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  ENRAPTURE


  


  by Rachel Van Dyken


  


  


  Enrapture: To move to rapture; delight beyond measure. Example: I was enraptured by her then; I live for her now.


  


  


  PROLOGUE


  


  
    
      
        I was so angry at him, angry, hurt, confused, frustrated. Luca was trying to protect everyone, but mainly, he was trying to protect our children and the memory of our love. I know it’s difficult, but try not to judge, or cast that first stone. You will go to great lengths when you fall in love, my dear girl. You will do anything for that person. You will die for them. You will kill for them. You will breathe only for them. Things you never thought you would do, choices you never thought you’d make, suddenly — they’re offered — and I must admit I was never strong enough to say no. I’m not even strong enough now. You may be surprised at what you find. I know I was… I still am, as I write these little extra notes on the original pages. You’ll note that the handwriting is different. The actual story was written as it happened. The notes before each chapter are a lot more… recent. Maybe it is best that I’m sick again. For sickness is the only thing that ever kept me out of his arms. Sickness kept me with your grandfather, and, in ways, that makes me sad. He became my caretaker — rather than my lover. And for that, I wonder if he will ever truly forgive me — forgive us. —Grandma Alfero
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  Summer 1997


  


  “SHE’S BEAUTIFUL.” I BOUNCED MY GRANDDAUGHTER on my knee and tried to keep the smile plastered across my face. She really was beautiful, and she held a special place in my heart, one that I hadn’t realized was still empty, always empty. She’d taken his spot; I was thankful. Grateful beyond words.


  Our son Mario had never felt like our son. From an early age, Frank had taught him the ways of the family, what was expected of him. It seemed one day I’d been changing his diapers; the very next, he’d come home bloody and bruised, a fire behind his eyes as he pushed me away and said that men didn’t need hugs.


  He’d been six.


  I’d mourned the loss of my son that day, more than anyone would ever know. I’d been a young mother, had no idea what was expected of me. And as much as Frank had tried to keep me happy, there was an emptiness, an indescribable emptiness that nothing could fill, not even Mario.


  Mario had fallen in love young, seventeen, married at eighteen and had a baby within that first year with the love of his life.


  Tracey was perfect, my little princess.


  “Her birthday will be soon,” Frank announced, pulling Tracey from my lap and bouncing her on his. In his fifties, he was still handsome, though most of his hair had started to gray around the temples. He flashed me a bright white smile, his prominent jaw tightening as the smile widened at Tracey’s giggles.


  “I wish we would have had another,” he whispered to me once Mario had gone to check in on his wife. “Don’t you?”


  Yes. I’d wanted children. Hundreds of children. None of them with him.


  I think he saw the truth in my eyes, for he averted his gaze and frowned. “I’ll be out of town on business for a few weeks, Joyce.”


  “Oh.” I nodded and wrung my hands together.


  When he left for business, it usually meant he was visiting family in New York. Killing them off was more like it — straightening up the riff raff and making sure the cousins stayed in line. They had always been unruly, and with Frank at the head of the Alfero family and Luca at the head of the Nicolasi family, they were stuck between two heads of enormous power, unable to breathe without being questioned, unable to have their own lives without reporting to one or both men.


  “Be safe, Frank.”


  He handed Trace back to me, his eyes lingering on my left hand where the simple gold band resided. With a sigh, he twisted the ring around my finger. I’d been losing more and more weight. I knew he was worried, and I loved him for it. I loved him as much as I was capable. I’m not sure if that made me a monster, or just honest.


  “Joyce…” His voice shook. “… why don’t I take this in? It needs cleaning and, well, I think it’s time for an upgrade.”


  Something was off about his voice, but like a good wife, like the dutiful wife I’d always been to Frank — and I’d always be — I slid off my ring and placed it in the palm of his hand.


  He stood. “I leave this evening. I’ll have one of the men drive you back to the house.”


  “Good.” I touched the pearls across my neck; they’d been an early birthday present. I was turning forty-one in two weeks. Maybe that was why he’d given me my present early, just in case he didn’t return. I would at least have something to remember him by.


  Frank’s eyes softened as he tucked a piece of fallen hair behind my ear; his warm hand moved to caress my cheek and then squeeze my chin as he gazed deeply in my eyes. “Sometimes… it is best to live without regret.”


  “It is.” His voice had betrayed nothing, but I agreed with him because I knew he was trying to communicate with me, in typical Frank fashion. “You should go.”


  “I’ll always come back to you, Joyce.” He released my chin and stood to his full height. “Regardless of what you do, regardless of what happens… I am yours. I will always be yours. I will always put your life and your happiness before mine. I will not make the same mistake again.” With that, he kissed the top of my head and walked from the room.


  Tracey giggled and pointed at his retreating form while Mario returned briefly, kissing Frank on both cheeks and scooping Trace into his arms.


  Hours later, I walked out into the moonlight. A black Mercedes was waiting.


  A black Mercedes was always waiting.


  Even when I died, I imagined, it would carry my casket.


  The summer wind still held a Chicago briskness to it, and I hugged my jacket closer to my small frame.


  I opened the door to the back seat and slid in.


  “Joyce.” A familiar deep voice penetrated the darkness and aimed straight for my heart, my very soul.


  “Luca,” I whispered.


  He didn’t look at me.


  But he covered my left hand — my ring-less left hand — with his and barked sternly to the driver. “Airport. We have a plane to catch.


  


  CHAPTER ONE


  


  Present day


  


  Nixon


  


  “TRACE?” I FROWNED AS SHE HOVERED over something, her soft sobs causing terror to flood to all the wrong areas. Fear was so completely unnatural to me that I hated to admit my first response was usually anger. I counted for a few seconds before I gently wrapped my arms around her and kissed her neck. “What’s wrong, sweetheart?”


  “It’s just so sad!” She wiped her cheeks and pointed at the discarded diary laying on the bed; pieces of old tearstained papers were littered around the book.


  A black folder.


  Frank’s.


  “Trace…” I couldn’t keep the warning edge out of my voice. “…what the hell did you do?”


  “It’s my grandpa’s.”


  “No shit.”


  “Nixon!” She jerked free from me and stood, “You know my grandpa. He doesn’t just leave important information behind, alright? It was on the breakfast table this morning with a note on it.”


  “Did the note say Trace or Burn?” I questioned her, crossing my arms. “Be honest, Trace. I love you, but whatever the hell’s in that folder, I’m not so sure he’d want you to read it.” And quite honestly, it sickened me to know that Trace would know every dirty little secret Frank had. I wanted our child to grow up with a grandfather, and, with the fraction of what I knew about his past, I could envision Trace, in her emotional state, trying to keep our baby away from him out of fear.


  “Me.” She swallowed, narrowing me with one of her stern gazes as she jutted out her chin and mimicked me by crossing her own arms. “So stop being an ass. Grandpa’s in New York. Clearly he left this behind so I could read it without him around.”


  “Oh, clearly,” I mumbled dryly, already planning on killing Frank or at least pointing a gun at him while I questioned why the hell he’d leave something like that for a hormonal Trace to read. “Just, maybe wait until after the baby’s born.” Or forever. That works too.


  “But…” She sniffled. “… it makes so much sense now — what happened with Grandma and Luca.”


  I tried not to look interested.


  Chase, clearly winning for the worst timing ever, popped his head in the room and said, “Did I hear Grandma and Luca?”


  Mil pushed him forward and eyed us both. “Give over the goods.”


  “It’s private,” I barked.


  “They were in love.” Trace started sniffling again. Was there a pill for that? To keep the tears in? Probably insensitive to ask the family doctor that.


  Chase gave me a cocky grin before pulling Trace in for a side hug while at the same time glancing down at the bed where the pieces of paper lay scattered. “I remember a time when we read the full diary together, you know, the one without the missing pages? Clearly, that was the PG-rated version.” He wiggled his eyebrows. “Wine, good food, good laughs, good sex.”


  I lunged for him, but Mil blocked my way. Mainly because he’d said sex, and that last time they’d read the diary they had thought I was dead, and they’d used it as a way to help Trace through a hard time. I’d left it as a clue so they would know that things weren’t always what they seemed. The really crazy part was that the pages I had ripped from it that day and given to Luca were the very ones that Trace was now reading.


  “Don’t encourage him.” She pushed back against my chest and rolled her eyes at her husband. “Chase, as curious as we all are, Trace doesn’t have to say anything.”


  “Agreed.” I gave a silent nod in Mil’s direction just as Tex waltzed by the bedroom door, walked backward, froze, and smirked.


  “Folder time?”


  “Hell,” I snarled. “Does everyone know?”


  “You would too if you would have gotten up in time for family breakfast.” Tex chuckled darkly. “But Trace said something about you being exhausted, so I let it slide.”


  Exhausted, because not only was Trace emotional, but she was horny as hell and still somehow managed to wake up at seven, while I moaned and asked for five more minutes of uninterrupted sleep so I could at least say I’d had two hours.


  “Mo!” Tex yelled loudly.


  I prayed for patience.


  “What?” She yelled just as loud, even though she was literally standing right by his side when she answered.


  “Folder time.”


  “Thank God!” she shouted. “I was going to steal it later.”


  “You wouldn’t,” I warned my twin.


  “She totally would.” Chase elbowed me. “Mil even offered to make copies.”


  “Where’s the damn privacy in this house?” I shouted just as Phoenix and Bee strolled in.


  Bee had a bag of chips, and Phoenix was carrying the dip.


  “So, where are we doing this?” Bee chomped down on a tortilla chip and eyed the folder.


  “We…” I emphasized the word. “...are not prying into Frank’s life.”


  Phoenix gave me a helpless look while Bee rolled her eyes. “Whatever, the parts I saw were really juicy, and I think I speak for pregnant women everywhere when I say—“


  Her mouth was suddenly covered by Phoenix’s hand.


  “Well…” Trace chewed her lower lip. “… Sergio and Grandpa are both gone right now, so maybe it’s best we all learn what exactly they’re walking into. The page I just read mentioned New York.”


  “Hate New York,” Tex grumbled. “Bunch of asses who don’t listen, ever. If I have to go to New York one more time—“


  ‘’Well.” Phoenix made a cutting motion with his hand to keep Tex from blurting out more family secrets, no doubt. “There’s no harm in reading what he clearly wanted them to know.”


  “Yes!” Mo and Bee high-fived while Mil grabbed Trace’s hand, steadying her on her feet as they all walked out of the room.


  Once it was just the guys, I turned to Phoenix. “Have you read his folder?”


  He was silent and then, “How bad?”


  “On a scale of one to ten?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Off the charts.”


  “Oh good. Thanks for that comforting thought.”


  “Don’t do comfort, you know that.” Phoenix sighed. “But it was gonna come out either now or later when Luca’s twins get here, and Frank has a heart-to-heart with Trace. Maybe it’s time…. to dig up the demons.”


  “I’d rather not. Don’t you think between all of the families we have enough?”


  Phoenix snorted. “Seriously, man, you don’t even know the half of it.”


  “Our current conversation isn’t giving me much confidence in the future of our families,” I grumbled. “How do we do things better… different?”


  “Learn...” Phoenix said after a few silent moments. He stared at the blank wall. “… from their mistakes.”


  “Maybe that’s why he left it.”


  “Well, it sure as hell isn’t a perfect ending.”


  “Shit.”


  “Guys!” Trace poked her head back in the room. “Come on!”


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  


  1997


  


  Joyce


  


  WE DIDN’T SPEAK ON THE WAY to the airport. A private jet was waiting for us, the staff standing outside ready to open our doors and fall all over themselves as they typically did where any of the family were concerned.


  My door opened.


  I was helped out by the driver.


  Calm on the outside, a complete wreck on the inside, I ran my hands over my wrinkled black dress and fought a losing battle with keeping my head held high as Luca slowly made his way around the car.


  One of the attendants took luggage from the trunk to the belly of the plane. The wind picked up. I shivered.


  Then Luca reached for my hand.


  And didn’t let go as we walked slowly up the stairs and into the plane. A dinner was set up for us in the main cabin. There were only twelve seats. A full bar lined one side, and music floated through the tense air.


  Luca still didn’t speak to me.


  But he didn’t need to.


  His crystal blue eyes met mine, for a few seconds, and with one nod at my left hand…


  I knew.


  With trembling fingers, I brought my hand to my lips then looked down at the place where my ring should have been.


  “You know...” Luca finally spoke. He’d been spending most his time in Sicily. It showed in the way he curled his words; they wrapped around me like a heated kiss. “… I asked him for one thing.”


  “Did you?” It was hard to breathe. The plane started its taxi on the runway.


  “Can you guess what it was?”


  I reached for my wine and shook my head.


  The plane picked up speed.


  My heart galloped in my chest.


  “You,” he whispered. “I begged him… for one last moment with you.”


  “But…” I shook my head. “… I’m married.”


  “I would never ask you to cheat on my brother. I would never ask you to disrespect yourself in that way.” Luca leaned forward. His words rasped, crackled against my body as if they held heat. “But I do ask that you spend time with me. Time was stolen from us. I mean to gain it back, with Frank’s blessing of course.”


  “He knows.” I hung my head.


  “Joyce…” Luca reached for my hand and squeezed. “… it was his idea, once I told him what I wanted in exchange for my silence.”


  “Silence?” I frowned. “Silence over what?”


  “A death will occur.” Luca nodded. “That is all you need to know.”


  “Whose?”


  “You know I can’t tell you that.”


  I sighed. “Where are we going?”


  He stared at me long and hard before answering. “My ranch.”


  “A ranch?” I couldn’t hold back my smile.


  His own smile lit up his dark features. “A long time ago, someone told me I needed to work if I was to earn the woman of my dreams. My first purchase as the boss of the Nicolasi family was a cattle ranch. I raise beef.”


  “Let me guess.” I giggled. “You butcher cows as well?”


  “I’m very good with butchering,” he said seriously.


  “Yeah…” I swallowed the lump in my throat. “… so I’ve heard.”


  “Joyce.” My name… I’d never forget the way he said my name, like a vow. “Two weeks. For two weeks, you’re mine. Say yes.”


  “And if I say no?”


  “Then I’ll turn the plane around.”


  “No, you won’t.”


  He smiled. “No. I won’t.”


  “Two weeks,” I repeated.


  “Two weeks.”


  “And we won’t… we—“


  “Joyce, I won’t touch you unless you ask me to.”


  “And if I ask you to?”


  “Then pray I have the same self-control I swore to my brother I’d have.”


  “This is unwise.”


  “Much of life’s choices are unwise,” Luca agreed, “but just how happy have you been, Joyce? Living within the good choices? The right ones?”


  He had a point.


  And I had my answer.


  As the plane rose to its cruising altitude, I knew.


  I would fail my husband.


  I didn’t want to, but it was as sure as the sunrise, the sunset, because he’d coerced me into marriage when I’d had no other choice.


  He’d saved my life yet offered me death as an alternative.


  And then, he’d gone and done the most romantic thing possible, and given me one last moment with the man he should have hated.


  The man he knew I dreamed of every time he touched me.


  His brother.


  


  


  CHAPTER THREE


  


  Nixon


  


  “SO CLEARLY LUCA’S PROMISE DIDN’T MEAN shit since they popped out twins eight months later.”


  “Your commentary…” I glared at Chase. “… is as always so helpful.”


  Chase rolled his eyes. “I’m just saying what everyone else is thinking.”


  Concerned, I waited for Trace to start crying again, or at least curl into herself the way she typically did whenever conversation centered around her grandmother. She’d been gone for a little over two years, but their relationship had been special. Whenever we’d talked about it, Trace had clammed up or just cried and said she was the sweetest and strongest woman she’d ever known.


  So Trace took after her.


  Because I saw so much of her grandmother in Trace — the same determination, strength, the same fear lingering in the depths of her brown eyes. The fear that Joyce often wrote about — sometimes I could almost see it swirl around Trace as she pulled the choking blanket of darkness around her.


  Giving into that fear was never wise.


  Joyce had.


  I swore the day I pledged my life to Trace, she never would.


  Tex motioned for Trace to hand over the next page. He cleared his throat as if he was going to read and then lifted his gaze to mine in question. “If things get X-rated, can I vote you read?”


  “Not a chance in hell,” I fired back. “I’m the one who voted against story time, if you remember.”


  Tex frowned down at the page. His eyebrows shot up as he passed it to Mo. “Yeah, this has you written all over it.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” She jerked the page free.


  I hissed out, “Careful,” afraid it was going to rip. That was the last thing I needed, for Trace to cry over the ripped pages of her dead grandmother’s diary.


  “It means…” Tex pointed down at the page. “… that as much as I joked about reading those novels…” He whispered novels then scratched the back of his neck like it made him nervous, which was hilarious as hell, considering it was Tex. Nothing made him nervous. “… there’s kissing. You know I only skip to the good stuff.”


  Mo rolled her eyes. “Right, you skip because?”


  “I know how to kiss.”


  “So you don’t know how to have sex?” Chase piped up.


  “Ask Mo.” Tex grinned while Mo smacked him in the shoulder.


  “Don’t make Nixon shoot you again.” Phoenix grumbled. “Can we just get on with it?”


  “There’s something wrong about being solidly on Phoenix’s side for more than an hour,” I admitted.


  His gaze darkened, and then he wrapped an arm around Bee and ignored me while I twisted the family-crest ring around my finger.


  “He reads sex because he wants to make sure he’s better,” Mo finally said, breaking the tense silence. “And I’ll read. I have a louder voice anyway.”


  “That’s just what we need,” I groaned. “Someone to read the juicy parts as loud as humanly possible.”


  Mo flipped me off then held the page up and started to read.


  


  CHAPTER FOUR


  


  
    
      
        A warning, before you continue reading. There are some things you may find… horrible. I must admit, a part of me never wanted you to know the ugly. Yet, I imagine, if you are like me, you will somehow be pulled into the grasp of ugliness without even realizing it. The mafia is in your blood, my dear girl. Regardless of how much your grandfather tried or tries to do right by you, I will one day return you to where you belong. I imagine he would have stayed in Wyoming forever. That was not your destiny. I hope that you learn through my mistakes. I pray that when you read the darkness, when you read what I did, you’ll understand. I don’t deserve forgiveness, but I do believe I at least deserve understanding. There is always a reason, not that it justifies any sort of action. —Grandma Alfero
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  Casper, Wyoming


  July 20, 1997


  


  Joyce


  


  I’D FOCUSED SO LONG ON THE pain, the dark hole of desperation I felt as I went through the motions of living, breathing, smiling when it was asked of me. I had it all, and yet, felt like I was homeless.


  Because your home was always where your heart was.


  And mine? Had been missing for quite some time.


  The minute we stepped out of the limo and onto the ranch property, I took a deep breath, my thoughts broken and scattered as I took in the acreage around me.


  I’d always been a city girl.


  Until Luca grabbed my hand, and, with pride etched across every handsome plane of his face, asked, “What do you think, Joyce?”


  A ball of emotion clogged my throat. I placed my hand against my chest, hoping that it would help steady my breathing. “It’s… home.”


  “It has a porch.” He pointed toward the front of the three-story homestead overlooking a vast expanse of land. Beef cattle wandered around the ground.


  The porch had two seats.


  I knew which one was mine.


  Because it was painted pink.


  His was black. Typical.


  I laughed through my tears as I clenched his hand as tight as possible.


  “Would you like to see the rest of the house, Joyce?”


  “Why do you do that?”


  “Do what?” He frowned.


  “Say my name every time you address me.”


  Luca quickly averted his eyes, something I’d seen him do possibly once in all our time we’d known each other — right before he’d invited me up to his apartment and made love to me for the first time. He was nervous.


  “Luca?” I prompted.


  “Because…” His voice was gruff. “… I don’t get to say it often enough — your name.” He licked his lips, his eyes still staring hard at the dirt clinging to his polished black Prada shoes. “If I said your name every second of every day for the rest of my life, it still wouldn’t be enough. Saying your name is like saying a prayer. Sometimes, I think it’s the only prayer God hears these days. Your name is a promise, a vow. It’s also a reminder that no matter what hell I’ve gone through, heaven still exists.”


  My breathing stilled until I wasn’t even sure I was breathing at all anymore. Luca looked up; the sun was just beginning to set behind him in a swirl of pinks and oranges.


  There was a lifetime of secrets in those sea-blue eyes. There was also love. So much love that it hurt to look at him.


  Luca pressed his full lips together, his supple body tensing as if waiting for my rejection. The gel was long gone from his midnight-black hair, causing it to wave in the wind. The man was beautiful, and, with age, became more and more irresistible. With a lithe body, built for strength and seduction, he would be impossible for any woman to resist.


  But for me?


  Someone who already loved him?


  It was more than impossible.


  “Luca,” I breathed and then, without any more hesitation, I launched myself into his arms and met his mouth in a heated kiss.


  He tugged me against him, his hands roaming, clinging to me, refusing to let go as he dug his fingers into my skin and lifted me into the air.


  Luca’s kiss had always been hot and possessive, but this kiss was more. It bordered on desperate with an aggressiveness that had never before been present. I locked down any sort of negative thoughts towards the women who had most likely shared his bed and was shocked when he pulled back and whispered in my ear, “You. It has always, ever, been you.”


  Disgusted with myself, I pulled away and covered my mouth with my hands. Unable to stand any longer, I fell to my knees and sobbed. “How could you kiss me? How could you possibly love me?”


  He didn’t respond.


  As boss to one of the wealthiest families in the world, he could have had any woman he desired by a simple crook of his finger.


  And there I was, sitting in the dirt in front of cows.


  “Joyce...” There it was again, the reverence as he spoke my name. “… I love you. What happened… wasn’t your fault. It wasn’t mine. And as much as I’d love to blame Frank, he did what he thought was best for everyone at the time.”


  “He destroyed us!” I yelled.


  “Perhaps,” Luca agreed, holding out his hand to me. “But he’s given us a gift, don’t you see?”


  “Two weeks,” I said through sobs. “You can’t tell me he was excited about leaving me with you for two weeks.”


  Luca smirked. “Several words were exchanged, none of them pleasant, but, Joyce, he loves you in the only way he knows how.”


  “With his gun,” I whispered.


  “Yes.”


  “And how do you love me, Luca?” The indifferent mask he was so good at keeping in place slipped and revealed a man so broken, I nearly wept all over again.


  “Oh, Joyce. You already know. I don’t just love you with my heart… I love you with my entire being.”


  I wiped my tears and took his hand, then clung to him as if my life depended on it as we walked slowly toward the house.


  Silence blanketed around us, but for once, it wasn’t filled with tension or things left unsaid.


  It was filled with peace.


  


  


  CHAPTER FIVE


  


  Trace


  


  NIXON WAS STARING AT ME AS if I was about ready to fly off the handle. It wasn’t that I had hope the story would end happy or even different. I just wanted to understand her, understand the driving force behind why my grandma of all people would cheat on my grandpa.


  I adored him.


  He was… everything.


  And Luca? Well, I’d always loved him as much as I was able, but Luca wasn’t the man who’d picked me up when I scraped my knee. He was not the man who had read me bedtime stories. He hadn’t taught me how to ride a horse or told me it was completely normal to cry when my grandma butchered a chicken for Sunday dinner.


  He wasn’t present for any of those moments.


  Grandpa was.


  So, I was torn. Part of me felt sorry for my grandpa, even though he’d had such a hand in Grandma and Luca’s unhappiness.


  But what about him? What about Grandpa?


  He’d sobbed at her funeral.


  His body had shaken as he’d kissed her head one last time.


  And, in that moment, as I thought back on the memory, I wondered. Had he cried because he loved her… or because she’d always loved someone else and he’d taken her from him?


  My chest felt tight.


  And the ever-present nausea was starting to make a comeback. I quickly snatched the chips from Bee and started chomping down as if my life depended on it.


  “Are you okay?” Nixon asked, his voice causing everyone else to fall silent and stare at me with concern. Even Tex looked uneasy, as if he wasn’t confident that reading more of the missing pages was a good idea.


  “I’m fine.” I nodded. “I just think—” I swallowed more tortilla chips and focused on Nixon’s eyes. “—I think it’s best we get it over with, like a Band-Aid. Let’s just read straight through. Is that okay with everyone? No interruptions. Go big or go home.”


  Nixon wrapped an arm around me and tugged me close to his body. Heat pooled in my belly at his proximity. I could feel his heart beat, and that alone made me feel better.


  The father of my child was the boss of the Abandonato family, and I was the granddaughter of who used to be their sworn enemy.


  If we could make it…


  If I could survive Nixon faking his own death…


  Then I could survive this… learning that my grandfather, a man who used to be my hero, may actually be more villain than I’d originally thought.


  “Trace…” Nixon’s lips brushed my ear. “… I want you to know something.”


  I turned toward him while the rest of the crew passed around snacks and wine, like we were getting ready to pull an all-nighter.


  “What?”


  His mouth met my neck in a lingering kiss as he spoke. His lips tickled my ear. “Everyone has the capacity to make a bad choice. It’s what you do after that bad choice is made that makes the man.”


  “I don’t want to think of Grandpa as bad,” I admitted. “He’s so…”


  “Trace…” Nixon pulled back and stared at me. “… he’s never been good, you know that, right?”


  “Wait, what?” I frowned.


  Chase, clearly overhearing our conversation, piped up, “Ha, what? Like you didn’t know that Frank basically held Nixon at gunpoint a few times before you guys got married?”


  I felt myself pale. “But he wouldn’t have…” I shook my head. “… shot him.”


  Chase snorted while Tex’s eyebrows rose. “If it helps you sleep at night.”


  “Phoenix?” Ever since our combat training, I’d known I could count on Phoenix to be honest with me, no candy-coating.


  His eyes met mine, and then he admitted in a quiet voice, “Trace, the only reason Nixon’s still breathing and the families aren’t at war is because your grandfather refused to let history repeat itself. His son loved an Abandonato, and it seemed his granddaughter followed suit. I think Frank was tired of splitting up true love. I guess, in a way, you should be thankful for your grandmother’s love for Luca. It probably saved Nixon’s life.”


  Stunned, my mouth dropped open.


  “Don’t worry though,” Chase said, mouth full of chips. “Nixon would have probably fought back even with a bullet hole. He’s bad ass like that.”


  “Thanks, Chase,” Nixon said quickly. His voice held an edge of irritation.


  “I like to be helpful.” Chase winked.


  “Are we doing this or not?” Mil asked loudly. “I need to get this one to bed before Nixon decides he’s tired of his commentary and just shoots him.”


  “I say we stall a little bit longer and see what happens.” Mo smirked.


  “Thanks, Mo.” Chase nodded. “Really solidifying our friendship right now.”


  “Trace?” Nixon asked me. “What do you say?”


  “Marathon reading.” I nodded. “And since Chase is so enthusiastic…” I slid the last few pages toward him. “Besides, then when we read the original parts of the diary, it was you who did it, something about a sexy voice?”


  “True.” Chase chuckled darkly. “And anything for you, Trace. After all, I am going to be your child’s godfather so…”


  Nixon let out a low possessive growl.


  “Alright.” Chase cleared his throat. “Get comfortable, everyone. Because I’m not stopping, and if the sex gets a bit too much, you know where the door is. You also know that if anyone walks through it, I’ll publicly shame them for eternity. Here we go…”


  


  


  CHAPTER SIX


  


  
    
      
        I’ll understand if you stop, Trace. If you don’t want to read any further, but I encourage you to read until you hit the end. I’m in bed right now, trying not to cry as I relive some of my youth. Trying not to shed tears over the fact that I won’t see you live the rest of yours. It’s hopeless to wish for happily-ever-afters, when I was able to experience part of mine early. I would do anything — anything — to be able to sit with you as you read this, hold your hand, kiss your tears, and tell you how everything will always be okay, but I imagine you have a handsome young man doing that for you right now. Keep reading. Until the end, my granddaughter. —Grandma Alfero
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  Casper, Wyoming


  July 20, 1997


  


  LUCA HAD PUT ME IN A room directly across from the master suite, where he was staying. Everything about the house was idyllic. As if he had taken a picture of a cabin from a magazine, ordered someone to build it, and then had had it furnished.


  A roaring fireplace was located on the end opposite the large king-size bed. Large wood logs had been placed in succession on top of one another to make the walls and part of the roof, just adding to the appeal of the cabin.


  A suitcase — my suitcase — was lying on the bed.


  But I hadn’t packed.


  Because I hadn’t known I would be anywhere but my home.


  Hands shaking, I reached for the zipper and slowly ran it along the edge of the suitcase then opened the top, afraid of what I’d find.


  I let out a gasp.


  Clothes.


  All of my clothes from my house, including hiking boots, jackets, a few sweaters…


  And a note.


  On the very top of the pile of clothes.


  It was addressed to me. When I flipped it over, I saw a wax seal covered the opening. It was the Alfero crest. A blue owl framed by knives stared right back at me.


  I ran my finger over the bumpy wax and then undid the seal.


  The letter had been handwritten.


