wear, not with the early Spring weather outside, but then—she hadn't given much thought to how much cooler the rink was compared to her closet office.
 
        She shifted again, wondering at the lack of intelligence and thought behind putting metal bleachers in an ice rink, and huddled closer into herself, trying to get warm. Her gaze darted around the practice arena, studying the faces of the few dozen people who were here. The crowd consisted mostly of kids, and Bobbi wondered whatever happened to school. It was, after all, the middle of the week.
 
        Her attention turned back to the rink, her eyes automatically seeking and finding Nikolai. He was doing sprints up and down the ice with a handful of other players, his muscular legs propelling him across the smooth surface with power and grace.
 
        Heat curled in her stomach and blossomed outward, pushing back the chilled air that blanketed her. A vivid image of all that power and grace being used to pleasure her filled her mind and she shifted against the hard bench as a blush fanned her face. The last several nights had been, without a doubt, the most intimate, sensual experiences of her life.
 
        Nikolai was a considerate and very talented lover, an exciting mix of gentleness, playfulness, power and possession and sacrifice. He demanded and coaxed responses from her body but gave as much as he took. More, even.               
 
        Bobbi's toes curled and her stomach did a small roll as she tried to hide the smile she could feel forming on her face. Loud banging coming from the ice in front of her caught her attention and she looked up to see Nikolai a dozen feet away, hitting the glass with his stick. Her eyes met his, and she saw the same smile on his face as he waved her down.
 
        Bobbi grabbed the bag from beside her feet and climbed down from the bleachers. Nikolai pushed the butt end of his stick against the latch and swung the door open, then reached out and grabbed her hand with his gloved one and pulled her as close to him as possible without actually yanking her onto the ice. Heat rolled off him in waves, and she could literally see steam drifting from his shoulders. 
 
        "You are blue with cold. Why do you not have a jacket on?"
 
        "I didn't think about grabbing one." And standing as close as he was, his body thrumming with heat and power, his size almost overwhelming because of the pads, she was close to not being able to think at all, period. Already her earlier chill had disappeared, banished by his nearness. "Besides, I'm not really cold anymore."
 
        He pushed his helmet back and grinned down at her. "No?"
 
        She shook her head, smiling up at him, then let out a muffled shriek when he suddenly reached out and grabbed her, wrapping his arms around her waist and pulling her to him, literally lifting her off her feet. Her body pressed fully against him, her arms wrapped around his shoulders, holding on, fearing he'd lose his balance and they would both topple to the ice. "Nikolai!"
 
        "Shh, moe krasivejshee, I will not drop you." He dipped his head down and claimed her mouth in a deep kiss, quick but no less searing in its intensity. He laughed at her expression, then gently placed her back on her feet. She untwisted her hands from his jersey as she tried to catch her breath. "There. Now you will be warm."
 
        "Petrovich! Get back here! Five laps, now." The coach's booming voice echoed across the ice. Nikolai gave him an impatient wave of his hand, then winked at her before slamming the door shut and taking off, his powerful strides making easy work of the punishment.
 
        Moe krasivejshee. My beautiful one, he had called her. He had been calling her that instead of his annoying little pest since the first night she had slept at his place. She told herself not to make anything of it, not to read into it.
 
        Bobbi took several deep breaths, trying to calm her galloping pulse, then looked around to see if she was being watched. A few curious glances were cast her way but for the most part, the spectators' attention remained focused on the players.
 
        She returned to her seat, no longer mindful of the cold bleacher, and watched the players on the ice, doing her best not to lose focus. Several minutes went by before she noticed a shift in the air around her. Nothing obvious, nothing threatening, just a subtle change in the atmosphere. She straightened and looked around, then stiffened when she saw Denny approaching her. She turned back toward the ice, refusing to look at him as he slid onto the bench behind her left shoulder.
 
        "Slumming today?" She muttered, referring to his dressed-down appearance in jeans and a sweatshirt. It was obviously an attempt to blend in—nobody here was dressed in a suit and tie.
 
        "I could ask the same of you."
 
        Bobbi stiffened but said nothing, refusing to play into his manipulation. He was here for a reason. She would sit in silence until he was ready to share it with her.
 
        "You need to focus more on what's going on around you and less on getting laid, Bobbi. I could have taken Petrovich out several times already."
 
        His harsh words sent a chill of fear slicing through her, and she stiffened even further. "Then I would have gladly put a bullet through your head. And I'm sure your man back there would have done the same." She turned and nodded to the man sitting at the very top of the bleachers. "Unless, of course, you gave him instructions not to."
 
        Denny sighed and turned to face the man she had just mentioned. He gave a slight nod of his head, and the man stood up and walked away. 
 
        "I don't need you to remind me how vulnerable Nikolai is, how easy a target he makes. So unless you've come up with a way to make him invisible, just shut up." She felt Denny stiffen behind her, and she knew the vehemence in her voice had shocked him. It had shocked her a bit, too. Her gaze went back to the ice and she saw the players skating to the center, huddling around the coaches. "Practice is almost over. What do you want?"
 
        "To drop off information." Denny leaned over and dropped several folded sheets of paper next to her. "Ask your boyfriend if he knows anything about the Ruskov Orphanage. We got some intel that says he visited there immediately after signing the contract with TBL."
 
        Bobbi slipped the paper into her bag just as the whistle signaling the end of practice blew. She caught Nikolai's gaze as he skated past and offered him a small smile even as his eyes darted behind her. A quick frown creased his face, but quickly disappeared.
 
        "Intel? From eight years ago? Nothing like being on top of things."
 
        Denny stood, his movements stiff and jerky behind her. "Just ask him." 
 
        She turned around and watched him leave, noticing the angry set to his shoulders and stiff carriage as he jumped down from the bottom bleacher and headed toward the door. She recognized the controlled anger thrumming through him and wondered what was causing it. Deciding she didn't care, she climbed down from the seats and walked over to where the players had gathered to sign autographs. 
 
        Her shoulders tightened with tension and her senses heightened, her eyes darting all around. Denny's man was back, surveying the scene from the upper bleachers. Seeing him, knowing there was an additional set of eyes searching, protecting, should have allowed her to relax but it didn't.
 
        She stepped closer to the small crowd, still standing off to the side, and watched Nikolai interact with the fans. He paid attention to any adults that approached him, but it was obvious that he was fonder of the kids. He laughed and joked with them, signed their souvenirs, gave them tips on how to play a better game. And he took his time with them. Never rushing them, letting them know that they had his full attention. She smiled as the last excited kid walked away, and knew without a doubt that Nikolai Petrovich was a fan favorite for very good reasons.
 
        "You're good with them," she told him as he walked over to her and dropped a quick kiss on her lips. "The kids."
 
        "They do not ask for much, and are easily pleased. It is easy to be good with them."
 
        "Not many people think that way, you know." She fell into step with him as he headed down the hallway toward the locker room. 
 
        "I am not many people."
 
        She paused, looking up at him, her head tilted to the side. He stopped, one brow cocked in her direction as she studied him. "No, you're not. Do you have any kids?" She wasn't sure what made her ask the question, hadn't even known she was going to ask it until it spilled from her lips. But now that she had asked, she found herself holding her breath, waiting, watching him.     
 
        A shadow crossed his face and he looked away, running his thumb across the blade of his stick as he shook his head. "No, I have no children. And my family...they are gone."     
 
        Bobbi stepped out of the way to let several players pass, then stepped closer to Nikolai, resting her hand on his arm. His muscles tensed under her touch. "I'm sorry."
 
        Nikolai looked at her, and her heart clenched at the sadness he let her see deep in his eyes. He blinked and shook his head, and that quickly the sadness was gone, replaced by a slight smile. "Do not be sorry, moe krasivejshee. Now I must go shower. You go wait in your grand office and I will find you, then we will go to our meeting."
 
        "Meeting?" Bobbi mentally reviewed the schedule for the day, then shook her head. "I don't have any meeting down for today."
 
        "We are meeting with my agent. He called this morning, and I told him I would see him after practice."
 
        His agent? Anxiety swept over her, and she knew this could be a perfect opportunity to get more information. She nodded, then shook her head. "Nikolai, I'm supposed to be your personal assistant. Keeping your schedule straight is about the only thing I have to do. You should have let me know."
 
        "And I just did." He gave her a quick kiss then nudged her gently. "Now go, and I will see you when I am not so smelly."
 
        She watched as he disappeared through the locker room doors, then turned and rushed down the hall to her closet. Nikolai didn't take long to shower, which didn't leave her much time to once again review the information Denny had given her in addition to preparing for the meeting with his shark of an agent.
 
        Denny was certain there was a connection there, but she still hadn't seen it. Was there really? Maybe meeting the agent would help. And if there was a connection...? She wasn't sure yet how, but she was going to find out.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
        Bobbi was sick to her stomach and doing all she could not to show it as she sat back in the oversized chair and watched the scene in front of her. Nikolai had been given a multi-page contract to sign. He had barely been given any details, hadn't asked any questions. He sat there, the contract on the shiny glass desk in front of him, and watched his agent with a broad, empty smile.
 
        It was a great deal, Walter Jacobs had assured him in a smooth voice, all but dismissing her as soon as Nikolai introduced them. The endorsement was a lucrative one, the company was offering solid terms. All Nikolai had to do was wear a particular brand of skates for a few weeks and pose for some pictures while he was wearing them. 
 
        And, oh yeah, sign on the bottom line.
 
        My God, Nikolai hadn't even asked how much it was for!
 
        She glanced at his agent, sitting smugly behind the massive chrome and glass desk, nestled in this oversized opulent office with a breathtaking view of the Inner Harbor. His suit and loafers were high-dollar Italian, his hands were manicured, and his complexion the result of regular facials. She'd bet any amount of money that he drove something flashy, expensive, and inappropriate.
 
        Bobbi closed her eyes and pictured Nikolai's row home, economically furnished, basic. She opened her eyes as he reached for the gold pen—real gold, of that she was certain—and held it between his strong, calloused fingers. He flipped to the last page of the contract and positioned the pen at the bottom line, putting the point against the crisp white sheet.
 
        Bobbi shot from the chair.
 
        "No!" She yanked the pen out of his hand and sat back down, clutching it tightly in front of her, her heart hammering in her chest. Walter Jacobs nearly jumped out of his own chair and lunged across the desk, his shock obvious before he stopped himself and sat back down. Nikolai merely looked at her, one brow raised in calm question.
 
        "You do not like this, moe krasivejshee?" His voice was as casual as if he had been asking about the weather, while she was still shaking on the inside.
 
        She shook her head, her fist still closed in a death grip around the pen. "No. No, I don't."
 
        Nikolai leaned back in his chair, an amused smile on his face, the contract all but forgotten on the desk in front of him. "You...how you say...do not like these skates?"
 
        Bobbi wanted to kick him, and shot him a look that let him know she was annoyed with the deepening Old Country act. "No. I...how you say...don't care about these skates! What I care about is the contract."
 
        Nikolai quickly looked down, hiding his smile at her obvious sarcasm. Walter Jacobs, however, looked like he was close to having a massive coronary. His full face had the unhealthy glow of an overripe tomato, and his dark eyes bulged as he stared at her, his mouth opening and closing like a dying fish. Bobbi truly wished he would keel over, right then and there.
 
        "Now see here, Miss. This is a solid, lucrative agreement. I have been Mr. Petrovich's agent for eight years, and only have his best interest at stake."
 
        Bobbi clenched her fists in her lap and refrained from lunging across the desk and tearing his lying lips right off his face. The conniving little bastard. But she couldn't.
 
        Because she didn't know what she knew. Hell, she didn't know anything. Not for certain. And there was nothing she could do. Not here, not now. She had already said and done too much, could have possibly risked everything with her careless, impulsive actions. 
 
        She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, knowing that as much as she wanted to scream and fight, it would accomplish absolutely nothing. She wasn't supposed to know what she knew and if she wasn't careful, she would raise suspicion. 
 
        Had already raised suspicion.
 
        "I'm sorry." She almost gagged on the apology as she opened her eyes and faced Jacobs. "I'm sure it is a good contract, but you never mentioned how much it was worth to Nikolai. It just makes me nervous when people sign things without discussing the specific finances." She slid a meaningful look at Nikolai, willing him to understand her message.
 
        "Moe krasivejshee, you are worried about me, no? Do not be. Mr. Jacobs has always taken care of me."
 
        Yeah, she just bet he had. Her heart sunk at the look on Nikolai's face, at the façade of a smile on his lips, at the shadows in his eyes that he was trying so hard to hide from her. And she realized...he knew. Damn him, he knew exactly what he was doing! But why?
 
        "Nikolai..."
 
        He shook his head then faced his agent. "You will leave us, no? I wish to speak in private."
 
        Walter Jacobs muttered something she couldn't hear, his impatience and annoyance clear as he stood and walked across his office. The door closed with a loud click, leaving them in silence. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
        Nikolai let out a heavy sigh, then stood and crossed to her. He knelt on one knee in front of her, taking the pen from her hand and placing it on the desk. Then he held both of her hands in each of his, and brought them to his lips.
 
        "My beautiful one, you look so sad. Do not be. There are things you do not understand, things I cannot tell you, but trust that I know what I am doing. Trust that this is what must be done."
 
        Bobbi's stomach dropped at his words, spoken in whispered Russian. She wanted to ask him what he meant, what it was that had to be done. But she couldn't. "I hate when you do that. You know that."
 
        He laughed, a soft sound of genuine humor, and kissed the knuckles of her hands once more. "I know you do, moj dosadnyj malen'kij bich." His fingers tightened against hers, squeezing, then he brought her hands up and placed one on either side of his face. She felt his warm flesh against her palms, felt her skin tingle at the contact as he held her hands in place. He turned his head, kissing first one palm then the other, then slid her hands down to his chest, over his heart, and held them there. His eyes gazed deep into hers, searching.
 
        "Do you trust me, my Bobbi?" 
 
        "Nikolai—"
 
        "Do you trust me?" His quiet voice wrapped around her, soft, demanding. And seeking her assurance, so vulnerable that she had to blink back the watery film that suddenly appeared behind her eyes. 
 
        And God help her, she did trust him. She more than trusted him—she was falling in love with him. The realization slammed into her, made her breath catch. She nodded, unable to do more than that, unable to even speak.
 
        He leaned forward and pressed his lips to hers in a kiss so gentle, so caring and trusting that tears sprang to her eyes. Her breath hitched again when he pulled away, but only far enough that he could rest his forehead against hers. A small smile curved his mouth upward.
 
        "Good. That is good."
 
        He stood, taking his heat and reassurance with him, then grabbed the pen from the desk. A sad emptiness filled Bobbi as she watched him lean over and sign his name on the contract, the signature as strong and bold as the man himself.
 
        And she couldn't help but feeling as if she had just let him down in the most basic of ways. 
 
        Nikolai grabbed her hand and pulled her from the chair, then led her across the office and opened the door. Walter Jacobs pressed a button on the cell phone that he had been talking on and dropped it into his pocket then looked up at them, a frown creasing his forehead as he glanced from one to the other.
 
        "I have signed your papers, and now we leave," Nikolai's hearty voice boomed out so loudly that Bobbi actually winced. A smirk brightened the agent's face and she wished she had a harpoon so she could shoot the shark. Because that was what she reminded him of: a toothy, untrustworthy predator.
 
        "Good, good. Glad to see your lady friend wasn't able to talk you out of such a good deal." He walked over and pounded Nikolai on the back, just two good buddies sharing a moment. Bobbi bit back a gag as he moved closer to her and leveled a flat stare at her that was at odds with his oily smile. "We wouldn't want anything to endanger our relationship, now would we?"
 
        The threat was clear to Bobbi, despite being spoken with such casual good charm. A chill prickled her skin and she tugged on Nikolai's hand, wanting nothing more than to just leave. 
 
        But he had become immovable. She tore her gaze away from Jacobs, who was still watching her with those flat eyes, and looked at Nikolai. His face had become a mask of cool warning, a feral and dangerous fire flashing in his eyes. Tension radiated from him, and he moved so quickly she didn't have time to grab onto him, to stop him.
 
        He stepped between her and his agent, forcing him back with his sheer size. He reached back with one hand and gently pushed her away, even as he stepped closer to Jacobs and spit out a string of Russian in a growl so low and fast she almost had trouble keeping up with it. 
 
        But she had caught enough to know that Nikolai had just threatened Walter Jacobs, warned him that she was off-limits and that nothing would happen to her. She kept her face carefully blank as she peered around his large back to see if the words had any effect on the man.
 
        She couldn't tell if he understood Russian, or if it was just the look on Nikolai's face coupled with the tone of his voice that helped him understand the meaning. Regardless, he took a step back and held up both hands in the universal sign of surrender, a smile plastered on his face.
 
        "No worries, Nikolai, no worries. And no harm meant." He leaned forward and patted Nikolai on the shoulder, his buddy once more. Nikolai shrugged away from him, grabbed Bobbi's hand, and practically pushed her to the waiting elevator, keeping her in front of him until the doors closed. Then he grabbed her and crushed her against him in such a fierce embrace that her breath left her in a rush and she thought her back would crack from the force.
 
        "Nikolai—" His name came out as a croak, and he immediately eased his hold on her. Eased, but didn't let go. He continued to hold her against him, her head against his chest, one large hand rubbing circles along her back. She could hear the pounding of his heart in her ear, could feel the fast steady beat against her cheek. A second went by before he abruptly stepped away from her. He grabbed her face in both hands and kissed her, then stared into her eyes with his own searing, frantic gaze.
 
        "You must make me a promise, moe krasivejshee." The ferocity of his voice scared her, and she could do nothing more than nod. "If you should ever see that man again, you must run away. Do not let him get close to you. Do not let him talk to you. You must run away and let me know. Do you promise?"
 
        "Nikolai—"
 
        "Promise me!"
 
        "Yes, I promise. Okay? I promise." He pulled her against him again and she wrapped her arms around his waist and held him tightly. His anxiety bled into her, feeding her own, and she tried to swallow back the fear caused by it. "But why? Tell me what happened. I don't understand."
 
        "I know you don't, moe krasivejshee. I cannot explain now. Just know that he is a dangerous man, and more than what he seems." He continued holding her until the elevator stopped, the doors finally opening onto the extravagant lobby floor. Nikolai took a deep breath then stepped back, his hand wrapped firmly around hers, and led her to the expansive glass doors, their steps loud against the dark marble floor.
 
        His anxiety eased as soon as they stepped into the bright afternoon sun and turned away from the building. His grasp on her hand gentled, and was no longer quite as urgent. They walked in silence, hand-in-hand, for several blocks. Bobbi didn't even think to ask where he was going, just sensed that he needed to put some distance between them and the office they had just left.
 
        And she was perfectly happy with the aimless pace he was setting, because it gave her a chance to think back over everything that had happened and try to sort it out. Something very telling had just occurred, and the obvious ramifications were disturbing.
 
        Nikolai knew his contracts were wrong; he knew. Which meant Walter Jacobs was holding something over Nikolai to get his cooperation, something important, something that Nikolai didn't think she'd understand. 
 
        Nikolai had immediately understood his agent's implied threat and had jumped in to protect her. He warned her that his agent was a dangerous man, and to stay away from him.
 
        But why? What did Walter Jacobs have to hold over Nikolai's head? What was important enough to demand such quiet acceptance of the extortion of millions of dollars? 
 
        She glanced sideways at him, studying his strong profile in the late afternoon light. The play of sun and shadow accented his chiseled features, his cheekbones standing out in stark relief. Her heart tripped and rolled at the sight of his rugged good looks, at the realization that had slammed into her in his agent's office.
 
        Bobbi stumbled and she would have fallen if Nikolai hadn't wrapped his arm quickly around her waist until she regained her balance. She mumbled an apology and pulled away, staring up at him.
 
        "Tell me what's going on, Nikolai. Please."
 
        He looked down at her, a shadow filling his eyes as he shook his head. "It is not important moe krasivejshee." He reached for hand again but she stepped back.
 
        "It is. Nikolai..." She took a deep breath and let it out in a rush, knowing she was taking a huge chance. "He's threatening you, isn't he? Is that why you just signed everything over to him?"
 
        Nikolai's face went carefully blank and he shook his head. "You know nothing. Come, let's walk." He grabbed her hand and led her several more feet before she pulled him to a stop. He turned and looked at her again, his expression guarded. Bobbi took another deep breath then stepped closer to him, reaching up to frame his face with her hands and leaning forward, pressing a lingering kiss to his lips.
 