  


  
    
      
        Joyce,
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              I’m sorry for the secrets, hell, I’m sorry for a lot of things, but that’s not what this is, a confession. I imagine I’ll have a lot of confessing to do when I’m in front of God. The last thing I need to do is repeat my sins twice.
            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              Luca is a proud man. For me to simply offer you would seem… cheap. He’d break me in half, and that’s the truth. A war is brewing between the families. I sense it. He senses it. And because of that, we must once again walk through the darkness. Now, more than ever, you will need him, just as I will need him. I asked him a favor, and must admit I made it look like he owed me one in return. He had me in a vice-like grip.
            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              I allowed it. Because it was the type of situation I knew he could and would ask for anything. And I prayed to God he would, Joyce. Oh, how I prayed.
            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              He asked for you.
            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              I removed your ring for that very purpose. You are loyal, Joyce. It is one of the many things I love about you. You would be loyal to me until your last breath, but the truth is that I could not live with myself if you were.
            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              Know, I would forgive you anything. Because, as I sit here writing this, I realize I don’t deserve you. I never did. Hell, I won’t even admit that Luca deserves you. But it’s been by my own hand, the one that covered yours while we said our vows, that I have both built and destroyed an empire. I held love within the palm of my right hand and allowed my left hand to crush it.
            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              It has been me and me alone who pretended to sleep when you thought your soft cries were muffled by the pillow. And rather than let bitterness plant a seed in my soul as I listened to you call out to him in your sleep, I decided a choice had to be made. Turn a blind eye. Or smother you so much that I kill any tiny shred of love or compassion you may have for me.
            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              I love you. In the only way I know how. Be happy, Joyce.
            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              Luca will return you to the house in two weeks. Your ring will be waiting on the kitchen table. And I will pretend that, just like your ring, you’ve been sitting there waiting for me the entire time.
            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              —All my love, Frank
            

          

        

      

    

  


  


  “Joyce?” Luca called.


  I turned the page over.


  One word.


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              BURN.
            

          

        

      

    

  


  


  Without another thought, I ran over to the fireplace and tossed the letter into the flames.


  It was ash by the time Luca made it into my room.


  “Everything alright?” he asked.


  “Yes.” I nodded, my gaze never leaving his. “It’s perfect.”


  His smile was easy. Gone was the hard man I’d been so used to seeing at meetings and dinners. I knew the smile was only for two weeks; then the necessary harshness would return.


  Maybe, Frank’s gift hadn’t been just for me, but for Luca as well. Ever since he’d taken over the Nicolasi family, he’d been a different man. Forced into a role that was unforgiving, brutal, hard.


  But in Wyoming, he was just Luca Alfero Nicolasi.


  A Sicilian who, on a whim, had bought a farm.


  “Why are you staring at me like that?” he asked, his smile widening.


  My knees almost knocked together in nervousness. He was so beautiful.


  “I’m just… excited,” I admitted truthfully. “For the first time in years, I’m excited.”


  He chuckled. “Me too, Joyce. Me too.” He did it again, said my name, but this time, I relished it because I knew the reason behind it. “Now, let’s see about getting us some dinner.”


  “Can you spare a cow?”


  He wrapped an arm around me. “I could, but I had something else in mind for our first evening.”


  “I can’t wait.”


  


  


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  


  
    
      
        The rest of the pages are numbered by date. I kept track of every day I was with that man and wrote down everything my mind would allow me to remember. I needed it written down so I’d know it had happened, that it hadn’t been a figment of some lovesick girl’s imagination or illness. It had happened. Sometimes, the things we experience are so life-altering, so soul-shattering, that we are compelled to write them down into words. Memories fade. Words, are forever. If you remember nothing, remember this. —Grandma Alfero
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  Casper, Wyoming


  July 21, 1997


  


  Joyce


  


  “ARE YOU COLD?” LUCA POURED ME my second glass of my favorite cabernet then threw another log on the fire.


  I grinned, unable to help myself. My entire body felt lighter as if the weight I’d been carrying had suddenly been lifted off and disappeared into the black night sky.


  “What?” He tossed on another log and returned to the large black leather couch.


  “It doesn’t match.”


  “What doesn’t match?” Luca wrapped a muscled arm around me while I tucked my body into his.


  “This.” I spread my arms wide, careful not to spill my wine as I glanced around the expansive living room. The couches faced floor-to-ceiling windows that over looked nothing but field and a starry breathtaking sky. The fire roared to the right — it crackled and spit. Something about the flames was calming, which I needed, all things considering. “You... here... putting logs on a fire.”


  “I am slightly insulted that you don’t think I can keep a fire lit.” Luca let out a deep raspy chuckle.


  I felt his laugh vibrate through my skin. How it was possible? To feel someone’s joy by simply being next to them? I had no idea. But I did. I felt it. Every time I was with Luca, my body just automatically attuned to his.


  As if we’d been made together, separated, then brought back. As if we shared the same soul.


  “It’s not just the fire.” I drank deeply. “It’s the ranch house.” I turned to him, staring deep into his crystal eyes as they stared, transfixed on my mouth. “You know I would have spent two weeks with you anywhere, Luca. Ranch house or cheap apartment.”


  He was quiet for a few seconds then whispered, “I know, Joyce. I know.”


  “So why not just stay in Chicago? Stay in a hotel?” I hoped there was more to the story, that he wasn’t just trying to show me he was successful. The whispers of his achievements had reached far and wide. A person would have to be deaf not to hear the reverent way that the men spoke of Luca and the way their voices trembled when they did so.


  “You know why, Joyce,” he rasped, touching my face with his fingertips. “I bought it for you.”


  “The ranch?” I gasped. “But why?” Why would he do that? Did Frank know? Would he be upset?


  “You never had a home.” Luca cleared his throat, briefly breaking eye contact. “You weren’t close to your family. You’ve never felt like you belonged. Correct me if I’m wrong, but your happiest moments were in my arms. I can’t give you what you deserve, but I can give you a home, a safe place, a place that was built with your beauty in mind.” He chuckled. “Dark wood beams that match the honey-dark pieces of your silky hair…” He tilted his head. “… an open expanse of sky with stars twinkling down, stars that remind me of your eyes. And the air, every time I breathe it in, for one brief moment, I have peace. The same peace I experienced when you honored me by giving yourself to me.”


  Tears blurred my vision. I quickly looked away. “It’s unfair.”


  “Life usually is,” he answered softly.


  “I want to hate him.”


  “He did what he thought was best, Joyce. Living in the past will only steal the joy of the present. This time we are given… it is a gift. Let us enjoy what we have left.”


  I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. Luca knew me too well, knew every inflection in my voice; even the way I was sitting was probably giving him too much information about just how heavy my heart was and how close to the brink I was.


  I wanted him.


  Badly.


  Being near him but not constantly kissing him, touching him, running my hands over his hard muscled body. It was agony.


  Age had matured him in ways that I would have never expected. From the firm line of his jaw to the confident, arrogant way he carried himself, as if he knew he was better than everyone else in the room simply because he was Luca Nicolasi.


  “You seem very deep in thought.” Luca wrapped a muscled arm tighter around my midsection, tugging me into his heat. “You realize I brought you here to relax and have fun.”


  “Fun?” I repeated, my voice scratchy. “I’m not sure I know the meaning of the word.”


  “A shame.” Luca removed his arm and faced me on the couch. “A woman like you deserves fun, laughter, joy.”


  “Sometimes I read.” I gulped, embarrassed that I truly couldn’t remember the last time I’d had fun.


  “Well then...” Luca burst out laughing, his deep chuckle causing shivers to erupt all over my body. “… what the hell have I been doing all my life? Reading, you say? Must be some very naughty books, Joyce.”


  I felt my entire body flush. “No, um, they’re nonfiction.”


  “Oh?” His eyebrows shot up in complete disbelief. “Tell me about these nonfiction books.”


  Damn the man for seeing through my lie. “Presidents,” I blurted. “They’re biographies about the presidents.”


  “Ah…” Luca nodded. “… I can see why you’re positively elated at the prospect of reading about presidents. Tell me, do you only read about the affairs then skip the dry stuff?”


  My eyes narrowed. “I think I’m tired.”


  “Me too.” He didn’t miss a beat, just jumped to his feet and offered his hand. “Allow me to walk you to your room.”


  We walked side by side in tense silence.


  Once we made it to my door, Luca pulled me into his arms and kissed the top of my head. “Sleep well, Joyce.”


  He didn’t try to kiss me.


  He barely even hugged me.


  Disappointed, I didn’t even realize I’d been holding my breath until he shut his bedroom door behind him and left me alone staring at it like it was a great puzzle I couldn’t figure out.


  “Sleep well,” I whispered into the still air.


  How was it possible for him to sleep when we were so close, yet universes apart? We were in the same house.


  But it didn’t matter, we could have even been in the same bed, and I would still have felt the distance. Unless I was naked in his arms, I would feel distance.


  


  


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  


  
    
      
        What you must understand is this. Love will always find a way. Love finds its way through war, tragedy, disease, and yes, even death. —Grandma Alfero
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  Casper, Wyoming


  July 22, 1997


  


  


  “JOYCE!” LUCA YELLED THEN RAPPED ON my door. “Wake up!”


  Groaning, I flipped onto my back just in time to see my door pushed open and Luca, a giant of a man, walking into my room with a breakfast tray. “I made eggs.”


  He announced in such a way that I almost felt the need to applaud him or at least give him more than the forced smile I did. But I was exhausted! I hadn’t slept one wink. Dreams of Frank’s disappointed face haunted me.


  “Coffee black—” Luca fired off the contents of the tray. “—bacon from a pig that was butchered just last week. And I hope you still prefer strawberries with your oatmeal.”


  I nodded as our gazes met.


  His grin grew as he eyed me up and down. “I think I like you best this way.”


  “What way?” I frowned.


  Luca licked his lips and whispered, “Disheveled.”


  My hands immediately went to my hair. It had somehow slipped out from my ponytail holder and was in disarray, most likely sticking up in all the wrong places. I also hadn’t taken off my makeup last night, meaning I probably had mascara smudges down my cheeks and puffy eyes from the lack of sleep. I’m sure I looked like a real… winner.


  “Thanks,” I croaked, reaching for the black coffee.


  Luca pulled off his black shiny shoes and made his way around the bed and sat next to me. He pulled the tray up between us.


  “What are you doing?” I asked.


  “Eating.” He popped a piece of toast into his mouth and chewed. “Is that alright with you?”


  He didn’t give me time to answer, simply pulled the newspaper from its spot on the tray and started reading. Every few minutes he’d set it down, grab his coffee or a piece of fruit, then go about reading again.


  After ten minutes, in which I studied him from beneath my thick lashes, he pulled a pen from his pocket and frowned at the crossword puzzle.


  Finally, I couldn’t stand it anymore.


  “We’re in bed together,” I blurted.


  Luca paused and looked down at the bed then continued staring at the newspaper. “Very intuitive of you, Joyce.”


  “And you’re…” I rolled my eyes up to the ceiling. “… having breakfast with me. In bed.”


  “That is what it looks like, yes.” He sounded absolutely bored to tears.


  “Luca!”


  “Hmm?” Still he didn’t look up from his puzzle, but his lips curved into a small smile.


  “This isn’t normal!”


  “Isn’t it?”


  “No!” I fought for control. “A wife doesn’t just go on a two-week trip with her husband’s brother, vow not to touch one another, then have breakfast in bed together in the mornings like they’ve been doing it for the past ten years!”


  “That’s my wish.” Luca slowly lowered the paper. “Even with the arguing, mainly on your end, considering I’ve been trying to have a peaceful morning.” He eyed me skeptically while I glared back. “At night, I dreamt of this… of normal mornings when blood did not stain my hands. A morning where I woke up the love of my life with breakfast… and did the crossword puzzle while she ate.”


  “Do you normally do the crossword puzzle?” I had to ask.


  “Never.” He tossed it onto the tray. “And now I realize why reality is always better than dreams. If I woke up to you every morning, there would be no chance in hell I could concentrate on chewing my food, let alone a damn crossword puzzle. I’d be devouring you rather than the toast, and you’d end up a hell of a lot more disheveled than you look now.”


  I had a sudden vision of throwing the tray to the floor and jumping onto his lean muscular body.


  “Don’t,” he whispered. “Don’t look at me like that and expect me to behave. I only have so much control, and, as you’ve pointed out, we are in bed together.”


  “It wouldn’t matter,” I admitted. “Bedroom, living room, public restroom, hallway—” I laughed softly. “It would have never mattered with us, Luca. You know that. The electricity would always be there — the want, the temptation.”


  “Why do you think I’ve stayed away so long?” he admitted, his words thick, his accent more prominent. “To want another man’s wife… well… we do have a code, you know this.”


  “I know.”


  “So,” Luca pushed off the bed. “Why don’t you dress? It seems today we will be riding.”


  “Wh-what?” I gasped, holding the sheet up to cover myself, even though I wasn’t naked.


  Luca burst out laughing. “Horses, Joyce.” He shook his head. “Naughty little minx, aren’t you, doll?”


  I threw a pillow at his retreating form as his laughter echoed from my room and down the hall.
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  True to his word, we rode horses all afternoon and shared a romantic picnic by a stream that ran through his property. At one point, two curious cows decided to see what all the fuss was about, and Luca threatened to toss me to one if I kept cowering behind him in fear.


  City girl, through and through. He’d laughed and then told me to name the cows.


  Sadly, the cows were my first pets.


  At nearly forty-one, I finally had pets, a house, and my very first picnic. It was almost as if life was going in reverse. Those are the things done in youth; instead, I’d been forced to grow up too fast and was now living life backward, or so it seemed.


  Luca didn’t touch me.


  He didn’t kiss me.


  And it was slowly destroying me.


  When we finally made it back to the house, I couldn’t take it anymore. “Why haven’t you kissed me again?”


  Luca paused mid-step then turned to face me, his face completely unreadable as he slowly said, “I mean to court you before I claim you.”


  And, with that, he walked off toward his room and closed the door softly behind him.


  I was a bundle of nerves the rest of the evening.


  And, like the night previous, he kissed me on the head, instructed me to sleep well, and left me a burning ball of desire outside his room.
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        I’m laughing as I reread this. Oh that man, he knew what he was doing. He was good. So good. I sure hope you’ve met him by now, Trace. I hope he lives longer than all of us. The world needs people like Luca, and so do you. —Grandma Alfero
      

    

  


  


  


  CHAPTER NINE


  


  Trace


  


  CHASE STOPPED READING AND GLANCED UP at the rest of us. Everyone had gone still, silent, morose.


  “I miss him.” Mo was the first to admit.


  It hurt Phoenix the most; he was the one closest to Luca, the one who had the responsibility to carry on a legacy so renown that even other crime families were trying to infiltrate the Nicolasi empire.


  “He was…” Phoenix shook his head, his eyes burning holes through the floor. Refusing to look up, he continued, “… he was my hero.”


  I wiped my wet cheeks then got up from my spot on the couch, walked over to Phoenix, and pulled him in for a hug.


  He used to shy away from me.


  He used to shy away from everyone. But Bee was gaining leaps and bounds with Phoenix where physical contact was concerned.


  He hugged me back then kissed me on the cheek. “How lucky are you? Kick-ass grandpa and uncle.”


  That made everyone chuckle a bit as I shared a look with Phoenix and made my way back to my seat. “Okay, Chase. Keep going.”


  “Anyone else feel like Luca has the patience of a saint?” Tex piped up. “Had that been me—“


  “We know,” Nixon growled out. “Pretty sure we all lived through your definition of self-control, Tex.”


  Tex nodded smugly then pulled Mo tightly against him.


  “I’m going to keep going.” Chase held up the diary and kept reading.
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  Casper, Wyoming


  July 23, 1997


  


  I woke up, and, as I expected, Luca knocked once, entered on the second with his tray, and made his way over to my bed. This time, I at least had a fresh face and had pulled my thick dark hair back.


  Again, he pulled out the crossword puzzle and started methodically eating his toast as his eyes examined the hints.


  “Devil,” I finally blurted. “Six across.”


  “Hmm, ironic.” Luca filled in the squares.


  And I kept peeking over his shoulder.


  “Hell,” I answered. “Three down. Are you even trying?”


  Laughing, Luca scribbled in the answer and shrugged. “I may be purposefully doing horrible so you’ll get closer to me. I can still smell your perfume, even after a shower. It’s addicting, like the purest poisons. Only one taste will destroy me, kill me from the inside out, but what a sweet death, Joyce.”


  “What are we doing today?” I cleared my throat and backed away, purposefully breaking the moment, the close contact, so I wouldn’t do something stupid like seduce him.


  “Today...” Luca folded the newspaper. “… we’re going hiking.”


  “Hiking?” I repeated. “Are there trails around here?”


  “I’m Sicilian. I make my own trails,” Luca announced, once again leaving me alone in the room. “Wear boots, Joyce.”


  “Right,” I huffed. “Boots.” I was still sore from the day before. If his plan was to exhaust me so I didn’t launch my body across his and kiss him senseless, it was working.


  The hike in question was more of a nice walk around the property. Yet another picnic had been set up for us near a waterfall. It was beautiful, peaceful, serene.


  On the way back later that afternoon, I tripped over a rock and stumbled into Luca’s strong arms.


  Slowly, he helped me to my feet and brushed the lightest of kisses against my mouth. “Careful, Joyce.”


  My name. The way he said my name. It was like he was declaring love to me each and every time.


  I would never hear my name the same way again.


  I would never take for granted what a name did to a person; how, by just taking time to speak it, life was breathed into that person, forming a unique identity, giving courage, confidence.


  Luca’s arms left mine too quickly. With a firm nod, he walked into the house making his way towards the kitchen and yelled back at me, “Why don’t you get cleaned up while I get some chores done?”


  The man was driving me positively insane.


  I was mad for him and he was going to go feed cows?


  At every opportunity, he’d pulled away. I knew why; I just wished things were different.


  “Oh, Frank,” I whispered. “What have you done to me?”


  Hours later, I was sitting across from Luca. The fire crackled from the living room. He lifted a wine glass to his lips, his eyes focusing on me as he sipped. I watched its redness slide past his lips and into his mouth. And then his swallow… Dear God, his swallow was enough to drive a woman wild, the way his neck moved.


  Suddenly thirsty, I reached for my glass only to find it empty.


  “Careful, Joyce.” Luca smiled brightly. “I would be a horrible host if I allowed you to get drunk.”


  “Maybe then you’d take advantage of me.” Clearly, I was loose-lipped. I slammed my hand over my mouth as embarrassment washed over me in waves.


  Luca stood abruptly, his chair scraping loudly across the wood floor. His eyes zeroed in on my mouth.


  Gulping, my hands flew to my neck and came into contact with the pearls from Frank. Guilt slammed into me.


  “I won’t ever take what hasn’t been freely given to me,” Luca whispered, his fingers grazing the pearls as if he knew exactly where I’d gotten them. “And as much as I want to kiss you, to make love to you, to bury myself in you and never let go— I think we both know that if I start now, I won’t stop, not until you leave. Is it wrong of me…” He offered a crooked smile. “… to want more than your body? To want your soul as well? To flirt with you… cook with you, spend time with you, wake up next to you?”


  I hung my head, breaking eye contact as my fingers fluttered to my chest to calm my heart. “It’s romantic.”


  “Tell me…”


  Luca’s body was so close to mine. He was standing; I was still sitting, my eyes glazed over with want as he leaned closer to me, placing his hands on either side of my chair, his aftershave making me so dizzy with desire I wasn’t sure I would be able to inhale one more time without kissing him.


  “… how often are you left alone? Be honest, Joyce.”


  I licked my lips, ashamed at the truth. Ashamed that the answer was often. Frank left me alone, I thought because he didn’t know what else to do with me. He knew I didn’t love him the way I should, and every time he did stay home and have dinner with me, it was forced, awkward, the only sound silverware scratching against the fine china as the hallway clock chimed in the distance. It was miserable.


  “Often,” I finally answered. “But I’ve always kept to myself, you know that.”


  “Bullshit.” Luca fired back. “I’ve never met a more social woman in my life. Promise me, when you go back to the house, you’ll demand more than one dinner a week. Promise me that you’ll beg him for trips, shopping, jewels, whatever you desire.


  “And if I just desire you? Am I within my rights to ask for you?”


  Luca sighed. “Joyce, you have me. You never lost me. I’ve always been right here.” He placed a hand on my chest then stood to his full height. “It’s getting late.”


  “Yeah.” I croaked. “It is.”


  And for the third night in a row, Luca led me down the hall, kissed me on the head, and told me to sleep well.


  


  


  CHAPTER TEN


  


  
    
      
        What would you do if someone offered you everything you’ve always wanted, but you knew you would have to live with the guilt for the rest of your existence? One moment of passion, a lifetime of regret? Or would you regret never taking the chance in the first place? Would you always wonder? I knew I would. I knew I would wonder. And even though Luca was keeping his promise to Frank, I knew I had to keep mine as well. Frank said he’d forgive me anything — and I was going to make good on that promise of his. Even writing this now, reading back through the pages, I wonder if it was the right choice. Because we do not sin in silence. People may not discover the sin in that very moment, maybe not years from then, but it will always come to light. And ours didn’t just affect Frank… It was the rock thrown through the window that ended up cracking an empire. —Grandma Alfero
      

    

  


  


  [image: ]


  


  Casper, Wyoming


  July 24, 1997


  


  “JOYCE,” LUCA BROUGHT IN THE BREAKFAST tray and started his typical morning ritual of reading through the newspaper and starting in on the crossword puzzle.


  His black sweater was so tightly wrapped around his muscled body that my mouth had gone dry. Even the orange juice didn’t help. Every time he shifted on the bed, my heart beat a little faster.


  “What are we doing today, Luca?”


  “I’m so glad you asked, Joyce.” He laughed and said it in such a happy, chipper way that I couldn’t help but roll my eyes and join in laughter. It was easy with Luca. With Frank, it was always forced.


  And part of me wondered if that was my fault.


  That I’d locked down my heart, my very soul, because of what Frank had done.


  I’d never given Frank a fair chance. Because I hadn’t thought he deserved it. If he would have come into our bedroom with breakfast, I would have asked him politely to leave.


  Guilt wrapped its ugly tentacles around me, snaring me, choking me.


  “Swimming,” Luca announced.


  “I have no bathing suit.”


  “Really?” His eyes widened, and then he leaned in and kissed the tip of my nose, smelling of coffee and oranges. “Neither do I.”


  “Be serious.” I laughed pushing him away.


  “Two things I never joke about…” He winked. “… death and nudity.”

  He hopped off the bed and made his way down the hall, calling behind him for me to get ready.


  Two hours later, we were at a large pond at the far edge of his property. From the naked eye, it looked like a simple pond, but upon entering it, I noticed that the spring was warm, heated, and that the rocks were smooth against my feet, making it impossible to trip. The water was clear all the way down to the smooth grayish-white rocks.


  “Hot springs.” Luca held out his hand.


  I was still questioning my decision to skinny dip with the man who claimed he wouldn’t as much as kiss me, but he seemed unaffected by my nakedness.


  Well, not completely unaffected. Maybe a better description would be that he was physically affected but pretending he was completely fine.


  I stared at him, at his large hands, and then past them to the sculpted body. The last time I’d seen him shirtless he’d been lean, not wiry, young, not fully matured.


  Now? He was all man.


  At least thirty pounds heavier with thick, bulging biceps and a tight expanse of abdominal muscles wrapped around his middle. He was beautiful. His black hair was slicked back with water.


  “Joyce…” His voice held a warning edge. “… move faster, before I turn gray or get shot by another crime family.”


  I made a face then stepped forward, still covering my breasts.


  “Stop.” He held up his hands. “No farther until you grab my hands.”


  “But—“


  “Joyce.” He tsked. “Remove your hands. They’re choking your perfect body and making mine extremely jealous all at once.”


  If the water could have been heated by embarrassment, I would have been boiling at that point, like a chicken being tossed into water for soup.


  Slowly, I dropped my hands.


  Luca looked his fill. His eyes lazily focused in on my chest, his tongue sliding between his lips as if he was trying to remember what my skin tasted like.


  “You’re beautiful,” he whispered reverently.


  The compliment washed over me like a wave of heat. The last time Frank had complimented me had been weeks ago, and even then it had been in passing. Probably because I flinched when he gave me compliments, maybe because they didn’t feel real.


  Everything out of Frank’s mouth felt… fake. But now, I was beginning to wonder if it was fake at all.


  Or if it was me.


  Had it always been me?


  “Stay forever…” Luca said, jolting me from my thoughts. “… just like this.”


  “Naked?” I gasped out a laugh.


  “Yes.” He grinned then tugged me against his hard body. Evidence of his arousal pressed against my stomach as he wrapped his arms around me and placed a lingering kiss against my cheek.


  I could feel him tensing as my body tightened in response.


  “Joyce,” he choked out. “Why don’t we swim?”


  “Right,” I repeated. “Swim.”


  He didn’t move.


  Neither did I.


  “Swim,” he said again.


  “Since we’re in a pond...” I said dumbly, as if he wasn’t aware of where we were standing.


  His arms relaxed against me, and then he was moving, quickly swimming away from me.


  And I was glad.


  Because, when I had Luca — and I would have him — I wanted it to be in a situation where I knew he couldn’t escape.


  I’d tie the man to a damn bed if that was what it took.


  


  


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  


  
    
      
        I was so naïve. Stupid, actually, to think that my choices would have no long-lasting consequences. Luca was more than my lover. He was, at the time, my only friend. The only person who I felt in this world TRULY loved me. How sad, that, as I read this, I realize I was surrounded by love. I was just too blind to see it… until it was too late. —Grandma Alfero
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  Casper, Wyoming


  July 25, 1997


  


  WE FELL INTO COMPANIONABLE SILENCE IN the mornings, played and flirted during the day, and at night, Luca kissed me on the head and told me to have sweet dreams.


  Today he took me into town then proceeded to pay some men to help us learn how to line dance.


  I laughed so hard I had tears in my eyes.


  Then Luca pulled me into his arms and danced with me slowly; I was transported back to the first time I met him, the first time I felt real desire in my belly.


  All because he’d looked at me and smiled.


  Never underestimate the power of a smile.
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  Casper, Wyoming


  July 26, 1997


  


  I wish I could report new news. But today was the same. The same breakfast¸ the same lovely afternoon where we went driving in a very large truck all over Luca’s property.


  Wine and checkers filled the rest of the evening, the only difference was that I’d fallen asleep on the couch in Luca’s arms, yet somehow found myself in my own bed that morning.


  My body still ached for his touch.


  And I could tell that he was slowly starting to lose his mind. The other day, I’d touched his face and he’d flinched, cursed, then walked away.


  We had eight days left.


  I was terrified of the clock, so terrified I’d stopped wearing my watch, another gift from Frank, and had since ignored every timepiece in the man’s house.


  Time was not on our side.


  Then again, it never had been.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  


  Casper, Wyoming


  July 27, 1997


  


  I WAITED IN BED. LUCA DIDN’T come. He always came at eight in the morning.


  And, as much as I hated watches, I’d grabbed mine to make sure it hadn’t stopped. It was eight thirty.


  Frightened, I jumped out of bed and knocked on his door. When he didn’t answer, I pushed it open and let myself in.


  Luca was sitting up in bed, his face a mask of worry, irritation, and what appeared to be murder as he stared at a newspaper in his hands.


  “Luca?”


  “Joyce,” he rasped, not setting the newspaper down.


  “Is everything okay?” I asked, frowning.


  “It will be.” He tossed the newspaper aside, jumped out of bed, and stalked toward me, his granite body flexing with each step he took.


  I backed up against the wall as he placed his hands on either side of my head and leaned in. “Say you’ll remember us.”


  “Every day.” I swallowed the tears in my throat. “I remember us every single day. To breathe is to remember.”


  “To exist...” Luca’s forehead touched mine. “… is to remember.”


  “Is this normal?” I asked. “To feel this way about someone?”


  “No.” Luca shook his head. “It’s a miracle… the same way it’s a miracle that a man like me would be gifted with one last moment with you.”


  “Last?” The word fell from my lips like a curse.


  “Joyce…” He cupped my face. “… you must know this is the only chance we will get. After a few days, I will disappear. The Nicolasi family is… getting pushed back to Sicily.”


  “What?” I shook my head. “What are you talking about?”


  “The Abandonatos are itching to take their spot. With the Campisi’s returning, the Alfero’s, Frank, is now asking politely, mind you, that we return to where we came from. There is no need for the Nicolasi family to stay in the states, to stay where we are not wanted.”


  “But I want you to stay. I want it.” I was yelling. Why was I yelling? Tears started streaming down my face. “So this is it? Are you really telling me I won’t ever see you again?”


  “It’s best this way.” Luca’s eyes filled with tears. “Don’t you see? I cannot simply exist in your world, waiting for Frank to go on trips just so I can lie next to you in bed. I refuse to be that man, and I refuse to make you that woman.”


  “This is it,” I stated in an emotionless voice. “It’s why Frank will forgive me, isn’t it?”


  Luca was silent.


  I hoped I wasn’t revealing anything about the letter in admitting that. “He knows you’re leaving.”


  “Yes.”


  “Luca?”


  “Joyce?”


  “Kiss me.”


  “Joyce—“


  “Damn it, Luca!” I shoved his chest. “Don’t tell me you love me. Don’t talk in riddles, don’t speak of family, of loyalty, of blood if you aren’t willing to put everything on the line for it!” My chest heaved as I shoved him again and again. “Love me!”


  “I do!” he yelled back.


  “Prove it!”


  “I am!” He gripped my wrists with his hands. “In the only damn way I know how!”


  “By bringing me breakfast in bed? By going swimming? By not touching me?”


  “Joyce…” His eyes were wild. “… by feeding you.”


  “What?”


  “You’re starving,” he whispered. “Doll, you’re wasting away, starving for love… turning into a ghost of yourself. So I feed you, I nourish your soul, and then I take your body, but not at the expense of you losing your soul, don’t you get it? I only take you when you’re healthy, when you come to me rosy, full, nourished, the way I left you.”


  “You left me destroyed.”


  “I thought you dead,” he admitted. “But that changes nothing. How can I take your body, Joyce? How can you ask that of me, when you are still so weak with want to be noticed? To have love? Don’t ask me to do that. Because I am only a man.”


  “You…” My voice trembled as tears streamed down my face. “… are so much more than a man, Luca.” I choked on a sob then collapsed to my knees as realization struck. I had beat cancer, but I hadn’t returned to the same person I had been before.


  I hardly recognized myself in the mirror.


  I was a ghost of myself.


  And he was right. I was starving for three simple words and for actions behind them.


  But, I’d been so bitter, so upset that I pushed all chance of that away.


  “I’m so… sorry.” I heaved as my tears fell to the wood floor. “So sorry.”


  “Me too, Joyce.” Luca fell to his knees and pulled me into his lap, wiping the tears from under my eyes. “Me too.”


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  


  
    
      
        I miss him still. Luca had brought me back to life all over again. I hadn’t even known I was slowly dying inside until he made me face it, made me face the simple truth that I was no longer someone I recognized or liked. How could I expect anyone to love me? When I was so utterly disgusted with myself. —Grandma Alfero
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  Casper, Wyoming


  July 28, 1997


  


  “JOYCE?” LUCA CALLED FOR ME. He must have noticed my door was open that morning. I wasn’t waiting for him in bed. I was tired of waiting for people to come to me, apologize to me, fall all over themselves for me. It was spoiled, selfish, stupid, and I was done.


  “Kitchen,” I called back as I pulled out a tray of fresh hot biscuits. I checked the gravy on the stove, turning it down to a simmer just as strong muscled arms wrapped around me.


  Luca hadn’t shaved in two days; his overgrowth tickled my neck as he kissed his way up my ear and whispered, “Did you make biscuits?”


  “And gravy,” I announced.


  He let out a groan; it tickled my ear. “You know how I feel about gravy.”


  “The same way you feel about wine and anything else you put in that mouth of yours.” I laughed.


  Luca stilled. “Hmm, imagine when you’re in my mouth.”


  My reaction was to slump into his arms, body trembling. I could imagine it all right. Vividly.


  “Let’s have some of that gravy first.”


  “R-right.” I smoothed my apron down and piled his breakfast onto a plate.


  “So, what’s the occasion?” he asked, sitting across from me.


  “You’ve been doing nothing but taking care of me.” I shrugged. “And I realized I really want to take care of you.”


  Luca’s grin widened, making my knees weak and stomach flutter. “Have I told you how beautiful you look this morning?”


  I tucked my hair behind my ear, ducking my head. “Eat your food. I’ll still feed you without the compliments.”


  He laughed loudly then dug in.


  Our afternoon was interrupted by one of his cows giving birth. I panicked. What did I know about cows?


  But Luca had workers and a vet that lived onsite. I was able to watch the little calf come forth into the world. It was beautiful and messy.


  Just like life.


  I’d remember that birth forever.


  “I’m going to kiss you now,” Luca announced once we’d showered and returned to the kitchen.


  “Are you warning me or preparing me?” I teased and then ran around the kitchen, screaming as he chased after me.


  Finally, he grabbed me then tossed me onto the couch and pinned my arms above my head. “A little bit of both, doll. A little bit of both.”


  His mouth descended.


  My body arched to meet his.


  Our lips met in a hungry, searing kiss. His lips were soft and tasted of rich red wine.


  “Joyce,” Luca pulled back, his eyes wild. “I can’t keep my promise.”


  “Okay.” I eyed his mouth. “What does that mean?”


  Luca’s eyes darkened as he slowly lifted my shirt, his hands coming into contact with first my stomach and then my bra. “This, this is what I mean.”


  With his arousal pressed against me, his hands cupping me, and his mouth making love to me, I knew I was going to be that desperate woman. The one who selfishly grasped at love… even knowing that it would be fleeting. I grabbed with both hands and swore never to let go.


  “Joyce,” Luca gasped, voice gruff, “I need you.”


  I kissed him hard on the mouth, my body craving him like it wasn’t sure it could actually exist without him pressed against me.


  He tugged my simple sweater from my head.


  With a moan, I reached for his tailored pants and kicked them down as his hands tugged my bra from my body with one simple fluid movement.


  We fell in a heap to the floor, Luca towering over me, his breathing heavy as his eyes wildly scanned my body. “Damn it, you’re perfection.” He cupped my breasts and lowered his mouth to mine.


  My fingers dug into his back and then fumbled with his silk boxers.


  We really were a pair. He in his boxers with his socks. Me with my pearls and boring plain white underwear.


  But I felt like a queen in his arms; it was like I was draped in pearls.


  Luca’s hands methodically trailed down my stomach. I knew I wasn’t as tight as I had been, age and having had a child had done that to me, but he seemed reverent as he trailed kisses down my hips and then tugged off my cotton underwear.


  “Perfection,” he hissed, his head dipping down.


  “Luca.” I bucked. He was the only man I’d ever allowed to kiss me there. The only man I swore who would. And, as if he knew, as if he was making up for lost time, he sucked and licked like he was making love to me with his tongue.


  And my body exploded in response.


  With a quiet sob, I wrapped my arms around his neck, dipped my head against his chest and trailed kisses across his jaw. He pushed me back toward the floor then tugged off his boxers.


  I was enamored by the size of his body, by the sheer majesty of the way he held himself protectively over me, that this man, this giant of a man, wanted me with such desperation he was unable to stop himself anymore.


  It wasn’t power I felt though.


  It was love.


  Frantic, I reached for him.


  Our bodies joined, smoothly, fitting perfectly, as if no time had passed between us, the rhythm of his lovemaking aggressive, beautiful, passionate. Luca made love like he attacked life — with his everything. I was caught in a frenzied wave of heat as he pumped faster, only to stop and kiss me on the mouth or neck.


  Each time his body pulled away from mine, cold washed over me. Desperate for the heat again, I’d reach for him, only to find myself having trouble catching my next breath as I felt his thrust build the tension between us. It was either searing to the touch… or dying with need for the next.


  “I need you,” I gasped as he drove deeper.


  I blocked out everything and focused only on him, on the feeling building between us.


  “I’ve always needed you,” he whispered. Our eyes locked. With one last slow thrust, I found myself falling, weightless, body shuddering as his lips met mine in one last frantic kiss. And then another thrust, his hands grabbing my shoulders then running up to my neck, touching my pearls.


  “Joyce!” He yelled my name as he jerked the string of pearls from my neck with one last frantic thrust. They came apart in his hand, cascading in slow motion, falling to the floor with a loud clang..


  Our eyes met.


  And we both knew.


  It wasn’t just the necklace that had broken.


  But promises.


  So many promises that neither of us could keep.


  It felt like we were in slow motion as he slowly lifted himself from me and pulled me into his arms, both of us wordless as we watched the pearls bounce and roll around on the wood floor.


  Broken, just like us.


  “I love you,” Luca whispered against my neck. “I will always. Always. Love you.”


  “I love you too.” My voice was hollow, empty, just like my spent body. I wanted to sit with him like that forever. But we didn’t have forever.


  The clock chimed in the living room.


  And reality set in.


  We had less than a week left in each other’s arms.


  And I knew exactly how I wanted to spend it.


  


  


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  


  
    
      
        Some secrets, I would like to keep. This last page is our final day together. The ones in between are… private, something only shared between me and Luca. I would like to take some secrets to my grave. I imagine he would as well.—Grandma Alfero
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  Casper, Wyoming


  August 3, 1997


  


  I WAS SILENT AS LUCA BROUGHT my bag to the waiting black Mercedes. The first thing I wanted to do when I returned to the house was purchase a cherry-red domestic car, a Ford, maybe even a minivan, something so opposite of what I was used to.


  Foreign cars with their dark colors that carried the stench of blood money; I wanted no part of it.


  I had no choice but to accept it, however.


  We rode to the airport in silence.


  Luca clenched my hand tightly. My free hand immediately went to my throat. Just that morning, Luca had given me back my pearls, fixed, as though they’d never broken.


  On the outside, everything was at it should be.


  I was returning to be the dutiful wife; he was returning to Sicily to be the dutiful boss.


  On the inside, I was breaking, broken, like the pearls had been, and I knew it would take more than the memories of our two weeks together to fix me.


  Luca must have sensed my feelings; he squeezed my hand tighter as rain pelted against the umbrella that was held out for us once the car door opened.


  It was a typical day. It felt like a funeral.


  Mine, his, the death of our love.


  I knew that once I stepped foot on that plane, I would never be able to be in his arms again. Frank wouldn’t allow it, and, because he loved me too much, neither would Luca.


  He tried leading me onto the stairs.


  I jerked my hand back.


  Luca swore and stepped out from the umbrella. Rain slid down his perfect cheeks and across his plump lips, the same lips that had brought me pleasure for our last seven straight days together.


  I wanted to turn around and run.


  I wanted to run until I puked.


  “Luca…” I shook my head. “… I can’t.”


  “You will.” He nodded slowly. “And you know why?”


  His eyes were penetrating, as if he saw the bleeding taking place on the inside and knew just what to say to stop the hemorrhaging.


  “Because you are stronger than this. Because our love has to mean something. If we run, we destroy our family. And family… Joyce… family is all we have right now.”


  “We have each other.”


  “And when our love brings down those we care about? When it affects everyone, including your son who you would never get to see again? Or when someone sends a hit on me? What then?”


  I gasped.


  “Don’t put it past him.” Luca shook his head. “And don’t put it past me to do the same thing if he ever lays a hand to you. Joyce, this is our reality. This is what we do. The very same hands that make love to you choke the life out of another. There will never be a day when I won’t miss you, when I won’t think of you, dream of you, but this is the card we have been dealt, and we must handle it accordingly.”


  Chin trembling, I nodded and offered him my hand.


  Slowly, I ascended the stairs; each step caused my heart to beat a little faster. My breaths came out in short gasps as I climbed, and finally, when I was near the airplane door, I turned and looked one last time.


  The mountains.


  The car.


  The fresh air.


  The rain as it pelted against everything, almost like the sky was mourning right along with me.


  “Tell me it was worth it,” Luca whispered.


  I turned and nodded through my tears. “It was worth it.”


  Luca held me the entire flight.


  He held me during the car ride when I couldn’t stop sobbing.


  And when we pulled up to the massive compound I lived in, the place I should have called home, he held me while I cursed his brother to hell.


  “Joyce,” Luca whispered. “Be happy. Please be happy.”


  “Will I ever see you again?” I asked, voice hoarse from all the tears that had dripped down my throat, swelling it.


  Luca tilted his head. “I can’t predict the future, but know I will stay away. He is your husband, and he deserves a chance. If you ever need me…” He pulled out a black card and slid it into my hand. “… I’m only a phone call away. Never forget… I love you.”


  “I love you.” I hiccupped.


  “We’ll never be free of this.” He shook his head sadly. “Not if I stay in Chicago.”


  “I know.”


  “Try, Joyce,” Luca instructed. “Try to let him in. Hell, let anyone in. You deserve joy.”


  His mouth was on mine before I could respond. I tasted both our tears and promised myself they would be the last I shed over our situation, over our love.


  Love should never evoke sadness, but joy.


  I needed to be joyful I’d had it—had him-- in the first place, rather than bitter that it was gone, falling through my fingertips like pieces of sand.


  Our mouths brushed one last time before my door opened, and I was led into the house.


  It smelled like Frank.


  Somehow, I knew he was already home. My body trembled with nervous anticipation, fear. What if he could tell? What if he beat me? Killed me? He’d never laid a hand on me, and he’d said he would forgive me anything, but I’d done the unthinkable.


  I’d slept with his brother, while married.


  Not only had I cheated, but I’d done it with another boss.


  Frank was sitting at the kitchen table, his fingers drumming along the wood while he looked out the window. It overlooked a large fountain of David.


  Two goblets sat in the middle of the table with a bottle of wine.


  When the door shut behind me, Frank stood and turned to face me.


  I don’t know what I expected — anger? Sadness? Hurt? Instead, Frank approached me, arms open, and tugged me into them.


  I broke down.


  I broke down and cried so hard I thought I was going to get sick all over him.


  “I’m so sorry, sweetheart,” he whispered into my hair. “I know it hurts.”


  He was apologizing.


  To me.


  Yet I was in the wrong.


  “I couldn’t…” I gasped. “I — I’m sorry, I couldn’t, I—“


  “Shh...” Frank pressed a finger to my lips then wiped my tears. He was still a staggeringly handsome man with bits of gray at his temples, just as beautiful as his brother, only more harshly so. He took a step back and grabbed my hand, leading me to the table.


  My wine glass was filled with a generous amount of liquid; he scooted it toward me and started talking. “I would let you go if I could. You know that, right?”


  My eyes widened.


  “I love you too much to keep you, Joyce. But to let you go would cause unrest between the families. Already, we are on shaky ground with the Abandonatos after what has taken place. The Alferos would not survive it… if you were to leave for Luca. Even if I gave my blessing.”


  I nodded, more tears streaming down my face. “Why would you do that?”


  He smiled sadly. “Because I made a mistake… because I only saw the big picture… making Luca a boss, making him hard, following my own father’s instructions. I never thought… I could never comprehend the type of love that you two had, perhaps because I’d never experienced it myself.”


  I reached for Frank’s hand and covered it with my own. “I’ve been so selfish.”


  Frank frowned. “Joyce, you were so young when we married. When you went through cancer treatments, you were desperate, never selfish.”


  “I’ve been a fool,” I admitted. “You’ve been nothing but kind to me.”


  “Ha.” Frank let out a hollow laugh. “I’ve been a lot of things, but kind? Don’t patronize me, Joyce, I’ve been a miserable bastard to you.” He stood and took a deep breath. “And that changes now. I want something.”


  I felt my body pale.


  “Not that.” He chuckled. “May I… do you think…” He glanced away as if nervous. “… that we could be friends?”


  I burst into tears again, for an entirely different reason, hating myself for hurting him, hating myself for loving another.


  “Yes.” I smiled. “I would like that.”


  “Good.” Frank knocked his hand onto the table and then reached into his pocket. He opened the tiny box and held it out to me. “When you’re ready.”


  My wedding band was fused to a three-carat vintage-cut diamond ring. It sparkled in the moonlight.


  Shaking, I reached for the box and slid the ring on my finger. “As if it had never left.”


  Frank’s gaze met mine. “As if it’s been there the whole time.”


  I told myself I wouldn’t cry anymore. Not when Frank hugged me again, or apologized, or even asked how the ranch was.


  We stayed up until three in the morning talking.


  About Luca, about the cows, about me trying to ride a horse. And, like a friend, Frank listened.


  Never would I suggest cheating on a spouse in order to bring you closer to him, but for us, somehow, it created a bond from that day forward, and was as solid as any love I felt for Luca.


  Your grandfather and I, we were best friends, Trace. Not lovers, though I adored him with my everything, but we became so close that it was enough. Oh, Trace, it was enough.


  


  


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  


  Trace


  


  The room was silent.


  I didn’t even realize I was crying until Nixon handed me a tissue, and when I stared dumbly at it, grabbed it from my hand and started dabbing at my cheeks.


  For a killer, he could be really sweet, not that I was going to say that out loud and leave the floor open for Chase or Tex to pounce.


  “Are you okay?” Nixon asked.


  I nodded, staring down at the pages of the diary. “Is that it?”


  “From what I can tell.” Chase lifted it into the air. “There were only around fifteen missing pages in Frank’s folder. And his folder is thick as hell. It would take days to go through everything, but I can’t imagine him hiding more pages in the back, especially if this is what he labeled for you to read.” His eyebrows furrowed and then he turned over the page. “Wait, there’s one more. Do you want me to read it?”


  I nodded, feeling numb.


  Chase’s eyes widened for a few brief seconds before he shook his head slowly and said. “You won’t believe this, and there’s no date but… well, I’ll just read.”
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        Trace, the next page you read skips ahead a few years, after the twins were born, after our world was tilted on its axis. I’m writing this as we drive to Wyoming, as we return home. I want you to know how it happened, so you understand that we did the only thing we could to secure your safety. I love you. —Grandma Alfero
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  Chicago, Illinois


  October 2001


  


  Mario laughed loudly as he twirled Nicola around the kitchen. Trace was in the corner clapping her hands to the music while Nixon rolled his eyes and pretended not to be paying attention, though every time they twirled, his face lit up with a secret smile. Things had been hard in his home recently. The bruises on his skin revealed too much. When Frank had approached him to come over for dinner, he’d gone completely still, rigid, his face a mask of indifference as he answered with a curt nod.


  When I tried to hold his hand to lead him to the car, he jerked away and then looked behind him. I imagined he was looking for his father, imagining the beatings he’d receive at showing weakness. Rumors of his father’s temper had been rampant, and I knew it was only a matter of time before Frank stepped in. There was only so much a little boy could take, and Nixon was at the brink. His saving grace was his cousin, Chase, and best friends, Tex and Phoenix, though they were too young to be of any help other than a welcomed distraction from the pain of his everyday life.


  It was a gift that the Abandonato boss had allowed Nixon to visit after everything that had happened between the families. Our son had never been meant to marry a De Lange, but I wouldn’t have had it any other way, and clearly, by the measure of their laughter and joy, neither would they.


  “You’re going to miss the show, and you said you wanted to grab a quick bite beforehand,” I reminded them, holding my arms out for Trace.


  She jumped onto my lap and immediately started playing with my dark hair, wrapping it around her sticky fingers. I didn’t mind; she was like my own child. If she wanted to pull my hair out, I’d probably allow it.


  “Fine.” Mario kissed Nicola across the mouth again and again. “But she’s so distracting.”


  Nixon gagged in the corner.


  I laughed and set Trace on the ground just as Frank made his way into the kitchen. “You’re going to be late.”


  “So we’ve been told.” Mario gave me a teasing look and knelt down so he was eyelevel with Trace. “Be good for your grandparents.”


  “Yes, Papa,” Trace said in a sweet voice.


  “And stop hiding Nixon’s things.”


  “But he’s a boy!” Trace argued.


  Nixon rolled his eyes from his spot in the corner, though I could tell it was in good fun; he was extremely protective of her, especially for one so young. I knew it had to be because he’d already seen too many of the horrors this life had to offer and would do anything to keep his young friend from the same fate.


  “Love you, my little girl.” Nicola picked Trace up and kissed her on the cheek. “We’ll see you in a few hours.”


  Trace waved goodbye as her parents left the house, their laughter echoing off the walls. Date night had been a ritual for them. Every Friday was the same, though they always tried to pick different places to eat, they said they’d always covet that time they had together, especially now with things so rocky between the families.


  Frank waited until they drove off then gave me a very worried look while saying, “Nixon, why don’t you and Trace run out to the garage and grab some of those ice cream sandwiches. Make sure you eat them outside. Don’t want anything on our new kitchen floors.”


  “Yes, sir.” Nixon stood immediately, grabbed Trace’s hand, and led her outside amidst her firing questions off about where ice cream came from and then, if it really did come from a cow, could Nixon buy her a big spotted one as soon as possible and let her ride it.


  “How bad?” I asked once the door shut quietly behind the children.


  Frank swore then braced himself against the countertop. “He’s losing his mind, Joyce.”


  “What do we do?”


  “For once…” Frank’s shoulders tensed. “I have no clue. He’s angry over the marriage, still. The De Langes are running out of money and are up in arms about the relationship we still have with the Abandonatos, saying we favor them… which is ridiculous… but you know how hot-headed they can be.”


  I knew it well. Just the day before, Frank had been forced to kill two of the De Lange made men for plotting against their own boss; it seemed they weren’t getting a big enough cut of what they felt they deserved, and Frank had been called in to help take care of the problem.


  The families that had once been so strong were crumbling; I watched it on a daily basis as greed overpowered common sense.


  If the Cappo got wind of what was happening in Chicago, he’d return with a vengeance.


  “I may need to call them back, Joyce.”


  I knew what he was referring to. My heart ached in my chest because, as much as I missed Luca, Frank and I had come to such an incredible point in our relationship, that I knew having Luca around would shatter what contentment we’d found.


  I was just about to tell him to do whatever was necessary when he shook his head and forced a smile. “Work, work, work… let’s talk about happier things. Share a bottle of wine with me while we relax with my favorite grandchild?”


  “And her favorite friend.” I laughed, standing.


  Frank’s face paled. “Yes, well, rumor has it her friend just spent the last three days trapped in a black box with no food and water.”


  I gasped. “Frank, you must do something!”


  “He is boss of his family. I am the boss of my own,” Frank said sadly. “If I do something, I start a war.”


  “War,” I croaked, “I fear, has already been started.”


  “Tonight we drink wine and talk of love.” Frank ignored me and reached for two glasses. “Tomorrow, we will sit down with the family and talk war. I will reach out to Luca. We will straighten out the De Langes by any means possible.”


  Meaning, after tonight, many lives would be lost.


  Hours later, we were playing a game of Monopoly with the kids when Frank’s cell rang.


  “Yes,” he barked into the phone. All at once he stood, catching the edge of the Monopoloy board with his leg; game pieces went flying everywhere as he let out a string of curses in Italian. “Stay here, Joyce.” He braced my shoulders with his hands, his eyes frantic. “At all costs, protect the children. Do you understand me?”


  I went into lockdown, nodded my head, then gathered the children and hid with them in one of our safe rooms located in the master-suite closet. I handed Nixon a gun.


  He took it without question.


  A seven-year-old child.


  And I knew, if it came down to life or death, he would fight until he no longer had breath, fight to save Tracey. Fight to save us all.


  My own gun felt like heavy lead in my hand as I held it next to me, the safety off, my eyes watching the door for any movement. The only person who knew our location was Frank; the combination on the door lock was only known by two men.


  Frank and Mario.


  The only way in was through the lock, the only way out was to use the phone located in the corner and call for help.


  But I knew, if the worst happened, we would be dead before help could come.


  It was four hours of sheer hell.


  I had no idea during that time that Frank had driven like a man possessed only four miles away from our house…


  Only to see Mario get shot in the head while Nicola watched, and then blood splattered across the windshield as her body went limp.


  Frank had fired in the night sky.


  The black figure had been too far away and too fast.


  The only evidence left at the scene had been a gun, with the crest of the Abandonato family.


  Frank had been immediately suspicious though, because the Abandonato boss had been out on business, and that gun was his.


  When Frank returned home, covered in blood, he immediately told me the news and stared at Nixon long and hard. It was easy to see that out of anger he wanted to shoot him, make him hurt like the Abandonatos had made us hurt, but in his heart, he no doubt knew that nothing could be proven.


  But one thing was for certain.


  Until we knew the real killer, we needed to go into hiding; we had to protect Trace at all costs.


  She was the next in line, the only remaining loose end, and now that our son was dead, our family had been weakened by the one simple truth that haunted us both…


  Our love for our granddaughter was so strong; we would hand over an entire empire to see her safe.


  So we fled.


  I write this only a few miles outside of Wyoming. We called Luca; he cried with Frank.


  It was the second time I’d seen tears in my husband’s eyes, and though my heart ached to talk to Luca, I knew now, more than ever, my husband needed me.


  I was left with a hole in my chest at the loss of my son and his wife. A hole that I knew would forever be gaping.


  I would protect Trace until the day I died.


  I hadn’t realized I’d said it out loud until Frank squeezed my hand and said, “I will make this right.”
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  “On that happy note…” Chase dropped the paper from his hand as if it was burning his fingertips. “… I don’t really know what to say other than… is it weird that even then Trace was asking Nixon for cows?”


  Everyone laughed.


  I was thankful for the laughter.


  It took away from the pain and shock of what I’d just read. It was as if I’d been there, experiencing it all over again. Funny, because a few years ago I had blocked everything out, maybe it was because of the shock, and my grandparents had been thankful I couldn’t recall anything. But now I was starting to understand why it was a good thing I didn’t remember.


  “You begged me for a cow and then wiped ice cream on my shirt when I said no,” Nixon said softly.


  “Typical Trace.” Chase chuckled.


  I smiled through my tears. “I think… Nixon and I need to be alone for a while, guys.”


  Everyone left after saying their goodbyes, touching my shoulder, offering their pitiful looks of “That sucks.”


  When it was just me and Nixon, he tossed the Kleenex onto the floor, pulled out his cell, and hit the number two.


  My grandpa’s name popped up.


  “You have him on speed dial?” I asked.


  “He’s a boss. Of course I do,” Nixon said seriously. “Frank,” he growled into the receiver. “Listen, jackass, next time you leave your shit around the house, at least have the decency to stick around while your pregnant granddaughter reads it!”


  I couldn’t hear Grandpa on the other end.


  But I could tell he was yelling.


  “I’ll call you whatever the hell I want! She’s been sobbing!”


  It was quiet.


  Nixon swore then handed me the phone. “Swear, I’ll shoot him in his arthritic hip next time he pulls a stunt like this. I need some air.”


  He stood and stalked out of the room.


  “Grandpa?” I whispered into the phone.


  “Trace…” Grandpa sounded… odd. “… are you okay?”


  “Where are you?” I frowned. The background noise seemed loud.


  “New York.” He grunted. “And the loudness you’re referring to would be your cousins arguing over dessert.”


  “Cousins?”


  “Many, many, cousins,” he grumbled, “and not near enough wine.”


  “You always say that.” I smiled.


  “Because it’s always true.” He chuckled.


  Clearing my throat, I chewed my lower lip then blurted out, “I read the diary.”


  “Yes, I believe that’s the point Nixon was trying to get across amidst all the yelling and name calling.”


  “I’m sad.”


  Grandpa laughed. “Oh, honey, the last thing I want is for you to be sad. But, I’m glad you called.”


  “You are?”


  “Well, I take it you finished the pages in the front of the folder? I also imagine that everyone read them with you?”


  I felt myself blush. “You’d be guessing correctly.”


  “I know the bosses well. You forget, I was young once.”


  I rolled my eyes.


  “Are you rolling your eyes, Trace?”


  “Maybe.”


  More laughter. “I wanted you to read from your grandmother’s point of view, I wanted you to see their love… not so you would be sad, but so you would be strong. The very same strength and loyalty she had… you possess. You’re about to be a mother, and I know that scares you. But you have something that your grandmother, when she became a mother, never had.”


  “What’s that?”


  “A husband who would do anything for you. I admit, I wasn’t that man to your grandmother, not at first. In the end, yes, but at first, everything I did was out of selfish ambition. You have Nixon. You have love. And you have her fire, her spirit. Trace, you are so much like your grandmother that some days it gives me chest pains. I miss her…” He choked out the her. “… so much. I miss Luca… so many things I would have done differently. Then again, had I, you may not be here, and that pains me the most of all.


  “Look to the sky, Trace. Your grandmother is there, glancing down, so proud of you. Luca as well. You are the most amazing young woman, and it is because of another amazing young woman that you are who you are. Joyce Alfero...” He said her name the way the diary described Frank had, like a blessing, reverent. “…was strength. She was… my best friend. And now you know. Our love was not explosive. In the beginning it was non-existent. In the end… she was my everything, and I’d like to think I was hers.


  “The Nicolasi family returned to Sicily, and when she found out she was pregnant with the twins, she went back to the ranch so as not to cause suspicion. Luca never married, never even a girlfriend that I know of. He was…. always hers, felt disloyal even getting drinks with women. The children went to him as Joyce’s final gift of love. It was the hardest thing she ever did, and I know, to this day, I regret the fact that she had to make that choice in the first place.”


  I was crying again.


  “Don’t cry, honey.” Grandpa’s voice was soft, calming. “Now I want you to listen very carefully. In the folder is another letter. It’s addressed to you. It should be taped to the bag page. Grab it and have Nixon read it with you so you aren’t alone.”


  “Who’s it from?”


  “Think of it as…” Grandpa sighed. “… a final gift from your grandmother. So you know she was happy, we were… as happy as we could have been, given the circumstances. I think it might turn the tears into smiles.”


  “Grandpa?”


  “Yes, honey?”


  “Did you love her?”


  “More…” His voice shook. “… than she knew, more than the world, more than words could possibly express. Your grandmother was my life, and I spent the rest of our years together trying to prove that over and over again.”


  “And Luca?”


  “Luca was a hard man, honey. He didn’t look back. I think he knew if he did, he’d end up in her arms again, and we both knew that the families would be destroyed if he did. He stayed in Sicily until he was brought back a few years ago with the whole De Lange situation. He made a name for himself, pouring everything he had into the Nicolasi family. There’s a reason he was one of the scariest bastards alive. I think his love for her drove him to the brink. Everything he did, he did with all he possessed.”


  “He was terrifying,” I admitted.


  Grandpa burst out laughing. “Yes, but in a good way.”


  “There is no good way!” I argued then joined in laughter. “Thanks for answering Nixon’s call. Did you know he has you on speed dial?”


  “Why wouldn’t he?” Grandpa asked.


  “You guys have a weird relationship.”


  “He’s my grandson. Of course we do.” Grandpa let out a groan. “Just don’t tell him I said that, don’t want him to think he can go around threatening me or that I’ve gotten soft.”


  “My lips are sealed.”


  “Love you, honey.”


  “Love you too, Grandpa.”


  


  


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  


  Nixon


  


  I WAS GOING OUT OF MY damn mind. First, I heard her crying again and then laughing and then crying. What the hell was he saying to her?


  My hands shook to punch something.


  Or strangle the next person who walked by.