        "You asked me if I trusted you, and I said yes. I shouldn't, though. I barely know you. But I do. Can't you trust me?"
 
        Nikolai's eyes searched hers, but he carefully hid any emotion from her. Instead he pulled her roughly to him and claimed her mouth in a searing kiss, demanding and possessive. She curled her hand in his shirt and leaned further into him, her breath coming in harsh grasps when he pulled away. "I trust you moe krasivejshee, but there are things I cannot and will not share with you."
 
        "Nikolai, please. Let me help you. What he's doing is extortion. Tell me why. Let me help you." Bobbi let her desperation show in her voice, not caring if she was crossing lines and breaking rules. If she could just get him to open up to her, she could help him.
 
        But he wouldn't. And she knew saying anything had been a mistake, because his expression changed, becoming harder, dangerous. Cold and distant.
 
        "No. You know nothing. There is nothing you can do. You are never to speak of this again." He grabbed her hand but she pulled out of reach and stepped back, staring at him through her own mask of indifference. He stopped and looked at her, his eyes softening. "Moe krasivejshee—"
 
        "Don't. Just...don't say anything else. I need to get back, I have work to do." She turned to walk away then stopped, realizing she was supposed to stay with him at all times. She turned back around and watched as he lowered a mask of indifference over his face—but not before she saw the raw emotion burning in his eyes. 
 
        Her heart squeezed painfully in her chest and she took a step toward him, knowing that bridging the new emotional distance between them would be much harder than closing the physical distance right now.
 
        There was still more than a foot separating them when two young men hurried around the corner, paying them too much attention as they passed close by. A tingle of warning itched at the base of her skull and Bobbi tensed the same time as Nikolai did. She turned to watch the two men, her hand easing into her bag, reaching for the pistol Denny insisted she now carry. The pistol she now shot with ease and without thought or emotion, the pistol she would use with no hesitation.
 
        Her fingers brushed the cool metal of the grip just as something hard closed over her arm. She turned in surprise, realizing that Nikolai was grabbing her, a look of determination on his face. His hold on her tightened even more and he pulled her toward him, turning her away from the young men and pushing her in the opposite direction. 
 
        Bobbi had been about to break from Nikolai's hold, her hand trying to close once more around the gun in her bag, when a car tore around the corner, heading toward them. 
 
        Then the next few seconds flew by in a blur that happened much too slowly.
 
        The men that had just passed them pointed and yelled. Pops echoed around them. Bobbi pushed against Nikolai, trying to shield him as he pushed against her, cradling her body against his as he forced her down. Bobbi sensed more than saw whir of movements and sound: chips of brick and concrete flying behind them, a spray of red, a guttural sound of agony. Her hand was yanked free of the bag before it closed around the gun, her body falling forward and colliding with the concrete sidewalk, her head snapping backward as she hit, hard. Her teeth jarred and her vision swam, went black then gray as a heavy weight slammed into her back, on top of her, knocking the breath out of her.
 
        Deafening silence followed the barrage of sound and action, drawn out, never-ending. Then, little by little, the world re-tilted and things fell back into place, piece-by-piece. 
 
        Traffic sounds, a blaring horn. 
 
        Running footsteps. A scream of disbelief, a scream of agony cut too short. 
 
        A deep inhale of breath, the harsher breathing of exertion. 
 
        The distant sound of a wailing siren.
 
        Bobbi forced her eyes open and saw only black. She bit back her panic and forced herself to breathe, to focus. Her vision cleared and she realized the black in front of her eyes was the asphalt of the road beneath her. 
 
        And the heavy weight on top of her was Nikolai.
 
        "Oh God. Nikolai! Nikolai!" She struggled to roll over but couldn't, not with him on top of her like that. She pushed up with her hands, struggling even more to fight off the panic, needing to check on Nikolai. 
 
        Russian words of comfort were whispered in her ear, and relief surged through her. She pushed up with her hands again, needing to get off the street, needing to make sure he wasn't hurt. Gentle hands grabbed her, pulled her to a sitting position, but wouldn't let her stand up.
 
        "No, do not move." She turned her head, saw Nikolai kneeling beside her, and threw herself into his arms, holding him tightly as simultaneous waves of nausea and relief rolled her over. His body was hard and strong against hers, warm and alive, and she clung to him.
 
        Then, with a deep breath, she pulled away, her eyes traveling over his body, her hands following to make sure he was unhurt, to make sure he really was okay.
 
        "I am fine, moe krasivejshee. But you are hurt. Do not move."
 
        "No, I'm fine. I'm fine," she insisted, as he ran his own hands over her. She pulled away, shaking her head and ignoring the dizziness that swamped her, trying to let him know she was okay. He ignored her protests and forced her to sit as he unbuttoned his shirt and pulled it off, then yanked his t-shirt over his head. She stared at him in confusion, wondering why he was undressing, watching as he ripped the t-shirt in two and folded a strip from one half. He leaned toward her and placed the folded strip against her temple, and she winced at the sudden pain and instinctively pulled away. 
 
        Nikolai wrapped one arm around her shoulder and pulled her closer, his expression grim as he held the material in place. "You are hurt. Be still."
 
        Everything clicked into place. Gunshots. Screams. She sucked in her breath and tried to stand. "Is anyone hurt? We need to help."
 
        "There is no one to help. Now be still."
 
        "But—"
 
        "Bobbi." His voice was stern, commanding, and she finally stopped enough to really look at him. The look in his eyes told her all she needed to know, but she still leaned forward, looking past him, needing to see herself. 
 
        One of the men who had passed them was sprawled along the sidewalk, a puddle of blood beneath him from the gunshot wounds in his chest, a gun held loosely in his lifeless hand. The second man was nowhere in sight.
 
        "Oh, God," she whispered, closing her eyes against the sight. She took a deep breath and opened them again, focusing on Nikolai. "Are you hurt?"
 
        "I am fine." His voice was shaking, and she felt the tremor in his hands as he held the make-shift bandage to her head. The color was quickly draining from his face, and Bobbi's heart slammed into her chest at the sight.
 
        "Nikolai, oh my God, where are you hurt? Tell me." She pushed his hand away and ran her eyes over him, looking for any wounds. He grabbed her hands, stopping her, his eyes staring into hers, anxiety and fear clear in their depths.
 
        "I am fine, moe krasivejshee. I am fine. But you are hurt. Stop. Please. Just..." He switched to Russian, "you have scared me and I need to hold you, need to keep you in my arms. Let me take care of you," he finished in English. His gaze held hers for a long minute, full of emotion. She finally nodded and leaned into him, feeling one strong arm close around her as he held her makeshift bandage in place with his other hand. 
 
        Activity exploded all around them as they sat there on the side of the street, and she knew that they would soon be sucked into the whirlwind. But for now, it was just the two of them, holding onto each other, keeping the insanity of the immediate world around them at bay.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
        The numbness was beginning to wear off, allowing unwanted feeling and emotion to seep in. Bobbi huddled deeper into the blanket, trying to stop the shaking. Nikolai's arms tightened around her and he pulled her closer, holding her more firmly against his chest. She was thankful for his warmth, thankful for the protective shield of his body as they sat on the back step of the ambulance, neither of them saying anything.
 
        She had no grasp of the concept of time, had no real idea how long they had been sitting there, but she was sure it had been a long time. Emergency equipment that had filled the street not long after the shooting had thinned out, leaving only several police cars and the ambulance they were in. Yellow tape blocked off the area around them but that didn't stop the people gathered around, gawking.
 
        Statements had been given, pictures had been taken. The body had been removed. And still people were gathered around, trying to get a glimpse of tragedy. And the media...
 
        It seemed as if the entire media population of Baltimore had shown up to cover what they were already calling another drug-related shooting. But the media wasn't interested in that, not really. No, their attention had been largely focused on the local celebrity that had almost been caught in the cross-fire.
 
        Another chill went through her, longer this time, hard enough that her teeth chattered. Nikolai rubbed her arms through the blanket, trying to warm her, and she laid her head back against his chest and closed her eyes, trying to block out everything but knowing she couldn't.
 
        They had both given their statements to the police, separately and together, trying to shed some light on the shooting. Nikolai had hauled her to the ambulance when it arrived and she had been forced to endure poking and prodding and bandaging before she had convinced everyone that she was fine, adamant that she was not going to the hospital. She had a gash on the side of her temple that had bled profusely, a knot on the back of her head that she was sure would give her a headache for several days, and scrapes and scratches on her hands and knees. Other than that, she was fine.
 
        Yeah. Fine.
 
        She just wanted to go home and forget about everything.
 
        But they couldn't leave yet; they had been asked to stay so they could give their statements to a group of detectives who were on their way. Bobbi didn't want to wait. She knew they had already talked to the homicide detectives; she knew exactly who was coming.
 
        And they weren't detectives.
 
        She snuggled closer against Nikolai, thankful at least that the reporters were gone now. Thankful they were no longer bothering Nikolai, shouting questions at him, demanding answers as he refused to even acknowledge them. Several of his teammates had shown up, blocking their access more effectively than the police had.
 
        Then she almost laughed. She was thankful about the reporters being gone? My God, that was the absolute last thing she was thankful for. Something could have happened to Nikolai. It could have been his bloody, sheet-covered body being taken away in the nondescript white Medical Examiner's van.
 
        Nausea rolled through her and she ripped herself out of Nikolai's arms, rushing to the side of the ambulance where she leaned over and wretched, dry heaves wracking her body, her head throbbing painfully. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to shut out the vision of something that hadn't even happened.
 
        Strong arms closed around her, and she blindly turned into them, burying herself in Nikolai's hold, losing herself in his warmth, his vibrant, whole and solid, living, breathing warmth.
 
        "Is she all right?" A deep voice asked from behind her. She stiffened but otherwise didn't move, needing to feel Nikolai's beating heart under her ear, not caring about anything else right now.
 
        His arms tightened even further around her, his lips gentle against the top of her head, as he spoke to the man behind her. She paid no attention to the words, just focused on the feel of Nikolai's voice rumbling through his warm and solid chest, holding onto him, unable to let go just yet. 
 
        She felt him pull away, just a fraction of an inch, and she finally loosened her death grip on him enough that he could look down at her. "Moe krasivejshee, these men wish to speak with us. Will you be okay?"
 
        His eyes were dark with concern, his hands gentle on the sides of her face as he stroked her cheeks and pushed the hair behind her ears, careful of the bandage. And she knew that if she said no, if she told him she wasn't alright, that she didn't want to talk to anyone, Nikolai would make sure she wasn't bothered, that he would protect her and keep everyone else away.
 
        And even though that's what she wanted, she knew it would do no good, and that she would only be putting off the inevitable. So she nodded, unable to even try mustering a reassuring smile. Nikolai dropped a tender kiss on her lips and turned her around, his arms still wrapped around her from behind, supporting her, protecting her.
 
        Denny, Howard, and a third man she recognized from the practice rink stood in front of them, dressed in suits and ties, badges clipped to their belts. They looked just like the homicide detectives from earlier, except their faces were harder, grimmer. 
 
        Denny's eyes locked on hers, his expression flat and cold as his gaze dropped to Nikolai's arms holding her. She stiffened but refused to pull away. He finally nodded, a small, barely perceptible motion of his head.
 
        "Ma'am. If we could ask you some questions...?" It was phrased as a polite request, but Bobbi heard the steel underneath. She took a deep breath and finally straightened, knowing that his questions were going to be asked in private.
 
        Howard and the third man led Nikolai a little distance away as Denny motioned her toward the back of the ambulance, reaching for her elbow to help her climb the step. She brushed off his help and stepped up on her own, settling on the bench seat as he climbed in behind her and closed the door, locking them in privacy.
 
        He remained standing, his head and shoulders stooped slightly to accommodate the low ceiling, and watched her for several minutes.
 
        "Are you really okay, Bobbi? Do you need to go to the hospital?"
 
        She pulled the blanket higher around her shoulders and shook her head as another chill racked her body. "I'm fine."
 
        "Dammit, you don't look fine!" The outburst caught her by surprise and she turned to look up at him. Denny ran one hand through his hair then down over his face, blowing out a deep breath. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to yell."
 
        "No problem." Bobbi felt like yelling herself but she was afraid that if she did, she wouldn't stop. She shifted on the bench, lifting her legs up and propping her feet against the stretcher across from her, and adjusted the blanket again. Denny continued watching her, then let out another deep breath.
 
        "What happened?"
 
        Bobbi took a deep breath, her gaze focused on her feet as the scene replayed in her mind. But she didn't start from when the chaos had erupted in the street. Instead, she went back further, before she and Nikolai had met with his agent. She closed her eyes and paused, bringing each detail to mind, and left out nothing. She didn't know how much was relevant, didn't even know if the events were connected, but she didn't trust her instincts right now, was afraid to leave anything out for fear that it might matter down the road.
 
        Denny took notes throughout, not asking questions, not prodding, just letting her get through it all. Bobbi sagged against the back of the bench when she was finished, exhaustion swamping her.
 
        "Denny, his agent...there's definitely something there. And Nikolai knows it. God, if you could have seen him." She took a deep breath and paused, recalling the feral change in Nikolai at Walter Jacobs' implied threat. "He knew the threat was real, and it shook him up. I thought..." she paused, then shook her head. There was no need to explain something so personal, no need to expose any private thoughts and emotions. She could tell Denny wanted to ask more, could see it in the tilt of his head as he studied her. But for some reason he didn't push her, and she was glad for it.
 
        She closed her eyes and rested her head against the back of the bench seat, her breathing deep and even in the silence. A long minute went by before she straightened and turned to look back up at Denny. "Do you think there's any connection to that and the shooting?" 
 
        His dark eyes bore into her, holding her gaze, studying her. "It was our guy in the car who did the shooting. The vic on the street had been aiming for you."
 
        An icy fear exploded inside her, racking her body with chills. She leaned forward and put her head between her knees, taking deep gulps of air, drawing them into lungs seized with fear. She heard Denny call her name, felt a hand come to rest on her shoulder. She shook her head, shook the hand away, and drew a deep breath before sitting up. Her knuckles were white from clutching the blanket so tightly around her, and she had to force her grip to loosen. She shook her head again.
 
        "I'm fine, sorry. Just...give me a minute." Bobbi closed her eyes, took another few deep breaths, then sat up straighter. "Sorry. You said me. Do you mean me, or us?"
 
        The silence stretched around them, broken only when Denny snapped his notebook closed and dropped it into his front pocket. "We don't know. We don't know if it was random, or if it was connected to anything. We don't know if the target was you or Petrovich. Or both of you. Or neither. We don't know anything right now, and we may never know."
 
        The words did nothing to soothe her, uttered as they were in Denny's harsh, clipped tones. His voice had been gaining volume as he spoke, a sign of his frustration, a sign that added to her increased worry. "It seems too coincidental, doesn't it?"
 
        She didn't expect an answer, not when she already knew what it was. The entire scene had been too coincidental, too easy. She remembered the look on Jacobs' face when they had come out of his office, remembered he had been talking on the cell phone. Could he really have been arranging this? But why?
 
        She was just thankful that neither one of them had been hurt. Not really. She reached up and gingerly touched the bandage on her head. The gash and bump she suffered had come from her head hitting the ground as Nikolai threw himself over her. No, she didn't consider this being hurt—not compared to what could have happened.
 
        There was a knock on the ambulance door and they both turned. She could see Howard through the window, and behind him, Nikolai. She pushed herself to the edge of the bench, her fingers clenched around the edge. Bobbi bit the inside of her cheek, looking between Denny and Nikolai, thinking. It could be nothing.
 
        But it could be something.
 
        "Denny...you mentioned the Ruskov Orphanage. Can you look into it some more? Find out if there were any adoptions around the time you have Nikolai visiting there. I haven't said anything yet but something he said earlier..." Her voice trailed off. No, it hadn't been anything he said, not really. It had been the shadows in his eyes when she had asked if he had any kids, the deep sorrow she had sensed in him when he told her his family was gone. But she couldn't tell Denny that, couldn't let him know she was asking for more information based on nothing more than a feeling.
 
        She stood up from the bench and swayed slightly, but she wasn't sure if it was from her exhaustion, or from the feeling of guilty betrayal that went through her. Denny reached out to steady her and she knew he was getting ready to say something, but she pushed past him as the door of the ambulance opened. Nikolai stood at the back step, concern and worry etched on his face as he offered her his hand. She reached out for it, grateful for the warmth of his touch as he helped her down.
 
        "You are okay?" 
 
        She nodded, stepping into his arms and holding him tightly. "Yes. Just...take me home now."
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
        The room was dim, the only light coming from the oversized television, the change of scenes from the muted show casting a crazy dance of light and shadow on the walls. Nikolai sat on the edge of the sofa, his hands hanging loosely between his knees, seeing nothing around him. He took a deep breath and clenched his hands tighter together, willing them to stop shaking with the tremors of one much older.
 
        With the tremors of one much terrified.
 
        A harsh sound echoed around him, a screech of whimpered fear, and Nicolai was surprised to realize the sound had come from him.
 
        Or was he?
 
        He took another deep breath then reached for the bottle on the table in front of him, quickly unscrewing the cap and pouring the clear liquid into an empty glass. The glass clattered together, echoing in the stillness around him. The clear liquid splashed over the side and spilled onto the table, forming a small puddle. He ignored it and placed the bottle back on the table with a heavy thud of glass against wood. His hand was unsteady and nearly toppled the bottle over but he quickly righted it. 
 
        And wished he could blame his unsteady hands on the vodka.
 
        He brought the glass to his lips and drained the contents in one gulp, feeling the warm fire spill down his throat. Yes, he wished with everything he had, with everything he didn't have, that his shaking hands were the result of the vodka; wished the fire of the clear liquid would spread through him, would numb him from the inside out.
 
        But it wasn't to be. He didn't think he could drink enough vodka to make him numb, to make him forget the scene from earlier.
 
        Nikolai closed his eyes against the memory, then quickly reopened them as the scene played itself all too clearly in his mind. He didn't want to remember, and was afraid that it would be a long time before he forgot.
 
        A very long time.
 
        Bobbi, shaken and hurt, blood dripping down her face. Her worry over him, the frantic search of her hands against his body, looking for his injuries when it was she who bled, she who hurt.
 
        Overlaying that, another image, this one of Alexi. His brother, with his arm outstretched, his mouth open in a shout of warning. A shout that never came, stopped short in an explosion of red. Katerina screaming, Dimitri crying as he was pulled from his mother's arms, not understanding what was happening.
 
        None of them understanding.
 
        Only Nikolai knew, only Nikolai understood. And he had sworn then, eight years ago, that he would let nothing like that happen again. He would play their game, be their pawn, bend to their will.
 
        But for what? Because it did happen again, only a few hours earlier. 
 
        Yes, he knew they were calling it an accident. A drive-by shooting, another instance of crime in the city. But he knew better. He knew it was not coincidence.
 
        Another tremor overtook him, violent and swift, and he brought his clenched fists to his eyes as an almost inhuman cry escaped him. No. It would not happen again, he would not allow it.
 
        With a determination fueled by desperation, he pushed himself off the sofa and stalked into the dining room. He went to his desk and pulled open the bottom drawer, pushing papers and files out of the way until his hand closed around the edges of the folder resting flat on the bottom. 
 
        Would it be enough? He didn't know and he didn't dare hope. All he knew was that if something did happen, nobody would know what he kept it, where to look. He could no longer take that chance.
 
        Trying not to think of the risk he was taking, he walked to the dining room table and reached for the oversized bag that Bobbi always carried with her. He didn't look, didn't think; he just shoved the folder inside with all the other folders and files and notes she carried.
 
        And tried not to hope.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
        Bobbi woke with a start, a scream lodged in her throat, chilled sweat covering her. The room was dark, disorienting, and she turned her head from side-to-side until a splintering pain shot through her. Her breath hissed and her fists clenched in the rumpled sheet bunched around her waist as memory, vivid and cold, came rushing back.
 
        She put her hands over her face, trying to muffle the sobs that had started in her sleep. It wasn't the memory of what had happened that she couldn't let go; it was the vision of what could have happened that terrified her and left her shaking.
 
        She heard footsteps on the stairs and recognized them immediately as Nikolai's. She lay back down on the bed and rolled to her side, brushing the wetness from her face, not wanting him to see her like this.
 
        A sliver of light entered the room as the bedroom door opened. She heard him come nearer, felt the bed dip under his weight and his strong arms wrap around her. "It is alright, moe krasivejshee, I am here."
 
        She turned into him, buried her face against his bare chest, and breathed in his warm scent as the chill deep inside her slowly disappeared under his protective touch. Minutes passed where she was aware of only his touch, no sound except for the two of them breathing. She clung to him, needing to touch him, to feel his body, so alive, against hers. Bobbi reached out with her hands, smoothing her fingers over his skin, firm and warm to the touch. She leaned further into him, raising her head until her lips pressed against his, soft, tentative.
 
        Nikolai let her set the pace, hesitant, gentle as his hands tangled in her hair, gently smoothing strands away from her face. He pulled away and stared down at her, emotion deep and warm in his gaze as his thumbs stroked her cheekbones, smoothing away the wetness. 
 
        "Nikolai..." she whispered his name, the sound little more than a breath as he trailed light kisses along her cheek, her jaw line, up to her ear, speaking to her in Russian.
 
        "Shh. I am here. I will always be here. Do not fear for anything, my beautiful one." His eyes searched hers, his fingers gently touching the bandage at her temple. She felt the trembling in his touch, saw his fingers shake as they ran across her face and traced the outline of her lips.
 
        Emotion gathered in her throat, nearly choking her, and she blinked against the threatening tears. She closed her hand around his wrist and turned her mouth into his palm, his skin rough against her lips. Nikolai inhaled sharply, then reached for her, tucking her body beneath his as he claimed her mouth with deep urgent kisses.
 
        She ran her hands across his bare back, feeling his muscles bunch and twitch under her touch, hearing his breath hitch as he deepened the kiss. Her clothes disappeared with little effort, their bodies pressed flesh-to-flesh, fevered.
 
        Nikolai reached for a condom and sheathed himself, then positioned himself, heavy and hard against her. His hands grasped each side of her face, holding her still as his gaze bore deep into hers, hypnotizing, mesmerizing, searing. 
 
        "You will always be mine, my beautiful one. I love you." Her heart shattered at the declaration, ripped from him in Russian as he drove into her. She buried her face in his shoulder, crying out, biting down on her lower lip, unable to respond. Her arms wrapped more tightly around him, holding onto him, as tears seeped from the corners of her eyes. 
 
        Nikolai continued speaking to her in Russian, telling her he loved her with each thrust, his words pushing her closer to the edge, and still she said nothing, unable to tell him how she felt. She could only hold onto him more tightly, hoping he heard her body's response as she followed where he led, letting him know without words that she was his.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
        Drained and bleary-eyed, Bobbi tilted her head from side to side and rolled her shoulders, trying to concentrate. She raised her head from the files she was reading, from the schedule she was transposing, and let her eyes roam across the ice. Nikolai was easy to find, her gaze automatically, instinctively, finding him. 
 
        An icy wind curled through her stomach while heat flamed her cheeks. How was it possible to have two such completely different reactions simultaneously? The iciness was a remainder of her fear and anxiety over the shooting; the flame was from the memory of his voice, deep and husky, murmuring his love for her. 
 
        She closed her eyes and let out a deep breath, still not completely believing the memory, still wondering if she had heard him correctly.
 
        How could he love her? How? He barely knew her; what he did know was based on lies and pretense. She must have heard wrong; he couldn't love her.
 
        And she couldn't love him. It was impossible. 
 
        She blew out another deep breath and tried to focus on the papers in front of her, knowing that it would be difficult, knowing that her concentration was shattered. At least she didn't have to worry about constantly scanning the crowd—team management had closed the rink to the public today, mostly in an effort to discourage the media from descending. Between that and the handful of Denny's discreetly positioned men, Bobbi felt somewhat more able to lower her guard.
 
        That didn't mean she could relax or focus.
 
        She leaned back, scooting partially off the bleacher seat, and stretched her back and legs, trying to ease the tension that held her muscles in knots. Despite falling soundly asleep in Nikolai's arms, nestled against the warm protection of his body, she did not feel rested.
 
        No, she felt as if she hadn't slept in weeks, as if her body had been literally dragged around the block several times. She supposed having someone Nikolai's size throw her to the ground and jump on top of her came close to the same thing.
 
        Yet she was supposed to be protecting him. She had tried to move first, had tried to push him to safety as she reached for the gun in her bag. But she had failed.
 
        If not for Denny's men, Nikolai could have been shot. He could be seriously hurt, or worse. And it would have been her fault.
 
        Denny had been right: she wasn't properly trained. She was an accountant, not a field agent. When it came down to it, her instincts might be fast and accurate, but her speed and strength were lacking.
 
        Which wouldn't do Nikolai any good.
 
        Even the gun had been worthless. It was still tucked securely in her bag, but was worth more as a paperweight than as a means of defense. She wasn't—and wouldn't be—fast enough to reach it.     
 
        As a forensic accountant, she wasn't prepared for this. How could she be? But no one had expected this to get so out of control
 
        "Ms. Reeves, I'm sorry to interrupt." The slightly grating voice startled Bobbi and she nearly fell off the bleacher at the sound. She bolted upright and immediately winced at the throbbing in her temple, her hand automatically going up to cover it as she faced the owner of the voice.
 
        George Toomey was standing a few feet away, a look of impatient sympathy on his face.
 
        "Yes?"               
 
        "I just wanted to see if there was anything you needed. I heard about the incident yesterday." He stepped closer to her, and she instinctively slid a little further back, suddenly uncomfortable and not sure why.
 
        "Oh. No, I'm fine. A little shaken up but—"
 
        "Good, good." He stepped closer still, and it wasn't until she looked down that she realized he was holding a file out for her. She reached down and took it, was ready to open it when he stopped her. "That is an updated schedule list, you can sort through it later. I was wondering, however..."
 
        He paused, a frown creasing his brow, his nose and lips bunched as if he had just gotten a whiff of something foul smelling. She straightened and stared at him for several minutes, then motioned for him to continue when it became obvious he was waiting for something. "Yes?"
 
        "I was just concerned about the unscheduled meeting yesterday. As his personal assistant, hired and paid for by the team, it is your responsibility to ensure that Niko's schedule is adhered to at all times."
 
        She shook her head, letting her confusion show. "I'm sorry but...did he miss something yesterday? There wasn't anything I was aware of—"
 
        "No, no, not at all. It's just...there is also an expectation that I—we—also know where he is at all times. A dual-schedule, if you will. I'm sure you understand."
 
        Bobbi stared at him, watching as a mottled flush crept over his pasty complexion, and let her confusion show. "No, I'm sorry, I don't. Are you saying that you want me to keep tabs on him?"
 
        "I wouldn't phrase it quite that—"
 
        "Or you want me to spy on him?"
 
        "Not at all!" He sputtered, leaned away from her, his gaze darting around the rink. "It's just that Niko has shown a tendency to wander when he shouldn't, and I've learned that it's much easier if I—we—know where he is at all times."
 
        "So you do mean keep tabs on him. I'm sorry, I didn't realize you wanted me to report on his every move." She tried to keep the judgmental sarcasm from her voice but obviously failed. "His meeting yesterday was an impromptu one. I didn't even know about it, so I wouldn't have been able to report his every move to you anyway." Toomey straightened and leaned even closer, an expression of imperialism crossing his face.
 
        "I would like to remind you that I am the one who hired you, Ms. Reeves. Organizing and reporting his schedule is your sole responsibility. That includes letting me know his whereabouts." He took a deep breath and pulled something out of his pocket, handing it to her and continuing before she could interrupt. "I realize that you may not have known that. I also realize that you may not always have a way to contact me, so I've taken the liberty of providing you with a dedicated cell phone. All the necessary numbers have been preprogrammed for your convenience."
 
        He forced the phone into her hand and she stared down at it stupidly. Was he serious? Paranoia or not, this would be the part in a book where all signs and arrows immediately pointed to Toomey as the villain. This may not be a book, and the jury was still out on the paranoia part, but there was no way she was just going to blindly carry the phone around with her.
 
        Instead of voicing her thoughts, she merely placed the phone on the bench beside her then nodded in the direction of the rink where all the players were now leaving. Nikolai met her gaze and smiled, then motioned with his head toward the locker room before walking away.
 
        "Don't look now, Mr. Toomey, but I think your boy is going to take a piss."
 
        Toomey flinched at her vulgarity, looked behind him to see the last of the players leave the rink, then huffed off in their direction. She watched him leave, feeling chilled and vaguely amused at the same time. Tucking the updated file into her bag with all her other files, she hoisted it to her shoulder and stood, ignoring the thin silver phone on the bench. Bobbi headed toward the locker room doors, pausing long enough to speak with one of Denny's men.
 
        "There's a phone on the bench where I was sitting. Have your boss check it out and get back to me."
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
        Bobbi leaned forward in her seat, her eyes following the forward motion of the puck on the ice below. A player from the other team sped toward the net and pulled back, taking aim, as the crowd held its breath. Nikolai burst through the line and dove, throwing himself in front of the net just as the puck shot forward, hitting him and deflecting harmlessly away. One of the Banners reached out and took possession of the puck, and play moved toward the other end of the ice.
 
        Bobbi winced as she resumed her seat, wondering how Nikolai—how all of them—did it, pushed and abused their bodies night after night. A surge of heated pleasure spread through her as she thought of how Nikolai would innocently ask her to kiss his bruises later that night.
 
        And how she would happily comply.
 
        The two of them had settled into a comfortable routine during the last few days since the shooting. Bobbi knew deep down that it wouldn't last—couldn't last—but she refused to dwell on that. For right now, what they had was working. She organized his schedule, shuttled him to an occasional appointment and followed him around during the day, his faithful personal assistant, reporting the bare minimum back to Toomey on her own phone. 
 
        And at night...the night was just for them. 
 
        She had the odd feeling that they were playing house, but she pushed it away. There were no more verbal declarations of love from Nikolai, but she couldn't help but wonder if he was still telling her how he felt with his every kiss, his every touch.
 
        Much like she was trying to tell him.
 
        She forced the thought away and scanned the crowd around her, glad she had chosen to sit somewhere besides the owner's box above her. Denny was supposed to meet her here, something she wasn't looking forward to, and the seats closer to the ice, with the loud crowd and noise of the game, would help prevent their conversation from being overheard.
 
        The horn signaled the end of the second period, and she stood and clapped with the rest of the crowd as the players skated off the ice, the Banners leading by two goals. Bobbi glanced around once more, not surprised to see Denny fighting the crowd streaming toward the concourse as he made his way down the stairs toward her.
 
        He stood out in his suit and tie as he pushed past the last of the crowd and walked toward her, lowering himself in the empty seat beside her.
 
        "Nice job of blending in."
 
        He tossed the phone in her lap, ignoring her. She let it rest there for a minute, then picked it up and studied it.
 
        "The phone is clean. The guys tore every bit of it apart but came up empty. It's just a phone."
 
        "Are you sure?" He gave her a look that was pure incredulity. "Sorry. I was certain...the timing seemed really suspicious."
 
        Denny sat back in the seat and crossed one ankle over his knee. "Don't be. I would have been suspicious myself. We ran a check on Toomey. There's nothing there that we can see. It appears that he's nothing more than what he says he is."
 
        The news was disappointing. Bobbi's gut was telling her there was some hidden reason he wanted her to keep tabs on Nikolai, but she didn't know why. She had been hoping that something would have turned up. "That doesn't mean anything."
 
        "It means enough to me. Have you come up with anything else?"
 
        Bobbi shifted in the seat and looked around them, thinking about the file she had found in her bag—the file that only Nikolai could have placed there. Her bag was with her, always, no matter where she went.
 
        Except at Nikolai's house.
 
        When she first discovered it, she had briefly thought it had been the file Toomey had given her at the practice rink. A search of her bag proved that theory wrong, and a closer look at the contents of the file assured her that Toomey would never give her the information contained within.
 
        And she was still trying to make sense of everything. Articles, newspaper clippings, spreadsheets that appeared to be some kind of coded financial statements...and a memory stick that contained even more coded files. None of it made sense yet. But added to what else Nikolai had personally given her, had told her...
 
        Bobbi took a deep breath and wondered how much to tell Denny, wondered where to draw the line of betrayal. Did it really matter? The betrayal was there and couldn't be prevented because it had already happened. She was perpetrating it each day just by being with Nikolai.
 
        She swallowed past the lump of guilt and ignored the nausea that accompanied the realization, torn between doing her job and the emotions battling inside her, knowing that no matter what the outcome, the result was going to be painful when this game was over.
 
        "Bobbi. Do you have anything else?" Denny's impatient voice brought her out of her warring subconscious, and she shook her head.
 
        "Nothing except that Nikolai is essentially broke. His agent gives him a monthly allowance, enough for him to meet his daily needs, and that's it. The house, such as it is, is paid for." She took a deep breath and looked around to make sure nobody was listening, then continued in a lower voice. "Any salary checks he receives are signed directly over to TBL. His monthly allowance check, for what little it's worth, is written from what looks like his agent's personal account. Wherever the money's going, Nikolai is out of it before he even sees it." Bobbi reached into her bag and pulled out a folded slip of paper and handed it to Denny. "Here's a copy of the latest allowance check."
 
        Denny took it from her and placed it in his jacket pocket without looking at it. "How did you manage to get a copy?"
 
        Bobbi shook her head, still not believing it herself. "I got the original from Nikolai. Right after he asked me to help with his checking account. Because he trusts me."
 
        Denny must have sensed something in her tone of voice because he didn't say anything, just nodded slowly. She waited for more questions, for a comment at the least, but there was only silence broken by the noise from the crowd returning to their seats. Bobbi wasn't sure if she should thank him for being quiet, or if she should wait for the anvil to drop on her head.
 
        "He's being extorted, Denny. To the tune of millions, and I don't know why. If you could have seen him at his agent's the other day...he just signed that contract. Didn't read it, didn't talk money, he just signed it. Even when I tried to stop him..." Bobbi closed her eyes against the sudden chill, this one having nothing to do with the temperature of the arena.
 
        "I thought Jacobs was going to stroke out, he looked so furious. Nikolai asked him to leave the room, then told me there were things I didn't understand, that he couldn't explain...which he said in Russian. Which I'm not supposed to understand. Then he asked if I trusted him and signed the contract anyway."
 
        "You're getting too involved, Bobbi. I suggest you start distancing yourself." Denny's voice was too loud, even to her, and she glanced around to see if anyone was paying attention to them.
 
        "Lower your voice, you're drawing attention," Bobbi warned in a hiss. Denny settled back in his seat, his attention on the ice as the arena lights dimmed and the players came out for the start of the third period. Bobbi ignored the tension and anger seething from him and looked for Nikolai in the player's box, focusing on him, trying to draw strength just from the sight of him.
 
        "I can see you're already making the mistake of confusing sex with love, Bobbi."
 
        Denny's flat voice and harsh words were a punch in her gut and she sat up straighter, determined not to let him see how badly his words affected her. "Screw you. I learned the mistake of confusing the two when I was with you, didn't I?"
 
        He stiffened beside her but said nothing, which relieved her. She wasn't able to deal with this now, wasn't able to deal with him, as the old anger resurfaced. And it was just anger...at being used the way she had been years ago, as an end to a means.
 
        Much like what she was doing now.
 
        She pushed the harsh comparison away and did her best to focus on the game, trying to ignore the man beside her. 
 
        "Does Petrovich have any living family?" The question pulled her gaze back to Denny. He was watching her, his eyes calculating and focused. She narrowed her own eyes, shaking her head.
 
        "No. Why?"
 
        "You asked me to check on adoptions at the Ruskov Orphanage. Petrovich visited there two days before terminating the contract with his original agency. He went back just hours after signing with TBL, stayed for one day, then immediately returned to the States. We're still digging through whatever paperwork we can find but haven't been able to come up with anything else."
 
        Bobbi tensed at the speculation in his eyes, knowing that he was pursuing a lead, even if it was only a hunch—a hunch she had shared with him. She swallowed and nodded, waiting. "And you're thinking...what?"
 
        "Any chance your boy was getting rid of a kid he didn't want anyone to know he had?"
 
        The accusation hung in the air between them, shocking her. Bobbi's initial reaction was to say no, the idea was ridiculous, that Nikolai had told her he had no children. But she didn't say it out loud. The truth was, she didn't know. And as much as she wanted to rush to his defense, to tell Denny he was being ridiculous, she couldn't. Because she just didn't know.
 
        But even if he did have a child..."So, what...you're thinking millions of dollars in extortion to hide the fact that he had a kid and gave it up for adoption? That doesn't make sense. Not nowadays."
 
        Denny shrugged, his gaze still cold and calculating. "It would if there was something illegal about the adoption. If the orphanage was known for illegal activities involving the children there."
 
        "What!"
 
        "We're still digging, but it looks like the Ruskov Orphanage specializes in black market adoptions. And the adoptions aren't necessarily to families."
 
        The accusation cut deep through her, the implication leveling her. She closed her eyes and wrapped her arms tight around her middle, shaking her head in denial. She knew there were "orphanages" selling children into slavery and prostitution but to think...no, it was impossible. The Nikolai she knew would never do such a thing, knowingly or unknowingly. 
 
        She straightened, her jaw clenched as she shot Denny a feral look. "You're wrong. The timeline is wrong. You don't agree to long-term extortion before the fact. You're looking in the wrong direction."
 
        He sat back in his seat and studied her. Bobbi knew how she must look and didn't care. What he was implying was insane. She knew places like that existed, knew there were soulless people who fed on the depravity, knew there were monsters out there. 
 
        Nikolai was not one of them.
 
        "You're wrong," she repeated, certain of her conviction. "Dig deeper or look somewhere else. Find out more about the agent. There's a connection there. I told you how Nikolai reacted when he threatened me, but there was fear there, too."
 
        "Are you sure you're not seeing something just because you want to see it?" Bobbi heard the underlying accusation in his voice but refused to acknowledge it.
 
        "I'm sure. Now do your job and find that connection. It's there."
 
        He shook his head and leaned closer, the look in his eyes both warning and dangerous. "I always do my job, Bobbi. Always. Now do yours and get me something I can use. You're certain I'm wrong? Then prove it." 
 
        He shot her one last look then stood up, drawing impatient shouts from the crowd for blocking their view of the game as he walked away. She refused to stare after him, instead pretending to focus on the action on the ice in front of her. She suddenly envied Nikolai and the other players, wishing she could take her own aggressions out by their hard physical play.
 
        She clenched her fists together and bit down with her jaw. Denny was wrong, and she would prove it.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
        "Teach me to skate."
 
        Nikolai looked over at Bobbi, noticed the way she fidgeted in the seat and repeatedly clenched and unclenched her hands. His beautiful one was restless tonight, but she would not tell him why. He downshifted to a stop at the traffic light and turned to her, noticing the play of light and shadow on her face.
 
        "And why do you wish to know how to skate?" 
 
         She shrugged, still fidgeting, still not looking at him. He reached out and tugged at the strand of hair that curled around her cheek, feeling its softness between his fingers as he tucked it behind her ear. He smiled when she pressed her cheek against his palm before he moved away, and wondered if she even realized she did that. 
 
        "I just want you to teach me, that's all. It looks like it would be fun. And then you can show me how to play hockey."
 
        He chuckled and shook his head. "So now moe krasivejshee also wishes to play hockey. And this is because...?"
 
        "Because I need an outlet for my aggressions and that looks like a good way to do it." She looked so miserable next to him, but so determined at the same time that he laughed. He choked the sound back at the look she gave him but couldn't hide his smile.
 
        Nikolai grabbed her hand and pulled it toward his lap, holding it tight against his thigh. Her fingers curled against the worn denim of his jeans but she didn't pull away. "Moe krasivejshee, there are other ways I can show you to release aggression."
 
        She laughed suddenly, her smile lighting up her face. Her hand squeezed his once, tightly, before pulling away. "I think you already have! But I want to learn how to skate and play hockey."
 
        "Then I will show you how." Nikolai eased the car into the far lane and maneuvered a turn in traffic, changing directions. 
 
        "Where are you going?"
 
        "I am doing as you asked. I am going to teach you how to skate."
 
        "What? Now?" Her shocked expression made him laugh again as he drove toward the practice rink.
 
        "Of course."
 
        "But—"
 
        "Hush, moe krasivejshee. You have asked me for nothing except this one thing, and I will give it to you." She opened her mouth to say something but he shook his head. "I will not hear any arguments, so do not bother."
 