  It must have been a really unlucky day for Chase, since he’d forgotten his keys and had walked back into the kitchen, only to see the look on my face, finger his gun, grab his keys, and walk backward with his hands up.


  I snorted and rolled my eyes then grabbed a bottle of wine and sat at the kitchen table.


  So many things had shifted in my life over the last few years, and they were about to shift again.


  I was going to be a father.


  Bringing an innocent child into the world, a bloody world, one that I had no control over.


  Scary as hell. That’s what it was.


  “Hey,” Trace joined me at the table, eyed the wine longingly, then shrugged and handed me a letter with both our names on it.


  “What’s this?” I turned the letter over and broke the seal.


  “From Grandpa. He says hello, by the way.”


  “Bullshit. What did he really say?”


  Trace laughed and kissed my neck. I felt myself relax as I captured her mouth with mine. Maybe that’s all I needed. Sex.


  “Not saying no…” Trace moaned against my mouth. “… but let’s read this first.”


  “I’d rather not.” I shoved the letter away and lifted her into my arms so that she was straddling my lap.


  Her fingers dug into my hair. She laughed as I trailed hot hungry kisses down the side of her neck.


  “Letter.” She gasped when my hands jerked her yoga pants over her ass.


  “No,” I argued, lifting her shirt next.


  “Nixon.” She gasped.


  “Say it louder, sweetheart. Don’t think the neighbors heard you.” I chuckled darkly as my mouth found one breast then the next. She was so damn sensitive that it was wreaking havoc on my self-control. Trace let out a light moan as I bunched the waistband of her yoga pants and shoved them over her hips.


  “Nixon—” She pushed against my chest. “—we’re in the kitchen!”


  “It’s my damn kitchen. I’ll do whatever I want in it.”


  “But—“


  “Everyone’s gone.” I assaulted her mouth again, finding comfort in the fact that she always tasted the same, perfect, sweet, mine.


  I lifted her into the air as she hooked her ankles around my waist, then I walked us into the kitchen and set her on the counter. Once she was positioned where I wanted her, I tugged her pants the rest of the way down and tossed them into a heap in front of the pantry, followed by her shirt.


  Trace’s face flushed as her eyes followed the discarded clothes. “I’ll never eat cereal again without seeing my clothes in front of that stupid door.”


  “Getting lucky in front of your Lucky Charms.” I scooped her body forward as her hands grabbed my jeans and undid the button.


  “Oh, so now you’re eager?” I pulled away, meaning to tease her. Instead, her feet that were hooked dug into my ass, forcing me into her.


  “Always eager when it’s you, Nixon Abandonato.” She licked her lips and then went ahead and licked mine, making me die to be inside her.


  I freed myself as she inched her body closer to me, to the edge of the counter, exactly where I needed her.


  “You know…” Trace’s hands toyed with my hair. “… Chase cooks here.”


  “Unless you want me to lose all enthusiasm, you’ll keep yourself from talking about Chase and his pasta.”


  Trace licked the corner of my mouth then placed a hungry, deep kiss against my lips, rocking every ounce of sense I had.


  Three inches of movement — off the counter. Our eyes locked as I inched into her.


  Her body clamped down around me, and, in a weird, sense of history repeating itself, I was transported back to the story.


  When Luca and Joyce had been together.


  The frantic lovemaking.


  The aggression they must have felt, knowing it would be the last time they could be together.


  Luckily, I didn’t have that with Trace.


  At one point, I’d thought I may die and never see her again.


  But we didn’t have to go fast…


  Slow… I could savor her, move slowly against her and know, without any doubt, she was mine. Forever.


  I was a lucky bastard.


  “I love you,” I whispered as she came apart in my arms.


  I swallowed her soft sob with a kiss, refusing to move, to pull away, knowing she needed the comfort of what she had more than she realized.


  “Hey, guys, I think I— Oops. I was never here…“ Tex’s voice faded as a door slammed behind him.


  “I thought you said everyone was gone?” Trace’s eyebrow shot up in amusement.


  “Mostly everyone.” I shrugged. “Besides, you think I haven’t found him and my damn sister in similar situations? Bastard’s lucky I don’t make him wear a bulletproof vest in case I get an itchy finger.”


  Trace rolled her eyes. “You love him.”


  “I love you.” I nodded. “Tex, I could light on fire and not even blink.”


  “You and your big talk.” Trace winked. “Now, grab my clothes so we can read the letter.”


  “You want to read? After that?”


  “Yup.” She winked. “And then when we’re done reading, can we try a new position? I heard when you’re pregnant that—“


  I tossed the clothes at her face then, because she was moving at a snail’s pace, lifted her into my arms, grabbed the letter off the counter, and rushed her into our bedroom.


  “Now who’s eager?”


  “Read the letter, Trace,” I growled.


  She was still semi-naked, lying on the bed, tempting me beyond reason.


  “No…” She tossed it to me like it was burning her hand. “… you read it.”


  I sighed and sat on the bed; it dipped under my weight. “Fine, but if there’s more sex, I’ll never be able to look at Frank the same way.”


  


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  


  Trace,


  
    
      
        
      

    

  


  
    
      
        I imagine by now you’ve read the sins of my past and realized the hope you have for your own future. I stopped writing in the diary after the birth of my twins… only to pick it up one last time to record the night of your parents’ death. It was too painful to be doing something I’d done my whole life, and I also felt it unfair to your grandfather. My diary for so long had been my affair, it kept my secrets, it kept my hurt, my pain, and in doing so, it was a chasm between me and your grandfather. I had my diary. What need did I have for him? Remember this, Trace... marriage is a partnership, a friendship, a comradery. If it is anything else, then it is simply like having a roommate who happens to sleep in the same bed. When you love, do it with your heart, your soul, your every breath. Don’t make my mistakes. I recorded one last moment in Wyoming My handwriting is not what it used to be. The cancer makes it hard to concentrate on too much, the headaches and nausea make things difficult, but know, I love you, so desperately. —Grandma Alfero
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  Casper, Wyoming


  2012


  


  “JOYCE?” FRANK YELLED MY NAME LOUDER than necessary as he stomped through the house, his boots leavinYAYg mud all over the beautiful wood floors. “Joyce!”


  I hid a smile behind my book then slowly lowered it and tilted my head. “Yes, dear?”


  “Dear?” He blushed bright red as he sat on the other end of the couch and plopped my feet in his lap. “Last time you called me that was when you and Trace begged me for a pony.”


  “Admit it, Frank was the best pony.”


  “You named it after me.”


  “He was ornery.”


  Frank smirked. “That he was.”


  Had someone given me a snapshot of the future, it would not be what was currently taking place in the exact same living room where my love for Luca had been solidified. I still heard from him, though the letters were always addressed to both of us.


  My heart, it still ached, but I wasn’t the young girl I used to be. My heart hurt for the past, but this was the present, and I was finally content.


  And yes, I had found love.


  A different type of love, the type that created a slow burn in one’s soul, only to turn into a blazing fire.


  The love I felt for Frank had started small, with midnight conversations, dates. And it had solidified the day he left the family business to take care of you, Tracey.


  We lost our son.


  But we gained a beautiful granddaughter who we treated like our own daughter.


  Everywhere Frank felt he’d failed with Mario, he’d succeeded with Trace. He had let her be a child, allowed her to run, to play, to get grass stains on her jeans, and fuss during church.


  She was our joy.


  And she brought us together.


  Her joy, in return, gave us love.


  Her love was the fuse for our own.


  “You were yelling my name. Did you need something?”


  “No.” Frank smiled and leaned back against the couch, his muddy boots starting a nervous tick in my right eye as they rubbed against the clean rug. “I just wanted to say your name.”


  One night he’d found me crying, and I’d confessed the way Luca had said my name and the reasons for it.


  Ever since then, Frank had made a point to address me with such respect and reverence that the first time he’d spoken my name like that I burst into tears and hugged him for an hour.


  I had never realized how starved for love I was or how bitter I had been about it until Luca.


  What Frank broke… Luca helped fix, and what Luca fixed… Frank nurtured. It’s silly, really. When I write these words, it sounds like a horrible soap opera, but it was our life, our truth.


  “Are you feeling alright?” Concern etched every plane of Frank’s handsome face. I’d never admit to him how bad I knew it really was.


  “Today?” I nodded. “Yes.”


  Trace came bounding into the room, her dark hair pulled into a ponytail. Grandma!” she shouted at the top of her lungs. The girl didn’t do quiet. “Guess what!”


  “Hurry and guess…” Frank winked. “… or she’ll wake up the neighbors.”


  Trace rolled her eyes and kissed the top of his head. “Very funny. But, um… you know how I want to do my part?”


  Frank and I shared a look. She had no idea how wealthy we were, how connected.


  “And you’re both getting old…”


  “Who are you calling old?” Frank frowned.


  Trace waved him off. “So, here’s the thing. I found a way to do it!”


  “Oh?” I knew what she was going to say before she said it. I’d left that magazine on her bed early that morning. “And what’s that, dear?”


  “Eagle Elite University!” she squealed. “They’re doing another lottery for tuition, and my grades are amazing, I think I’m going to apply. I mean, if I graduate from there, I can basically work anywhere, right? Isn’t that the rumor? And—“


  She kept talking while Frank and I stared at one another.


  My eyes conveyed the message he didn’t want to acknowledge. “It’s time,” they said. “Time to return to our home.”
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        I feel it in my soul that I won’t be there to see what happens, but I wanted you to know the story of my life, the story of our love. Take care of your grandpa and remember I loved him, dearly. Don’t let him fool you. The man has a heart of gold, even if he sometimes uses his gun to negotiate before he opens his mouth.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Take care of them. Take care of my lover. My best friend. Give Luca the hug I never could. He owned my heart. Frank possessed my very soul.
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
      

    

  


  
    
      
        Perhaps, in the future, you will have a similar situation where you will need to make a choice. Who do you live for? Who do you crave? I hope you make the right choice. —Grandma Alfero
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  Stunned, I dropped the letter onto the bed and stared blankly at Trace. It was like her grandma had known the future.


  “Creepy.” Trace shivered. “She’s more like Luca than I realized.”


  “Hey!” A knock sounded on our door. Chase poked his head in just as I covered Trace with a blanket. “Sorry, not meaning to interrupt, but business calls.”


  Trace looked between us.


  I felt my body go rigid.


  Yeah, I knew what she was thinking, because I was thinking the same damn thing. How close we were to having history repeat itself.


  “I love you, Nixon.” She kissed my hand as I stood.


  “And me? You love me?” Chase joked, having no idea what we’d just been reading.


  “Yes, Godfather,” Trace winked. “You too.”


  I put a shirt on and shut the bedroom door behind me.


  “Care to tell me why you’re looking at me like I’m a ghost?” Chase asked once we were out of earshot.


  “Nope.”


  “Alright then…” Chase slapped me on the back. “… tag, you’re it. One of the men decided to get drunk and talk up a local police officer about his… illegal dealings.”


  I groaned. “And why am I the one having to deal with it?”


  “You’re the boss, boss,” Chase snickered. “Not me.”


  “Sure about that?” I countered.


  “Positive.” He moved past me. “Phoenix is already in the car grumbling about how we need to stop for ice cream, or he’s not allowed back into the house, so get a move on it.”


  “Yeah, yeah.” I followed him outside and looked up at the bright night sky. Shivering, I licked my lips and just took a minute to digest what I’d read.


  Life, was anything but predictable. And I was so thankful that in the midst of all the chaos, Joyce had been wise enough to write things down, and reach out from the grave, giving us both a gift we didn’t even know we needed.


  “Nixon,” Chase yelled. “Hurry up, Phoenix is getting twitchy.”


  “Dumb ass, I’m not twitchy!” Phoenix yelled back.


  With a shake of my head, I walked over to the car and got in. Heart heavy, I made a vow to do what my father never had. Be good. Not just good, great. I would be a leader, a father, a warrior — someone that I could be proud of. If anything, reading that diary had reminded me yet again about what was important.


  And why it was so necessary that I live every day to the fullest.


  Because you only get one shot at life.


  


  


  THE INITIATION


  


  By Kristin Vayden


  


  


  PROLOGUE


  


  Daphne


  


  MY MORNING STARTED WITH COFFEE. I was sitting at my kitchen table, trying to ignite myself with caffeine, when Konstantin Agron, the six-two Adonis came to my house to find his sister Sofia.


  Coffee forgotten, all I needed was one glance at his searing blue eyes and the tousled mop of his sable hair, and I was on fire. It was almost embarrassing, to have such a strong reaction each time I saw him, especially when I’d known him for so long… at least through his sister.


  My brother Jude had dated Sofia Agron since their sophomore year of high school, which meant that they had been together for four years. Honestly, I thought of her as part of our family. If he didn’t marry her eventually, I’d beat him myself. She was perfect for him, sweet where he was stubborn, decisive when he was not, sensitive when he was oblivious. Thankfully, my brother was smarter than he let on and knew all the above and loved the girl more than life.


  It was both disgusting and wonderful at once.


  No younger sister should have to see her brother kiss his girlfriend… with tongue.


  But, because Sofia was practically part of our family, it was only natural that I’d get to know Konstantin, her brother, and consequently develop one hell of a fascination for the six-two fallen angel.


  Except the guy darted in and out of his sister’s life like a lightning bolt. Bright and brilliant, then gone. Of course the fact that he was forced to take over his father’s business, before he even hit twenty-one, played a large role. And I knew that Sofia struggled with it.


  I struggled with it… but for entirely different reasons.


  Because, while I didn’t know Konstantin well, I knew all about him from Sofia. He drank black coffee, hated snakes, was overly protective of his little sister, and literally threatened to kill my brother if he broke her heart.


  Or got her pregnant.


  But Konstantin started staying away more and more, and the precious glimpses I caught of him became few and far between.


  But that didn’t stop Sofia from talking about him or me from listening.


  But then… the stories stopped.


  Jude held her a lot, and when they weren’t in class at the U, they were together, quiet, as if sharing a pain they both felt… but wouldn’t mention.


  And then, they didn’t need to say anything at all.


  Because everything fell down around my shoulders, and I had a choice to make.


  Because sometimes right and wrong weren’t black and white.


  Sometimes life was grey.


  Love? Grey.


  Death? Grey.


  Konstantin? Red. Blood red.


  And now… I was too.


  


  


  CHAPTER ONE


  


  Konstantin


  


  I WAS IN OVER MY HEAD. You couldn’t play both sides and walk away without a scar or two to show for it. At this point, I would be happy to walk away at all. The wireless mic felt like a huge blinking sign as I walked toward the rendezvous point. A black SUV pulled into the dark parking lot, the echoing sound of gravel sealing my decision. Pulling in a deep breath, I strode forward.


  Keep it together, man.


  “Sergey.” I jerked my chin in a greeting, extending my hand.


  The older man took it, studying me through his black-rimmed glasses that reflected the small light shining from one lone streetlamp.


  “Do you have it?”


  I turned away, pretending to be insulted by his question. “If you have to ask that, then we have no business to discuss.” I shook my head and started to turn.


  I needed him to talk… really all he had to say was one word.


  “Wait.” A heavy hand landed on my shoulder, halting my progress. Turning, I glanced meaningfully from the hand to the bodyguard it belonged to. My jaw clenched.


  I hated being touched.


  “I wouldn’t do that.” I growled, my shoulders tensing with both anger and aversion.


  “Let him go, Boris.” Sergey waved off his watchdog.


  I turned to Sergey, raising my eyebrows in question. Hoping it would force him to say something.


  “I believe we got off on the wrong foot,” he mumbled as he pulled out a cigar and took his time lighting it. The spicy and sickly sweet scent of burning tobacco filled the air, sending a puff of smoke into the night sky.


  “We’re all friends here.” He held out his hands, his cigar tipping in his lips, a slight grin on his face.


  “Of course,” I replied, knowing I needed to say something. After all, when Sergey made a statement like that, you didn’t ignore it.


  Unless you wanted your feet in cement, pulling you down to the bottom of Puget Sound. You see, while he wasn’t the head of the family in Seattle — no, that was Petrov — he was the Pakhan in that family.


  Meaning he was deadly, ruthless — soulless.


  “Now, let us finish our business.” He held out his hand expectantly.


  Swallowing, I withdrew the manila folder from my black suit coat. “Here is what you asked for,” I replied cryptically.


  His hand froze. “Everything?” His gaze was dark and cold.


  “Yes.”


  “On the whole list?”


  That list had been the bane of my existence. It was the one thing Petrov needed from my family, the one piece of evidence that could keep him from having the feds breathing down his neck—the only leverage I had from my father’s death that could keep me free from Petrov’s grasp. But I had gone one step further and asked a family friend to help with riding the line—playing both sides. I wasn’t going to trust my future to a crooked bastard. I was going in with my eyes wide open and my back wired by the feds.


  “Yes.” I nodded once. As I handed the folder over, I struggled with holding still. With the package delivered, I needed to get out. Now.


  “Well done,” Sergey remarked as he placed the folder inside a leather pouch. ”I feel compelled to ask, this cannot be traced, correct? As we discussed?”


  “Untraceable,” I lied.


  “Well then…” He puffed his cigarette. “I believe this concludes our business.” He extended his hand once more.


  I took it, noticing the tight grasp of his fingers as different than before. Glancing up, I narrowed my eyes.


  “Though I’m certain it’s not necessary. If you’ve tried anything untoward in this transaction…” He leaned forward slightly, the stale smoke causing my eyes to water. “It will not end well for you.” He blew a puff of smoke in my face, chuckled, and turned to walk away. Max was watching his back the entire time with his hand resting on a sidearm. His gaze never strayed from mine until they entered the car and drove away.


  Holding my breath, I waited till the SUV left the lot, then ran.


  That was the last thing I remembered.
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  “Daphne!” Sofia’s voice shocked me from the intense memorization of my anatomy book. Finals were creeping up on me, and with my clinical trials ahead, I didn’t want to miss anything.


  “Sofia?” I called, confused at the desperate edge to her voice.


  I stood from my bed, stretching away the aching tension in my body from lying in one position too long. Walking out the door, I almost ran into her.


  “Daphne, you need to come with me. Right now! It’s Konstantin. I — I don’t know what to do.” Her face was tear-streaked and red, like she had been crying for a while. The whites of her eyes were bloodshot and wide, full of fear. My heart thumped wildly. Whatever had happened wasn’t good.


  “Of course! Whatever you need.” Before I could finish the last word, she was gripping my sleeve and pulled me down the stairs and toward the door. Jude was waiting in the car, his hands over his face. When Sofia opened the passenger door, his head shot up. “I’ve never been so happy to see you in my life. We gotta go.” His face was tight, as if his expression was frozen and unmovable.


  Sofia was hardly in the car before he peeled out of the driveway.


  “Seriously, Jude, it’s not like someone’s bleeding to death. Slow down!” I scolded. The houses in our quiet neighborhood went by in a blur as he sped down the normally quiet street.


  “No, Daph. That’s where you’re wrong. There is blood, and he might not make it,” Jude bit out, accented by Sofia’s sob from the back seat.


  “What?” I whispered, my heart freezing my chest.


  “Konstantin… It’s a long story—“


  “Which you’ll explain later, full disclosure.” I stared at him, waiting till he nodded once.


  “Fine.”


  “If he’s so bad, why not take him to the hospital? I’m just a student nurse—“


  “No hospitals!” Sofia shouted. Then, as I looked back, she covered her mouth as if saying too much.


  “But you want your brother to live, right?” I asked, knowing I sounded harsh, but really? If someone was dying, go to the hospital! It was not rocket science.


  “Because she doesn’t want to see her brother go to jail,” Jude finished, his gaze never wavering from the street.


  “Uh… that changes things.” I swallowed. “So Konstantin— You know what? Never mind… okay. Tell me his injuries.” My mind raced a thousand miles an hour. Konstantin is a criminal?


  A badly injured one, with enough bad history to make him a candidate for the big house.


  Awesome.


  “He has a gunshot wound that looks like it’s a few days old… honestly, Daph, I’m the business major, not the medical one. He just looks like shit. Blood everywhere… Damn it. Margo is about to lose it.”


  Margo was Sofia and Konstantin’s mom. The short woman had more personality than a crowd, and I loved her for it. The usually unflappable woman was probably reaching her breaking point. Who wouldn’t?


  “He’s at your house then?” I turned to Sofia.


  “Yeah… he… the idiot drove himself there from Seattle. How he didn’t pass out — or worse — on the way is… I don’t even know.” She wiped her cheeks, smearing some mascara in the process. Glancing around the car, I picked up a few napkins and handed them to her.


  “Thanks.” She gave me a watery smile. “I’m just so happy you’re here. My brother will be in good hands.” She hiccupped, her breathing choppy as if trying to hold back another onslaught of tears.


  “I — I’ll do my best, Soph. You know that.” I reached back and placed my hand on her knee, squeezing it once, faking a courage I didn’t feel.


  Hell no. I did not feel.


  But if there was one thing I had been taught in class, you can’t let the patient or the family see you lose it.


  Or, that you’re about to lose it.


  Holy crap, I hadn’t even seen the patient yet, and already my heart was pounding so hard I could take my pulse from my ears.


  The rest of the drive was in silence, allowing me to try and pull it together. As Sophia’s house came into view, I took a calming breath, trying to lose myself in the familiarity of the place. Tall, quaking aspens fluttered in the desert wind. The sand-colored stucco house with limestone stairs had Sophia’s Mercedes parked out front.


  “Here we go.” Jude unclicked his seatbelt and jetted out of the car, immediately helping Sophia as he opened her door.


  As I got out of the car and walked toward the house, Margo opened the door before my hand reached the large wrought-iron knocker.


  “Daphne! I’m so thankful you came! I’m — I’m sorry to — to pull you into this mess. I just don’t know what to do.” Her soft brown eyes filling with tears. “I don’t know what to say. He refuses to go the hospital, saying they’ll put my baby in jail! Can you imagine? When Jude suggested we get you — you’re an angel, sweet girl.” She pulled me into a tight hug then quickly released me. “He’s over here.” Her warm hand grasped mine and tugged me down the hall. We passed the oversized kitchen and media room then moved into a part of the house I hadn’t visited. “I think he’s sleeping, but I’m not sure. He may have passed out from the pain,” she whispered, her tone wavering.


  I nodded and placed a hand on her shoulder in a weak attempt to comfort her, then turned to walk into the room. The air was stale with the scent of sweat and an iron undertone that reminded me of giving blood at the Red Cross. The room was larger than I expected, and it took me several strides to make it to the large, wooden-framed, king-size bed. At first, I could only see Konstantin’s outline, his dark hair as his head rested on the pillow, facing the French doors on the opposing wall. The navy comforter rose slightly with the rhythm of his breathing.


  At least he’s breathing. That means he’s obviously still alive.


  As far as profound thoughts went, it wasn’t the greatest, but it did provide me a huge amount of relief. Now I just had to make sure he stayed alive.


  I took a calming breath and walked around to the other side of the bed. Immediately, I could see the contusions around his eyebrows, casting shadows over his bruised eyes. The lacerations weren’t deep, but they weren’t clean either, which would easily cause an infection. That was the last thing he needed right then.


  The rest of his body was hidden by the blanket. Glancing up, I saw Margo, Jude, and Sofia all hovering near the door, as if trying to give me space but wanting to be next to him at the same time. Choosing to ignore them, I gently tugged on the blanket so it slid from his shoulder. He was bare-chested. A tribal tattoo crisscrossed his bicep and an odd tattoo was stamped on his forearm in the shape of a sickle. His olive skin was smooth, which accentuated the valley and hills of his biceps. No bullet holes, which meant that the injury was probably on his other shoulder. How he was putting weight on it, I’d never understand, but I needed to see it.


  Rubbing my hands together, I tried to warm them so my icy fingers would not wake him. With the utmost care, I gently pushed his shoulder till he rolled onto his back, offering me a better view of the other shoulder. His breathing hitched, and I glanced up to his face, wondering if he had woken, but his eyes were still closed.


  Just hovering above his skin, I carefully traced the angry red cut that seemed to pierce through his shoulder. It looked like a knife had tried to hit his jugular but was deflected and slid across his chest and shoulder instead.


  What the hell had happened to him?


  The cut didn’t appear too life threatening, but it wasn’t the bullet hole Sofia had mentioned. Confused, I looked up to where she watched from the doorway and shrugged.


  Shaking her head, she pointed toward his legs.


  Of course it was lower.


  Was he wearing anything under the lower half of the blanket? I was about to find out.


  Glancing up to his face once more, I jumped as piercing blue eyes watched me with cool distaste. “If you wanted to see me naked… all you had to do was ask, Daphne.”


  I blushed painfully, but then something strange happened.


  Anger.


  How dare he put his family through this mess and then joke about anything?


  “As if you’re in any condition to be impressive,” I shot back and tossed off his blanket. It was both a disappointment and a relief when I saw his black boxers. My gaze traveled the length of his long legs to his calf, where blackened blood caked a bullet hole.


  “Well hello there,” I whispered under my breath.


  “Please tell me you didn’t just talk to it,” he mumbled, his voice weaker than it had been a moment before.


  I ignored him but felt a warm blush tingle in my face. “I need to see the back of your leg. If I help you, can you bend your knee?”


  “I don’t need your help,” he bit out.


  I raised my hands in surrender and stepped back, waiting.


  Slowly, he raised his calf, his face twisting in pain that he unsuccessfully tried to hide.


  Leaning forward, I examined the entrance and exit wound, thankful I wouldn’t have to go bullet fishing. “At least it went clean through.” I slowly put my hands on his leg, feeling for an elevated temperature that would hint at infection. His skin was warm, but not too warm. “Good. It looks like you’re not nursing an infection so far.”


  “I’m going to live?” Konstantin asked, his tone dry. I tried to ignore the sexy stubble of the black beard that accentuated his sharp jaw.


  “Maybe,” I shot back, “if you can avoid guns, knives and other objects that create this kind of mass destruction on your hot mess,” I answered, totally distracted as I leaned closer to study the wound.


  “You think I’m a hot mess, huh?” Konstantin asked, his tone amused and pulling me from my study of his leg.


  “Huh?” I turned to him, confusion furrowing my brow.


  “You— Never mind.” He shook his head. “So what do we do now?” He slowly laid his leg straight again with a hiss of pain as he rested the wound against the once-white sheets.


  “You got off lucky. It looks like we just need to clean you up a bit and possibly get you an x-ray. It’s a waiting game now.”


  “Shit.”


  “Really?” I turned to him, my temper snapping. Of course, I wasn’t exactly known for my long fuse, being a redhead and all, but I seriously felt like I was going to lose it.


  “You don’t get it.” He shook his head and closed his eyes as if impatient with me.


  “I… you have so much to be freaking thankful for right now. You don’t have infection, you don’t have a stab wound that hit an artery, you don’t have to find me a kitchen knife so I can fish out some stray bullet trying to shack up in your freaking leg. Yeah, let’s swear about having to wait a bit and heal. You’re family sure is irritated at all this good news. Why don’t you aim that sunshine and rainbows in their direction. Because they aren’t worried! Nope, I distinctly remember Sophia not crying her eyes out as she begged me to come here and try and help your sorry ass.” I threw my hands up and walked away.


  “Uh, Daph?” Jude stepped into the room as I started to stomp out.


  “What?” I snapped, hugging my arms around my chest.


  “Take a breath…” He placed his hands on my shoulders, his weight relaxing me.


  “Think of it like this. Remember when Bear tried to bite you?” he asked, his grey eyes meeting mine.


  “Yeah…” I answered, remembering when our German shepherd had been hit by a car. His back leg had been broken, and he’d stumbled to the corner of our front yard. I was only six. I didn’t know that wounded animals reacted completely different than usual. Bear snapped at me when I tried to touch his bloodied leg. Jude pulled me away just in time and explained how you never approached a wounded animal. They were irrational. Bear was fine after a trip to the vet and a cast, but I never forgot the wild look in his eyes the moment before he snapped at me.


  “Think of Konstantin as Bear right now… wounded animal, Daph. Give him some slack.” Jude shrugged.


  “Dang it… I hate it when you’re right,” I grumbled.


  Chuckling, Jude pulled me into a quick hug “But for the record, I’m glad you chewed him out.”


  “Thanks.”


  Jude was right. I wasn’t looking at the situation correctly, and I was way too emotional about it all. If I couldn’t control myself, I wouldn’t be any help. What kind of nurse would I be then? The pounding of my heart reminded me to slow down, relax and think.


  “Margo? I need you to find me some peroxide, some clean rags, some bandages, and lots of warm water.”


  She nodded quickly and disappeared. Jude walked over to Sophia and pulled her into a one-armed hug, tucking her into the comfort of his body. A pang of loneliness sliced through me. What would it be like to have that same kind of love?


  Shaking my head, I walked back over to Konstantin. “I’m sorry I lost it,” I mumbled as I pulled the sheet back again.


  He shrugged.


  I watched his face, searching for something familiar, something that would take me back to when he’d brought me coffee, a faint reminder of the guy I remembered.


  Nothing.


  Margo brought in the supplies. Wordlessly, I dipped a clean rag into the warm water, making sure it wasn’t too hot and started to clean his knife wound first. “If you guys don’t mind, can you give me a minute? It’s kinda killing my concentration knowing you’re watching my every move.” I paused, waiting for them to react.


  “Oh! Sorry.” Margo pushed the other two from the doorway, and they disappeared into the hall.