        He watched her from the corner of his eye, knowing that it was difficult for her to remain quiet. A smile tugged at the corner of his lips, and he tried to remember when he last smiled so much.
 
        Too many years ago.
 
        Yes, he played at smiling: smiling for the cameras, smiling for the fans, even smiling for his teammates when he didn't have to. But actually feeling the smile within? No, that was something that hadn't happened in many years. He wasn't sure what it was about this woman next to him, why she had such an effect on him, but she did. And he had allowed his emotions free reign with no regrets, had let himself fall for her, quickly and completely. She was a fiery light in what had become a shadow-filled life and he could feel himself grabbing onto her light with both hands.
 
        He had realized it the day at his agent's office, as she sat next to him, outraged for him. He had never expected her to act so blatantly on his behalf.
 
        And he had never expected the threat his agent had made. He felt guilt that he had allowed that dark part of his life come so close to her, and vowed it would never happen again. And then, when the shooting had happened, fear as he had never known—not even like what he experienced eight years ago—had gripped him.
 
        The experience shook him enough, scared him enough, that he allowed himself to tell her how he felt. It didn't matter that he spoke in Russian, didn't matter that she didn't understand. He knew it was selfish, but he still felt he had to hold part of himself back, and that was the only way to do it, the only way to keep her completely safe.
 
        Because he knew that if anyone found out how he truly felt about her, she would be in danger. They would hold her safety above his head and use her to threaten him even more, and they wouldn't care if anything happened to her in the meantime.
 
        Nikolai would not let his krasivejshee odno become another casualty in his life.
 
        He pulled into the parking lot of the practice rink, stopping under one of the two lights at the entrance before turning off the engine. Bobbi stared at him, one shapely eyebrow raised in disbelief.
 
        "You can't be serious. There's nobody here!"
 
        Nikolai got out of the car and walked to the other side, opening the passenger door and pulling her from the seat. "I am always serious. Now come, let us go skate."
 
        "But Nikolai—there's nobody here! How do you expect to even get inside? You can't just break in!"
 
        He turned to her and smiled, holding up his ring of keys and dangling them. She laughed even as she tugged on his hand, calling him crazy. He ignored her teasing as he unlocked the glass doors and quickly turned off the alarm, then locked the doors behind them. 
 
        "Nikolai, we're going to get into trouble!" Bobbi was still laughing as he led her through the lobby and into the locker room, but her voice was quieter, almost a whisper in the hush that surrounded them. Using only the lights from the nightlights to guide them, he walked to his locker and pulled out his skates, then searched for a pair that would fit her.
 
        "No, we will not," he reassured her, still searching for a smaller size. His hand closed on a pair that looked like they might work, and he held them out to her. "Sometimes the players come here to practice by themselves, or to get away. That is why we have keys. Now come, let's skate."
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
        Nikolai led Bobbi toward the ice and sat beside her on the bench along the boards, quickly putting on his own skates before helping her. Her fingers stumbled with the laces, and he gently brushed her hands away then kneeled in front of her, pulling first one foot then the other into his lap to tighten and tie them. He heard her swift intake of breath and looked up from between her legs, worried that he had somehow hurt her. "You are okay?"
 
        She nodded, her teeth pulling on her lower lip as she gazed down at him, heat in her eyes. Nikolai realized where he was, felt her foot wiggle from his lap and her legs tighten slightly around him. He leaned forward, slipped his arms around her waist, and pulled her down toward him. Her lips were shy, teasing, as his hands caressed her back, pulling her more tightly against him as his mouth took full possession. She wrapped her arms around his neck and gave in to his kiss, and he quickly stood, pulling her up with him. She shrieked in surprise and alarm, her legs wrapping more firmly around his waist as he reached out with one hand and pulled on the door to the ice.
 
        "Nikolai, stop! Oh my God, you're going to hurt yourself!" 
 
        He laughed and shook his head, stepping out onto the ice as she clung to him. He slid effortlessly around the boards, gliding slowly until he felt her hold around his neck loosen. "Open your eyes, moe krasivejshee. Do not fear. I will not drop you."
 
        She muttered something and he could hear the disbelief in her voice but couldn't make out the words. A minute went by before he felt her body relax more completely against his, and he loosened his hold on her, letting her legs slide down along his until her feet gingerly felt for the ice. She teetered and clung to him again, slowly getting her balance as he skated with her, one small glide at a time as her ankles wobbled and adjusted. Her hands clinging to his arms, she finally looked up at him, humor, skepticism, and some deeper emotion he couldn't read in her eyes.
 
        "That wasn't funny. You could have hurt yourself. Then old George Toomey would have had a fit and blamed me."
 
        "And old George Toomey is a pompous goat."
 
        Bobbi laughed, then grabbed onto him as she nearly fell backwards. "Pompous? That's a pretty big American word for such an Old Country Russian like you."
 
        Nikolai chucked and shrugged, but said nothing. The expression in her eyes turned more serious as she stared up at him, as she let him skate her backwards around the rink. 
 
        "Why do you do that? The whole 'Old Country' routine? I don't understand it."
 
        Nikolai leaned down to kiss the tip of her nose, enjoying it when her grip tightened on him. "People see what they want to see. I am only giving them what they expect."
 
        "Well, it's stupid and I still don't understand it."
 
        "Do not worry yourself over it, moe krasivejshee. It is not important. What is important is that you want to learn to skate, so now we will skate." Nikolai glided to a stop and loosened his hold on her waist. Her hands immediately came up to his neck as she grabbed onto him, holding herself close, and he tried not to laugh at her expression.
 
        "I thought we were skating!"
 
        "No, moe krasivejshee. I am skating, you are clinging to me. Mind you, I will not complain about this, but still, you are not skating." He dipped his head and gave her a quick kiss, then gently pulled away from her. "First, you must stand by yourself and turn so we are facing the same direction. Go on, turn."
 
        Nikolai made a turning motion with his finger, laughing at the look on her face, then placed his hands on her hips and gently turned her so her back was to him. "Relax. You must not stand so rigid or you will fall. There, that is better. Now, slide one foot in front of the other. No, don't lift—" He reached out and caught her before she fell to the ice, laughing as she tried to regain her balance.
 
        "Okay, I think I changed my mind. I don't want to learn how to skate anymore."
 
        "Nonsense. You must relax. Slide. Like this." He stepped closer to her, his arms around her waist, and pushed first one foot then the other against hers, slowly propelling them forward. "There. Follow my feet. No, don't look down, just feel them. There, that is it. You are doing it, very good."
 
        "Easy for you to say," she mumbled. He could hear the concentration in her voice, felt the rhythm of her body change as she became accustomed to the foreign moves. He loosened his hold around her and allowed her to move slightly away from him, still close enough to catch her if she lost her balance. Minutes went by as she moved farther ahead, and he allowed her the distance, sensing her confidence grow. 
 
        They had completed two circuits of the rink and she was growing more confident, gaining just enough speed so that her hair was lifted away from her face. Her arms pin wheeled only once to help her balance, and she laughed as she quickly corrected her posture enough to prevent herself from falling. 
 
        Nikolai sped up and raced by her, turning and skating backwards, staying just a few feet away from her. 
 
        "Show off!" Bobbi laughed at him, then stumbled and whirled her arms, righting herself before falling. She frowned in concentration, then quickly smiled again. "Okay, so I need help on the coordination thing."
 
        "You are doing great. You are ready for a race now!" He winked at her then turned, pushing away and speeding around the boards. Her laughter rang in his ears as he flew by her, and he turned so he was skating backward again, his eyes locked on hers as he went the entire way around the ice. She stopped skating and watched him, her eyes dark in the shadows of the rink as he raced by her, turning once more so he was facing forward, building speed before sliding to a stop just inches from her. 
 
        She didn't even flinch, just stayed there, trusting he wouldn't run into her. Her eyes locked with his as he slid his arms around her waist and began skating again. Her arms came around his neck as he pushed her once more around the ice, her body matching his smooth rhythm as they moved.
 
        "You're beautiful," she whispered. He looked down at her but said nothing, and saw the blush fan across her cheeks. "I mean, on the ice. There's such strength and grace in the way you move. It's...I mean...I enjoy watching you. I don't know how you do it."
 
        He dropped a kiss on her forehead and gently tightened his hold around her waist. "It is what I do. It is what I was raised to do. This is all I've known."
 
        "Maybe, but it's more than that. You love it. I don't know anything about skating or hockey and even I can see it. You're lucky. Not many people have something like that."
 
        "No?" Nikolai didn't question her thinking he was lucky, knowing that she wouldn't understand. Instead he smiled and gave her another quick kiss. "So tell me, moe krasivejshee. What is it that you have? You must have something that you love, that makes you as lucky as me."
 
        Bobbi looked away, her eyes lowering to his chest but not before he could see the shadow that crossed her eyes. He wanted to ask her about it, to discover what could make this fiery, laughing woman so sad, but didn't. Instead he tightened his hold on her and changed the subject.
 
        "So, you say you do not know about hockey, but you want to learn to play. This makes no sense to me." She laughed and shook her head, and Nikolai was glad he chose to change the subject, glad to see the smile light her face. He glided them once more around the ice, stopping next to the boards at center ice. "Before you can play, you must have lessons about the sport. Your first lesson is about this." He motioned at the box in front of them, gesturing grandly as she laughed.
 
        "The penalty box?"
 
        "Ah, so you are not as ignorant about hockey as you think."
 
        Bobbi laughed again and shook her head, holding onto him as he leaned back against the boards. "Yeah, I know about the penalty box. I pretty much had to learn since you spend so much time in it!"
 
        Nikolai gave her a wounded look. "You would laugh at me for doing my job so well?"
 
        "Sorry." 
 
        Nikolai chuckled at her feigned apology and pulled her closer, leaning down and claiming her mouth in a searing kiss. His pulse hammered at her response, and his groin tightened as she pressed herself more completely against him. He finally pulled away, a smile on his face.
 
        "And did you know that the penalty box is also called the sin bin?"
 
        Bobbi looked up at him, her eyes twinkling. "The sin bin, hm?"
 
        "Yes." Nikolai reached behind him and pushed the latch on the door, swinging it open and stepping inside, Bobbi following him. He slammed the door shut then leaned his back against the glass, his hands moving from her waist, caressing her body as she moved against him. "The sin bin. It is very important that you learn about this."
 
        Bobbi's hands drifted down his body, stopping at the waist band of his jeans. The breath hitched in his throat as her fingers fumbled with the snap and zipper, as she pushed the material down low on his hips and reached inside to grab him. He threw his head back and gritted his teeth as she caressed his full length, back and forth, slowly pumping him. 
 
        "Teach me about the sin bin, Nikolai." Her voice was hoarse, barely a whisper, and broke something inside of him. He grabbed her and turned so she was now pinned against the boards, his hands feverish as he undid her jeans and pushed them down her legs. His hand slipped between them, caressing her, finding her damp and ready. He slid a finger into her wet heat, pulling it out, sliding into her again. Her legs opened wider for him, her hands gripping his shoulders as she pressed against him. His name was a harsh breath torn from her as he continued to stroke her, her wetness covering his fingers and palm as he caressed and stroked and pleasured her. 
 
        His lips found hers, claiming her, before he pulled away and trailed his mouth down her body, further until he was on his knees in front of her, until his mouth closed over her heat and his tongue delved and stroked. He felt her hands tangle in his hair as she pressed against his mouth, heard his name mingled with her heavy breaths as he reached down and undid one of her skates, tugging and fighting and finally pulling it off. He grabbed her jeans and pulled them lower, pushing one leg of her pants completely off as his mouth trailed down the inside of her thigh.
 
        He continued to stroke her with his free hand, probing and delving with his fingers as he reached up and placed her foot on his shoulder, opening her even more fully to him. His mouth closed on her once more, licking, sucking, drinking in her wet heat. She reached down and grabbed one of his hands, her fingers tightening around his as she arched against him, calling his name as her body tightened and exploded under his tongue's assault. And still he continued, not letting up, needing to feel her give in to his touch completely, needing to drink from her.
 
        "Nikolai, please..." Her movements became more frantic against him until she finally moved her leg and pulled away from him. She dropped to her knees and straddled him, kissing him, her mouth demanding, her touch hot and feverish as she ran her hands over him, pulling him closer to her as if she couldn't get enough of him. She tried standing up, tried to pull him with her, so he let her, only to have the breath rush from him when she forced his jeans past his hips and pushed him down on the bench and straddled him. 
 
        Her hands closed around his cock, guiding as she lowered herself onto him, pushing against him then leaning back to take all of him in. Her tight sheath wrapped around him, pulsing, squeezing, and he fought not to pound into her, fought to let her set the pace. He grabbed her ass, squeezing, holding her as she rode him, her eyes closed, her head tilted back, her mouth slightly open, her breathing harsh.
 
        Her fingers dug into his arms as she raised and lowered herself, once, twice more, and again, his name torn from her lips as she exploded around him. She collapsed against him, her arms tight around his waist as Nikolai held himself still, straining against the urge to lose himself, against the call of her welcoming heat and beckoning contractions.
 
        "Nikolai." His name on her lips acted like a siren's call but still he fought. She finally raised her head, her eyes glazed as she looked at him, almost shyly. He held her face between both of his hands and began moving, slowly, achingly. He shook his head when she lowered her eyes.
 
        "No. Look at me, moe krasivejshee. I want to see you." He thrust upward, then pulled back, stopping when she looked away. "Look at me. Look into my eyes."
 
        He moved again, slowly, more quickly when she didn't look away. He kissed her then pulled back, his gaze holding hers as he rocked into her and spoke in Russian. "You are mine, my beautiful one. My heart and my soul. I love you. More than I can ever say, I love you."
 
        Bobbi closed her eyes and shook her head, opening them only when he stopped moving. "English, Nikolai, please. Let me hear the words so I understand them. Please, I need to understand them, Nikolai."
 
        The emotion in her eyes, the pleading on her face pulled at him. He opened his mouth to tell her, then quickly shut it. He was the one who closed his eyes this time. He took a deep breath and rocked into her, then met her gaze. "I said only that I want you, that I need you, moe krasivejshee."
 
        He thought he saw a flash of disappointment in her eyes, but then he saw nothing as she pressed against him, her hips rocking, taking all of him inside her. His hands tightened around her hips as she rode him and this time he was in control, setting the pace, pushing deep into her until she cried out his name once more, deeper and deeper, again, again, until his own release exploded between them.
 
        He kept his arms tight around her as she clung to him, as long minutes passed while their breathing slowed. He felt a chill pass through her and realized her skin was covered in goose bumps, and he cursed himself for being so inconsiderate even as he rubbed his hands along her arms to warm her.
 
        "I think I like the sin bin," Bobbi whispered against his neck. Laughter escaped him, and he turned to place a kiss next to her ear as she snuggled closer.
 
        "Yes, but you will be frozen soon." He patted her bare ass then shifted so he could pull out of her. A fleeting look of concern crossed her face but quickly disappeared as she stood and tried to untangle her jeans from around her ankles. He reached out and gently grabbed her arm until she looked at him.
 
        "Something has happened. What is wrong?"
 
        "Nothing."
 
        "I know better, moe krasivejshee. Why is it you try to hide from me?" He continued watching her as she finally fixed her clothing and pushed her bare leg back into the jeans. She shook her head and sat on the bench beside him, her attention focused on putting her skate back on.
 
        "It's nothing. I just realized...I mean, we didn't use a condom and...that's all."
 
        Nikolai sighed then stood, readjusting his own clothing before taking both of her hands in his and pulling her up. He wrapped his arms around her and held her to him, looking down into her upturned face. "You have nothing to worry about from me. Like you, this is not something I do freely."
 
        She shook her head and tried to step back, not looking at him. "Okay, so we're both disease-free. That's wonderful. But what about pregnancy? Did you think about that? Of course not, you're a guy. Guys never think about that."
 
        Nikolai pulled her to him, holding her closely as she pressed her face against his chest. He stroked her hair, whispering to her. "My sweet Bobbi...there is nothing to worry about. I will take care of you. Now tell me." He leaned away and looked down at her, smoothing her hair back from her face. "You are worried about being pregnant. Is there need to worry?"
 
        She pulled at her lower lip and slowly shook her head. "Not really, no. It's not the right time...I mean...Oh God, I can't believe we're talking about this. Never mind, I'm just being dramatic." She stepped out of his arms and reached down for her skate, holding it up to her face as if trying to figure out what to do with it. She shook her head then sat back down, her shoulders slumped as she tried to jam her foot into it. 
 
        Nikolai watched her struggle for a few seconds, then knelt in front of her, taking the skate from her and loosening the laces. He eased her foot into it, then looked up in confusion when she uttered a short laugh.
 
        "Great, now I'm some kind of weird Cinderella."
 
        Nikolai reached for her hand and brought it to his lips. "No. You are my princess. And I think, if it happened, I would be happy to see your belly swelling with my child, to know that we have created something so special together." Her fingers tightened around his for a split second, then she yanked her hand from his and stood up so quickly he nearly lost his balance and fell on his ass.
 
        "Stop! Just...stop, please." 
 
        Nikolai stood up and reached for her, pulling her to him even as she tried to step away. "What is it, moe krasivejshee? What is it that I have done to upset you?"
 
        "It's the Russian. Stop it! If you can't say it in English, don't say it." She struggled in his hold, then settled against him, her forehead resting against his chest. "I don't understand what you're saying, and you know it but you keep doing it and...for all I know you're calling me a fat pig and—"
 
        "Ttuchnaja svin'ja." Nikolai laughed and quickly kissed her, then looked down at her. "That is how you say 'fat pig' in Russian: tuchnaja svin'ja. And know that I have never even thought those words when I am with you."
 
        "Nikolai..." Bobbi looked up at him, a weird mix of humor and sadness in her clear eyes.
 
        "Shh, moe krasivejshee." He swallowed, his eyes locked on hers, hesitating. "My beautiful one. That is what I call you: moe krasivejshee. I am sorry that I upset you. It is easier for me sometimes to use my own language, easier for me to say what I need to say that way."
 
        "Oh Nikolai." She blinked then pressed her face against his chest, her arms tightening around him. He held her close, dropping a kiss on the top of her head, trying to decide if she was still upset with him.
 
        "I will try not to speak in my Russian any more if it will make you happier."
 
        She shook her head and muttered something into his shirt, but he couldn't understand her. He leaned closer, trying to hear her better, when she stiffened in his hold. Nikolai was ready to ask her again what was wrong when he heard it: a loud bang, like a door slamming shut. 
 
        He straightened and nudged Bobbi behind him, motioning her to stay quiet, motioning for her to sit down on the bench. With the only light coming from the night lights in the rink, Nikolai knew they were hid mostly in shadow, especially being out here in the penalty box.
 
        He looked down at Bobbi, still standing stubbornly by his side, and shook his head at her, again trying to motion for her to sit on the bench. Didn't she realize it would be harder for anyone to see her if she was sitting down, out of sight? But no, the stubborn woman wouldn't move. 
 
        He stepped in front of her, trying to shield her as footsteps echoed from the front of the lobby. She froze, her hand gripping the edge of his waist band, her fingers chilled against his skin. Nikolai reached down and covered her hand with his, shaking his head with the smallest of movements as the footsteps came closer to the ice.
 
        "Hello?" The voice echoed loudly from the edge of the ice, and Nikolai stilled, tilting his head to one side, recognition hovering at the edge of his memory. "Hello? Mr. Petrovich? Ms. Reeves?"
 
        He released the breath he had been holding and pulled Bobbi closer to his side, leaning down and whispering in her ear. "Pompeznaja kozochka. That is how we say it in Russian: pompous goat."
 
        Bobbi stiffened, her breath hitched in her chest, and he had to choke back a laugh at the look she shot him. Their eyes met and he knew what was coming, knew it but couldn't stop it, even when he tried to hold his hand over her mouth.
 
        Bobbi's lips quivered under his palm, her eyes watering, and she shook her head a second before her laughter broke free, clear and loud across the ice. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
        Bobbi shifted in the chair and crossed her legs, trying to keep her attention on the man sitting across from her. She bit the inside of her cheek and held her breath, telling herself that she could not smile, that she could not laugh.
 
        "Ms. Reeves, this is highly disappointing," George Toomey was saying, his hands folded sternly in front of him. His gaze was directed somewhere over her shoulder or down at his desk, but never quite at her. She was tempted to lean forward to catch his eye, to see if he would actually look her in the eye, but thought it better not to push it.
 
        Especially not after last night.
 
        She bit her lower lip and tried to forget what had happened. If she had been able to keep quiet, she wouldn't be here now, where a suddenly twisted sense of humor was ready to get her into more trouble. Instead of holding his hand over her mouth, Nikolai should have kissed her quiet. She certainly wouldn't have laughed so loudly if he had. She wouldn't have laughed at all.
 
        But none of that had happened, and now she was sitting here, feeling like she had been called to the principal's office. So she sat up straighter, making her expression as serious and apologetic as possible. "I understand, Mr. Toomey. And I do apologize. I didn't realize at the time that I should have discouraged Mr. Petrovich from going to the rink. If I had known..." She trailed off at his cool look and folded her hands in her lap, trying to appear demure and contrite.
 
        "Ms. Reeves, I would like to remind you once more that you do not work for Niko. You work for me. You were hired as his personal assistant, not as his...escort." Bobbi bristled at the insult and sat up straighter, ready to defend herself, but he stopped her with a wave of his hand. "However, I am not interested in whatever happens between two consenting adults. What concerns me is violation of policy and an appearance of impropriety. Since you have been acting as Niko's personal assistant, he has been involved in activities that could result in negative publicity for both him and the team, most notably the shooting."
 
        "You can't be blaming me—"
 
        "I am merely using that as an example." He studied her for a full minute, then sighed as he pulled a sheet of paper from a folder and slid it across the desk toward her. "This is a formal reprimand for failing to follow policy, which I need you to sign."
 
        Bobbi sat back in her chair, stunned. She was being reprimanded? He couldn't be serious. But he was, she could see that clearly just from the look on his face. A thousand things crossed through her mind, begging to escape her mouth, but she bit them all back. Now was not the time to get indignant. She could only imagine what would happen if she ended up getting fired.
 
        Denny would snidely tell her it didn't matter since she had already gotten close to Nikolai. 
 
        Nikolai would laugh, then demand that she be rehired.
 
        Gritting her teeth, she grabbed the sheet of paper and the pen, glanced over the brief paragraph, and hastily scrawled her signature at the bottom. She resisted the urge to throw the pen at Toomey.
 
        "There." He placed the sheet back in the file, then added it to a stack on the corner of his desk, knocking a second file loose in the pile. The letters "R-U-S" caught her eye, and Bobbi straightened, trying to get a closer look before he grabbed the stack and placed all the files in the desk drawer.
 
        She mentally shook her head, telling herself she was seeing things that weren't there. R-U-S could be anything. Anything at all. 
 
        "Now. As you know, the regular season is coming to an end. Unfortunately, the Banners won't be advancing to the play-offs this year. That does not mean a light schedule. At least not until Niko returns to Russia in May to visit his family."
 
        "Excuse me?" Bobbi slid her gaze back to him, certain she had misunderstood. Nikolai was going back to Russia? To visit his family? Family he said he didn't have...
 
        "Just because there will be no more games doesn't mean there aren't appearances. The PR Department is still organizing different events, and of course, there will be the various obligations that his agent is arranging. Once those are over, I may be able to find you other work. If you're interested, that is."
 
        Bobbi's vision cleared and she finally noticed his expectant expression, then numbly nodded her head. She had only heard half of what he had said, and none of it made much sense. Nikolai had family in Russia? He was going back to see his family. But he had told her he had no family. 
 
        He had lied to her. Why? She had trusted him, and he had lied to her.
 
        A sudden flash of hurt exploded inside her as the words sunk in, followed by burning anger. Dammit, she shouldn't be feeling any emotion—this was supposed to be just a job, a way to find a connection to ruthless criminal, a way to put an end to even a portion of his crimes and atrocities. If she felt anything, it should be frustration at not having much time left to find out as much as she could, to find that elusive connection and put an end to at least something.
 
        Nicolai had lied to her.
 
        She shouldn't be feeling this sudden anger and hurt and disappointment. The fact that she was let her know how involved she had become.
 
        Too involved.
 
        What else had Nicolai lied to her about?
 
        Bobbi nodded absently at whatever else Toomey was saying, not really hearing, definitely not caring. She grabbed the updated schedule he handed her, shoved it into her bag without looking at it, and quickly stood. She ignored the surprised look he gave her, muttered a quick thank you, then walked out of the office, her mind reeling.
 
        Nikolai was going back to Russia to visit his family—family he had told her he didn't have.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
        "You look like hell." 
 
        Bobbi glanced up from the computer screen and gave Denny a seething look but didn't say anything. He sighed and sat on the edge of the desk, peering over her shoulder as she turned back to the screen.
 
        "What exactly are you looking for?"
 
        "I don't know." Her eyes narrowed as she scrolled through yet another screen of financial statements, the numbers blurring together. She slowed the scroll as she neared the bottom, leaned closer, then shook her head, switched to another file and repeated the action. Her eyes were burning, her vision was blurring, but she stopped only long enough to blink the discomfort away. She had been repeating this process for the last few hours and had, so far, come up empty.
 
        "Dammit," she muttered to herself, closing her eyes and leaning her head back, feeling her neck muscles burn. A vibrating sound echoed against the wood surface of the desk, and she blew out a deep breath as she leaned forward to look at the screen on her cell phone. 
 
        Nikolai. Again.
 
        She hit the silent button and leaned back once more, her eyes closed, and fought the urge to pick up the phone and call him back.
 
        "Isn't that your boy calling?"
 
        She didn't miss the sarcasm in Denny's voice, and chose to ignore it. "That was Petrovich, yes."
 
        There was a long pause and a shift behind her as he moved. "And would there be a good reason that you're ignoring him? Considering that you're supposed to be with him now?"
 
        "Do you have him being watched?"
 
        "Yes, of course."
 
        "Then there's no need for me to be with him, now is there?"
 
        More silence that stretched between them. She heard Denny move again, shifting closer, and sensed his hands hovering near her. Without even opening her eyes, she moved her chair away from him and held her hand up. "You so much as think about touching me and I will send you flying across this room."
 
        She heard him slide back on the desk, heard him sigh. "So are you going to tell me what's going on? Whose financials are you going through?"
 
        Bobbi sat up and opened her eyes, then leaned toward the computer and began scrolling the screen again. "These are George Toomey's files."
 
        "Who?"
 
        "The director of whatever the hell he is for the Banners. Technically, my boss. He's also the one who officially reprimanded me today for violating team policy." She leaned forward, squinting at several lines in red, then made a quick note on the pad to her right.
 
        "Wait a minute, back up. Reprimanded? You? What haven't you told me?"
 
        "There's nothing to tell. That's the problem in a nut shell. But when he placed my file in a stack on his desk, one slid off. I caught the letters R-U-S on it before he moved it, now I'm curious."
 
        "That doesn't mean anything."
 
        "It doesn't mean nothing, either. I just want to see what I can see, take a look to see if anything jumps out."
 
        There was a long pause as Denny sat in silence, watching over her shoulder. Her cell phone vibrated again and this time she didn't even bother looking at the screen, just hit the silent button. Denny grabbed the phone from her hand and started flipping through the menu before she could stop him.
 
        "Sixteen times? He's called sixteen times in the past two hours. That's a bit...overboard, if you ask me."
 
        "I didn't." She grabbed the phone from him and tucked it into the front pocket of her jeans, her eyes never leaving the computer screen. Another two lines of red caught her attention, and she made more notes.
 
        "Bobbi, you're wasting your time. Petrovich is hiding something, and you're chasing phantom leads."
 
        "Most people who are being extorted usually hide something, yes. But there's something else here, something..." She squinted at the screen, not bothering to tell him she had been given the files by Nikolai. 
 
        "Jesus Bobbi, look at you!" Denny swirled her chair around, turning her away from the computer screen so he could lean down close to her, anger flaring in his eyes. "You're convinced this guy is innocent. You refuse to look any deeper into him because you're screwing him. And I'm telling you it's a mistake. Whatever is going on, Petrovich is involved, and not as a victim!"
 
        Bobbi gritted her teeth and pushed the chair away from him, sliding it back as she reached for the file under her notepad. "Bullshit. Yeah, something's going on and yeah, he's involved. But he's being used, being extorted. Here are his financials for the last ten years. His complete financials, which are a bit more comprehensive than what you came up with. Go ahead, take it. I have another copy." She shoved it into his hands then turned back to the computer screen, her eyes scanning lines and transactions, picking out dates and amounts, as well as names of accounts. There were another two lines of red, and she made more notes on her pad. 
 
        She blinked her eyes against the burning, then pulled the pad closer and studied it. Was there a pattern emerging, or was it merely her imagination? Was she starting to see something because she wanted to see it? Or was it something she could prove? She stifled a yawn and pushed the notepad away. There was one more file she wanted to go through before calling it a night, before locking everything up and putting it away until the morning, when she could look at it with a fresh mind and fresh eyes.
 
        And what she hoped was impartiality.
 
        She opened the next file and started scrolling through, letting her eyes scan and note as Denny flipped through the file she had given him. He finally tossed the folder on the desk next to her pad and walked around to the chair on the other side of the desk.
 
        "Where did you get that information?" His voice was cool and distant but she paid him no attention, knowing before she gave it to him that he wouldn't like what he saw.
 
        "From Nikolai." She thought. Nobody else could have put the file in her bag, of that she was certain.
 
        "So you...what? Broke into something and stole it?"
 
        Bobbi turned and gave him a cool look to match the one he was giving her. He didn't like to be bested, she knew that better than anyone. But there was no way she was going to tell him how she got it. He wouldn't believe her, would claim it was too convenient. Part of her agreed wanted to agree with him.
 
        Another part of her knew that what she was looking at was real. Regardless of how she acquired them, regardless of what she was feeling now...she knew the information was too important to ignore. Because she had started to put everything together.    
 
        The file didn't just include his financial records, or sad lack of the same. It was a collection of various contracts, paperwork, records, even newspaper clippings and announcements. It almost resembled a file of things meant to be placed into a scrapbook.
 
        Except many of the clippings were about Walter Jacobs and TBL; there were even a few on George Toomey. And none of them had anything to do with the financial records included in the same file, which made Bobbi wonder why they were thrown together. Sloppy filing? A way to divert suspicion? Or a silent call for help? She was suspicious at first, until a tiny nagging feeling started pulling at her.
 
        "Sorry, Bobbi, but I'm just not as gullible as you are. Of course, I'm not sleeping with him so..."
 
        Bobbi was so tired of his snide sarcastic comments that she nearly threw something at him. In fact, it took more control than she would have thought to stay seated and ignore him. Denny was trying to get a reaction from her. Why? Jealousy? She seriously doubted it. Their short-lived marriage had been dubious at best, disastrous at worst. Friendship and companionship had never even entered into the relationship.
 
        Several lines of red popped up on the screen in front of her, screaming for her attention. She sat up straighter, then leaned forward, double-checking her eyesight, making sure she was seeing what she was really seeing. Ignoring Denny, she scribbled several notes onto her pad, trying not to jump to conclusions, trying not to see patterns where none existed.
 
        She finished scanning the file, then backed out of the program and pulled the stick from the computer. She then went in to make sure all traces of the files were erased from the computer before packing her things up and tossing everything into her bag. 
 
        "What? Done so soon?"
 
        Bobbi stood, her back popping from sitting so long, hunched in front of the computer. "For tonight, yeah."
 
        "And did you find anything?"
 
        Bobbi turned and gave him a cool look, hoisting the bag higher on her shoulder. "I'll figure that out later." Tomorrow, after she had a chance to look at things with fresh eyes. There were still more files to go through, more patterns to piece together, but tonight's work was a start. 
 
        Now, it was time to go home. She would lock the paperwork and memory sticks up so they were safe, and she would go home. 
 
        Or rather, she would go to Nikolai's first. Her throat tightened at the thought of the conversation she needed to have with him, and for an instant she considered putting it off, considered actually just going back to her own place and sleeping. But the vibration of the phone in her pocket let her know that she wouldn't be able to do that so easily. 
 
        She reached down and silenced the phone once more, then walked out of Denny's office without another word.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
        Bobbi let herself into Nikolai's house and locked the door behind her, mildly surprised that the downstairs was empty and quiet. There was a glow from the light in the kitchen in the back, but that was the only sign of life downstairs.
 
        She blew out a sigh and removed the key from her ring then placed it on the end table in the living room. Noises drifted from the upstairs, the clink of metal against metal, and Bobbi knew that Nikolai was in his weight room. She paused at the foot of the stairs, asking herself if she really knew what she was doing, if this was what she really wanted to do. The answer to both questions was "no", but she didn't have a choice.
 
        The emotion that sliced through her that morning when Toomey had told her Nikolai was going back to Russia to visit his family had been swift and raw. And unexpected. The fact that the sudden pain had cut so deeply and quickly had been harsh evidence that she was too emotionally involved. 
 
        Nikolai had lied to her.
 
        She climbed the steps slowly, her hand gripping the railing. She had finally sent Nikolai a text message letting him know that the water problem in her complex had been fixed—yeah, more than a month had gone by for what was supposed to be a "week's diversion"—and that she would stop by to get her things. She had sent a text because she hadn't been ready to actually talk to him, hadn't been willing to say the words out loud. He had tried calling her but she refused to pick up the phone, so he finally texted her back, letting her know she didn't need to leave.
 
        The conversation, such as it was, went downhill from there as she told him she wanted to leave, wanted to be back in her own place. It had ended with a short, curt reply from him: fine.
 
        God, she hated text messages, hated that she had used such an impersonal way of communicating with him. But she had gladly done it, grateful that she wouldn't have to have the conversation face-to-face.
 
        Bobbi paused at the top of the stairs, not wanting to pass in front of the open door to the second bedroom, his weight room. But there was no choice, since it was directly across from the bedroom. She took a deep breath then kept going, turning into the bedroom, not daring to glance into the weight room, not wanting to see Nikolai.
 
        But her steps faltered and she stopped, her heart slamming into her chest. Fresh flowers had been arranged around the room, and more candles than usual covered every surface. Most had been blown out but a few were still lit, filling the room with a hint of vanilla and spice. Her glance drifted to the bed and tears filled her eyes at the sight of rose petals covering the comforter. A bottle of wine sat on the nightstand, nestled in a bucket next to two glasses. A puddle of water marred the surface of the nightstand and the wine had been opened. Bobbi could see it was less than half-full, could see the remains of wine in one of the glasses.
 
        Her heart constricted painfully and tears filled her eyes, but she blinked them back. She could not—would not—let the romantic gesture affect her. She couldn't.
 
        Taking a deep breath, she walked to the closet and pulled out her duffel bag, then began tossing clothes into it. The metal clanging from across the hall had stopped, and she knew exactly when Nikolai entered the room behind her. She stiffened but didn't turn around, just kept blindly shoving her things into the bag.
 
        "I put your key on the end table downstairs," she said, because she had to say something to break the awful silence that weighed so heavily in the room. She heard noise behind her, the sloshing of the bottle being lifted from the bucket of water, the clink of glass-on-glass followed by the gurgle of wine being poured. But Nikolai said nothing, so she spoke to fill the void.
 
        "I'll leave a copy of this week's schedule downstairs for you. You have an interview after Thursday's practice, and the ceremony and press conference after Sunday's game. Nothing else," she paused, clearing her throat, "um, nothing else has changed so..."
 
        "No? You say nothing has changed?" His voice, when he finally spoke, was throaty, hoarse. Bobbi closed her eyes, squeezing them shut, refusing to turn around as she shook her head.
 
        "Um, no, nothing." She took a deep breath and zipped her bag closed, not caring if she left anything behind, needing only to get out of there. She hoisted it from the bed and turned, nearly stumbling when her gaze fell on Nikolai only a few feet away.
 
        Bare-chested, wearing only a pair of loose, low-riding exercise shorts and sneakers, he was leaning against the wall, watching her. His hair was damp with sweat, strands clinging to his face and neck. The light of the room threw his face into shadow, darker splashes hollowing out his cheeks. One hand held a half-empty glass, while the other rested on his hip, a carefully negligent posture at complete odds with the waves of frustration, anger, and hurt she could feel rolling off him. He lifted the glass to his lips and drained the contents in one swallow, his gaze never leaving hers.
 
        She stared at him for a long minute, then unglued her feet from the floor and forced herself to move, to leave, to get out of there before she did or said something she'd regret.
 
        Nikolai's hand shot out as she passed him, closing around her arm just enough to stop her. Bobbi froze, torn between pulling herself from his hold—or throwing herself completely into it. She felt his eyes on her, demanding that she look at him, but she kept her gaze on the floor. 
 
        "You are leaving. Yet you will not say why."
 
        "Nikolai, I...I can't stay, okay? I just can't, that's all."
 
        "Look at me, moe krasivejshee." His whispered voice was coaxing, his thumb caressing the inside of her elbow seductive. She took a deep breath and stood straighter, determined to pretend he had no pull on her.
 
        Her determination faltered when she turned her head to finally look at him, and she nearly threw herself in his arms when she saw the moisture shining in his eyes. He didn't blink, didn't look away, just continued gazing at her, his thumb rubbing small circles on her skin. 
 
        "You have stolen my heart these past many weeks. You have made me love you. And now you are leaving, taking my heart with you. Because I am not whole without you. I love you, my beautiful one." His voice cracked but still he didn't look away, and Bobbi fought not to react.
 
        Damn him, she thought, willing her eyes not to tear up. Once again he fell back to his native Russian, not trusting her enough to tell her how he felt in English, not realizing she understood him all the same. Damn him.
 
        She tugged her arm from his hold and watched as his hand fell limply to his side, his clear gaze still holding hers, searching. She cleared her throat and shook her head, not knowing what to say, then realizing there wasn't anything she could say.
 
        It would be easier this way. She knew it would.
 
        "I'll see you tomorrow at the rink," she finally muttered, and walked out of the room and down the stairs, wondering if he would follow, hoping he would, praying he wouldn't.
 
        She threw her bag on the front seat of her car and slammed the door behind her, blindly jamming the keys into the ignition as she wiped her arm across her eyes. Within minutes she was driving north, not paying attention to where she was going, just driving, needing to get away.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
        She had no idea how much time had gone by as she drove aimlessly through the city, but it was long enough that a certain numbness claimed her and put much-needed distance between her and the news she had been given this afternoon. 
 
        Nikolai had a family.
 
        Her phone rang and she dug it from her pocket, planning on turning it off in case it was Nikolai calling again. She blinked her gritty eyes and glanced down at the phone, looking for the power switch, when she noticed the number on the screen. 
 
        "Where are you?" Denny's voice was curt, business-like, interrupting her greeting. She picked up on the tone immediately and instantly sat straighter in the driver's seat, her hand tightening on the wheel as she looked at the signs overhead.
 
        "I'm on 83 North, almost to Northern Parkway, heading home."
 
        "Get off at the next exit and get to the office. Do not go home. I repeat, do not go home."
 
        Bobbi glanced in her rearview mirror and cut across all three lanes so she could exit. Headlights from a car several vehicles behind her did the same.
 
        "Shit," she mumbled, watching the headlights behind her as she eased onto the exit ramp. They followed her. "What's going on, Denny?"
 
        "Walter Jacobs showed up at Petrovich's not long ago. Our guy couldn't tell what was being said, but it looked like they were having an argument. Petrovich apparently looked very worried when Jacobs left. He made a phone call then took off in his own car. It looks like he's heading over to your place."
 
        Bobbi cut through traffic and stopped at the light to the southbound exit ramp then looked in her mirror. The car that had followed her was still behind her, several cars back.
 
        Waiting to enter the southbound ramp.
 
        "Are you sure that's where he's headed?"
 
        "Yes. I have him being followed. I also have somebody sitting at your place. Which is also being watched by an as-of-yet unidentified vehicle."
 
        Bobbi's heart tripped into overtime, and she took a deep breath to quell the adrenaline rush as the light turned green and she sped onto the ramp. The other car followed, passing the slower vehicles between them.
 
        "Yeah, well...we have another problem right now. I'm being followed." Bobbi divided her attention between her rearview mirror and the nighttime traffic in front of her. "I can't make out what kind of vehicle, he's still too far behind me, but he's definitely following."
 
        Bobbi changed lanes, passing a slower car, then changed lanes again, watching the car behind her do the same.
 
        "Are you certain?"
 
        "Oh yeah, I'm sure."
 
        "Dammit." Denny paused, and she could tell his mind was working out different scenarios, going over different opportunities and what-ifs. "Okay, change of plans. Do you know where city police headquarters is?"
 