  I sighed in relief and turned my attention to the caked blood. Layer by layer I removed the dirt, sweat, and dried blood till the wound was clean enough to bandage. It had to hurt, yet he didn’t say a word, but his chest was tense as if bracing himself from my gentle cleaning.


  “I’m trying to be careful,” I murmured as I placed the gauze over the wound and taped it in place.


  “I know… thanks.” Something in his tone had shifted, and I met his intense gaze. “And please, only my mom calls me Konstantin… when she’s pissed. Call me Khan.


  “Ok,” I answered, frozen. His gaze was so direct, completely different than the stony indifference before. There was an edge of something wild, yet it wasn’t frightening as much as it was alluring. Solid determination mixed with awareness left me breathless. Forcing my focus to his injury, I turned to his wound once more. “How did it happen?” I asked, unable to contain my curiosity.


  “It’s not important,” he answered, his tone weary as if carrying a weight too difficult to bear.


  “Hmmm… I’d like to think that if I were going to almost die for something, it would at least be important,” I commented as I walked to the end of the bed so I could study his leg.


  He didn’t respond, and I started to wipe away the trails of blood that had dripped down his leg.


  “What if… what if what you thought was so important, turned out costing you more than you expected to pay?” His voice almost startled me, and I waited, replaying his words in my head.


  “Few things in life turn out as we expect.” I met his gaze.


  “You can say that again…”


  “I think we can get caught up with the whole idea of dying for something. When the truth is, sometimes it’s much harder to live for something.” I turned back to his leg and continued cleaning.


  “Yeah, I wish I would have thought that through before I got into this mess… but you know what? I still think I would have made the same decision.” He let out a long breath. “I know I would have. I just might have been smarter about it.”


  “Hindsight and all,” I replied.


  “Yeah.”


  The wound was clean, but I needed to use some of the peroxide to make sure the wound was as sterile as possible. “This part might sting a bit.”


  “If I can deal with getting shot, I think I can handle some peroxide.” He nodded toward the bottle I held.


  “Ok…” I put a towel under his leg to protect the bed and poured a bit of the solution over the wound, watching as it foamed, doing exactly what was needed.


  Hopefully, it would be enough.
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  The last time I saw Daphne, I had to literally talk myself into driving away from her house, remembering that I wasn’t what she needed, what she deserved. The girl practically screamed innocent. But even then, I knew what my future held. Of course, I didn’t think I’d actually get caught.


  Did anyone?


  After it had all gone down, I’d woken up in my car. The sleek Mercedes was going backward, throwing me off momentarily. It swayed slightly, and I studied my surroundings. My head throbbed, and I rose up from a flat-out position in the back seat. I was being towed away. As I tried to struggle, my wrists pulled against rope, preventing any movement. Swearing, I tugged at the bindings, trying to mentally keep it together. Thankfully, some amateur hadn’t tied my hands tight enough, and I was able to get free.


  The truck slowed, and I opened the door, rolling from the car and knocking the wind from my chest. But I was more worried about making sure whoever was towing my car didn’t notice my escape.


  Yeah, I wasn’t that lucky.


  The truck’s lights flashed red as it pulled to a quick stop, and two guys got out with guns.


  I ran like hell, gasping for breath that felt like it wasn’t actually making it to my lungs. The world started to close in around me as I forced myself to keep running, even when my peripheral vision faded. The bullet to my leg was what actually saved me, forcing me to snap to consciousness. I stumbled, and as I lay in the wet grass of some Seattle forest, I pulled in the air I so desperately needed.


  The sound of someone running through the woods forced me to stand and continue my escape.


  I never saw the first guy come at me, but his blade almost sliced my neck. When he missed, the knife hit the ground. My mud-caked hands grasped it and plunged it into his chest before he could even fight. Giving it a jarring twist, I watched his face as it clouded in pain before the life faded from his eyes.


  Pulling the knife out, I hid behind a wide tree, trying to quiet my crazy breathing. Soon the other guy came stomping through the underbrush. He wasn’t being cautious, which was to my advantage. The tree gave cover till he was just close enough for me to ambush him.


  The knife sliced through his shoulder but slid from my muddy fingers when it hit the bone. Knife handle jutting from his right shoulder, he raised his gun with his left hand, I ducked and rolled, picking up a thick branch and swinging it at his head.


  The knife wound stopped him from raising his arm to protect his head, and the branch slammed against him, sending him sailing into the mud as the gun dropped from his grasp. I lunged for it, picking it up and trying to steady it through the slippery mud. But the guy wasn’t getting up. I didn’t stick around to find out if he was dead or only unconscious. It took me just a few minutes to get my car off the tow, and I sped home, praying I didn’t see any cops.


  My mom knew enough, seeing my condition as confirmation that my whole plan was shot to hell. Sophia probably knew more than I thought, but it wasn’t from information I’d given her. If I had my way, she’d be in the dark her whole life.


  The way I would have chosen for myself.


  But I didn’t get a choice.


  When they wanted to call Daphne, my heart pounded so hard.


  Anyone but her. Anyone.


  I tried to tell them no, but Jude, damn the guy, was already out the door with my sister.


  Daphne, the freaking last person on earth I wanted to see me in this condition. What was worse? Knowing that the first question she’d ask was why I wasn’t in the hospital… and knowing my sister would be brutally honest.


  It was possible I wouldn’t go jail. But I didn’t trust the other side. I knew the feds would get me out eventually.


  Eventually being the key word.


  I wasn’t going to wait around to find out exactly when… not when I was pretty sure my injuries weren’t life threatening.


  Now, as I watched her carefully pouring hydrogen peroxide on my leg and was trying like crazy to not make sounds when it hurt like hell, I was rethinking my decision.


  Damn pride.


  “Are you okay?” she asked, her dark green eyes mirroring every emotion.


  “Great.” If you consider burning alive good.


  She nodded, a curl from her flaming red hair falling forward and resting against her cheek. My fingers itched to touch it, to brush it against her face and tuck it behind her ear. Was her skin as soft as it appeared to be?


  “You’re staring.”


  “Sorry.” I cleared my throat and gave my attention to the wounded skin.


  “Are you almost done?” I asked, just wanting to make conversation to hear the sound of her voice once more.


  Her hands caught my attention as she dipped another clean towel into the peroxide. She hadn’t even stopped to wear gloves, and now my blood and the dirt that was caked on me stained her.


  It was a perfect metaphor.


  One I hated but had to acknowledge as truth. She was pure, innocent, and completely ignorant. Me? I was guilty, bloodstained, and knew more than I’d wish on my worst enemy.


  “With this part at least,” she answered, her tone totally distracted as she wiped at one of my wounds with a cotton swab.


  “It doesn’t have to be perfect.”


  “Trying to get rid of me?” She flashed me an annoyed glare then went back to her work.


  “No,” I replied, mentally kicking myself for being an ass.


  “Good. Because you and I? We’re going to be stuck together for a while. You might as well embrace that fact there, Swiss.”


  “Huh?”


  “That’s my new nickname for you — Swiss — because you’re practically like Swiss cheese with all these holes in you. Seriously, you’re freaking Swiss cheese,” she mumbled and then stood, her brows drawing over her eyes as she studied the wound she had been working on. “I think that’ll do for now. Now, let’s check out your head.”


  “My head is fine.” It was hard enough keeping my distance with her gently rubbing my leg or with the scent of something distinctly feminine clinging to her skin as she bent near my chest while she worked on the gash there. It would be torture with her touching my face, brushing my hair away from where they’d bashed me… Hell no!


  Rolling her eyes, she ignored me and reached up then gently probed my hairline. Biting my tongue, I tried to focus on anything but the light touch of her fingers.


  “Yeah, that had to hurt,” she murmured, and I winced as she found the injury.


  “Wouldn’t know. I don’t remember it.”


  “Classic concussion. Look at me,” she demanded and placed her hands on either side of my face.


  She tilted my head as she studied my gaze. Her green eyes narrowed and studied me, causing my throat to go dry. So many emotions flashed through her expression, wearing her heart on her sleeve. It was easy to see her concern but also her raw determination to fix me, even when I had done nothing to deserve her care.


  I’d brought her coffee once.


  And it hadn’t even been for her.


  “Look to the light,” she demanded.


  I obeyed, trying to pull it together. I mean, the girl was studying me like a bug under a microscope, and I was the freaking Grinch with my heart growing two sizes by the second.


  They must have hit my head harder than I realized.


  “Good, your pupils are dilating correctly. It’s was probably just a mild concussion. You should be fine. But I do need to take care of the blood.”


  “Blood?” I asked. Oddly enough I hadn’t actually looked at myself. Or I had and didn’t remember it.


  Shit, I was starting to freak myself out.


  “Yeah, you’re pretty much covered. I’d have you hop in the shower, but I don’t trust you to be steady yet. Between your leg and your head…” She whistled.


  “You’re amazing for my self-esteem.”


  “I’m not a life coach.”


  “Don’t give up your day job.”


  “Wasn’t planning on it.”


  “Are you always this sarcastic?” I asked, narrowing my eyes at her as she used another clean rag and wiped the side of my face.


  “Nope. You’re just lucky.”


  “Or cursed,” I grumbled. “Depending on how you look at it.”


  


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  


  Daphne


  


  THE GUY WAS WEARING EVERY LAST one of my nerves thin. It was so frustrating! I was constantly vacillating between anger and attraction, frustration and fascination as I worked on patching him up the best I could. Seriously, the guy was either tougher than nails or just freaking lucky to be alive.


  “I think I’m finished for now. I’ll have to change the dressing on your bullet wound in a few hours, but you should be fine in the meantime. Go ahead and rest. Do you need anything? Have you had any water?” I asked, keeping my eyes trained on his.


  “Some water would be great.” Even his voice was sexy, distinct and masculine.


  “I’ll be right back.” I left quickly, needing to distance myself from the temptation.


  When I returned, he was sound asleep, snoring softly. Immediately, I relaxed and walked slowly to his bedside table and set the glass down. Studying him, I noticed how his dark brows were drawn together slightly, as if sleeping were a serious endeavor. Though trivial, it was amusing to me to know something so intimate about him, something that didn’t add up to the mystery that was Konstantin. Tiptoeing out of the room, I left to find Margo and give her a rundown of everything. Then I planned to call my parents, let them know I was staying with the Agron family for a few days. They wouldn’t mind; because Jude and Sofia had dated for so long my family already thought of her as one of us.


  When I finished talking with my mom, I sank into one of the chairs in the Agron’s living room. The soft leather embraced me.


  “You need anything?” Jude walked up beside me, hands in his pockets and grey eyes studying me intently.


  “Yeah, I need some clothes. I could just borrow them from Sofia, but I’d kinda like my own.” I sighed. Sofia and I were about the same size, but while she wore more of the trendy fashion, I was more of a jeans and t-shirt girl.


  “I’m on it. You probably should borrow something for right now though.” He nodded to my shirt. Blood-smears crossed the light blue fabric, and I had to take a deep breath.


  “Yeah… about that.” I stood up and turned to my brother. “Where’s Sofia?”


  “With Konstantin.” He nodded his head toward the hall.


  “Awesome,” I grumbled and walked to the room. Angry voices made me stop and wait. Not wanting to interrupt, I turned to walk away but stopped when I heard Konstantin’s voice lapse into Russian.


  I knew they were originally from Russia, their family at least, but I had never heard them speak the language. It was rough, all sharp edges, and I listened for a moment.


  “But why? You knew, you knew!” Sofia whisper-shouted in English. “You can’t lead the family when you’re dead.” She spat the word, and my stomach clenched.


  Khan followed her lead and spoke in slightly accented English. “I know… but Dad, he… it was the only way to get them off our back. You know the rules, Sofia. Petrov is who they want. If I can’t deliver, then all the leverage is gone. Gone. Do you understand what I’m saying? As in, everything that Dad did? Yeah, I’ll be the one accounting for those sins. Jude? You can kiss his ass goodbye when he finds out what he’ll be marrying into—“


  “You don’t know that.” There was a desperate edge to her tone, anger seeping through as well.


  “I don’t… but is that truly a risk you want to take?”


  The silence hung in the air. As I waited, my heartbeat pounded in my ears. I started to walk away.


  What. The. HELL was going on?


  A thought caused me to pause. This was my family they were dragging into their mess. It was my brother’s heart that would be ripped to shreds if whatever hellish situation they were in wasn’t fixed. I turned around and marched to the room, knocked on the door, and leaned against the door jam, trying not to squirm under Konstantin’s murderous glare and Sofia’s wide-eyed shock.


  “Explain.” It was only one word, but that one word had the potential to change everything, for me and my brother.


  There was no going back.


  


  


  CHAPTER THREE


  


  Khan


  


  FEW THINGS TAKE ME BY SURPRISE, but seeing Daphne in my doorway, knowing she had overheard our conversation, had me in a panic. Thoughts spun through my mind, twisting as I tried to figure out some way to explain what she’d heard. A lie. Yet I could come up with nothing.


  Had to be the damn concussion.


  Sofia turned to me, her large brown eyes glistening with fear as she waited.


  And waited.


  Daphne’s eyebrows rose, as if asking for me to hurry up and explain myself. How had I missed the sarcastic wit that hid behind those deep blue eyes? It was annoying. Yet, as she crossed then uncrossed her arms, her gaze flickered between the two of us.


  “Question.” She walked into the room, a fury of red hair and long limbs. “Khan, you’d do anything to protect your sister, your family. Right?” Her gaze cut to my covered leg with the bullet wound then back to me.


  “Yes.” I nodded. Shit. I could see where she was going with this.


  “What makes you think that I would be any less protective of my family?” She leaned forward, spearing me with her gaze.


  “Daph—“


  “Sofia…” She turned to face my tense sister. “… I love you like the sister I never had, but so help me…” She took a calming breath. “… I will not let you break my brother’s heart.” Her chest rose with exertion, as if pulling in strength rather than simply air. “And the only way to stop that from happening is to tell us what the hell is going on. Sofia, you’re practically family, and family… sticks together.”


  Sofia nodded, tears running down her face as she gripped Daphne’s hand in a vice-like hold.


  “But whatever secrets you’ve been keeping, that ends now. As in this freaking moment. Understand?” She glared at me, daring me to argue.


  Sofia sniffed and turned to me. “Khan, she’s right—“


  “Shit.” I groaned and leaned back, fighting the pulsing throb in my head as I tried to figure out anyway around the mess.


  “If you won’t, then I will.” The mattress shifted as Sofia rose from the bed.


  “No, you will not.”


  “Like hell will you tell me what to do when everything — everything — is on the line! We can trust them!”


  “I didn’t say we couldn’t trust them, Sofia.” I kept my tone soft, pleading with her with my eyes.


  “Khan…”


  “Still here… waiting…” Daphne raised her hand.


  “I’m cut up, not blind.”


  “Or mute, obviously.”


  “Obviously.” I gave her my best sarcastic grin. “Give me a minute.”


  “No.”


  “Huh?”


  “No. Time means you’re thinking about what you’re going to say. You can think up lies. You can think up ways around it. No. You speak now.”


  “Demanding much?”


  “Thickheaded much? Which part of no are you misunderstanding?”


  I glanced down; she was tapping her foot.


  “Seriously? Are you honestly tapping your foot at me?”


  “Yes, and I’m about to start busting out the Jeopardy theme song if you don’t hurry it up!”


  “Fine!” I swore in Russian under my breath, and her eyes widened slightly, not in fear but what looked like curiosity. Taking a breath, I decided the best place to start was the beginning. “Family… You know the whole saying, blood is thicker than water?”


  She nodded, silent as she listened with rapt attention.


  My palms began to sweat.


  “It means family is the most important relationship — the most important tie. You could say our extended family has a very literal take on that saying. Our family…“ I emphasized the word. “… is not just a bond. It’s a lifestyle, a… livelihood.”


  The furrow in her brows deepened as her eyes narrowed. “How does a family business have to do with—“


  “Not just a family business.” Shit. I was butchering it. Each time I made eye contact with her, my thoughts scattered as I noticed a new freckle on her nose or a yellow hue in her iris.


  “Seriously, just spit it out. It’s not like you’re drug lords from South America or the Italian Mafia. Seriously.” She let out a frustrated sigh.


  “Uh…” Sofia spoke up then paused.


  “Wait… say what?” Daphne’s gaze darted back and forth like an Olympic ping-pong ball.


  “It’s not that simple—“


  “Shit.” She swore then stood and paced about the room. Her hands raked through her red hair, causing it to cascade over her shoulders, totally distracting me for a second.


  “But we’re the good guys.” Sofia stood, following her around the room.


  Between the two of them, I was feeling a little dizzy.


  “How does that work?” She spun to face Sofia, almost causing a two-person collision.


  “Because we are one of the few families that don’t just know of the feds. We know them personally. And that…” I paused, waiting till I had her full attention.” … is why you had to play doctor on my hot mess.”


  You could have heard a pin drop in the room.


  “So…” She studied the carpet, as if it held the answers. “… what you’re saying… is that even though you’re from some crime family, you actually work for the feds, and because you played both sides, you got shot?” Her gaze lifted, slicing through me as she waited for my answer.


  “Yes.”


  “Then why was Sofia worried you’d go to prison?” She cocked her head, daring me to answer.


  “Because it’s not common knowledge, and the… other families I was working with, the ones that shot me, might have planted evidence. I have no freaking clue, but I wouldn’t put anything past them. Also, I’d be a pretty awesome target in a local hospital, wouldn’t you think? Anyone could just waltz up and shoot my IV with something that would make my heart stop. I’m pretty fond of living.”


  “Oh.” Her bravado faded, and she crossed her arms, as if holding herself tightly against the assault of information.


  “Yeah, oh.” I couldn’t help responding.


  Sofia cut me an irritated glare.


  “But you guys aren’t Italian,” Daphne said after a moment.


  “Nope.” I shook my head.


  “But the, uh, families,” she accented the word. “Aren’t they usually Italian? You know, the Godfather and all?”


  “I’m actually kinda hurt.” I shook my head. “You mean to tell me you’ve never heard of the Russian mob?”


  Her green eyes narrowed slightly, then widened as if finally piecing together the puzzle of my life. But rather than run like I expected, she stood there defiantly, daring me to continue. But fear was a good reaction, one I needed her to have if she were to deal with this—my world.


  Closing the distance between us, I stopped an inch from her face. Trying like hell to ignore the way her soft fragrance called to me, I whispered in my most menacing tone. “Now that you know, I feel it’s important to pass along family lesson one.” I waited, pausing for effect. “Keep your freaking mouth shut.” With a final glare, I left the room, hoping my threat had hit its mark. For her sake.


  


  CHAPTER FOUR


  


  Daphne


  


  LATER, WE TURNED ON A MOVIE in Khan’s room, but my mind was still spinning from what I’d learned earlier. Sofia leaned against Jude, but her posture was stiff and unnatural. Jude didn’t seem to notice.


  Did he know? From the way Sofia had reacted to everything, I assumed no, but I could have been wrong. Would he keep something like that from me?


  Hell yeah, he would. I knew it. Because he’d think he was protecting me. Leave it to Jude. Yet, just as I thought it, I was reminded of Khan. Wasn’t he doing the same thing for his sister, Sofia? Just where did everything fit in with the mob, though? Everything seemed so wrong. Yet it didn’t change the fact that when it came down to it, Khan put his family first.


  Wasn’t that right?


  Except that it had gotten him shot.


  And in some deep shit from another family.


  Seriously, it was like some mafia/mob soap opera. I could hear the bad accents in my head.


  Only it wasn’t acting; it was real, and I was sitting in the very middle.


  Literally.


  I was surrounded. And being the paranoid person I was, I felt the need to continually check the French doors, just in case someone was peeking in.


  I mean, didn’t they — whoever they were — know where Khan lived? Were they really safe here? Was I safe here? My heart pounded, and I turned back to the flat screen, trying to focus on whatever was on, but all I saw was a flash of color as I focused on my peripheral vision — just in case.


  “You are so uptight you’re actually making me have stress just by looking at you,” Khan spoke quietly in my ear.


  I froze. The whole sneaking-up-on-me thing? Not cool. As if I wasn’t paranoid enough, now I knew he could move like a ghost.


  A ghost that could bleed. Just like that, my brain shifted back into gear, and I turned to face him. “You shouldn’t be out of bed.”


  “You shouldn’t be so uptight,” he replied calmly.


  Which simply just pissed me off.


  “Bed.” I pointed, glaring at him. Trying to ignore the way his blue eyes studied me, the color of rich sapphire velvet. The scent of laundry detergent clung to his clothes, and I could smell the heat from his body. Unwillingly, my gaze drank him in, memorizing him while trying to maintain my pissed-off facade.


  “No.” His gaze dropped to my lips then met mine once again, his expression hardening.


  Odd.


  “I worked too damn hard to have you start to bleed all over again,“ I whispered


  “I’m not going to start bleeding again. I’m already healing up.” He shrugged, calling my bluff.


  “But—“


  “Nope. Not moving. I like it here.” He raised a dark eyebrow and very gingerly sat next to me.


  “You’re impossible.” I turned my attention to the movie, realizing that it was scrolling the credits. The space where Jude and Sofia had been sitting was empty, and I scanned the room in confusion.


  “I like to think I’m more… decisive.”


  “Where did everyone go?” I asked, leaning forward to see out into the hallway.


  “They left when the movie actually ended. You were too busy searching for someone to attack you through my very private, very secure back yard.”


  I glared. “Yeah, well… not all of us have grown up with secrets like you… and... and…”


  “And?” He tilted his head, his expression curious.


  “And it’s not normal! How do you expect me to react? Hello? You’re freaking Russian mob!” I yell-whispered, glancing to the French doors once more. I couldn’t help it!


  “And?”


  “And… and… I don’t know. It’s just… a lot.” I shrugged and started to pick invisible lint from my jeans.


  “I know.” He sighed. “But to be fair… you did give me an ultimatum.”


  Turning to him, I studied his face. He wasn’t more than a few years older, but his eyes were older, ancient even. “So… where do you fit in?” I asked before my better judgment could make me rethink my question.


  “Here and there.” He leaned back and closed his eyes.


  “That explains it all.” I rolled my eyes.


  “I wasn’t trying to explain anything. Daph… you’re just getting a glimpse into something that I would have never chosen if — if — given the chance. You? You do have a choice. I’m not going to steal that from you by telling you too much. Seriously… you’re already freaked out. Why would I make it worse?” He rolled his head to the side with a questioning expression on his handsome face.


  “I don’t know…” I mumbled.


  “Exactly. You don’t know. And ignorance can be bliss sometimes.”


  I peeked up, watching his dark brows furrow, as his full lips thinned slightly.


  Even frowning, he was beautiful, tempting to the extreme, and with each passing moment, the attraction grew stronger.


  “Sofia’s going to talk with Jude tonight. Do you think… How do you think he’ll react?” He squinted, and I turned my face away, not wanting to risk him discovering just how fascinating I found him.


  “I’m not sure. Jude’s pretty observant when it comes to Sofia. I’d be surprised if he wasn’t at least somewhat aware that something was different. I mean, he was the one who told me you could go to jail, so…” I shrugged. “… I think Jude knows more than he lets on.”


  Khan was quiet, so I hazarded a glance at his face, noticing the way he worked his jaw and looked to the door “Yeah, that’s what I kinda thought, but there’s a world of difference between what someone thinks and the truth.” He pinched his nose. “I just… I don’t want my sister to suffer because of something she can’t control, you know? She loves Jude, loves him, as in she’s already named her future Jude-babies.” He turned to me, his blue eyes cloudy with anxiety.


  “Marybelle, Alexandra, and Zoar,” I mumbled.


  He tilted his head and studied me.


  Shrugging, I added. “Jude told me. What? You think Sofia came up with those names on her own?” I shook my head. “Not to throw my brother under the bus, but he’s totally a girl on those things. But to be honest, I don’t get the whole Zoar name…” I shook my head. “Sounds like Thor’s evil twin.” I chuckled.


  “I asked her about that once.” Khan shrugged. “It means small one, or humble beginning. It also means a place of rest and peace. I think that’s why she loved it… you know, dreaming of a time when…” His voice trailed off. “Hmm, since they already picked out their kids’ names, I think I’ll give Jude a bit more credit. It’s just… I can’t protect her from much it seems, and I… I don’t want her to hurt.” He closed his eyes.


  “Me either.” And I meant it.


  The warmth coming from Khan’s body lulled me into a state of security.


  “I’m proud of you. It’s been more than five minutes since you did a perimeter check.”


  “Huh?” I tilted my head in confusion.


  He nodded toward the French doors.


  “Oh. Well, I was distracted.” I straightened up.


  “Good thing you’re not a target.”


  “And there went that moment of false security,” I mumbled and stood. “You need to get to bed.” I wiggled my fingers as I extended my hand toward him.


  “You going to join me?” He gave me a wicked grin as he gripped my hand tightly.


  I tugged his hand. “Sorry, not that kind of nurse, Swiss.”


  “Damn it. I thought you’d forget about that stupid name,” he mumbled as he stood, careful to put his weight on the other leg.


  Shaking my head, I lifted his arm and put it over my shoulder so I could help him with the weight. “Keeps your ego in check.”


  “I’m allergic to dairy.”


  “So am I,” I shot back, raising an eyebrow as he shook his head and chuckled.


  “Fair enough.”


  When we made it to his bed, I helped him lower himself and then adjusted the pillow under his leg.


  “Do you need anything else?” I asked, trying not to focus on the heat in his gaze. It was incredible how his eyes could shift from hard and cold like a glacier, to warm and inviting like the Caribbean Sea. It pulled me in, making me forget about anything — everything. The way he looked at me made it feel like I had offered something different, and for a second… I wished I had.


  


  CHAPTER FIVE


  


  Khan


  


  RED HAIR CASCADED FROM HER LONG-abandoned ponytail and teased me with the fiery softness it promised if I were to just reach out and touch it. Did I need anything else? Hell yeah, but I wasn’t in any position to ask for it.


  “Khan?” she asked. The soft caress of my name on her lips had to be part of my imagination, but I didn’t care. I’d take whatever I could get. She was the first for me. Aside from my sister, she was the only girl who knew the truth.


  And she wasn’t afraid… of me at least. There was no reflection of the monster when I saw myself in her gaze. I just saw… me.


  I didn’t realize how much I wanted that till it slammed into me… and, inch by inch, any resistance I was able to hold up was melting like snow in summer. It was easy to keep her at a distance when she was in the dark… but now.


  Rather than pulling her into my darkness, it was as if she pulled me into a little of her light, and it was addicting.


  I wanted more.


  Needed more.


  “Seriously, Khan, do you need anything?” she asked again, probably thinking I’d lost whatever was left of my mind.


  “Uh, yeah. Can I have some more water?” I answered just as I saw my almost-full glass. Damn.


  “It’s full.” Her eyes narrowed.


  “It’s old water.” I recovered.


  Her eyebrows rose, but she shrugged. Then, rather than walk around the bed to reach the side table where my glass sat, she reached across the bed. Her soft shirt brushed against my bare chest, causing my body to catch fire while inhaling the soft and feminine scent of lemon that clung to her skin. A stray curl tickled my shoulder as she stretched. I was rewarded with an erotic view of her lower back and a further temptation when her shorts slid higher on her thigh as well.


  It was more of a temptation than I could resist.


  “Daph?” My voice was thick and aroused.


  She paused mid-stretch and glanced to me. “Oh! I’m so sorry—“


  Wasting no time, I grasped her hips — painfully noticing how they filled out my hands — and lifted them so that she was forced to roll onto the bed beside me. I turned onto my side and faced her, ignoring her protesting squeal and annoyed expression. After reaching up, I traced her jawline and ran my thumb over her lower lip, loving that her mouth was naked — not covered in lip-gloss or lipstick. Her eyes widened, and her breathing froze for a moment before picking up quickly.


  “Tell me no.” I leaned forward slowly, giving her the perfect opportunity to save me from doing something rash, crazy.


  “No,” she whispered, but licked her lips and darted her deep green eyes to my mouth in expectation.


  Groaning, I pulled away slightly. “You can’t say no with your lips and yes with your eyes, Daph. What’s it going to be?” I asked, praying she’d say yes. I hadn’t ever been the guy who took what wasn’t being offered, but I was seriously tempted to be that guy right now.


  “Yes,” she whispered so quietly I had to read it on her lips then in her eyes. Her body was tense; I could feel it in the stiff way she was guarding herself away from me, so I moved slowly, wanting to make it more than a kiss, knowing I was on the edge of a cliff and taking that… One. Deliberate. Step. Knowing I was pulling her with me, because there was no going back after this, but honestly, there was no going back from the moment she’d found out.


  My body demanded I go faster, but I resisted the temptation to simply feed my own desire. Gently, I tasted her lips, closing my eyes and soaking in the sensation of her soft lips melting under mine. She breathed softly, as if releasing the tension of expectation and just… felt


  And I found that I did the same. How long had it been since I’d just felt? I met her lips once more, this time lingering, allowing their softness to remain along mine, tasting their unique favor and committing it to memory. She was sweet and warm, instantly making me crave more. Sliding my tongue along her lower lip, I felt her gasp slightly then lean into the kiss a bit more, inviting me. My hands itched to feel her, to map her curves, so I traced from her shoulder down her arm, noticing how goosebumps dotted her soft skin. Once I reached her hand, I almost continued on my exploration, knowing her hip was just a few inches away, but I stopped and threaded my fingers through hers. It felt so right, like she fit, even when I knew she didn’t know it yet.


  But she would. I’d make sure of it.