        "Fayette and President, at the bottom of 83? Yeah, why?"
 
        "Howard's making some calls now. Head there. The garage entrance is on Baltimore Street. I'll make sure you get in."
 
        Bobbi visualized the route in her head, remembering the layout of the streets: a right off the interstate onto Fayette, past Gay Street, left onto Commerce Street, left onto Baltimore and through the red-light district known as The Block. She always thought it was ironic that police HQ was right next to The Block. But the HQ building was like a fortress, with concrete barricades built around it right after 9/11. Suspicions may have died down after all these years, but the fortress still stood strong.
 
        Bobbi sped up just a bit, watching the car behind her keep pace with her. Did they realize she knew they were behind her? 
 
        "What about Nikolai?"
 
        "Right now I'm more concerned about you. I'll worry about him later."
 
        "Dammit Denny! No. You make sure nothing happens to him. Do you hear me?"
 
        "What the hell do you want me to do, Bobbi?"
 
        "Denny—"
 
        "Fine, I'll think of something. Where are you now?"
 
        Bobbi looked up at the passing exit sign, then glanced back in her mirror. The car behind her was closer now, but still maintaining a steady distance. She pushed on the gas and sped around a car, and groaned when her tail did the same. "Shit. I just passed Maryland Avenue, and I think they just caught on that I know they're behind me."
 
        "Then push it. I'm on my way there now."
 
        She was pushing it. Bobbi didn't bother to tell him that, though, just kept her attention divided between the traffic in front of her and the car behind her, working up speed as she cleared the curves past Penn Station. 
 
        The car was dangerously close now, and she no longer bothered to hide the fact she was trying to evade it. Her foot punched the gas pedal and she shot forward, weaving around traffic, not slowing down until the very last minute as she careened off the expressway and onto Fayette Street with a squeal of tires. Horns blared behind her as the car stayed with her.
 
        "Location?" Denny's voice was firm but cool in her ear. She hit the speaker button on the phone and tossed it on the dash, putting both hands on the wheel as she sped up Fayette to Commerce.
 
        "About two blocks away and...damn the traffic light." She slammed on the brakes at Commerce and Baltimore, her pulse pounding as she narrowly missed being broadsided. Bobbi looked to her right as headlights grew larger in her rearview mirror, then shot into the intersection and hooked a sharp left onto Commerce and another sharp left onto Baltimore. The car behind her was forced to stop for the heavier traffic along the Block, but she kept going, not slowing down until she reached the barricaded entrance of the police parking garage. 
 
        "I'm here. Shit, he's not letting me through," she muttered loud enough for Denny to hear. The police officer approached her car, his hand on his gun as he motioned to her. Bobbi rolled down her window and stuck her head out, watching for headlights.
 
        "Bobbi Reeves. Someone should have just called for—get down!" Headlights lit the side of her car and she threw herself across the front seat as shots rang out. She heard glass shattering, heard several more shots, followed by a deadly silence. Then, as if from a distance, she heard her name being shouted, heard scrambling movement from the driver's side of her car. 
 
        She cautiously sat up and came face-to-face with the shaken officer, who was now holding his gun on her. She raised her hands slowly, careful not to make any sudden moves, as Denny's voice continued to spill from her cell phone speaker.
 
        "Bobbi! Are you alright?"
 
        "Uh, yeah, I'm fine. Nobody's hurt. But you might want to hurry up and get here, because I think I'm about to be arrested."
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
        Silence filled the room, blessed silence, and Bobbi closed her eyes to savor the brief respite, wondering if the night could possibly be any longer. The answer, obviously, was yes, but she didn't want to think about that just yet.
 
        Denny entered the room, carrying a steaming cup of coffee, followed by Howard. He placed the cup in front of her then sat down with a sigh. "Everything's settled here. I had your car towed for repairs, and there's a replacement outside. Are there any other details you can think of?"
 
        Bobbi took a deep gulp of the coffee, welcoming its high octane burn, and shook her head. "Nothing."
 
        She had given them as many details as possible, but the truth was she hadn't been able to see much with headlights blinding her. The police officer—who was thankfully unhurt—was able to give a better description of the vehicle. And, of course, they had the security tapes. Unfortunately, they didn't have a clear picture of the driver.
 
        "Then there's nothing else for you to do except go home and get some sleep. Did you want anyone to drive you?"
 
        "No, I'm fine." It was the truth. She was coming down from an adrenaline high, but she was fine. Pissed off, but fine. "Is my place still being watched?"
 
        "No. Whoever it was took off just minutes after the shooting here happened. We're figuring the two were in contact." He paused, his eyes focused on the table instead of her. "Petrovich showed up minutes later, apparently going ape shit when you weren't there. He didn't leave until the 'police' showed up and suggested he go home."
 
        A surge of guilt, regret and concern shot through Bobbi. Nikolai had called over a dozen times, leaving both frantic voice mails and text messages. She had to finally call him back and tell him she was staying at a friend's for the night and ask him not to bother her again. He had sounded relieved that she was okay, and asked her repeatedly to be careful. 
 
        Something had spooked him, had made him chase after her after the apparent argument with his agent. Bobbi shook off the chill, remembering her one meeting with the man, remembering the sense of danger she picked up from him, remembering Nikolai's very real fear.
 
        "We now believe that you've been targeted for some reason." Denny looked at her, his eyes cold and flat. She raised one eyebrow at him but said nothing, knowing her sarcasm would be inappropriate. 
 
        But better sarcasm than shaking fear.
 
        "Someone will be following you, closely, at all times, until we can identify and eliminate the threat. I'd be happier if we just pulled you completely, but Howard doesn't think that's a good idea."
 
        "Neither do I. Whoever is behind this is using me to get to Nikolai. Why, I don't know, because he's already being bled dry. But if using me draws them out, then I'm all for it."
 
        "Unless you end up dead. Bobbi, you're not trained for this."
 
        She grabbed her bag and rental car keys from the table and stood, refusing to have this conversation with him again. Denny grabbed her arm and sighed, then released his hold. "Fine. I won't say it again. But I want you armed at all times. And I mean armed—no more throwing your gun into that bag. It's not going to do you any good in there. No arguments. That's my condition for letting this continue."
 
        "Fine." It was easy to agree now that she wouldn't be so close to Nikolai. And if she was honest with herself, it would make her feel just a little safer. "Have you found out anything else about Jacobs or Toomey or the orphanage?"
 
        "No, not yet." Denny stood, stopping mere inches from her, his face expressionless. "You still think he's completely innocent?"
 
        "Yeah, I do. Now, if there's nothing else, I'm going home. It's been a long day."
 
        Denny walked her to the door, then offered her a weak smile. "And just think, it's only Monday."
 
        She ignored his lame attempt at humor and walked out, her mind sorting through everything that had happened so far, oddly grateful for the distraction that had pulled her focus away from Nikolai, even if just for a little bit.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
        Bobbi fanned through the sheets of paper on her desk, finally finding the one she needed, and placed it next to her re-written notes. Her eyes glanced from the printed sheet to her notepad and back, and she scribbled a few notations on the graph, her pulse racing in excitement. 
 
        She found it. Or at least, enough to be sure. She made a few more notations, then jammed the memory stick into her computer and quickly called up the files she needed. With a few clicks of the mouse, she highlighted sections and pasted them into a second file, overlaying data until the patterns became obvious.
 
        "Bingo," she muttered. 
 
        "You are excited about something?" 
 
        The voice behind her made her jump, and she turned quickly enough to scatter the papers on her desk. She motioned for Nikolai to stay back as she scrambled to pick everything up then shoved the pile into a folder before turning back to face him. "Sorry, I didn't hear you coming."
 
        He shrugged but made no move to enter her office. Part of her was grateful, because his size would have overwhelmed the small space. His presence was already overwhelming her and she felt herself trying to shrink away from him, trying to put more distance between them...more distance between her and temptation.
 
        Bobbi shifted in her chair, the silence in the room unsettling. Nikolai glanced at her only briefly, then dropped his gaze to the floor. He was still dressed for practice, had obviously gone out of his way to look for her before going to the locker room to change.
 
        Bobbi glanced at her watch, then let her eyes drift back to Nikolai, her heart squeezing at the sight of him. He looked uncertain and miserable, much how she felt. And having him standing there in the doorway was only making her feel worse.
 
        "I, um, still have some stuff to do..." She motioned lamely to the desk behind her, not knowing what else to say, only knowing that the longer he stood there, the harder it was for her not to go to him.
 
        He finally looked up at her, his expression serious, forlorn as he twirled the stick in his hand, absently tapping the blade against the floor. He shifted his weight from one skate to the other, then shook his head. "I only wanted to say I was sorry. I did not mean whatever it was that upset you."
 
        He nodded then turned away, shuffling down the hall in his odd off-ice gait. Bobbi clenched her hands together and closed her eyes, forcing herself to stay seated, to not run after him. Minutes passed by before she trusted herself enough to stay in the office.
 
        She sat back and closed her eyes, allowing herself one more minute of despair, allowing herself to admit she had fallen in love with Nikolai Petrovich, allowing herself to grieve for something that should have never happened in the first place, for something that could have never been regardless.
 
        Bobbi ran her hand across her eyes and took a deep breath, then reached for her phone to call Denny.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
        The coffee shop was busy, crowded with business professionals and tourists alike, a loud hum of conversation filling the small place with a din that nearly made normal conversation impossible.
 
        Denny flipped through the file she had given him, lines of concentration and disbelief creasing his forehead. He shuffled the papers, looking between two sheets, and shook his head.
 
        "You're sure about this?"
 
        Bobbi sipped her coffee, watching the crowd around them. "I don't need to be. The reports tie it up very neatly. There's no doubt about it—Toomey is your connection between Petrovich, Jacobs, and TBL. But that's it. There's no other connection, nobody else involved."
 
        Every spare minute of the last few days had been spent hacking into different accounts and records, spreadsheets, electronic transactions, emails...if it could be accessed through a computer, she had found it, gotten into it, and analyzed it.
 
        The distraction kept her other thoughts at bay, kept her from throwing paranoid glances over her shoulder, kept her from returning the long looks Nikolai gave her if she was anywhere near him. The distraction kept her from being near him more than absolutely necessary—which was still too much. 
 
        "You've got one connection at least, and you've got the back-up you need to make it and prove it. What I still don't have is the why. What's behind the extortion? What hold could they possibly have over him to make him quietly go along with all of this?"
 
        Denny slipped the file into a business case and sat back in his chair. To anyone watching, he would seem just like any other suit in the place, ostensibly taking a quick break from work but not completely managing to let go all the way. He lifted his cup to his lips and sipped, his gaze cool and calculating as he watched her over the plastic rim. He set the cup down on the table then reached into his jacket and pulled out a small envelope. He placed it on the table between them.
 
        Bobbi stared at the slash of white against the table top and felt a sting of anxiety shoot through her. Her grip tightened on the cup. "What's that?"
 
        "Your 'why'."
 
        Bobbi tore her gaze away from the envelope and looked at Denny, searching his eyes for some hint, some indication, some sign to let her know that she shouldn't be feeling this numbing anxiety. His return gaze was cool, distant and completely blank. 
 
        She reached out and gingerly slid the envelope toward her, hoping that Denny couldn't see the tremor in her hand when she picked it up. Barely breathing, she slid one finger under the flap and released the seal, then reached in and pulled out several pictures. 
 
        All of them were of the same boy, about 10 years old, with huge blue eyes and a shy smile. They had obviously been taken in Russia—Bobbi recognized several Moscow landmarks in the background. Her heart raced and she no longer tried to hide her shaking hands as she stared at the last picture.
 
        A stunningly beautiful woman with dark eyes had a protective arm wrapped around the young boy, a haunted expression on her face as she appeared to look off in the distance, past the anonymous photographer. Bobbi flipped through the pictures one last time then placed them back in the envelope and pushed it back to the middle of the table. She raised her eyes to Denny, waiting.
 
        He took a sip of his coffee and nodded to the envelope. "Katerina and Dmitri Petrovich. Dmitri was 'kidnapped' eight years ago and placed into the care of the Ruskov Orphanage. His release was contingent on his father—Nikolai Petrovich—signing with TBL. The release is conditional, based on yearly renewals and fees. If Petrovich fails to agree to the terms, Dmitri is turned back over to the orphanage."
 
        Bobbi curled her fists in her lap, her jaw clenched with such force her teeth nearly shattered. Forget the horror of having your son's life threatened on a daily basis—she couldn't even imagine that kind of hell, knew that any parent would do whatever it took to stop it. No, that horror was bad enough. 
 
        It was the other pieces that were slowly falling into place that made her want to run away.
 
        She looked at Denny, at his nonchalant posture as he sat there, smug and certain. The cool distance in his voice as he calmly explained the 'why'. And she knew, without a doubt, that he wasn't merely reciting facts he had only recently learned.
 
        "You son of a bitch. You knew. This whole time, you knew." Her voice was shaking with controlled fury, and she wanted nothing more than to reach across the table and choke him with her bare hands, to squeeze the life from him breath by breath. "Why? Why the elaborate game? Why drag me into it?"
 
        "We haven't been able to make a concrete connection in eight years. Suspicion and guesswork, but nothing concrete. And we couldn't get anyone to talk. Not one single word. Extortion of Russian hockey players is nothing new, but nobody talks about it. I needed someone on the inside who could get close, who would know what to look for without having too many details."
 
        Chills ran through Bobbi as Denny continued explaining, his voice detached as he calmly drank his coffee and watched her.
 
        "I suspected Toomey was involved but I wasn't sure. When the personal assistant position became available, it was a perfect opportunity, and you were the perfect choice."
 
        "I was your patsy."
 
        A frown crossed his face as he shook his head. "No. You went in and accomplished in two months what we haven't been able to do in eight years. You got close to Petrovich, you made the connection. Thanks to you, we almost have enough to get these guys."
 
        She didn't miss his use of the word 'almost', and she felt despair mix with her rage. "Almost?"
 
        "I didn't expect you to set up house with a married man, but it makes what we need so much easier." Denny continued to study her, something very much resembling a smirk of disapproval and judgment in the depths of his eyes.
 
        Bobbi looked away, down at the envelope on the table between them. Setting up house with a married man. Nikolai was married. He had a son. He had a wife in Russia.
 
        And for a short time, he had a mistress here in the US. Her. And he had claimed to love her. In Russian, of course, not knowing she understood. Is that how he rationalized it?
 
        She pushed the ugly reality away, knowing she couldn't focus on that now, knowing she couldn't afford any distractions. Not now.
 
        "What do you need?"
 
        "For Nikolai Petrovich to make a formal complaint. No trial, no testimony, no publicity. Just a complaint. We have Katerina and Dmitri in custody already. If he files a complaint, we bring them here and make sure the extortion ends."
 
        "Wait. You have them? Where? When?"
 
        "They've been in protective custody for a week now."
 
        "You damned self-serving son-of-a—"
 
        "Easy Bobbi. You're close to making a scene."
 
        She lowered herself into the chair, her breathing as harsh as if she had just run a marathon. "You're no better than those doing the extortion." Denny lifted one shoulder in a careless shrug. Of course he wouldn't care. Not if it meant reaching his goal. The ends justified the means. It had always been that way with him. 
 
        She was a fool for forgetting that.
 
        "Will you do it?"
 
        Bobbi stared down at the envelope, the image of huge blue eyes fresh in her memory. The boy's eyes. Nikolai's eyes. 
 
        Clenching her jaw, she stood, not caring that the chair almost toppled with the force she used to push it back. She leaned across the table, her face inches from Denny's, her fury clear in her burning eyes.
 
        "Yeah, I'll do it. But after that...after that, don't ever come near me again. I'm done." She turned and started walking away when she heard his cool voice call after her. She stopped but didn't face him, could sense his presence behind her and knew he had stood and walked after her.
 
        "That's fine but I think I should warn you—you still need to watch your back until this is over."
 
        She froze at how casually he reminded her of the supposed threat, then tossed him a curt wave over her shoulder and walked out.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
    
 
        Numbness, pain, or anger.
 
        Bobbi wasn't sure which was better. Her emotions had been through a hellacious roller-coaster ride of all three in the past twenty-four hours, and she was still trapped on what seemed to be a never-ending ride of misery. 
 
        For now, the anger was front-and-center. Anger at Denny for his games and for his callous disregard when it came to using people to reach an end. Anger at herself for once again falling into the trap of believing him.
 
        Anger at Nikolai. No, not just anger. Anger, hurt, betrayal. Fury. She was still having a hard time believing that she had so completely fallen for his lies. That he had lied so thoroughly and convincingly to her. He was married. With a son.
 
        How could he be married and have said all those things to her? How could she have let herself believe him? How could she have let herself fall in love with him?
 
        No. She was not in love with him. It had been a heavy infatuation combined with off-the-charts lust but it was not love. She wouldn't let it be.
 
        God, how could she have been so stupid? 
 
        Then again, it wasn't like she was the best judge of character. Just look at her marriage with Denny, at her failure to see beneath the surface.
 
        "Dammit." Bobbi ran her hands through her hair and over her face, desperate to just put everything out of her mind. Right now, she wanted the numbness. She didn't want to feel anything, not when she had to meet Nikolai in less than five minutes to accompany him to his interview.
 
        Accompany. Even that was a joke, this whole façade of acting as his personal assistant. For how much longer? 
 
        Until she could talk to him, convince him to make a formal complaint. And she had no idea how to do it, especially since they hadn't said more than a few words to each other over the last several days. If only it could be as simple as walking up and talking to him, asking him, convincing him.
 
        Who was she kidding? She didn't even want to see him.
 
        Nikolai was married.
 
        Bobbi blew out a deep breath and grabbed her bag, made sure her gun was secure in her shoulder holster, and walked out of her closet office. The interview was going to be held here at the practice rink, just off the ice. Why it couldn't have been scheduled after Sunday night's game—the Banners last game of the season—she didn't know. 
 
        Bobbi pushed through the swinging doors into the rink, nearly running into George Toomey. Her steps faltered and she side-stepped to avoid hitting him, a chill going through her as he stopped to look at her. 
 
        "Ms. Reeves, good afternoon. I see that things are all set for the interview, excellent work." He shifted his weight and her eyes dropped to the briefcase in his hand, then drifted upward to his face. His expression was open, almost jovial. 
 
        Genuine? Or an act?
 
        It didn't matter because Bobbi didn't trust him, knew him for what he really was. An extortionist, a thief. Possibly a kidnapper. Worse? Not that she'd been able to discover so far, but that didn't mean anything.
 
        She pasted a smile on her face and nodded, not letting her real thoughts and feelings come through. He couldn't suspect anything, no matter what. Not until she got Nikolai to cooperate.
 
        "Yup, all set. I was just heading out there myself." She nodded in the direction of the ice, her eyes never leaving his face. He smiled again then stepped past her, disappearing through the doors. It wasn't until she was completely certain he was gone that she turned and walked toward the ice, toward Nikolai and his interview.
 
        Any hope that this would be a pleasantly well-attended event, with plenty of onlookers, was quickly dashed when Bobbi stepped up to the boards. The practice had ended long enough ago that the other players were gone, that all the well-wishers and autograph seekers had left. Besides herself, there were only three other people in the rink: Nikolai, a leggy red-headed reporter, and a photographer. The reporter was shamelessly flirting with Nikolai, standing close enough to give him a full view if he chose to look down at her low-cut blouse. For some reason, he chose not to, instead standing stiffly against the boards, his attention focused on the stick in his hands.
 
        She must have made some sound because he turned toward her, and her heart jumped at the quick smile that appeared in his eyes when he saw her. Appeared, then quickly died when she did nothing more than give him a curt nod.
 
        He had lied to her. He was married.
 
        She kept repeating that to herself as she got closer, allowing her anger to grow, allowing it eclipse any other thought and memory and emotion that may have wanted to take hold. She was only here to do a job, and she wanted nothing more than to finish it so she could put this whole ugly mess behind her. To forget. To reach game over, so she could be done with it.
 
        She took a deep breath and stepped closer, dropping her bag on the bench near the outside boards before walking over to Nikolai. She made sure to stop a safe distance from him and gave her attention to the reporter.
 
        "Sorry if I'm a little late."
 
        "Who are you?" The red head's voice was cool, her distaste obvious as she raked her eyes from Bobbi's unruly waves, down her black blazer and wide-leg trousers, to her chunk heeled black boots and back up. Bobbi knew she had just been sized-up as potential competition and immediately dismissed as inconsequential. 
 