  I flicked my tongue against her teeth, caressing them and pulling back on her lower lip, drawing it into my mouth to savor its velvet.


  A gentle tug pulled my attention to her fingers in my hair. My body tensed, knowing it was kryptonite, but I couldn’t lose control. It was clear she wasn’t making any move to do more than kiss, and I wouldn’t push her and risk scaring her off.


  Her grip tightened on my hand while she twisted the fingers of her other hand in my hair. Ignoring the pain, I reached around and pulled her in tighter with my wounded arm till our bodies met — fire and desire, passion and restraint. Her heat was a siren call, but I lavished my attention on her lips, nipping, teasing, caressing, and devouring.


  Letting her lead, I slowed the kiss when I felt her body tense once more. Carefully, I slowed till each kiss was more and more innocent — even when my body wanted the exact opposite. Pulling back, I blinked and tried to read her expression beyond the drunken seduction that she wore in her eyes.


  “I — I…” she started then swallowed.


  I simply shook my head slightly and reached up, smoothed her hair, loving the feel of her thick silk-like locks against my fingers. “I’ve wanted to do that for so long…” I leaned forward and kissed her nose. “You have no idea.”


  But now she knew.


  And was in my arms.


  Wearing my kiss on her lips, fingers clinging to mine, and only a breath away.


  Damn, but I wanted to taste her again.


  And again.


  The glow on her face dimmed, replaced with a shadow of indecision, and I swear I could hear her thoughts as they centered on what she knew and how she felt.


  “Don’t,” I whispered and kissed her softly, willing the fear to melt away.


  “How?” She breathed against my lips.


  The soft tickle of her words broke against me like waves against the sand, and I could feel my control trickling away like the sand pulled back by the tide. Desperation clawed me, wanting me to stake some sort of claim before she came to her senses and realized just how bad of an idea this could be. I could almost taste the debate in her soul, and I wanted to decide for her…


  But I wouldn’t… I couldn’t.


  I drew away from her soft lips and met her gaze directly. “I honestly don’t know… but I do know this one thing.” I tightened my grasp on her fingers. “More than anything, I want to find out. Can you… will you do that?” I held my breath, trying to read her answer before my heart gave out.


  


  


  CHAPTER SIX


  


  Daphne


  


  I STILL HADN’T ANSWERED KHAN. Rather than say exactly what I wanted… I ran. Now after a night of tossing, turning, counting sheep, and only seeing the hurt in his eyes every time I closed mine, I stared into the coffee mug Margo had set in front of me and tried not to cry.


  Stupid coffee.


  “You okay, honey?” Margo asked, sitting across from me. I was up way too early — or too late, depending on how you looked at it, and thankfully, she was the only other person awake.


  “No,” I answered honestly. Maybe it was the fact I was so tired that I had no filter, but I just didn’t want to pretend to be all right, not when my heart was slowly pulling in two directions.


  “Want to talk about it? I keep good secrets,” she offered with a gentle smile.


  I watched her, studying her expression. She was Khan’s mother; surely she was aware of everything, or at least most. How did she deal? Did I dare ask?


  “Is it Khan? Are you worried about him?” She placed a warm hand over mine, offering reassurance. Dropping my head to table and closing my eyes, I let the cool wood distract me from how much I sucked right then. I mean, I was the nurse and had the job of reassuring the patient’s family, and here the mother was worried about me.


  This wasn’t a promising start to my career.


  “No, I mean, yes, but not like that,” I answered, tilting my head so my cheek rested against the wood.


  “Alright.” I heard her take a sip of coffee. “Did he hurt you?”


  My head shot up. “No! Of course not, I… I’m afraid I hurt him,” I answered slowly, waiting for her reaction.


  “Turned him down flat, huh?” She raised a dark eyebrow.


  “No, I mean… I didn’t say… anything. Wait.” I tilted my head and studied her. “What do you mean turned him down?”


  “Dear, if you’d have been a fly on the wall in this kitchen over the years, you wouldn’t have to ask that question. I mean, the boy’s smart but not exactly stealthy…” Her expression clouded slightly. “… in some areas, that is,” she amended.


  “I’m not sure I understand.”


  “Let’s just say that Khan asked far too many questions about you for him to only be mildly interested.” She took another sip of the black coffee.


  “Questions? About me?” I asked, warmth flooding through me only to be chased away by the chill of remembering what I’d done last night.


  “Yep. I think Jude and Sofia caught on pretty early. They started offering information rather than waiting to be asked. Khan was all too willing to listen to whatever they said.” She shook her head in amusement. “So tell me, is this a one-way street or not?”


  I was tempted to play dumb, but with a glance, knew she saw through me. “No.”


  “Ah.”


  She sipped her coffee thoughtfully, patiently, as if waiting for me to spill.


  It worked.


  “I just…” I tried to pull my thoughts together. “… I mean… I just…”


  “Love is never simple, sweetheart. There’s complications, obstacles, decisions that must be made, priorities that have to be established… but when it’s real love, you’ll find everything will fall into place because love puts the other ahead of itself. Love replaces fear with faith. It destroys indecision with loyalty, breaks through every barrier because it’s stronger, wiser, more courageous than anything else you’ll face, because from that point on, you face everything together.”


  I bit my lip and stared into my coffee mug, letting her words soak into my mind, my heart. Is that what I felt? Love? Was it even possible?


  “Bear in mind I’m talking about mature love, but the beginnings of it are all the same. It all starts with a choice. Sometimes it’s easy because you know that you aren’t meant for the other person, sometimes you are the perfect fit, but fear holds you back. You need to decide which one fits you.” She patted my hand once more. “I’m going to go put on my face.” With a wink, she headed toward the bathroom to put on her makeup, leaving me lost in my own thoughts.


  I knew the answer to her question. It was fear. I was afraid because, well, Khan had been shot by some seriously bad guys and… what if I gave him my heart fully and he died?


  Am I willing to invest in the whole thought that it is better to have loved and lost than to never have loved at all? Yet, even as I thought it, my training came back and bit me in the ass.


  How many people died in car crashes each year? How many people had heart attacks at the age of twenty-five and died right in the prime of their life? We were never guaranteed tomorrow.


  Death could easily call any number… even mine.


  Did I want to live assuming I had several decades of life? Or did I want to simply live.


  I traced the rim of my cup with a finger.


  “Looking for the answers to the universe?” Khan’s gravelly voice startled me, and my coffee splashed over the mug.


  “You’re feeling brave to mess with a girl’s first cup of coffee in the morning,” I mumbled, grabbed a napkin and cleaned up the small mess.


  “To be fair, it’s still full, and, judging by the way it’s not steaming, you haven’t been exactly drinking it. Trying to absorb it by osmosis?” he asked over his shoulder as he limped to the coffeemaker and poured himself a cup.


  “You should sit. I’ll get it for you.” I started to stand, ignoring how accurate his comment had been. His broad shoulders were bare, tapering down to a muscled back and low-slung boxers. My mouth went dry, and I tried to turn away but couldn’t.


  “I’m not helpless,” he called back and poured himself a cup, then another, and limped back to the table. Slowly, he sat in the chair, his dark brows furrowing as he lowered himself with the good leg and stretched out the injured one.


  Shaking my head, I pulled out another chair, grabbed a pillow from the couch, and set it on the seat. Gently, I lifted his injured leg onto the chair and rested it on the pillow.


  “Thanks.”


  “No problem.”


  “Here.” He held out the other cup. “Yours wasn’t doing its job.”


  “Thanks.” I took the cup and let the warmth soak into my fingers as my mind spun for something to say.


  “Did you sleep well?” Khan asked, his blue eyes sharp.


  “Uh, no…” I leaned back into my chair and took a slow sip of coffee. “… I didn’t. I even tried counting sheep. For the record, it doesn’t work.”


  “Noted.” He nodded once. “Why couldn’t you sleep?” he asked. His expression was open and detached, but his eyes gave away his interest.


  Those eyes were my kryptonite.


  “You,” I answered.


  His dark brows shot up.


  “Sorry I ran out last night.” I held my breath for a moment then released it as his expression softened.


  “I don’t blame you. I can… come on a little strong.”


  “You? Never.” I chuckled, releasing some of the tension that seemed so thick in the kitchen.


  “Shocking, I know.”


  “I just… What if…”


  “What if?” he asked, leaning forward.


  “What if I find you only to lose you?” I whispered, studying his propped-up leg.


  After a few moments of silence, I risked a glance to his face. His blue eyes were unreadable, and he tilted his head.


  “What if I lost you?” he asked after a moment.


  “I know… but… I’m just afraid,” I answered honestly.


  He nodded then took a sip of coffee. “So… it’s not my family that concerns you, but the hazards of my… profession?”


  He was right. I had somehow moved past that whole mob idea. It was part of him but didn’t define him, as demonstrated by the fact that he’d been shot for doing something right. ”Yeah.”


  “Hmm.” He set his coffee cup down and leaned back. “Here I was up all night, preparing for the exact opposite and… I’ve got nothing.”


  “Nothing?” I asked, slightly confused.


  “Yep, nothing. All my brilliant arguments don’t matter as to why you should look past my… well… past. You already have.” He crossed his arms, a slight pucker in his brows.


  “Okay…”


  “I can’t promise that nothing will ever happen to me, Daph.” He spoke quietly, almost a whisper.


  My gaze shot to his, and I waited.


  “But I can promise that what time I have will be yours. Whether that’s a week or till I hit a hundred years,” he finished, his shoulders still, as if holding his breath.


  My heartbeat accelerated, pounding fiercely, and, for a moment, I had the instinct to run once more, but my feet planted themselves as I remembered Margo’s words. “You face everything together.”


  Together.


  I wanted that… for him and me.


  “Okay.” I answered.


  “Okay?” he asked, his body still rigid.


  “I want to try to make this work, Khan. You’re… you’re what I want.”


  “You two are up early—” Jude’s words were cut off with a loud yawn, and I jumped, glancing to the kitchen door as he strode in, obviously oblivious. “Please tell me Margo made coffee…” He spoke to himself and then picked up a mug and kissed it before pouring it full of the black liquid. “Daph, you okay? I mean, there’s still almost half a pot left, and you usually—“ He turned, and the words died out as his gaze flickered from me to Khan then back to me, then narrowing in on Khan. “What the hell?” His fingers tightened on his cup as he took a step toward Khan.


  “Jude—” Khan started.


  “No. It’s bad enough that Sofia has to freaking cry herself to sleep when you don’t call. Don’t put my sister in the same hell,” he threatened.


  “Jude—” I tried, but he interrupted.


  “Daph, you don’t know what I know, okay? Just… this isn’t a good idea. I told you, man— I freaking TOLD you.” Jude slammed his coffee mug on the table and spread his hands out.


  “I guess that tells me how much you already knew,” I mumbled to myself.


  Jude’s gaze shot to me, the intensity scorching. “What do you mean by that, Daph?”


  “I know, Jude. And before you start throwing punches, Khan didn’t have much of a choice.”


  “There’s always a choice, Daph.” He spat.


  “And I took away his.” I nodded toward Khan. “I refused to treat him if he didn’t come clean. Saying I’d call him in.” I stood and walked over toward my brother.


  His gaze darted between Khan and me.


  “Jude, you and Daph — you will always have the choice. Knowledge doesn’t take that away. It just makes you aware. You can both walk away. Sofia and I—“


  “You leave Sofia out of this.” Jude pointed at Khan, the vein in his neck throbbing with apparent tension.


  “Sofia is as much a part as I am… you know this. She came and spoke with me last night after she talked with you, and I do have to give you credit, man. You figured it out a long time ago and stuck with her. I’m really thankful she has you.” Khan spoke with a humble tone, as if he thought himself less than Jude because of his past, his involvement.


  Was that how he viewed himself?


  “I love her,” Jude answered simply.


  Because as complicated as love could be… it was also simple.


  A choice. Yes or no.


  “Exactly,” I answered. “Don’t deny me the same choice, Jude. You’ve made your choice. Let me make mine.” I reached out and laid a hand on his arm, feeling his strain.


  “Daph.”


  “Jude…” I shook my head slightly and hitched a shoulder. There was nothing he could say to change my mind.


  And judging by the way his expression softened, he knew that.


  He pulled me into a tight hug then released me and turned to Khan. “If you do anything — and I swear… anything — to hurt her, I will make one call, Khan. One.” Jude’s gaze held Khan’s for long moment, as if the look itself was a full conversation. A full threat.


  “Understood.” Khan nodded once, his blue eyes serious and intent as he and my brother made some sort of visual pact.


  “Where’s Sofia?” I asked, trying to break the tension.


  “In bed. I just peeked in when she didn’t answer my knock. She’s whipped and stressed.” Jude glared at Khan as he said the words.


  “I’d better make more coffee,” I mumbled and headed toward the counter.


  The tension in the room was still thick but not as violent as before, and I heard a chair scrape the floor.


  The remainder of coffee looked a little strong so I tossed it and made a new pot.


  “How much time?” Jude’s voice was low, as if trying to ask Khan without me overhearing.


  Frozen, I held my breath and waited. When Khan didn’t answer, I pushed the button to start the brewing and pretended I wasn’t aware of their conversation.


  “I’m not sure… maybe a day or two. Don’t worry, they won’t come here.”


  “You don’t know that.”


  Khan was silent, and I released the breath I was holding only to hold the next as I waited.


  “I’m taking care of it,” Khan replied, his tone sharp.


  Jude scoffed, “Sure, like you took care of it before? Oh wait…” A chair scooted against the floor, and I heard footsteps leave the kitchen. The coffee started pouring into the pot and jolted me from my concentration. I sighed heavily and turned.


  Khan rubbed the back of his neck and wiped down his face with his hand.


  “More coffee?” I asked, trying to break the silence.


  “No,” he whispered, his gaze fixed on where Jude had just exited the kitchen. “I didn’t want to do this.”


  I refreshed my own coffee and the mug’s heat started to burn my hand. I set it down and sat in the chair that had been pushed away from the table. “Do what?”


  Khan closed his eyes and bit his lower lip, drawing my attention to its fullness as I remembered the flavor of his kiss.


  “I had a cousin…” He took a slow breath.


  “Had?” This couldn’t be good.


  “Yeah. Andi. She passed away.”


  I — I’m sorry,” I answered, a chill making my body tighten.


  “It’s not what you think,” he whispered softly. “She had cancer, wasn’t much older than you, actually.”


  “Oh… that’s terrible.” Wrapping my arms around myself, I tried to grasp the whole idea of my life being stolen before I’d even had a fair shot to live.


  “Yeah, it was… but it was even worse for her husband. Great guy — actually, no. Guy scared the shit out of me the one time I met him, but he’s one of the only guys to walk the line. You know… play both sides?” Khan opened his eyes and speared me with a direct gaze.


  “Oh.” I nodded with understanding. Both sides had to mean he was like Khan — rather, Khan was like him — in with the bad and working for the good.


  “Anyway… when my father died and left me his position in the… family, Andi was just marrying the guy. I went to the wedding. It was pretty tense.” He shook his head, as if trying to remove a memory. “But Andi told me that if I ever needed help, to go to him — Sergio.” Khan leaned back in the chair. “So I asked for help. Sergio got me in with the feds, cleaned me, essentially. I’ve only been trying at this for a few months, but damn, I don’t know how the guy did it for so long.” He blew out a pent-up breath.


  I relaxed slightly, just enough to breathe without strain.


  “Anyway, I’m in over my head here, which sucks having to admit that.” He rubbed the back of his neck and stood. “I’ve got an idea, but I’ll need some… support. Sergio is my best bet. Damn, I just wish I didn’t have to call him.” He mumbled the last words.


  “Why? I mean, if he’s the best and knows what he’s doing…” I asked.


  “He’s not the best. He’s a freaking ghost. He practically didn’t exist for years… and now he’s got… a lot to deal with.”


  “Because of your cousin’s death” I asked.


  His eyes shifted away. “ Amongst other things.”


  “Oh.” I studied my coffee cup, as if searching the dark liquid would give me the answers I didn’t even know to ask.


  The silence stretched for a moment, and I bit back more questions, sensing that Khan was in deep though.


  “I hate that you see this… this part of me… of my life,” he whispered after a moment, his tortured eyes darting up to meet mine.


  “I’d like to think I’m taking it pretty well.” I attempted to smile.


  He raised a skeptical brow.


  “Aside from checking the windows now and then,” I amended and took a sip of coffee, glancing away.


  “Yeah… well, I think I figured out the perfect distraction.” He stood and took a few steps toward me, his gaze drawing me in.


  “Oh?” I asked, my tone breathless and warm against my lips from the hot coffee.


  “Hmm…” he crooned and reached up, tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear, “… you want to know what’s so perfect about it?”


  I shook my head slowly, never taking my eyes from his, drowning in his gaze. He gently reached out and took my coffee cup, turning slightly to set it on the table. The heat of his fingers seeped into my skin as he wrapped his grip around mine tightly and drew me closer. Warm breath tickled my lips as he brushed against my mouth, teasing me with just the slightest taste of his flavor.


  His grip loosened on one hand, and he reached up and traced my jawline, sending shivers down my back. The next kiss was completely different in nature, soft, yet there was a strength behind it that was so indicative of Khan’s personality. Strength tempered with a thoughtful nature, courage balanced with awareness — it was altogether delightful and daring. Teeth nipped against my lower lip, and he drew it into his mouth and caressed it with his warm tongue. Shuddering with the need to feel him, I pressed into his solid chest. As if igniting a match, his kiss deepened, and his hands circled my waist then dipped to my hips. He clenched them as his fingers massaged.


  “Coffee always did that for me too.” Margo’s amused tone was like a bucket of ice water, and I gasped, pulling back. Khan’s amused expression made me want to smack him, even as my lips tingled from his assault.


  “Hi, Mom,” he spoke, never once taking his gaze from mine.


  “Morning, sweetheart. Don’t let me interrupt. You two looked quite… comfortable.” A chuckle punctuated her last word, one full of delight, and I took in her completely happy expression.


  “She’s been after me to chase you for years,” Khan whispered, his gaze darting down to the ground then meeting mine, his expression triumphant.


  I raised an eyebrow. “Oh? And what took you so long?” I poked a finger into his chest, teasing him.


  “This and that…”


  But I knew the answer. It still floored me. How could this man run both sides of the line, fight the demons that chased him and take bullets, all while trying to do the right thing, only to think himself unworthy?


  “Glad you finally got it together.” I flirted and tried to walk around him. An arm snaked around my waist and pulled me back.


  “Nope. Sorry, now that I’ve got you, I’m not letting go,” he murmured against my neck.


  “Oh?” I replied, completely forgetting we had an audience.


  “Nope. Because what I didn’t say earlier is that while I knew what distracted you…” He kissed my neck lovingly. “… it is also the very thing that keeps me grounded, keeps me from feeling lost. And once you find something so perfect, you hold on tight.” On cue, his grip tightened, possessive and gentle all at once.


  “I couldn’t agree more,” I whispered back, tilting my head back to meet his gaze.


  Just then, his phone buzzed, drawing both of our gazes to the table where it vibrated.


  His body tightened, but not the good kind that was an effect of desire; it was tension, thick and heavy. He carefully released his grip and strode to the table.


  “I need a second.” His brow furrowed as he scrolled through and replied to a text. Without another word, he left the kitchen, and I heard the front door shut.


  “And so it starts… again.” Margo was gripping the back of the chair, her knuckles white, her expression strained.


  Watching her, I wondered if I was looking at my future…


  Was it worth it?


  Glancing to door where Khan had disappeared, I decided that it was.


  He made it worth it.


  


  


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  


  Khan


  


  The phone buzzed again, my heart accelerating with the knowledge of what it meant. I was out of time.


  Not that I’d had much to begin with, but still.


  The phone felt heavy in my hand as I unlocked it and dialed the number I hoped to never have to use again.


  Damn, it sucked when history repeated itself.


  The phone line clicked live with no answer.


  But I wasn’t expecting one.


  “It’s Khan.” I took a deep breath. “The church has fifty spires but is trying to add another one. The architect needs new blueprints.”


  To anyone listening in, it wouldn’t make much sense, but to those familiar with the Russian mob, there were tells in the sentence. The spires in the church? How many kills someone has. Petrov? Last we knew he was up to fifty, according to rumors, with another spire being me. Needing new blueprints? I needed new orders because I’d been exposed.


  “I’ll connect you with the contractor.” Sergio’s voice chilled me, and then the line disconnected.


  It was done.


  Holding out my phone, I watched the screen just as another text went off.


  It was a countdown… fifteen minutes less than the last… and a half hour less than the first.


  I had twenty-four hours.


  Petrov was coming, and he knew I had tried to cross him.


  Even as the seconds ticked by in my mind, the only thing I could see was Daphne’s face.


  Twenty-four hours that could be my last.


  And I wanted them to count.


  Every last damn minute.


  


  


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  


  Daphne


  


  “KHAN?” THOUGH I WAS LISTENING FOR the door, I hadn’t heard him come in but happened to see him in his room as I walked by, searching for Sofia.


  “Yeah?” He glanced over his shoulder then turned his attention back to the backpack on the bed.


  “Going somewhere?” My heart pounded fiercely, and I crossed my arms, holding myself tightly against what I sensed was about to happen.


  “Not sure,” he answered and slowly lowered to the ground, careful with his still healing wound. He reached under the bed and pulled out a black case. It reminded me of a guitar case, but a different shape. Using his good leg to lift himself, he tossed the case onto the bed and started to unlock the combination. As he tossed the lid over, I gasped at the arsenal displayed. Five firearms all gleamed in the grey foam lined box. Studying the case, he started taking each gun out, releasing the clip and ejecting the bullet from the chamber. He then reseated the clip but didn’t jack a round back in. He tossed each gun to the bed as he finished and walked with determined steps to the closet.


  I leaned against the doorjamb of his room and waited, trying to piece together what I was seeing. He came from the closet with several extra clips and boxes of ammunition.


  “Do you know how to use a gun?” Khan asked unexpectedly.


  “Uh…” I swallowed. “…I’ve shot sage rats with a 20-gauge.”


  “Sage rats?” Khan paused and turned to me, his expression slightly more open, less guarded.


  “Yeah… the little prairie dogs we have around here. My grandpa used to hire me in the summer to keep them down in the garden.”


  “Got it. So you have pretty good aim? I mean, those things are small and move fast.” He sounded hopeful.


  Which was anything but comforting. “I guess.” I shoved my slick, sweaty hands in my pockets, attempting to dry some of the perspiration that broke out at the realization of what was going on.


  “Come here.” He nodded to the bed, pulled out a .9mm, and handed it to me. My gaze darted from him to the gun, then back.


  “It’s loaded, but there isn’t a bullet in the chamber so it can’t fire right now,” he replied softly, as if trying not to spook a horse.


  Tentatively, I reached out and gripped the handle. It was heavier than I’d thought, and I had to hold it tighter to keep it from falling.


  “It’s different from a 20-gauge in the fact that you don’t hold it against your shoulder.” He moved to stand behind me. “With a shotgun, the butt rests against your skin, but with a handgun, you keep your arms straight, and then… when it bucks… you absorb the impact with your elbows bending, sending your forearms upward, but never back. You wrists shouldn’t move either.”


  His hands were warm against mine as he moved my hands through the motions of firing the gun without actually pulling the trigger, his body solid behind mine, taking away my fear and replacing it with a sense of determination.


  “Am I in danger, Khan?” I asked in a whisper, telling myself that I needed to know.


  “Not if everything goes according to plan. And if it doesn’t, you’ll still be safe. I’ll make sure of it, but I also won’t take any chances with something as precious as your life.” He spoke carefully as he took a step away, removing his body heat and leaving me chilled.


  “This is a Glock .9mm. It’s yours. I know that Sofia has one similar, and I’m betting Jude is armed as well.” He took off his shirt. His back muscles bunched as he tossed the t-shirt to the carpet. He pulled out several holsters from his backpack. After strapping a knife shoulder holster around his chest, he slid several knives into the sheaths.


  “What plan?” I asked as I stepped toward him, my eyes caressing his tight skin.


  “The one you’ll never know about. Ignorance is not just bliss. It’s protection.” He regarded me carefully, then turned and lifted a fresh shirt from the bed and pulled it over his head. Selecting a clip, he started to load it with bullets.


  “Will you be safe?” I asked, realizing the answer.


  “Don’t worry about me. I’ll have reinforcements.” Khan tucked another clip into his pocket and grabbed an additional gun. He checked the chamber before tucking it back into the case.


  “That’s… quite the arsenal.” My tone was anything but steady, and I set the Glock on the side table, needing to release the cool metal from my grip.


  “Think of it as insurance.” He shrugged, locked up the case, and zipped up a black backpack and set it on the floor. He lifted the gun case from the bed and placed it by his feet.


  “Not reassuring.” I hugged myself.


  Khan paused, his solid shoulders tightening slightly as his jaw clenched then relaxed. He sighed and turned to me, his intense expression igniting a passion that left me both burning and freezing.


  “Daph.” His voice was soft, just like his touch, as he ran a warm finger down my arm before lacing his fingers through mine. “Reassurance isn’t something I can offer you…” He drew lazy circles along my wrist with his thumb. “… but I can promise that I’ll do everything in my power to make sure it goes as smoothly as possible. I’ve got the best on my side, and this issue that needs addressing will hopefully be the last for a while, if ever. But I have to take care of it, especially if…” He took a deep breath and looked to the floor, licking his lips. “… especially if I’m going to make this work.” His gaze melted over me, drawing me in, saying everything with his expression that he had just voiced with his words.


  “Okay.” I nodded once then moved forward and kissed his lips.


  He leaned into the kiss, the force almost knocking me backward, but his arms grasped me tightly as he assaulted my mouth, caressing it, and branding it.


  The ridges and valleys of his back teased my hands as I stroked him, needing to feel the power in his body, knowing it was his protection from the unseen threat. His hot mouth left my lips and softly bit along my neck, causing shivers to wrack my body. I leaned into him, feeling the solid structure of his chest pressed against mine, trying to ignore the ridge of his shoulder holster hidden beneath his shirt. His hands rested on my hips, grasping them tightly as if marking what was his, and I pushed against him, needing the contact — needing to feel him.


  Khan pulled me backward till we tumbled onto the bed. His breath hissed from between his teeth as I all but tackled him, forgetting about his injury. I gasped and started to try and get up, only to have him hold me fast.


  “No… stay.” His scorching eyes begged me as his hands trailed from my knee to my thigh before grasping my hips once more as I straddled him.


  “Khan…” I whispered his name, leaning forward and sealing it across his lips.


  “Stay,” he whispered once more.


  His hands trailed up my back, tickling my spine as he slowly lifted my shirt.


  Khan,” I repeated before swirling my tongue across his lower lip, inhaling the rich scent of his skin as he warmed me even through his clothes, his body calling to mine.


  “Khan!” Jude’s voice broke through the erotic haze that was weaving around me, striking awareness into my very soul. I felt like the kid with her hand in the cookie jar.


  “Ignore him,” Khan whispered, trying to kiss me back under his spell.


  It would have worked, too, had Jude’s shouting not become louder and much closer.


  “Sometimes I hate your brother,” Khan whispered against my lips.


  “Agreed.”


  


  


  CHAPTER NINE


  


  Khan


  


  “WHAT THE HELL IS THIS?” Jude’s expression was violent as he aggressively strode into my bedroom, his hand holding up my cell phone.


  Shit.


  As he quickly scanned the room, I was afraid he’d noticed the skewed comforter on the bed and the obvious bee-stung lips of his sister. My fears were realized when his gaze turned murderous.


  Damn it all.


  “Care to explain what the hell this is?” He threw the phone at me like a major league pitcher trying to brain the batter. Barely catching it, I glared at him. “I kinda have to see the screen to answer your question… bro.”


  “It’s a freaking clock… rather, it’s a countdown. Numbering your hours?” He glared from me to his sister then back, his glare accusing.


  “It’s none of your concern,” I replied, smoothing my expression into an inscrutable mask. Times like this I felt like two people: the mob boss of my family and then just Khan, brother, son, and friend. Yet it seemed like it was getting harder and harder to separate the two; rather, one was taking over the other — and it wasn’t the one I wanted to win.


  I scrolled through my messages, seeing the zillion texts with different numbers till I found one that caught my eye from a different contact.


  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              Contractor: Your building plans have been altered. Proceed to the building site, and your new crew will be waiting.
            

          

        

      

    

  


  


  The sensation of relief washed over me; I wasn’t going at this alone — not that I thought Sergio would hang me out to dry, but I wasn’t that part of his family, just a connection through Andi. But clearly, that was enough.


  “Are you going to answer or just stare at your damn phone?” Jude asked, aggression dripping from his tone.


  “I — actually no.” I squared my shoulders, facing Jude as if approaching a boxer in the ring. “The less you know the better. I’m leaving in an hour, and I know that my sister and Daphne will be safe with you. I know you think I’m an ass, Jude. But I’m doing everything I can. That’s all I can tell you.”


  Jude narrowed his eyes, his nostrils flaring. “You’re right, I do think you’re an ass.” He shook his head. “Does Sofia know? Because you sure as hell better say goodbye this time. Especially since it looks like you already said goodbye to my sister… who, by the way, is not to be on your bed ever again.” He crossed his arms, and I could almost feel the blush that stained Daphne’s face as I looked to her.


  “Sofia knows.” I nodded once and bent down to pick up the backpack and gun case, thankful it really just looked like I was carrying an electric guitar case. “I’ll see you later, Jude…” I let the phrase linger, my eyes darting to the door and back to him.


  He simply raised his eyebrow and shook his head.


  “Hell no. You can say goodbye in front of me.” He widened his stance.


  “Jude—“


  “It’s okay, Daph. It’s not goodbye, it’s… till later.” I offered her my most confident smile, hoping it reached my eyes. Judging by the way her eyes glistened as she studied me then darted her eyes away, I wasn’t fooling her. I had already said good-bye to my mom and sister, saving the most difficult for last, Daphne.


  “Khan…” she whispered.


  Damn it, but I loved the way she said my name.


  Slowly, she approached me and grasped my t-shirt, her touch causing my heart to accelerate, and she pressed a lingering kiss to my lips. Closing my eyes, I memorized the moment. Then pulling away, I flipped the switch and forced myself to focus on what lay ahead.


  I had to separate the two. Thoughts of Daphne would distract me, and I needed to remain focused if I wanted to come back alive.


  “Bye.” I saw the word on her lips, rather than heard its whisper. I strode to the door and paused when Jude’s hand rested at my shoulder. I glanced behind me, not turning.


  “Be… safe.” The aggression was gone from his expression and replaced with a grudging respect.


  Nodding, I left, focusing on each moment… each breath. Praying that it wasn’t the countdown to the last.


  


  


  CHAPTER TEN


  


  Daphne


  


  I WATCHED HIM LEAVE, MY HEART hammering in my chest.


  “You know he’s honestly the walking-freaking-dead,” Jude said to Khan’s disappearing back, his voice broken, even with the damnable words he’d spoken.


  “He’ll be back,” I said to myself mostly, praying it was true.


  Jude turned to me, his eyes narrowing slightly, not in anger — rather, sympathy.


  Pity.


  “For your sake, I hope you’re right,” Jude finally replied, as if accepting the road my heart had chosen for me… for us.


  “Sophie okay?” I asked, needing some sort of distraction because I was seriously tempted to just tackle Khan — or try to — and get him to change his mind.


  “No,” Jude replied simply, his gaze focused on where Khan had just left. The sound of a Ducati roaring to life made me cringe.


  After a final rev of the engine, the sound of its roaring purr started to fade, and I swallowed back my fear. The tears leaked out even though I tried to trap them by squeezing my eyes shut.


  “Is he gone?” Sophie’s voice startled me. Arms around her waist, she seemed to be trying to hold herself together. I knew the feeling.


  “Yeah,” Jude answered just before pulling her into a tight hug as a silent sob wracked her body.


  “He’ll be back,” I said for the second time in less than a few minutes. Maybe repetition would make it truer.


  “He will.” She pulled away from Jude’s embrace just enough to wipe her tear-streaked cheeks and nod, offering me a watery smile.


  “Where’s Margo?” I asked.


  “Praying,” Sophie answered. “She always prays whenever Khan leaves. Family tradition… she always prayed for my dad too.”


  I offered up a prayer as well, needing to trust in something that was bigger than myself. I mean, I had always believed in God, but desperation brought things in to a clearer focus. ”Where?” I asked.


  “Where?” Jude asked, a confused expression on his face.


  “Where is she praying?”


  “There’s a small office down the hall.” Sophie nodded in that direction.


  Nodding, I left the room and found a door ajar. Margo was on her knees, her hands folded and tear-streaks on her face.


  Silently, I walked over to her and placed my hand on her shoulder. She didn’t shift her posture, but I saw the smallest smile tease her lips. She reached and covered my hand with hers, holding it tightly. After a moment, I knelt beside her. Soon the sound of soft footsteps alerted me to someone else joining us. Jude and Sophie knelt behind Margo and me. Sophie’s hand grasped mine as I offered it, and we shared a tight squeeze. Falling into silence, I considered just how amazing it was, to have come from so many different backgrounds, so many levels of love — mother, sister, boyfriend. Even through moments of disdain, we all united in one truth, the oldest of all time.


  Life.


  Because, even through our disagreements, through times when motives were questioned and actions challenged, we could always agree on one thing.


  Life.


  It was precious.


  And united we knelt.


  For Khan’s life… for my future.


  For all of our futures.


  


  


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  


  Khan


  The trees flew by as I passed over Snoqualmie Pass and onto the 405. I broke through the trees and was greeted by the Bellevue skyline and the bright taillights of opposing traffic in the other lane. Passing through the skyscrapers, I wove through traffic, thankful it wasn’t thick, and merged onto the exit that would take me toward Seattle. My heartbeat echoed in my ears, even the motorcycle’s roar didn’t drown it out; if anything, it added to its rhythm. I took the Mercer Island exit and made my way downtown, past Pike’s Market and toward the docks.


  Of course that was where they’d chosen to meet.


  There was something painfully sinister about the scent of cargo ships and rotting fish.


  Lovely.


  I approached the gate specified and waved at the operator. It opened quickly — too quickly. I wasn’t exactly counting on an element of surprise, but it wasn’t ever helpful to be completely expected either.


  I heard the gravel spray from under my tires as I made my way past several towers of containers, all waiting to be shipped overseas. Abandoned machinery rusted in heaps, and a few homeless people gathered around a burning barrel as I passed through. I weaved the bike around till the building I was searching for came into view. It wasn’t impressive, but that was the plan. The mob didn’t exactly want to be conspicuous. The opposite, rather.


  I accelerated, allowing my engine to roar, making sure my presence was known. If I didn’t have the element of surprise in my favor, the second best was to act as if I was bulletproof.


  Which I wasn’t — the dull ache in my leg attested to that fact.


  The building grew larger as I approached, and I parked the bike then paused to take off my helmet. After setting it on the seat, I strode toward the corrugated metal building. A smoky street light illuminated the front entrance. It appeared abandoned and locked up tight — but that was the intention. Security was always tight in places like this with cameras everywhere.


  Sure enough, as I approached the door, it opened. Without hesitation I entered, hands up to show I held no weapon.


  Which was a total lie… but they didn’t need to know that.


  “Ah… Konstantin.” Some guy spoke my name with a mocking tone. In the darkness, I felt him shove me toward a dimly lit hall with an elevator at the end. They spoke in Russian, talking about some cocaine they had found and who had lost last night’s poker game. Apparently, they didn’t think I spoke the language.


  Interesting.


  One of the guards pushed the down button while the other pressed a gun to my back. Apparently they thought the gun at my back was enough security to not give a pat down.


  The elevator dinged, and they pushed me on with a shove of the gun’s end. After pressing the B-level, one guard lit a cigarette and offered it to the other. Smoke swirled around the small room, and I took the opportunity to study my apathetic guards. They were cocky, obviously sure that I was as good as caught — or dead. As one lit another cigarette, I noticed a sickle tattoo at the wrist. The guard noticed the direction of my gaze and swore in Russian, shoving me, and then covering up the inked design.


  The same one I had on mine.


  The same one that had cost my father his life.


  These were Petrov’s men. It was his calling card — his stamp.


  If someone wore that tattoo — he was owned… by him.


  No exceptions.


  It wasn’t blood in… no out.


  It was death the moment the tattoo was finished and a living hell waiting for it from that moment on.


  The tattoo that would be re-carved in blood on my dead body if I didn’t get this right.


  No pressure.


  The elevator doors opened onto a marble tiled hallway with white pillars and soft Russian music playing. The lights were brighter but still dim by most standards. The guards led me from the elevator to the hall and escorted me past several business desks, all vacant. We moved through a large wooden door carved with a Dragon looking to swallow a depiction of the Kremlin. The floor changed to plush carpet, and that led to another large wooden door. One guard knocked, and I turned slightly to see his sidekick. The guy’s face had gone pale, and he straightened himself, as if trying to appear bigger.


  The door opened silently and exposed a large mahogany conference table. I counted eight men, all watching my approach with several degrees of arrogant derision.


  “Khan… how nice of you to join us… electively at that.” Petrov stood at the far end of the table — the head. The expensive suit sported a red tie that was the color of blood. He was a formidable man, just by his sheer size — not the good kind either. While he was tall, he was also very wide.


  Not responding verbally, I nodded my chin at the guards then back to Petrov.


  “A formality.” He made a dismissive gesture with his hand.


  “Lose them,” I growled, glancing with disdain at the guards.


  Petrov tilted his head as if evaluating my tone. “Идти.” He commanded them to leave, and, like sheep, they scattered, closing the heavy door behind them.


  “I was quite surprised by your proposal.” Petrov walked around the table.


  Watching, I studied to figure out how he was reacting to each breath, each shift of the men in the room. He was aware, far too aware, and I knew I had to be on my game.


  You didn’t cross the Pakhan and still breathe.


  “If you want to survive to see daylight again, I suggest you speak, Kassir.” He raised a brow as he spoke the title that had once belonged to my father.


  Shit, I hated that name.


  But I couldn’t let him bait me.


  “You failed, Petrov.” I waited as he paused mid-step, and fury ignited in his gaze before he pulled a mask over his expression.


  “Oh?” He shrugged. “How so?”


  “You accuse me… my family… of working for the feds when you can’t even get the smallest drop correct. Is that why you have so many others do your work for you? Incompetent in your old age?” I walked around the table till he was directly across from me. The men in the room shifted in their leather seats.


  “One word, and you’re dead, Konstantin. You had better bite your tongue before I cut it out for you,” Petrov replied with deadly calm.


  “One word is what you want… the list.”


  “It earned you a bullet… sadly not one that was lethal. I tire of this conversation. Your father, he was a good man.” Petrov nodded sagely. “In honor of his memory, I offer you one final chance. I need it.”


  The tension in the room was thick.


  “I have it.”


  “Good.” Petrov nodded, cocky as hell. The bastard made me so angry I could hardly keep it together. “Is this one as… friendly… as the last?” He held his hands behind his back as he took a few lazy steps.


  “No… this one’s a bitch, but I don’t think you’ll mind,” I replied, hating every passing moment.


  Petrov laughed. “So much like your father.”


  “Lucky me.”


  “Actually… not so lucky.” Petrov pulled out a gun and set it on the table, spinning it on the glasslike finish of the wood. I watched as the metal blurred. He slapped the table, and the men in the room all jumped. I glanced up to meet his sharp gaze. Still watching me, he lazily fingered the length of the gun as if teasing me on whether or not he planned to shoot me.


  Cocky bastard.


  “Your father made a fatal error… one I think you can stand to learn from.” He stepped away from the gun. “The list… now.” He snapped his thick fingers, and one of the men at the table jumped up and approached me while buttoning the bottom two buttons of his black suit. “If you please?” the man asked, holding out his hand.


  “What makes you think I have it with me?” I asked, crossing my arms.


  Petrov’s face began to turn the color of his tie, till a vein in his neck pulsed through the fat collected there.


  “After all, what… assurance do I have that you won’t shoot me once I’ve delivered what you need? None. I take it you didn’t think I was that intelligent.” I shrugged. “Your mistake.”


  “You are wasting my time!” Petrov withdrew another handgun from his considerable suit coat, aimed it at me, and fired. Searing pain slicked through my shoulder, knocking me back a few steps, but I held my ground, gritting my teeth so tight I thought they’d shatter. But I couldn’t—I wouldn’t show him the fear, the pain.


  He’d feed off it.


  “You kill me, the list is delivered to the feds with your name all over it.” I swallowed my agony as I watched Petrov’s body shake with rage. “So let’s try this my way. If you’d be so kind?” I gestured to the door.


  “You’re insane,” Petrov spat.


  “No… just distrusting.”


  His cold eyes regarded me for a moment as he worked his jaw, causing his jowls to jiggle like a Saint Bernard.


  I held back a shudder of disgust.


  “What do you propose?” He took a few steps toward me.


  “You send two men with me. I’ll deliver the whereabouts of the list once I’m clear of your territory, but…” I waited, pausing for him to give me his full attention. “… I’m out. I’m done. This concludes all our business.”


  Petrov chuckled then turned to the men in the room. “He wants out.” His chuckle turned into a belly laugh as the men nervously joined in the amusement.


  “Happy to entertain you.”


  Petrov approached me, still chuckling with a smart-ass grin on his face, till he was close enough to need to sidestep the blood I was leaking on the carpet. “You can swagger in here, make demands like a little bitch, but don’t misunderstand this one thing. I own you. I own your family, your sister, your mother — they are mine. My blood to keep alive or to kill at my leisure. You cross me, I cross them off. Get it? Oh… and that sweet little piece of ass you finally have the balls to chase after? I’ll get her too.” The putrid stink of his rotten cigar breath assaulted me even as the blood roared in my ears, and I tried to keep from losing control.


  “Resorting to threats?” I tsked my tongue. “Fine. Have it your way. I’ll stay.” I shrugged.


  His gaze narrowed as if trying to figure out my angle.


  “I’ll stay and be a thorn in your side every moment of the day, because I’ll always have the one thing you need… the list. And on that very precious document is the very evidence you need to keep out of jail… isn’t that right?” I took a step closer to him, not blinking as I was practically nose to nose.


  “Ivan,” Petrov growled, his breath assaulting me once more.


  “Yes sir.” A huge man stood from the table, his sheer size dwarfing Petrov, which was impressive since the man had to be well over three-hundred pounds.


  “Follow this man.” With that, he turned and gave me his back.


  “Then we have an agreement?” I asked, trying not to hold my breath.


  “Yes.” Petrov turned and nodded once.


  Exhaling silently, I turned and walked from the room with Ivan at my back. In my pocket, I felt the slight vibration of the countdown finally ending. Immediately, the lights went out.


  I ducked and rolled out of the way, wanting to keep out of the way of whoever was heading in my direction.


  Semi-automatic gunfire reverberated throughout building, and I could hear marble crunching as bullets hit the pillars and crumbled pieces away. Petrov yelled for his men to take up arms, but that was the last I heard of his voice.


  It was probably less than thirty seconds, but it felt like forever till the lights flickered back on, and I saw the room littered with Russian blood and bodies as three men dressed in black kicked the corpses over to ID them.


  “Shit… it’s not him either.” One kicked the body and turned to the other guy in the room.


  “What about him, Ax?”


  “No.”


  “Petrov?” I asked, searching the floor as well, not seeing the mammoth man among the assassinated.


  “Yeah… you’re Khan?” the one asked.


  “Yeah.” I nodded.


  “Good, nice to know we didn’t get ya.” Ax jerked his chin at me, joking, but yet… not.


  “He must have—“ His words were cut off by a gunshot.


  Turning, I only caught a glimpse of Petrov’s smoking gun as the elevator doors started to shut, deflecting the shots from Ax and the other guy. Searing pain stole my breath as I slid to the floor, hating the triumphant grin on Petrov’s lips as the last few inches of elevator door closed.


  Then the world went black.


  


  


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  


  Daphne


  


  IT WAS THREE DAYS. THREE DAYS of complete torture because we hadn’t heard from Khan. And I knew that if he could have… he would have already contacted us.


  Which meant one of two things.


  Either he couldn’t, because he’d been captured…


  Or he couldn’t because he was dead.


  The house seemed suffocating as the walls closed in. Jude and I had already called our parents and told them that Sophia’s family had some sort of emergency, and we needed to be there for them.


  They were understanding, but the truth of it was enough to cripple me.


  It wasn’t just their family…


  It was our family.


  A week ago? I’d been just a normal nursing student, keeping my nose in a book and trying to keep my clinicals straight.


  Now?


  Now I was waiting at my boyfriend’s house, wondering if he was ever coming back.


  Because he was a frickin’ mob boss and in deep with the feds.


  Yet, even as my heart fractured further with every second, I wouldn’t chance it.


  It was true what they said. It was better to have loved and lost than to never have loved at all.


  And I wasn’t sure I had lost that love… maybe it had just been detained.


  Hope sprang eternal.


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  


  Khan


  


  BRIGHT LIGHTS BLINDED ME AS THE world came into focus then began to fade again.


  “Nope, not an option.”


  I felt a sharp pain in my arm, and my eyes flew open as I growled in pain.


  “Much better. Nice to see you awake, Mr. Agron.” A smooth voice spoke my name with a barely discernable Russian accent. Narrowing my eyes, I brought the man’s face into focus. His gaze was sharp and focused, almost mechanical as he studied me. Cold fingers tested my pulse, and his white coat gave him away as a doctor.


  “Who are you?” I croaked, not my finest moment.


  “Nikolai… but it’s not important. What is important is the fact that you’re still among the living. Especially since it looks like you’ve suffered multiple bullet wounds recently.” His voice was almost detached, bored as he raked my body with his intelligent gaze.


  “Yeah…” I sighed. “Not exactly my idea of a good time.”


  He chuckled, but it was forced, as if he was laughing because he knew he was supposed to, not because he found any amusement in anything.


  “The good news is that the bullet missed your heart. You did nick an artery, but not enough to cause a quick bleed-out. Your… companions… were quick to get you assistance.”


  “I’ll be sure to thank them,” I replied, my tone weak to my own ears.


  “That would be kind.” He held up a syringe and tapped it before squeezing out a small fountain. “This will help you sleep. When you wake up, you’ll be in the care of someone else. It was a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Agron.” He injected the medication into my IV, and as the cold fluid traveled through my veins, I almost felt paralyzed as the world faded again.


  


  


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  


  Daphne


  Two weeks later


  


  THE WARM SENSATION OF KHAN’S ARM around me pulled me from a sweet sleep. Still relaxed from a night spent in his arms, I nestled in deeper and smiled as I felt him kiss the top of my head.


  “Morning, beautiful.” His graveled voice melted my insides, and I snuggled tightly against him, thankful.


  Because he was alive.


  A week after he left, we’d woken up to find him in his room, sleeping.


  Seriously. You can’t make shit like that up. It was as if he had been there all along.


  But he hadn’t.


  He’d been gone… then he was back, waking up in his own bed.


  Sofia and I had both just stared at his sleeping form when we found him on our way to the kitchen for breakfast that morning. As the shock wore off, I ran into the room and gently ran my fingers over his sleeping body, just to make sure he was real.


  Which he proved when his eyes shot open, and he jumped a mile, as if severely startled.


  “Khan?” I whispered, still not believing my eyes, my hands. In the background, I heard Sofia’s soft crying.


  “Daph?” he asked, his expression confused, even as his hands reached up and traced my face.


  “When — when did you get here?” I asked, running my hands over his chest and pausing as I noticed a bandage. “What’s this?” I pulled down the covers, and, beneath the healing knife wound from earlier, was a new bandage that had been neatly dressed and had been cut with surgical precision.


  “I… I’m not sure.” Khan lay back, closing his eyes as he placed a hand to his head.


  “You… don’t know?” How did someone not remember being shot… again… or the surgery to correct the injury?


  “Where am I?” Khan asked next, his eyes opening slightly to scan the room.


  “Home,” I answered, lacing my fingers through his.


  “How… how did I get here?” he asked, gripping my hand tightly.


  “I’m… not sure. I just found you here and— How do you not remember this stuff?” I placed a hand at his forehead. Maybe his injury had caused temporary memory loss.


  “Home?” he asked, his tone hopeful and peaceful all at once.


  “Yeah.”


  “Khan?” Margo’s voice broke through the moment, and she rushed in, sitting carefully on his bed then laying her head on his chest and hugging him gently as she cried.


  “Mom… it’s okay.” He placed a hand on her head, reassuring her.


  “How? Why did you not wake us up? Are you okay? Did it go well?”


  Khan sighed heavily as his face scrunched up slightly as if trying to remember everything… and coming up empty.


  “I don’t think he knows, Margo.” I placed a hand at her shoulder.


  “What does it matter anyway? You’re home… and you will not do this to us again! I don’t care what Petrov—“


  “Mom,” Khan interrupted, his voice stronger as he struggled to sit up then failed. “I need my phone.”


  “Huh? Why do you need your phone? You’re finally here. You do not need to be texting or posting or anything of the sort. I mean, who could you possibly need to call—“


  “Mom, now.”


  “Fine.” She stood and searched his room, finding his phone on the dresser, just where he usually put it.


  Odd.


  Khan took it from his mother and unlocked the passcode. I gave him privacy as I watched his expression go from strained to relieved.


  Taking a deep breath, he showed me the message.


  


  
    
      
        
          
            
              Contractor: We have the contract. Petrov thinks you’re dead. See that you don’t rise from that grave. Enjoy the afterlife. You’re welcome.
            

          

        

      

    

  


  


  “We’re free. Mom. Petrov thinks I’m gone. We’re free.” He practically melted into the pillow with relief.


  


  [image: ]


  


  A relief that he carried with him even now, a full week later.


  “Happy?” Khan asked, pulling me from my memory of that day.


  “Yeah,” I answered. He still didn’t remember anything about what had happened after the gun went off. It was like Petrov had shot him, and he’d woken up in bed. But I decided I didn’t care.


  It didn’t matter.


  What did matter was that he was here, and ahead of us was a full day… and another.


  And another.


  A full lifetime that would be abundant with moments of freedom.


  Because sometimes, death really does bring life.


  And we would live every moment like it was the last.


  


  THE END
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  1100 Wednesday


  Paris City Limits


  


  3… 2… 1…


  The building exploded in a perfectly orchestrated detonation. Laila hardly noticed the sound, barely felt the heat of the flames as they shot out the shattered windows.


  Instead, she was already moving — melting into the crowd screaming in French, disappearing into the shadows created by the high spires of the Gothic building.


  She dodged a man sprinting away from the flames and spared a brief glance around the corner of the building.


  The way was clear. Thomas had done his job to keep the debris contained, to keep the risk to civilians minimal.


  Sprinting, she made it to the back door of the adjacent, supposedly abandoned business in less than ten seconds.


  Mid-morning was not typically a time they would have conducted such a mission, but this area of the city boasted plenty of sex clubs and abandoned buildings. The safest time was after everyone had gone home.


  The safest time.


  Laila’s lips curved.


  Perhaps, for innocent bystanders, the risk was low. For the bastards who’d kidnapped the American diplomat… well, their well-being was way down on her list of priorities.


  Click.


  Safety off.


  The voice in her earpiece began counting down again. “Three. Two. One. Go!”


  One swift kick caved the door in. Then Laila was through the threshold, her gun up, her finger on the trigger.


  What she saw made her heart sink.


  “What the hell are you doing here?”


  


  


  1103 Wednesday


  Warehouse, Paris City Limits


  


  SHE WAS STILL THE MOST BEAUTIFUL woman he had ever seen, Ryker thought as Laila burst through the door with a swift, economical movement that bespoke of someone who knew how to kick serious ass.


  Including his own.


  He never could hit a girl, and Laila with her long, blond hair, curves for days, and an ass that just screamed to be grabbed, was most definitely a girl.


  Ryker had paid for his hesitation to spar with her — in the form of a bruise the size of a watermelon on his ribs and a well-deserved dressing down from his commander.


  It did no one any good to hold back in training sessions. That was how people got killed in the field. He knew it. He understood it.


  And he still hadn’t been able to fight her.


  The voice in his earpiece was sharp. “Thirty seconds. Go!”


  Laila had the same voice in her ear and responded exactly the same way as Ryker. Well, except for the glare. If her icy blue eyes were a knife, he would have been sliced to the core.


  Breaking eye contact, they moved silently to the door on the far side of the room. Laila signaled their next move — two fingers down, one slice of her hand to the left, and one… middle finger, pointed directly at him.


  Ryker grinned. Damn, she was sexy. Of course, she was also a giant pain in his ass.


  But since he’d hitchhiked onto her mission, he would follow her orders.


  Two steps and he was into the next room with Laila trailing him. They cleared the darkened space in seconds, their boots not making even the slightest whisper of sound as they moved up the set of stairs at the opposite side.


  A prickle invaded his consciousness.


  He reacted without thinking. In one fluid movement, he’d grabbed Laila and pinned her to the wall behind the door. For a change, she didn’t fight him, just went perfectly still.


  And not a moment too soon.


  The door slammed open, crashing into his back, its knob digging into his spine. He bit back a curse.


  But he didn’t dare let it loose. Didn’t dare say a single word.


  Instead, he listened to the sound of footsteps echoing in the hall. Smelled a heavy cloud of cheap aftershave and cigarette smoke.


  They waited, not breathing. Silent. Two killers hidden in the shadows of a shitty warehouse.


  “Nothing here, boss,” the wheezing man called.


  “Fine,” another voice, presumably the boss, said. “Get back in here. He’s ready to be moved, and we need to hurry.”


  Ryker’s gut clenched. They were missing their chance.


  Laila shifted slightly, and he glanced down. She cut her eyes to the left then leaned to peak through the gap created by the hinges and the jam.


  “Five,” she mouthed. “Knife?” It was the barest wisp of a question.


  “Leg,” he breathed, knowing that her ability with blades far exceeded his.


  Her gun was pressed into his hand, and his knife removed from the holster on his thigh before his next heartbeat.


  If they’d been in any other circumstance, he would have enjoyed Laila’s hand so near that particular part of his anatomy. But now wasn’t the time.


  She slid from his arms, pressed flat against the wall. After slipping one of the guns into his holster, Ryker held the knob of the door then sidestepped out from behind it.


  Laila gave him the hand signal for ready, but he shook his head and reached into the pocket of his cargos.


  She frowned. Until she saw what he’d pulled out. Then her lips curved into a smile that made his heart ache the slightest bit. He’d let her go — well, actually, he’d pushed her away.


  Which was really the crux of his problems, the reason she was such a pain in the ass.


  Because he had a big ol’ tub of regret when it came to Laila.


  She took the can, pulled the tab, and rolled it quietly into the other room. Purple smoke poured from the small container.


  Tear gas. Or a form of it. One that wouldn’t affect either of them because they wore special contacts to protect their eyes.


  The lenses were just one of the perks of working for KTS.


  Private spy organizations had all the gadgets.


  It took precisely two heartbeats before a myriad of curses and shouting erupted from the room. Voices yelled to get out, to move the ambassador, but Laila and Ryker weren’t about to let that happen.


  “Ready?” he mouthed.


  She nodded as she extracted another knife from somewhere, holding the twin blades with confidence. They counted down together.


  3… 2… 1…


  They burst into the room.


  


  


  1109 Wednesday


  Warehouse


  


  LAILA TOOK THE LEFT. RYKER THE right, the pop-pop of his gun echoing through the smoke-filled room.


  The tear gas made her vision slightly hazy, but her contacts were working. No burn, no tears. Not that she couldn’t function if the contacts failed. But it was easier to do her job when her eyes weren’t on fire.


  And damn, did it feel good to do her job.


  The call from the American embassy had come less than eight hours before.


  One of their ambassadors, a man known for championing peace between Muslim radicals and French nationals here in Paris, had been kidnapped by a violent subset of the radical group.


  They’d wanted to send in a team from KTS because the American military couldn’t get in and out that quickly, at least not on a legitimate mission on French soil. So, to bypass governmental red tape and have proper deniability, the embassy had contacted KTS.


  Laila and her team had gotten to work, knowing that the initial twenty-four hours after a person went missing were the most important.


  First, Thomas had tracked the ambassador’s location to the warehouse using a combination of GPS triangulation from his cell phone’s last location and satellite imagery of the kidnapping. That had been the time-consuming part. Organizing the team, flying over from Germany, and setting the explosives next door had been quick.


  Laila’s eyes flicked over the room, and she moved faster. The radicals were trying to forcibly drag the ambassador from the room, while he, despite being restrained, was doing an admirable job of fighting his removal.


  That removal wasn’t going to happen.


  A kick dropped the nearest radical to the ground. When he reached into his pocket, presumably for a weapon, her elbow whipped across his temple, knocking him unconscious.


  Another radical lunged for her, and she kicked again.


  This time using her knife was unavoidable.


  She ducked under the gun he aimed at her and slammed her blade into his chest. The sound of his dead body hitting the floor was lost amongst the cacophony in the room.


  She couldn’t worry about it anyway, about the morality of killing someone, about the family that might be left without a husband, a father, a son.


  Her mind needed to remain clear.


  Because the next enemy was already upon her.


  She and Ryker tore through the room in a swiftness that was as efficient as it was terrifying. Bodies — some unconscious, some groaning in agony — littered the floor.


  KTS trained their agents extremely well.


  
    
      
        They were brutally effective.
      

    

  


  They were lethal.


  “Stop!” one of the radicals shouted. He held a gun to the head of the ambassador, whose hands were tied behind him, an oozing wound dripping blood down his forehead. “Or he dies.”


  Laila didn’t stop.


  This wasn’t the time to think. Wasn’t the time to do anything except rely on her training.


  The knife flew from her hand.


  If she hadn’t worked so hard to perfect the shot, hadn’t spent hours making sure she didn’t miss in a situation just like this, she wouldn’t have believed it possible anywhere outside of a movie set.


  But it was possible. Very, very possible.


  The blade hit her intended target. It pierced the man’s eye with a thunk, and he collapsed to the floor.


  “Damn, girl,” Ryker said, holstering his gun and handing her hers. “That was my favorite knife.”


  


  


  0736 Thursday


  KTS Headquarters


  Berlin, Germany


  


  RYKER EXITED HIS COMMANDER’S OFFICE WITH orders that should have had him cursing.


  Instead, he had a smile on his face.


  Laila was running the lead on the next mission, and though normally he would hate not being the one in charge, acting as second in command to the sexy, curvy goddess known as Laila wouldn’t be difficult.


  Okay, that was a lie. It would be difficult — she would be difficult — but he was willing to push all that aside if it meant he got another chance with her.


  He’d blown it big time.


  Five years before, he’d not just been younger, but also a heck of a lot stupider. Ruled by his dick and only interested in where he could get his next lay.