        Sweetheart, you have no idea. Bobbi pushed both the thought and the irrational spurt of angry jealousy out of her mind. A warm hand closed over her shoulder and squeezed, and it was all she could do not to jerk away from Nikolai's touch.
 
        "She is my—"
 
        "Personal assistant, Bobbi Reeves." She cut him off before he could finish, because she had no idea what he had been about to say, how we would have introduced her.
 
        She stepped away from Nikolai's touch, not caring how it looked to either him or the reporter, and motioned to the ice. "I understand you also want some pictures of Nikolai for the article. I've been asked to remind you that he does have another obligation in an hour, so time is limited."
 
        She felt a perverse satisfaction as the reporter started stammering her indignation, but quickly pushed that feeling away as well as she stepped off to the side and out of the way. Whatever ideas the red head may have entertained prior to speaking with Nikolai, she quickly pushed them to the back and went immediately to professional mode. 
 
        Bobbi stood off to the side and watched, one eye on the progressing interview, one eye on her watch. Nikolai didn't have another engagement scheduled, not formally and not that he would have known about. But she had decided to put an end to this now, to get it over with as quickly as possible.
 
        To move on and to forget.
 
        The interview portion had obviously concluded. The photographer followed Nikolai onto the ice, pointing in different directions, issuing instructions as he posed Nikolai for different shots. The click of the camera echoed off the ice, then the photographer motioned for Nikolai to skate around the boards, obviously wanting some action shots. 
 
        Bobbi watched him, watched the power and grace in his moves. She let her eyes follow him, drift over him, allowing herself the final guilty pleasure of just watching him. 
 
        His height and his build. The play of muscles under the pads and jersey. She remembered the smooth tautness of warm skin over hard muscle, the contained strength as he held himself over her, held her. The dark shaggy length of his hair, now damp with the sweat of practice, surprisingly soft under her touch as she ran her fingers through it.
 
        His square jaw, now covered with early afternoon stubble, giving him an air of danger, of pure masculine sex appeal. His full lips, quick to smile, eager to please. And the startling blue of his eyes, flaming with passion or icy with anger.
 
        Much as they were now as he slid to a stop in front of her, the glass of the boards between them. He tapped the blade of his stick against the glass, shaking it, his eyes holding hers.
 
        She shook her head and looked away, her face heating with the knowledge she had been caught staring. Remembering. 
 
        He's married, she told herself. Remember that.
 
        She turned away from the boards, giving him her back, and looked down at her watch, surprised to see that the allotted time for the interview was nearly over. The photographer was packing equipment away, and the reporter was still leaning against the boards, watching Nikolai with a mixed look of feral hunger and appreciation on her face. 
 
        Bobbi looked closer, half expecting to see drool against the glass, then stopped herself. How could she blame the other woman for doing exactly what she had just done? 
 
        That didn't mean she had to like it, and a small petty part of her allowed the jealousy to further fuel her anger. She stayed where she was, far enough away to be out of the way, and let the anger simmer and grow, let it push every other emotion out of her.
 
        Nikolai finally stepped off the ice. He looked over at her, took a step in her direction then stopped as the reporter and photographer blocked his way. Bobbi watched, saw Nikolai push back his impatience as he answered a few more of their questions before they finally left.
 
        And then it was just the two of them, alone once more in the rink. Nikolai shot her a look she couldn't read as he threw his stick to the floor and sat on the bench next to his gear bag, his fingers tugging at the skate laces. Bobbi walked slowly over, knowing that now was the time, knowing that she should just get everything out and be done with it.
 
        "You are mad with me."
 
        She didn't say anything, just stood off to the side and watched as he unlaced the skates with short jerky movements. He paused and looked up at her, his expression unreadable, then shook his head. Whatever he had been ready to say was interrupted by the muted sound of a ringing phone. Bobbi automatically looked down at hers even as Nikolai dug through his bag and pulled his out. He jabbed at the screen with one blunt figure and answered it, his voice short.
 
        He waved his hand at her, getting her attention, and motioned for something to write with. Bobbi swallowed back her impatience and reached for her own bag, pulling out the small notepad and pen. She tried handing it to him, but again he motioned to her, wordlessly asking her to write something down. Bobbi clenched her jaw and clicked the pen, then looked down at him expectantly, waiting.
 
        The conversation continued in a rapid mix of English and Russian, a slight vacant smile on Nikolai's face. Bobbi realized he was talking to one of his teammates, discussing a party the team was throwing after their last game. Bobbi figured somebody must have finally made the arrangements, because Nikolai was repeating the directions out loud. 
 
        She hastily scrawled the notes on her pad, no longer looking at Nikolai, unreasonably angered at having to do even such a small task as jot down directions for an event she wouldn't even be attending. The party was in a few days' time, so she was sure Nikolai would be taking his beautiful wife. Of course he would. Because Bobbi would do her job and convince him to cooperate. He would be reunited with his family by tomorrow night, and she could move on with her own life. 
 
        Because she would do her job. Right now, as soon as he got off the damned phone.
 
        Bobbi loosened her grip on the pen, surprised at how tightly she was holding it, surprised at the white-knuckled clenching of her fist. She breathed in deeply then let it out slowly, pushing her anger back to a more manageable level. The roar in her ears faded, and she finally realized that Nikolai was no longer talking on the phone. He was leaning back on the bench, the phone held loosely in his hand, his head cocked to the side as he stared at her.
 
        "You wrote directions for me." His voice was low, flat, almost as if he was trying to figure something out.
 
        "Of course I did. That's what you wanted me to do, isn't it?"
 
        "These directions. I would like to see them. Please."
 
        Bobbi swallowed back her frustration and ripped the sheet from the notepad, then stepped closer and handed it to him. She had to resist the urge to shove the paper in his face, and settled for tossing the pad and pen back into her bag instead. 
 
        An eerie quiet settled over Nikolai as he stared at the paper, and Bobbi wondered what was suddenly so wrong. He looked up at her, then back down at the paper. Without warning, he crumpled it in his fist and turned toward her, anger flaring in the depths of his eyes.
 
        "You took the directions down. You wrote them."
 
        "Yes, Nikolai, I did. That's what you wanted me to do, that's what I did. Why are you having such a problem with this?"
 
        "Because I do not understand." He smoothed out the crumpled sheet in his hand and stared at it, then looked up at her again. "I was speaking in Russian. But these directions, you wrote them. I see you write them but...you do not understand Russian."
 
        Bobbi's entire body froze. From her heart to her mind, every thought and movement were completely frozen. He was wrong, he had been speaking in English. She wouldn't have—couldn't have—done something so careless. She glanced down at the sheet in his hand as she remembered the conversation, remembered her anger, remembered the sound of his voice talking in rapid English.
 
        And rapid Russian.
 
        She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, opened them and looked once more at the incriminating sheet of paper in his hand, her dark scrawl visible from where she stood.
 
        A haphazard mix of English and Russian, Latin and Cyrillic alphabets mixed together. She hadn't been paying any attention, had simply jotted down what he had been saying, as he said it.
 
        In both English and Russian.
 
        She closed her eyes and turned away, her fists clenched at her side. "Shit. Shit, shit, dammit!" How could she have been so stupid, so careless? How could she have let herself get so angry that she hadn't paid any attention to what she was doing?
 
        And what could she do about it now? Did it really matter? She didn't think so. Not really, not in the scheme of things. 
 
        Bobbi turned as she heard Nikolai move behind her. He stood and walked over to her, towering over her in his skates, an expression of anger, confusion, and hurt playing across his face. He stepped so close to her that she took a step backwards, needing to put some space between them as he stared down at her.
 
        "You speak Russian. All this time, I tell you things and you pretend not to understand. But all this time, you understand. You speak Russian!" His voice was low with disbelief, anger vibrating the edges of the words. "Who are you?"
 
        Bobbi stared up at him for several seconds, their eyes locked. Her heart tripped in her chest and she swallowed, then looked away. She reached into her inside jacket pocket and pulled out the thin black holder, opening it up for Nikolai to see. He tensed in front of her and she knew that it wasn't just because of the badge and id. He had glimpsed the holster and gun as well.
 
        "I'm working with the government as a forensic accountant investigating alleged extortion at the hands of Timur Bratva LTD."
 
        At the word 'extortion', Nikolai stepped back as if pushed. All emotion, all expression, left him. "I know nothing of this."
 
        Bobbi stepped closer, surprised at the swift change, at the cold denial. "Nikolai, I can help you. I know—"
 
        "You know nothing. Go. Leave me." He turned his back to her and walked over to the bench where he sat and removed his skates one at a time. His entire body was stiff, frozen. Bobbi watched him for a minute, then went to stand next to him, her voice pitched low.
 
        "Don't lie to me anymore, Nikolai. I know the truth. The whole truth." He paused but didn't look up at her. "Let me help you."
 
        "You know nothing. You can help with nothing."
 
        "Then why did you give me that file?" Her words were loud, angry. Nikolai paused but refused to look up at her. She took a deep breath and blew it out. "Dammit Nikolai, I can help you. You need to just trust me—"
 
        "Trust?" He finally looked at her, a haunted look deep in his eyes. "Trust? I do not know you. All I know are the lies you have spoken. Yet you speak of trust. Go, leave me."
 
        "Lies? What about your lies?"
 
        "I have spoken no lies. I have only spoken what is in my heart." He looked away from her, his hands clasped loosely between his knees, his head and shoulders bent. His entire being was still, immovable.
 
        Bobbi's heart hammered in her chest, emotion reeling inside her. There were so many things she wanted to say, that her heart ached to say. But her mind kept repeating one phrase, over and over.
 
        Nikolai was married.
 
        She pursed her lips, biting back her hurt, letting it feed her anger and betrayal. Spoke what was in his heart? He expected her to believe that? "Do you remember one of the things you first said to me? That first day at your house?"
 
        Nikolai raised his head, turning to look up at her. His gaze was blank as he shook his head.
 
        "You said 'let's fuck'. I gave you what you wanted. Now give me what I want." She saw him flinch at her cold words, felt herself flinch as well at how callous she sounded, how coldly uncaring. As if that had been her goal the whole time.
 
        But wasn't that the truth? To get the information she had needed from Nikolai? 
 
        Which made her no better than Denny.
 
        That harsh truth shot through her, but she ruthlessly pushed it away. To go down that path of thinking right now was suicidal, and it would do no good, not on top of everything else she was feeling. Better to push it all away, do the job. Bring Nikolai's family home.
 
        Because the truth she now knew didn't change how she felt. She loved him.
 
        "And what is it you want?" Nikolai's voice was cold now, the expression on his face derisive, judgmental. Bobbi ignored the pain that cut through her at the look.
 
        "A complaint. I want you to file a complaint, that's it. Just a written complaint against Jacobs and Toomey, explaining what they've been doing."
 
        "No, I cannot. You do not know what you are asking. There are other things—"
 
        "I know about your family, Nikolai." His head turned so quickly in her direction, his gaze now furious that she almost took a step back. Instead, she leaned in closer, switching to his native Russian. "Katerina and Dmitri are safe. They are in our custody. They will be here tomorrow if you help."
 
        Nikolai stood so fast that she would have fallen if he hadn't grabbed her arm. But it wasn't to keep her from falling; it was to pull her closer, so close she was pressed against him as he stared down into her face with a look of raw fear and horror.
 
        "What do you know of them? You cannot know—"
 
        "But I do. I know about them, about the Ruskov Orphanage. About the threats and extortion." She pulled her arm out of his grasp and stepped back, her breathing nearly as harsh as his. "Dammit Nikolai, let me help you!"
 
        He ran his hands through his hair then turned away from her and hit the glass with both hands, muttering a whispered stream of Russian epithets. Bobbi watched him, saw the tension in his shoulders, the wariness coiled in the lines of his body. Long minutes passed with no noise except his labored breathing. Bobbi held her breath, saying nothing, waiting in silence.
 
        Nikolai finally faced her, his eyes bright with unshed tears. The sight cut through her but she said nothing, didn't so much as move.
 
        "Katerina and Dmitri, they are safe? They are here now?"
 
        "Yes, they're safe. They can be here tomorrow. But I need your help." She locked her gaze on his, holding it. "I need the complaint, Nikolai."
 
        Various emotions swirled in the depths of his eyes, from fear and confusion, hope and hurt, anger and betrayal. And below all that, something deeper, something Bobbi wasn't sure she was actually seeing, something she didn't want to see. 
 
        "And if I give you this complaint...they will stay safe?"
 
        "Yes. Your family will stay safe."
 
        Finally, Nikolai nodded, the slightest movement of his head as he stepped within inches of her. "Then I will give you your complaint. But tell me, moe krasivejshee," he reached out and cupped her chin in his hand, his thumb brushing lightly across her lower lip. "Who will keep you safe? Because you have also been threatened."
 
        Bobbi jerked her face out of his hand and stepped back. His quiet words had unsettled her, but not as much as his touch.
 
        Nikolai dropped his hand, letting it fall limply to his side, his quiet gaze focused on her. She shook her head without really knowing why: denying her reaction to him, denying any potential danger, denying all feeling and emotion. Bobbi took another step back and pulled her cell phone from her pocket, then punched in Denny's number. Nikolai's eyes were locked on hers the entire time, quietly watching, emotion still clear in his gaze.
 
        "Yeah, it's me. I got it. Bring them in."
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
    
 
        Anticipation and tension hung over the tiny room, the silence so thick and heavy that Bobbi felt close to suffocating. The metal chair was hard against her bottom and her back but she didn't move, didn't shift to get more comfortable, afraid to be the one to break the silence.
 
        Her eyes darted around the room, taking in the bare walls, the old government issued desk, the cracked ceiling tiles. This was the back room of a rarely-used hangar at the end of a small airport on the east side of Baltimore County. The front section of the airport housed an Air National Guard Unit; the rear section housed a unit of Maryland's renowned State Police Medevac Unit. In between was a small commercial airport, used mostly for private planes. The location, with its limited access away from prying eyes, was ideal for anyone wanting to come and go with anonymity. VIPs, dignitaries.
 
        Russian extortion victims.
 
        The door to the secondary office at the back of the room opened and Nikolai walked out, followed closely by Denny and Howard. Bobbi watched all three of them, saw Denny's almost imperceptible nod in her direction.
 
        So it was done. Denny had his complaint. Nikolai would soon have his family back. 
 
        Bobbi shifted, a sense of being watched too strong to ignore, and saw Nikolai staring at her, a look of bewilderment and hurt on his face. She looked away, not understanding the expression. He should be happy and relieved that it was finally over, that he was being reunited with his family and that there would be no more fear of threats.
 
        The outer door opened and a uniformed officer poked his head in. "The plane is taxiing to the hangar now."
 
        The words broke the stillness in the room as everyone began talking and moving at once. Bobbi remained seated, watching as several agents pushed forward to leave the room, as Denny and Howard started ushering Nikolai through the door. It would be over in a few minutes now, Bobbi realized. 
 
        It would be over, and she could move on, forget everything and just...move on.
 
        "She will be safe?"
 
        Bobbi looked up at Nikolai's quiet words and saw him standing in the doorway, refusing to move as Howard tried to lead him out. She opened her mouth to speak, to reassure him once more that yes, Katerina and Dmitri would be safe now, but was interrupted by an impatient wave from Denny.
 
        "Mr. Petrovich, I assure you that Agent Reeves will be completely safe."
 
        Bobbi snapped her mouth shut and sat back, tearing her gaze away from Nikolai, wondering why he would even be concerned, wondering why he wasn't running through the hangar to meet his wife and son. She could hear the whine of the engine as it got closer, knew it was now entering the hangar. In minutes, the engine would cut off, the door would open and the steps would be lowered.
 
        And Nikolai would be reunited with his wife and son.
 
        Bobbi heard the quiet click of the door and looked up, making sure nobody was left in the room, then leaned forward and put her head in her hands. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply, willing her heart to slow down, willing her tears to disappear before they fell.
 
        It was over. 
 
        She pushed herself out of the chair and walked across the room, opening the door just wide enough so she could watch what was happening. Morbid curiosity? Guilt and penance? Or a need to swiftly kill every thought and emotion swirling through her? 
 
        She swallowed around the lump in her throat as the small boy ran down the steps and hurled himself into Nikolai's arms and buried his face against his neck. The woman was slower to disembark, looking around with caution and hesitation before finally climbing down. Then she, too, was in Nikolai's arms, all three holding tightly to each other. They were too far away to hear, but the emotion was clear, even from this distance.
 
        Bobbi swallowed again, blinking rapidly as she turned away from the scene. A hand closed over her shoulder and she shrugged it off as she reached into her jacket pocket.
 
        "Warrants have been served on both Jacobs and Toomey, and their respective offices and homes are already being searched. It should all be over within a few hours." Denny's voice was even, but she could hear the excitement under the words. She turned to look at him, shaking her head at his reaction.
 
        "Good for you. I'm glad you got what you wanted." She made no attempt to hide her impatience or sarcasm as she held her hand out toward Denny. He looked down at her, his brow creasing in confusion as he saw what was in her hand.
 
        "What's this? What are you doing?" 
 
        She dropped the leather wallet into his upturned palm. "I'm done. I gave you what you wanted, and now I'm done."
 
        "Bobbi, you can't be serious. You're just going to quit? Just like that? Think about what you're doing."
 
        "I have thought about it, and I'm done." She cast one more look at Nikolai and his family, still tightly embracing, then turned and walked out the back door without another word.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
        Bobbi curled deeper into herself, hugging her knees tight against her chest. The house was dark around her, no noise except the hum of the refrigerator coming from the kitchen. 
 
        She wasn't sure how long she stayed that way, hours, minutes. And she didn't really care. This was her time, her time to grieve, her time to feel sorry for herself, her time to dwell on her regrets. Regrets. So many, she didn't know where to start.
 
        She heaved a sigh and straightened her legs, wincing at the mild cramp as she rolled over onto her back and stared at the dark ceiling, her mind slowing down, finally turning numb.
 
        The reunion scene from the airport flashed through her memory again, and she squeezed her eyes closed, trying to erase the image. How many more times would she be forced to see that play out in her mind? It seemed as if that was the only thing her memory wanted to keep front-and-center, wanted to torture her with.
 
        She had left the airport and immediately come home, then promptly changed into a pair of old sweat pants and an oversized long sleeve t-shirt. A pint of Ben and Jerry's Phish Food had been swiftly devoured, followed by two glasses of her favorite Riesling...which was then followed by three Excedrin.
 
        None of which had made her feel any better.
 
        She raised her left arm above her head and squinted at her watch. Almost seven in the evening—time for more Excedrin. And maybe some more Riesling.
 
        But no more ice cream—only because she hadn't thought to buy more.
 
        Hoisting herself up from the sofa with a groan, Bobbi shuffled into the kitchen, wincing as she turned on the overhead light. Her eyes scratched and burned and she flipped the switch off, deciding it would be better to use the smaller light over the stove.
 
        She grabbed the Excedrin and fought with the cap for a brief moment, finally sending it flying across the room when she popped it off. Ignoring it, she shook out three of the white caplets and popped them into her mouth, then went over to the sink and turned on the faucet. She lowered her head into the sink and drank, then closed her eyes and let the cold water run over her face.
 
        Patting her face dry with a paper towel, she reached into the refrigerator for the bottle of wine and filled up the empty glass on the counter. She tossed the empty bottle into the trash can then shuffled back to the living room, ready to throw herself back onto the sofa when the doorbell rang.
 
        "Dammit." Bobbi glanced across the room to the door, then looked back at the overstuffed cushions of the sofa. Knowing that her house looked as if nobody was home, she decided to ignore the unexpected company and sat back down, leaning her head against the cushions and closing her eyes.
 
        The doorbell rang again, a little longer this time, yet she still ignored it, willing whoever it was to go away.
 
        Once more the bell rang, even longer, the shrillness making her wince.
 
        "Go away," she muttered, taking a sip of the wine.
 
        There was a brief moment of silence, then the doorbell rang again, a long continuous shriek in her otherwise quiet house, followed by insistent banging on the front door. 
 
        "Dammit!" Bobbi jumped from the sofa, the wine still in her hand, and stalked to the door. Prepared to read the riot act to whoever was disturbing her, she yanked open the door.
 
        And froze, her mouth still hanging open as the words she had been ready to yell died on her lips.
 
        Nikolai stood on her front porch, his son held securely in his arms, his wife at his side. The young boy's eyes were drooping, most likely from being tired, yet he still gazed at her with innocent curiosity. Bobbi couldn't bring herself to look at the woman, so she settled for resting her gaze in the middle of Nikolai's chest and prayed for her tears to stay gone.
 
        "You did not stay so we could say thank you." Nikolai's voice was quiet, a hint of question in the tone. She shook her head, still not looking up at him.
 
        "Um, yeah. Really, there's no need to—"
 
        "May we come in?" Nikolai interrupted her, and she was so surprised by the quiet demand in his voice that she finally looked up at him. 
 
        And wished she hadn't. The look in his eyes was determined, stubborn. Demanding and even angry and hurt. She took a deep breath and stepped away from the door, turning on lights as she led them into the house. She caught a glimpse of herself in the hall mirror and winced at her tousled hair and red eyes. Yeah, she really looked presentable, especially compared to the beautiful woman standing next to Nikolai, uncertainty in her dark haunted eyes.
 
        Bobbi stood up straighter, drawing on whatever professional reserves she had left, and motioned for them to sit on the sofa. She tried offering them drinks, tried to at least appear to be a gracious hostess, but was interrupted again by Nikolai. 
 
        "I would like to introduce you to my family. This is Katerina, and this is Dmitri." He motioned to each in turn—as if Bobbi didn't know—then gazed down at the young boy in his lap and spoke in Russian. "Dmitri, you must thank Ms. Reeves, for she is the one who made it possible for you to be here now. My beautiful one has done something beautiful for all of us."
 
        Bobbi sat down heavily in the chair, her face heating in shame and embarrassment, waiting for her eyes to be scratched out by the other woman. "Nikolai, I don't think that's an—"
 
        She was interrupted when Dmitri pushed himself off Nikolai's lap and ran over to her, throwing his small arms around her neck. Bobbi froze, completely stunned, then wrapped her arms around the boy in return. He was small in her hold, much thinner than she thought a boy of his age should probably be, but there was a strength inside him as well. He was whispering something to her, so low she couldn't make it out, then quickly pulled out of her hold and ran to his mother, jumping in her lap and hiding his face against her shoulder.
 
        Bobbi sat back in the chair, her eyes misting, unsure what to say.
 
        "Dmitri does not talk much. He was always a quiet child, but has become much more so since his father died," Nikolai explained in a soft voice, stressing the word 'father'. Bobbi turned her head so fast that the room spun. She blinked hard several times, staring at Nikolai as he leaned forward on the sofa, his hands clasped between his legs, his gaze steady as he watched her. Surely she hadn't heard him right.
 
        "Dmitri is my nephew, and Katerina is my brother's wife. They have been my only family since my brother was killed eight years ago. It has been up to me to keep them safe." He must have seen the look of horror on her face and interpreted correctly, because he offered her a sad smile and shook his head. "Dmitri does not speak English, and Katerina only a little, so they do not understand the words. Though I am sure they understand enough."
 
        "Your brother...I'm so sorry, I didn't know. I thought..." She let the words drift off without finishing, not sure what she could say as she watched Katerina hold Dmitri tight against her. 
 
        "You thought Katerina was my wife, and Dmitri my son." Nikolai's voice was flat, lifeless as he stared at her. Bobbi swallowed against the accusation she saw in his eyes.
 
        "I'm sorry. That's what I was led to believe."
 
        "You think I would betray vows so easily? You think I would love another while married?" His voice was slowly rising in volume, yet he barely moved, just sat with that stillness and kept watching her. Katerina turned her head from side to side, looking first at Nikolai then at her, then back at Nikolai. Then she pushed against Nikolai's shoulder hard enough to shove him and spoke in a harsh voice, the Russian tumbling from her mouth.
 
        "You are a fool, Nikolai Petrovich. I do not know what you say, but you are hurting this woman. This woman who loves you, who has brought us together! You should be groveling—"
 
        "Enough Katerina! This woman, she speaks Russian! She understands what it is you are saying!"
 
        Katerina stood suddenly, her beautiful face marred by a frown as she looked at Bobbi, her haunted eyes thoughtful. She turned and faced Nikolai, pushing against his shoulder again. "Then you are truly a fool, for I see in her eyes the look I wore when I would see your brother, just as I see that look in your eyes. You are a fool, for you have learned nothing in the last eight years."
 
        The woman pushed Nikolai once more in the shoulder, then turned to face Bobbi, a small smile on her sad face. "You must excuse my brother-in-law, for he is an ignorant stubborn mule. You must not hold that against him because even though he tries to hide it, he is in love with you. I fear this is a weakness that effects all Petrovich men."
 
        "Me, Mama?"
 
        Bobbi choked back a laugh as Dmitri peered up at his mother, his blue eyes wide with concern. Katerina dropped a kiss on his forehead, a fleeting smile lighting her face. "I am afraid so, my son. But I will teach you better so you will not be so bad as your uncle, yes? Good."
 
        Dmitri nodded, apparently satisfied with his mother's answer, then rested his head back on her shoulder and closed his eyes. Katerina turned so she could look at both of them, her dark eyes holding a hint of sadness. "Do not be a fool, Nikolai Petrovich. Do not waste what life has given you. And you, Ms. Reeves. Do not hold Nikolai's faults against him. Because even though Petrovich men can be stubborn mules, they are fierce in their love. They do not give it freely, but when they do give it, it is meant forever."
 
        Bobbi's eyes burned with unshed tears at Katerina's words, at the pain of loss that was still fresh under the surface of this beautiful woman. She stood and wrapped her arms around both Katerina and Dmitri, offering some small comfort, letting the woman know without words of her sympathy and her thanks.
 
        Katerina squeezed her close, then abruptly stepped back. "Now, I must get Dmitri into bed. Nikolai, you will stay here, and I will have the man drive us back."
 
        "I'm sorry. The man? Which man?" Bobbi followed Katerina to the door, her senses suddenly on high alert, and tried to step in front of her, to keep her from leaving. 
 
        "The agent, Denny Lowe. He is a strong man, but I think one not to be trusted with the heart. I will be safe with him."
 
        "Wait, I don't understand. Denny brought you here?" Bobbi grabbed Katerina's arm just as she reached for the door knob, stopping her, pulling her back. She ignored Katerina's exclamation of surprise and kept pulling her away from the door, back to the living room where Nikolai was looking at her in confusion. "Denny brought you here?"
 
        "Yes. He is the one who said you thought Katerina was my wife. Why?"
 
        Bobbi shook her head, motioning for everyone to sit as she reached for her cell phone and turned it on. "Because Denny is the one who told me she was your wife. And because Denny never does anything without a reason." As she waited for the phone to power on, she went around the room and began turning off lights, leaving only the stove light and a small dim lamp on. 
 
        The phone beeped several times, indicating waiting voice mail, but she ignored it and dialed a number. The phone rang twice before being answered with a simple greeting.
 
        "Denny. What's going on?"
 
        "I'm not sure what you mean, Bobbi."
 
        "It's been a really long day, Denny, and I'm not in the mood for games. Now what's going on? What are you up to?"
 
        A long silence, followed by a sigh. "I just thought I'd bring them over to see you. Petrovich was quite stunned when he learned you thought he was married."
 
        Bobbi tucked the phone between her ear and shoulder and walked to the door, peering out through the side window. She scanned the street and saw Denny's car parked several houses up. "Yeah, thanks to you. So you, what? Decided to wait? Out of the goodness of your heart?"
 
        "You know me."
 
        Her eyes continued to scan the street, her pulse pounding heavily, anger building. "Yeah, I do know you. That's the problem. Why the additional cars?" 
 
        She had spotted at least two, but only because she had seen them before. To anyone else, they would look like they belonged in the neighborhood. Anxiety mingled with her anger and she stepped away from the window, tossing a look back over her shoulder.
 
        The living room was mostly dark, but she could see Katerina sitting on the edge of the sofa, tension in her tight shoulders as Dmitri curled in her lap. Nikolai stood close to both of them as he watched her.
 
        "Toomey disappeared before we could pick him up. We believe he could be heading here."
 
        Bobbi closed her eyes, cursing under her breath. She could sense Nikolai moving behind her but she waved him off with a quick motion, her mind spinning. "So you just brought all three of them here? What the hell was your plan, Denny? The more, the merrier? That makes it pretty damn convenient for him, now doesn't it? Not to mention pretty damned irresistible."
 
        There was a pause, and Bobbi could imagine Denny gritting his teeth in frustration. She turned back toward Nikolai and motioned for him to follow her, for all three of them to follow her. 
 
        "Nothing is going to happen, Bobbi. Agents are watching the house. We'll get him before you even know it."
 
        "Yeah. Except Katerina almost walked out the door. Perfect target, don't you think?" She heard him swear under his breath, and knew that he hadn't expected for her to leave so soon.
 
        And she suddenly knew, with cold certainty, that Toomey wasn't just expected to head here—he was already here. 
 
        Somewhere close, just outside her house.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
    
 
        Bobbi led the trio toward the back hall and adjusted her grip on the phone, talking in a low hiss. "Damn you Denny. Where is he?" 
 
        "Bobbi, it's under control."
 
        "Damn you to hell. You do not let anything happen. Do you hear me?"
 
        "I said it's under control."
 
        "Do not let anything happen," she repeated before ending the call. Nikolai and Katerina stopped in the hallway, their eyes on her. Nikolai had heard everything she said and he knew something wasn't right. And while Katerina may not have understood what she was saying, Bobbi could see from the shadows in her eyes that she knew something was wrong.
 
        She turned and led them into her dark bedroom, walking over to pull the drapes completely shut before moving to her closet. It was a small walk-in, just big enough for what she needed. 
 
        Bobbi leaned in and pulled a lock box from the shelf, then turned toward Nikolai and Katerina. Without saying a word, Katerina nodded and walked into the closet, bending over so she could lower the still-sleeping Dmitri to the floor against the back wall. She sat down next to him, positioned slightly in front, looking for all the world like a ferocious lioness ready to attack.
 
        Bobbi grabbed the bedspread and several pillows from her bed and handed them to Katerina, a look of apology on her face. She then pulled a flashlight from the top shelf and handed it to the woman. Katerina took it, then grabbed Bobbi's hand and squeezed.
 
        "We will be okay."
 
        Bobbi squeezed her hand in return but said nothing, just turned and faced Nikolai, who looked like an immovable blockade standing at the entrance to the closet, his arms folded across his broad chest, his jaw tightly clenched, the look in his eyes ferocious.
 
        Bobbi swallowed and stepped out of the closet, firmly closing the door behind her as she faced Nikolai. "No, I'm not going to ask you to get into the closet." A brief flicker of surprise crossed his face but he said nothing, just watched her as she walked past him and grabbed the lock box. She opened the lid and pulled out the pistol and clip inside, quickly loaded it and chambered a round, then turned back to him.
 
        "Do you trust me, Nikolai?" Her voice was quiet in the silence surrounding them, barely a whisper. He didn't answer for a long time, long enough that she thought he hadn't heard her.
 
        Or that he couldn't answer yes. But it didn't matter, not for this. She opened her mouth again but was stopped when he stepped toward her, his hands closing over her arms. He pulled her against him and his mouth claimed hers in a deep kiss no less soul-searing for its briefness. He held her tightly for a brief second then stepped back just enough so he could frame her face with his hands.
 
        "I trust you, moe krasivejshee. I love you." He kissed her again, hard and fast, and she grabbed the front of his shirt, twisting it in her free hand for balance as tears filled her eyes.
 
        He finally pulled away, staring down at her with his clear eyes full of emotion. She reached out and ran a shaking finger across his lower lip. "I love you, Nikolai. I love you, Nikolai Petrovich, with all my heart."
 
        His lips curled in a brief smile but he said nothing, and she cleared her throat and stepped away, holding the gun out to him butt-end first. "All you have to do is point and fire. Don't let anyone in here."
 
        "And you, moe krasivejshee? What is it you are doing?"
 
        "I'm putting an end to this once and for all."
 
        Nikolai watched her for another second, then reluctantly reached out and took the gun from her. Their gazes met and she offered him a small smile, then turned and walked out of the room, pulling the door closed behind her.
 
        The house was quiet as she walked down the hallway to the kitchen and pulled another gun from the drawer. Her cell phone rang as she was making sure it was loaded and ready to go, and she answered it with a brief hello.
 
        "We've got a visual on him. He's two houses down, heading to your place. Keep everyone inside."
 
        Bobbi's heart hammered as she walked over to the front door and peered out the side window again. She could just make out the figure of George Toomey coming up the sidewalk, and she looked around, searching for other shadow figures. "Where is everyone else? I don't see anyone."
 
        "They're in position."
 
        "Bullshit Denny. I don't want him anywhere near here. Take him down now."
 
        "Not yet."
 
        He was getting closer, stopping just before the walkway to her door, looking around him but no longer moving. "What are you waiting for? Take him down now!"
 
        "Not yet."
 
        Bobbi watched as Toomey stood in front of her house, his head still moving in that furtive back-and-forth look up and down the street. He went to turn onto her walkway then stopped, pausing. He backed up a step then turned around, heading in the opposite direction.
 
        Bobbi heard Denny's confused muttering, heard him talking to someone else on another phone or radio in the background. But there was no other movement, no sign of any other person outside. And she realized, with sudden clarity, that they were going to let him go, just let him walk away.
 
        They didn't just want to pick him up, they wanted to catch him in the middle of something.               
 
        "Damn you Denny!" She yelled into the phone even then threw it down and reached for the door. Not thinking, just acting, she pulled it open and stepped onto the front porch, watching as Toomey stopped and turned at the sudden noise.
 
        He was twenty feet away, yet she could see the anger and hatred on his face as clear as if he was right in front of her. He took a step toward her, his hand reaching behind him as he called out to her. 
 
        "You ruined it! You ruined everything! We were making millions but you ruined it for both of us!" His arm swung around in front of him. Bobbi glimpsed the gun in his hand and lifted her own arm in response, her finger squeezing the trigger in one smooth motion as activity exploded around her. Shouts, pops, the pounding of feet and flashes of light.
 
        Then an unearthly silence for a long minute. Bobbi stared at the scene in front of her, at Toomey's body crumpled on the ground, surrounded by several men standing with their guns drawn. Denny was one of them, issuing soundless orders even as he turned to stare at her, a mixed expression of impatience and admiration on his face. 
 
        Sound slowly reentered the world around her, layers at a time. 
 
        Toomey's moans. 
 
        The crackling of radios and barked orders.
 
        Dogs barking and the curious questions and exclamations from neighbors as they opened their doors.
 
        A whispered Russian epithet from behind her. 
 
        Bobbi clicked the safety on then slowly turned toward Nikolai. He stared at the scene on the sidewalk for several long seconds then finally turned his gaze on her, his eyes dark with emotion, his face slightly pale. His chest rose and fell deeply, as if he had just finished a dozen cross-ice sprints. 
 
        Bobbi reached out and placed her hand on his arm, giving it a light squeeze. "Are you okay?"
 
        Nikolai looked down at her for a quiet second, then slowly nodded as he reached for her and pulled her so tightly against him that he knocked the breath from her. She wrapped her arms around him and held him close in her own tight squeeze, then pulled back just enough so she could lean up and kiss him. His mouth closed over hers in a possessive kiss, and she felt herself melting into him, becoming one with him.
 
        He finally pulled away and looked down at her again. "I love you, moe krasivejshee. I think you scare me, but I love you all the same."
 
        Bobbi laughed, then leaned forward and placed a quick kiss on his chin. "I love you, Nikolai Petrovich. C'mon, let's go inside. Denny can clean up the mess."
 
        Nikolai looked back at the scene once more, his brow furrowed. "It is over now? They are safe?"
 
        "Everyone's safe now, Nikolai. Game over."
 
        He nodded, a smile on his face, then led her inside and closed the door behind them.
 
    
 
   **
 
    
 
        Game over.
 
        Bobbi stood and cheered as the Banners skated around the ice, waving to the fans as the winning score flashed across the Jumbo-Tron. Workers were rolling a huge carpet out from the players' bench as part of the festivities of the last game of the season, and Bobbi knew that was her cue. She looked over and caught Katerina's eye, giving her a nod.
 
        Katerina stood and took Dmitri's hand, then followed the two agents from the owner's box. Nikolai had arranged for them to watch the final game from the luxurious suite, much to Dmitri's excitement. The boy may not have understood English, but he certainly understood hockey and was overjoyed to be able to watch his uncle play.
 
        Bobbi had arranged for the escorts, not willing to take any chances. Much to Denny's frustration, if the scowl on his face was still an indication. He stepped into place behind Katerina, but stopped and turned before Bobbi could follow.
 
        "You didn't need to have Howard send the other agents, not when you knew I was going to be here." 
 
        Bobbi stepped around him, knowing he'd follow her. She looked at him out of the corner of her eye as they left the box and began the descent to the ice, not surprised that he had assigned himself as Katerina's personal escort.
 
        Even though, supposedly, the danger was completely over. Walter Jacobs had confessed to everything, and they had learned that the entire operation was run by him and George Toomey. There were no others waiting in line to take over, no possibility for someone on the sidelines stepping up.
 
        "Toomey was upgraded to serious condition," Denny told her. She said nothing, merely nodded. She hadn't been shooting to kill, even though she had been tempted to. Denny finally stopped, and she stopped as well, her face blank as she looked at him. "Listen, I was wrong. I shouldn't have kept you out like I did."
 
        Bobbi raised a brow at him, her skepticism clear. He had done much more than keep her out, but she still didn't say anything, just turned her gaze toward the ice. The players were lining up on the carpet as a group of fans huddled off to the side. Random seat numbers had been called throughout the game, and the lucky winners would receive one of the player's jerseys. Her eyes sought out Nikolai and a smile spread across her face. He had pulled Dmitri onto the ice with him, and was carrying him over to the carpet to stand with him. 
 
        "Do you love him?"
 
        Bobbi pulled her eyes away from Nikolai and looked at Denny, surprised at the honest curiosity on his face. She studied him for several seconds then nodded, letting her feelings show clearly. "Yeah, I do."
 
        He nodded, then followed her to the area around the players' bench that had been reserved for family. Bobbi reached out and touched Denny's arm, stopping him before he could near Katerina. "I wanted to thank you. For getting immediate access to some of Nikolai's funds. It was important to him, so he could make arrangements for Katerina and Dmitri. So...thank you."
 
        Denny nodded, apparently at a loss for words. Bobbi laughed and stepped into the player's box, standing next to Katerina to watch the festivities, enjoying the excitement of the atmosphere surrounding them. 
 
        Before she realized it, the event was winding down, the crowds thinning out around them. Nikolai skated to the bench, a laughing but obviously exhausted Dmitri in his arms. Katerina leaned forward to take him but Denny intercepted, accepting the boy from a shocked Nikolai. Bobbi watched in surprise, noticed the brief emotion flash on Denny's face before he could hide it. 
 
        She was about to say something, make some bemused comment, but was stopped when Nikolai wrapped his arms around her from behind and pulled her over the boards. She let out a shout of surprise as her feet touched the ice, as Nikolai spun her around so they were face to face and then his lips were on hers, his hands buried in her hair. Bobbi wrapped her hands in his jersey and leaned against him, her body molding against his.
 
        He pulled away and adjusted his hold around her, lifting her against him so he could glide backwards along the ice with her. Bobbi wrapped her arms around his neck, supporting herself as she looked up at him. Nikolai was smiling down at her, his eyes clear and warm.
 
        "You had fun today?" 
 
        She nodded, twirling her fingers in the hair at the back of his neck. She pressed her lips against his throat, felt his pulse jump under her lips as his arms tightened. "Yes, I did. Very much. I love you, Nikolai."
 
        He stopped the backward glide and lowered her feet to the ice, his arms still holding her in place. "And I love you, moe krasivejshee." 
 
        He kissed her, deeply, thoroughly, completely. And Bobbi kissed him back just the same, showing him how she felt. Her eyes slowly opened as Nikolai pulled back just a few inches, and she saw the bright smile on his face. She cocked her head to the side, wondering at his expression, and saw that he had stopped them just outside the penalty box.
 
        Laughter escaped her as the heat of memory flushed her face. Nikolai laughed as well as he reached behind him and opened the door, pulling her inside and kissing her again amid calls and cheers from across the ice. 
 
        Bobbi smiled and held him close, and she knew that no matter what stretched before them, they would get through it. 
 
        With laughter. 
 
        With love.
 
        With each other.  
 
    
 
   *****
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