  Laila had been hurt. Because of him.


  With a sigh, he turned in the direction of the training room. Time to play it cool until Laila called the team in for the mission’s prep work.


  Then he would make it up to her.


  The call came exactly two hours later, just as Ryker was hopping out of the shower after his workout. As he toweled his hair dry, he snagged his phone, which was buzzing like an electric razor on steroids, and punched in his eight-digit identification code.


  “Ryker,” he answered.


  “Conference room Delta,” came Laila’s clipped voice. “Five minutes ago.”


  “Roger that.” He tossed the towel aside.


  “And next time, pick up your phone the first time I call,” she snapped.


  “Sorry, sugar,” he replied. “Next time, I’ll bring it into the shower with me.”


  “Don’t be an idiot,” she said. “And don’t use that two-bit southern accent with me. I’m not one of your one-night — hell, your one-hour — stands.”


  “You were once,” Ryker said, softly. “And I seem to remember you liking it very much.”


  Her breath hitched, just slightly and quietly enough that Ryker could have been completely mistaken about her doing it at all.


  But — and it was a big but — he didn’t think he was wrong.


  Explosive didn’t begin to cover his night with Laila. It had been hot. So hot, in fact, that he’d been surprised the sheets hadn’t burned to a crisp.


  But he had blown it with her before, so he’d be an idiot to assume anything.


  Still, he liked Laila when she was full of piss and vinegar. Loved it when she spat fire at him. So he turned up the southern accent.


  “Be there faster than a greased gator, darlin’,” he said and hung up the phone.


  Ryker ignored the cell when it began to immediately buzz again, slipped on his t-shirt, and walked out of the locker room.


  His grin might just split his face in half.


  


  


  1855 Friday


  The Castro, San Francisco


  


  LAILA LEANED AGAINST A BUILDING AND watched her team work. There were five of them altogether. She was running lead and Ryker, Thomas, Shell, and Dom were stationed around various points in the two-block radius they’d set up.


  They were running a full-blown operation on one of the busiest nights of the week, in one of the busiest sections of San Francisco, and not one civilian noticed.


  Yup. They were just that good.


  But the net they’d cast had better catch the bastard who was trafficking women into the city from Southeast Asia.


  Hundreds of girls — some barely of legal age, some perhaps not even that old — were being transported via cargo containers and then dispersed amongst men in various port cities around the world.


  It was slavery, plain and simple. And Laila had made it her personal goal to eliminate every last one of the son of a bitches who’d kidnapped, paid for, or harmed any of the women.


  She knew what it was like to be controlled, had experienced her own kind of slavery — though hers had been shaded as parental concern. Her mother had groomed her to be a beauty queen before she could walk, had exercised ultimate control over what she wore, when she slept, who her friends could be.


  Not to mention the daily battle with her mother over food.


  “Don’t eat that, Laila,” her mother had told her numerous times through the years. “Your thighs are already the size of ham hocks. At this rate, you’ll be as fat as a cow.”


  And, dammit, she still couldn’t eat bacon or steak without the pervasive voice of her mother worming its way into her mind.


  “How we doing, sugar?” Ryker’s voice broke into her reverie, and she scowled at him.


  “Get back to your position,” she hissed.


  He raised a brow. “You’re the one who wanted us to rotate every fifteen minutes.“ He pointed toward the doors to a bar where Shell had last been stationed. “I’m just following orders.”


  She snorted. “I don’t think harassing me is following orders.”


  “You looked sad.”


  Laila’s mouth dropped open at the quiet words. She scrambled to find something to say, to deflect, but none of her normal put-offs would emerge from her lips.


  “Everything okay?” came Dom’s voice.


  Discreetly, she tapped the mic for her com. It was hidden in the band of her bracelet.


  “Fine,” she snapped. “Everyone check in when they’re in position.”


  “R4, here,” Dom said almost immediately.


  Shell followed suit. “R2, in position.”


  Thomas spoke a few seconds later. “R3, ready.”


  Her eyes locked with Ryker’s, the “Well, what about you?” apparently evident in her gaze because he smiled and put his hands up in surrender.


  “I’m going, sugar.”


  Ugh. She shuddered. “Don’t call me that. Just move your ass.”


  It was bad enough when he used that smooth-as-silk southern voice, but when he looked at her like that, with his blue eyes searing into the very depths of her soul, she was completely and totally entranced. It filled her with heat, made her want to strip naked and have him show her even more of what he could do between the sheets.


  Hell, who needed sheets? She could make do with a wall or a—


  There was movement over Ryker’s shoulder, and the moment her mind processed what was happening, a curse came to her lips. They were so completely fuc—


  Not because of him. Well, not entirely. She shouldered a fair amount of the blame for this blunder, for having let him distract her.


  But blame aside, they were screwed because their target — the one they were supposed to be avoiding all contact with, the one they were supposed to be tracking unnoticed via surveillance — was walking right toward them.


  Another curse burst from her lips.


  “What is it?” Ryker asked.


  “Shut up.”


  She did the only thing she could, the only thing that could make them blend in with the rest of the civilians looking for booze-induced fun.


  Laila reached up, wrapped her arms around Ryker’s neck, and kissed the hell out of him.


  He stiffened, tried to pull back. “Lay—“


  “Shut up,” she breathed against his lips. “Two o’clock. Just fucking kiss me.”


  Ryker was still for another half beat then his lips — and other things — surged to life.


  Good God. Somehow, she’d minimized the way he’d affected her that night, years before. Somehow, she’d managed to convince herself that the passion between them had been no big deal.


  She’d been wrong.


  Heat engulfed her from head to toe, and her knees went weak. She could run fifteen miles full out with fifty pounds of gear on her back, but one touch of Ryker’s lips, and her legs went to mush.


  His tongue brushed the seam of her bottom lip as if to coax her mouth open.


  It was an unnecessary gesture.


  Laila didn’t need coaxing; she’d already opened, had already welcomed his tongue with a soft brush of her own. The spicy taste of the cinnamon mints he favored inundated her senses.


  Her moan rumbled in her throat, vibrated across their joined mouths, wrenching one from him in response. His hands circled her waist and drew her hips toward his.


  It was good. Overwhelming and just so damn good at the same time.


  Already the strings were linking them together again. Each sensation — each brush of his fingers across her cheek, her jaw, her neck; every touch of his tongue to hers — was a fishing line whose hook dug itself deeper into her soul. It was what had frightened her so much during their brief time together.


  It was that fear, which she’d ignored.


  Laila had thought herself invulnerable to such weakness, impenetrable to the typical female reaction. And in the end, her overconfidence had gained her nothing but a broken heart.


  That thought cleared her head more quickly than a bucket of cold water.


  She pulled back and, through nothing more than sheer dint of character, managed to keep her voice steady. “He’s gone,” she said then flicked her stare around them to confirm that was actually the case. “Get to your station.”


  Ryker blinked, his blue eyes hazy. “That kiss—“


  “That kiss was nothing but cover,” she snapped. “Now move your ass.”


  


  


  2343 Friday


  Penthouse, Westin St. Francis Hotel


  Union Square, San Francisco


  


  RYKER WAS READY TO MURDER SOMEONE.


  Cover? Seriously? The woman had all but shoved her tongue down his throat, had kissed him like they were the only two people on the planet, and she’d tried to sell it as cover?


  He could still feel her mouth against his, still picture the exact shade of red her kiss-swollen lips had turned. She’d been as taken as he, as swamped by the all-encompassing desire as he was.


  Cover?


  Ryker cursed and shoved into the room housing their surveillance equipment. Thomas was already inside.


  “Well, aren’t you a ray of sunshine?” his teammate and friend asked. He wore a smirk that made Ryker want to punch him in the face. “Problems?”


  “Bite me.”


  “Never gonna happen.”


  Ryker rolled his eyes and crossed the room to take his turn at the monitors. “I’d say suck it, but—“


  Thomas’ smirk widened into a full-blown grin. “Never gonna happen.” He laughed then added with falsely widened eyes, “You make it too easy, bro.”


  Mentally counting to ten and sure that smoke was pouring out of his ears, Ryker forced himself to bite back his retort… and to also not strangle one of the few men he trusted with his back.


  “Get some shut eye,” he grumbled instead. “It’s my turn.”


  Thomas nodded and stood, groaning as he stretched with both hands on his lower back. “I’m getting too old for this.”


  “You’re not even thirty.”


  “I found a grey hair this morning.”


  Ryker’s eyes rolled to the ceiling. “Seriously, dude, I’m taking away your man card.”


  “What?” Thomas shrugged, but his lips kept twitching, ruining his stupid-as-hell joke. “I like to look good.”


  “Impossible,” Ryker muttered as he sank into the rolling chair and began taking in what was happening on each of the monitors. “We’ve talked about this before, Tom. You need to set reasonable goals.”


  Thomas raised a brow then glanced down at himself. Ryker had to give it to him. The guy was good-looking — not that he’d ever admit that… even under pain of death — and his teammate didn’t have a problem getting laid.


  He was still a pain in the ass.


  “You really blew it with her, you know?”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Ryker ignored the snort and concentrated on the monitor. There wasn’t a clear sightline to their subject’s warehouse in Chinatown. If he adjusted the signal of the satellite—


  “Laila used to worship the ground you walked on,” Thomas said, the oblivious SOB pressing on despite Ryker’s cold shoulder, “until you slept with her. Now she looks at you as though she’d rather shove a knife in your kidney than save your spine.” Thomas laughed. “I’m sure she’s good in the sack. I mean, just look at her — ass, tits, pretty face. So it must be you. Are you really that bad of a lay?”


  “Don’t you dare talk about her like that!” Ryker was up and out of the chair, his arm across Thomas’s throat before his mind caught up with his body. “She’s the commander for this mission, and I won’t tolerate—“


  “Bad,” Thomas wheezed with a smile. “You really are that bad.”


  “I will kick your—“


  “Ryker,” came Laila’s voice. “Let him go.”


  His arm dropped; Thomas’s feet hit the floor with a low thud.


  “Tom,” she said. “Feel free to take the following conversation out of this room.” Her eyes narrowed. “Every time you talk crap about me, every time you spread rumors about what an ineffective—“ She shot Thomas a glare when he made a sound of protest. “Every time you bitch about me being a bitch, remember this conversation.”


  “I had sex with Ryker. Hot, wild, monkey sex. Against the wall. On the bed. Hell, I think we might have even used your bed.” Her lips curved in the ghost of a smile. “It was good, and then it was done. Now, if that doesn’t satisfy your curiosity, maybe you’d like me to list the positions? Because there were quite a few—“


  “No. I’m good, Laila,” Thomas said quickly. His smirk was gone. In its place was a grave expression and pale-ass skin.


  Good, Ryker thought as he sat back down in the chair and faced the monitors. Let the bastard sweat for a change.


  “Fine,” Laila said. “Then get the hell out and grab some shut-eye. You and Shell are running the first sweep at 0430.”


  “Roger, commander.” The door shut with a soft click.


  Ryker’s eyes flicked between the monitors and Laila. She looked pissed but not homicidal, so that was a good thing. But there was something about her demeanor, fragility, and a vulnerability he’d seen in her during their night together.


  It wasn’t off-putting. It was worrying.


  Because she was the strongest woman he knew. Even stronger than his silent, steely mother and his feisty-as-hell sister.


  “He’s right,” she murmured.


  “Thomas?” Movement on the screen drew his gaze, and Ryker focused on the activity — two lovers caught in a passionate embrace — for a fraction of a moment before dismissing them. “He’s never right. Don’t let him get to you.”


  Her laugh was brittle. “That may almost always be true. But not in this case,” she said. “I did worship the ground you walked on. From the moment I came to KTS, I wanted to be you.”


  He snorted. Wanted to be him? Him? The guy who’d been dishonorably discharged from the Navy because he couldn’t follow the chain of command? The guy who’d known a woman was too young for him, too infatuated with him, and yet he’d had sex with her anyway?


  Yeah. He was a real role model.


  “It’s true,” she said as she reached across him to change the camera position on monitor three. “Watch there—“ She tapped the screen. “That’s where I think they’re coming in.”


  “Okay,” he agreed, then after a moment of quiet, “I hope you see now that I shouldn’t be anyone’s standard for how a proper agent should act.”


  Laila laughed, and the sound was music to his ears. But then he caught the thought and mentally punched himself in the balls. Music to his ears? Seriously? Yes, she was hot. Yes, she was a good agent, and he’d been a dick. But—


  The kiss earlier had thrown him more than he’d expected.


  She’d felt so right in his arms, had tasted so damned good. He’d almost forgotten where they were, that they were on a mission. And that… that wasn’t something he could allow.


  “You’re a good agent, Ryker,” she said. When he didn’t respond, she touched his shoulder. “We were both young and stupid. I shouldn’t have held it against you when you wanted different things than me.”


  He caught the slightest whiff of flowers, knew it was the scent of her deodorant. They couldn’t all work as close as they did without picking up some of each other’s idiosyncrasies. But that — the visceral reminder of her femininity — packed a punch.


  His mind might have been comfortable with only one night, but his body had always, always wanted more.


  “I wasn’t that young,” he said. “Just stupid.”


  Laila chuckled. “Ain’t that the truth?” She turned to the door. “See you in four hours.”


  “Really fucking stupid,” he muttered and focused on the monitors.


  


  


  0757 Saturday


  Abandoned Warehouse, Chinatown


  


  LAILA STARED DOWN AT THE BODY.


  The woman — no, girl — couldn’t be older than a teenager. Her face was beautiful, her naked form barely covered. Torn scraps, the remains of a red dress, crisscrossed her body like a blood-stained bandage.


  And there was plenty of blood. Plenty of the iron-scented, crimson liquid. So much so that Laila knew the girl — so, so young — had suffered.


  It made her nauseous, her eyes go watery.


  She bit back a curse and covered the girl with a sheet. She needed to be strong, couldn’t let emotions rule her if they were going to find the son of a bitch who was running the ring.


  Their target from the previous day was only a small dealer, but their hope was that he would lead KTS to whoever was in charge.


  Still, Laila didn’t know if she could take this. Being patient while girls were being hurt and killed. God. She just wanted to strap on a rocket launcher and take out Robert Pham and whichever of his sleaze-ball cronies happened to be nearby.


  Unfortunately, there was no guarantee that doing so would destroy the trafficking ring. So here she stood, just as frustrated, another victim at her feet.


  With a sigh, she took a step away from the body. Thanks to Laila having a friend on the force, they’d been able to take their necessary samples before the crime scene investigators came in and messed things up.


  It wasn’t that the PD’s CSI team wasn’t talented. They knew what they were doing in most civilian cases. But this wasn’t a typical case. There were elements here that no metropolitan police force had the capability to track.


  Chemicals with short half-lives, drugs that were ahead of their screening capabilities.


  A little like the steroid scandal in professional baseball, the criminals that KTS took down had techniques to fool the local PD.


  But not KTS.


  Their Research & Development program was seriously well-funded. Which — and this is what Laila needed to remember — meant they had tools to track the bastards who’d murdered this innocent girl.


  “Good?” Adam asked. He was her connection with the force, a fifty-something cop who’d been on the SFPD for more than twenty years.


  She nodded and shook his hand. “Thanks again.”


  “You’re going to get them.”


  Her stomach clenched, hard. She should have already gotten them, should have seized the opportunity to take down Robert Pham the second she’d seen him walking down the street in the Castro.


  Instead, she’d been playing grab ass with Ryker.


  Of course she knew that wasn’t the full truth, that keeping their cover was important, that Pham was only a low man on the totem pole. They already had enough evidence to bring him in and turn him over to the authorities.


  Except he didn’t have the bankroll to fund such an operation


  Which meant they needed to discover who was really in charge.


  She returned to her car that was parked a few blocks away, guilt for not saving another girl tearing her apart.


  KTS had been tracking the appearance of bodies — all female, all Asian between the ages of 16-22 — in various port cities for months now. They’d always been violated, beaten, and Laila was done.


  Done with seeing the evidence of humanity’s cruelty to one another. Done with seeing the awful way these women had suffered.


  KTS needed to finish this mission.


  Her senses were alert as she arrived at her car. There was a prickling feeling between her shoulder blades, one that didn’t sit well with her until she saw the silent form step out from a shadowed doorway and reveal himself.


  Ryker was watching. That shouldn’t surprise her. He was a good agent, always had his team’s back. It was why she’d liked him so much. It was why — if she was admitting it only to herself — why she still liked him too much.


  Her body remembered his, ached for him. Her mind, her instincts respected his abilities.


  Which left her where?


  Totally unwilling to risk herself again.


  Not that he’d expressed any such interest.


  She shook her head when he would have crossed the road. He’d followed her without permission and subsequently could find his own ride home. Plus, she needed this time to get her crap together, couldn’t bear the close intimacy when she was trying so desperately to put the past behind her.


  Laila opened the car door and slid inside. Then she pulled out her phone and did what she always did when her insides were twisted into a giant knot.


  Called her best friend.


  “Krypton Technology Services. How can I help you?” Rachel all but sang into the phone. Laila would have hated her, if not for Rachel’s sly sense of humor and unwavering support. She may sound like an angel, but her friend had a dirty-as-hell mind and a razor-sharp tongue.


  Which is probably why they were such close friends. Though Laila’s barbed exterior was obvious to everyone, Rachel’s was buried slightly deeper.


  “It’s me.”


  “Oh,” Rachel said. “Hold please.” The line went quiet except for a soft clicking noise as Rachel secured the line. “Okay then, now tell me. What’s the matter?”


  “I said something stupid,” Laila blurted.


  “How stupid?”


  She sighed. “Like really freaking stupid.”


  “Do I need to send clean up?” Laila imagined Rachel’s fingers already clattering across her keyboard, readying to send in the cavalry.


  “No.” Laila slipped in her Bluetooth and put the car into gear. “Well, Tom may need new underwear because I scared him so badly, but… that’s not the problem. I—“


  “What?”


  “—I kissed Ryker.”


  Rachel’s shriek pierced the airwaves… and Laila’s eardrums. “Was it good?”


  “Of course it was good,” she snapped. “You know he’s my freaking kryptonite.”


  “No pun intended,” Rachel said with a snort.


  “Ha. Ha,” Laila retorted but she felt her lips tug up. It was a running joke amongst the non-civilians of KTS that the krypton in Krypton Technology Services was actually short for kryptonite — as in their organization was the key element in the bad guys’ downfall.


  Which was the sort of joke that made a person laugh the first time around. Afterward, well… afterward, it was just barely amusing.


  But KTS was a front for their independent military operation, and, despite its position as a shell corporation, the company — through its production of chemicals that were used worldwide — ended up funding a good portion of their R&D.


  R&D that would lead them to the human trafficker.


  It had to.


  “So it was good,” Rachel said, interrupting her drifting thoughts. “So what?”


  “So what?” Laila asked, her voice shrill. “You know things ended badly.” She sighed and took a moment so she didn’t sound like a teenager at a boy band concert. “It’s just that every single time I think he’s out of my head, he does something to draw me back in.”


  “You think he’s playing you?” Rachel’s question was fierce, and Laila’s heart swelled at knowing her friend had her back.


  “Not necessarily,” Laila said. “I mean, I think he wants us to move forward as friends. He even apologized for how things ended. I just…”


  “You just what?”


  “I’m worried I won’t be able to keep my heart separate again.”


  “Oh, Lay.” Rachel sighed.


  “I know.”


  “No,” Rachel said. “You don’t. I was going to say that not everyone is like your parents.”


  “I know that.”


  “I’m not sure you do.” There was a beat of quiet. “I think he cares about you, Laila. I’ve heard him go to bat for you with the commander. Stand up for you with the other guys.” Her voice went a little soft. “And that was before you slept together. You know what I think?”


  “No, but I’m sure you’ll tell me.”


  “You’re hilarious,” Rachel muttered before returning to her normally bright voice. “But, humor aside, I think he liked you too much and panicked.”


  “It’s not that easy,” Laila said. Her instincts tingled, and she glanced in the rearview. Nothing. “We work together.”


  “This isn’t the military. There aren’t any rules about fraternizing with your co-workers.”


  “I can’t just sleep with someone who might be running my missions.”


  “It might be the other way around. You know the commander wants you to take the lead more now that you’ve been promoted.”


  “That’s not the point.”


  “You’re making this too complicated,” Rachel said. “It’s simple. Have some fun and see where things go.”


  “I’m not sure it will ever be that simple,” she murmured. “He does something to me. Makes me vulnerable in a way I’ve not been in a long time— God! That sounds so stupid.”


  “Yes.”


  Laila blinked at the short tone her friend’s voice had taken on. “Yes? Really? That’s where you’re taking this conversation?”


  “Shut up for a second.”


  There was a muffled conversation, then Rachel came back onto the line. “Turn around. Get your ass back to the warehouse. Ryker’s emergency beacon is on.”


  She reacted without thinking, just flipped a U-turn to the sound of squealing brakes and honking horns then sped back the direction she’d come.


  “For how long?” she barked. “Tracking?”


  “Less than a minute, and yes, I’ve got him. What’s your ETA?”


  Laila did the mental calculation. “Less than five minutes. Call the team. Have them ready and waiting.”


  “Shit,” Rachel snapped. “I just lost him.”


  Wrenching the wheel and careening around another corner, Laila grit her teeth. “Get the signal back, and alert the team. Call me if there are any changes.”


  She hung up and pressed the accelerator to the floor. This was her fault.


  Her fault.


  It took exactly four minutes and thirty-six seconds to arrive back at the warehouse. Laila slammed on the brakes, screeched to a halt in the exact spot she’d left less than a quarter-hour before.


  Pop the door. Hand on her gun. Phone in her pocket.


  The air was warm, scented with the thick, pungent smell of fish. The street was free of people.


  Or not.


  Laila whirled at the slight scuff of a shoe against the pavement; saw the hulking brute in a suit coming up behind her.


  And fell for the oldest trick in the book. Distraction.


  The other man came from her side. He grabbed her arms, tried to pin her.


  Laila fought. Kicked, hit, struggled. And almost got free.


  But the attackers had weight to their advantage. They took her to the ground, pinned her with their bulk.


  Then it was too late.


  A pinprick of pain dotted the side of her neck. A wave of dizziness made her knees tremble.


  Shit—


  The world went black.


  


  


  Sometime Saturday


  Unknown Location


  


  RYKER TENTATIVELY OPENED HIS EYES. Then immediately wished he hadn’t.


  His head pounded like a mother, and the brief glimpse had only brought him a sharp slice of pain with no awareness of his surroundings.


  He mentally took stock of his body.


  No broken limbs, just a general sense of dehydration and fatigue. The headache was the worst, but even that was fading, so whatever he’d been drugged with must have metabolized quickly.


  Once it felt as though his brain would survive it, Ryker slit his eyes again. It took one glimpse around to make him reach for his wrist, for the small emergency beacon that was implanted under the skin and could be activated by tapping a Morse-code-like sequence that was unique to him.


  The little burst of pain surprised him, and he looked down, struggled to comprehend what he was seeing.


  Stitches?


  He rolled to his knees and reached behind him to feel the small of his back, where his secondary GPS was located.


  Except it wasn’t there any longer.


  A curse burst from his lips. What the hell was going on? Only someone with close contact to KTS would know about the implanted devices. Further than that, only someone with direct access to KTS’s personnel files would be able to find out the location of each operative’s back-ups, since the spares had been placed in locations that were unique to the individual.


  But that was a problem for another moment.


  At the sound of his very favorite curse word, a shape he hadn’t noticed before in the shadowed corner of the room shifted.


  Clearing his mind only took a moment, and by then he was already on his feet, already moving silently toward the still figure.


  He crouched and reached a hand out to flip the person over, to see their face and determine their trustworthiness with his own eyes. But in one sharp, abrupt movement that knocked the wind out of him, he found himself on his back, a forearm pressed fiercely to his throat.


  Despite the circumstances, Ryker’s lips twitched. In the split second before he’d had his ass handed to him, he’d known.


  And good God, even coming out of drugs that had to be affecting her as much, if not more than him — because of her lighter weight — Laila was quick as a snake.


  Quicker than he, which is one of the reasons why he’d gotten his freaking panties in a bunch and had blown it with her all those years before.


  It was really not the time to be reminiscing, but with her on top of him, her pelvis pressing him in just the right place, it wasn’t really an option. Despite the circumstances, she smelled like flowers, and her hair was just the correct side of messy — sexy, bedhead rather than rat’s nest.


  “Ryker?” she asked and blinked. Pain shadowed her eyes, made lines appear along the corners of her mouth. Then she breathed out a sigh and wrapped her arms around him. “I was so worried…”


  The hug pressed her breasts firmly against his chest, made his mind drift away from her words to the sensations. His eyes slid closed, and he wrapped his arms around her in return, maybe a little too low for a friendly hug.


  But with Laila sprawled out atop him, reminding him how perfectly they fit, it was impossible to not grab her hips and bring her even closer.


  It wasn’t his fault. She was literally impossible for him to resist.


  She melted for a moment then, as though suddenly coming back into herself — or probably feeling the erection he had no hope of hiding — released him.


  “Really?” She sat back.


  He levered his elbows beneath himself and pushed up to sitting. “Wish I could say it was a one-off, but it’s a pretty common problem for me when you’re around.”


  Her eyes narrowed, and she cocked her head, studying him intently. “You sure have a funny way of showing it,” she eventually said. “Ignoring me for five years.”


  It wasn’t that. He hadn’t ignored her. He’d admired her. Watched her grow.


  But how did he tell her that it wasn’t until he’d seen her get serious with the last jackwad who’d been her boyfriend, that he’d fully understood what he’d missed out on?


  Oh, he’d definitely felt guilty for the barbs at work, for initially treating her as though she was less than he — at least until she’d handed his ass to him in the training room in front of pretty much everyone from KTS.


  His guilt nowadays was more wrapped up in the way he’d brushed her off after they’d finally made it into the sack. The sex had been hot, intense as hell, and he’d run scared.


  But Ryker had run to avoid the potential of being tied down after their time together, not because he’d experienced something soul-deep.


  Shrugging off the voice in his mind that was saying something snotty about doth protest too much, he tried to organize his thoughts.


  He wanted her now. That was all there was to it. They didn’t need to overthink things, make what was between them more than it was.


  “Cosmo said to give you six months.”


  The words slipped out, unconscious, and he would have kicked his own ass if he could have reached it.


  Seriously?


  Laila’s eyes went wide, and Ryker chuckled at his own expense. Her reaction was almost worth it. Almost.


  “You read Cosmo?”


  “What?” He glared at her. “No. I don’t read Cosmo.”


  “But—“


  “Rachel gave me some article titled ‘How not to be a Rebound’ after you broke up with Jerry Dickwad.” He didn’t tell her that the article was still in his nightstand back at headquarters because really, it was bad enough that he’d kept it, let alone that he’d checked off the items one by one.


  “Rach—“


  “So, Commander, any thoughts to where we are and how we’re going to get out of here?”


  


  


  Sometime Saturday


  Dirty-as-hell room, trapped with confusing-as-hell Ryker


  


  Laila blinked at Ryker’s question, calling herself an idiot in every language she spoke. Hugs and dry humping instead of using her training and instincts to devise a way out of the room?


  Seriously? WTF was wrong with her?


  She shoved back from Ryker and stood, barely keeping her feet. Her knees were rubber, her head hurt like a mother, and good God, her… well, her libido had no reason to be on red alert.


  Ryker followed suit, and together they took stock. The room was close to thirty-by-thirty feet with a row of large windows along the top of one wall. As they searched the perimeter — for cameras, weapons, exits — more light began pouring in, illuminating the once-dark room and making their movements easier.


  Assuming it was still Saturday, the additional sunlight meant they were facing the west, so that was something.


  There were doors on three walls, and they began to carefully check them one by one.


  “How long were we out?” she asked as they made their way to the first one.


  Ryker tried the handle and shook his head.


  The hinges weren’t on their side, so they couldn’t pop those and take the door off. It might come down to picking a lock, but she wouldn’t waste time with that now.


  They moved onto the next door.


  “If we’re assuming it was early morning when we were drugged, then according to the amount of light coming in the windows, I’d say it’s afternoon.”


  Laila nodded in agreement, tried the second door, and found it locked, the hinges in the same placement. Since they were closer to the windows than the third door, she asked, “Think you can lift me up that high?”


  “Worth a try.” He closed the distance between them and put his hands on her waist.


  Her breath hitched in response, a reaction they both ignored.


  “Ready?”


  “Just do it.”


  In a swift, smooth movement, he lifted her up and set both of her feet on one of his shoulders.


  “A little higher,” she said, grasping for the windowsill and trying to heft herself up enough to see out. “Right… there!”


  A breath of relief whooshed out of her. “We’re on the waterfront.” She could see the Ferry Building a few blocks away, and even some straggling tourists. “Or a couple of blocks from it.” She pressed at the window, found it wouldn’t budge.


  That wouldn’t be their way out anyway.


  Even if she managed to break the glass and haul herself out, she’d never be able to pull Ryker up. Not to mention the fall to the ground.


  Broken legs were awfully hard to run on.


  “Any time,” Ryker muttered with a grunt.


  “Oh!” Laila’s eyes flew down, met his slightly amused ones. He’d held her so steady that she’d almost forgotten she was a good six feet in the air. “You can put me down.”


  He reached up and grabbed her thighs then slowly let her slide to the ground. Her back brushed his chest as he lowered her, the sensation enough to alight her every nerve.


  Her pulse pounded by the time her feet connected with the concrete floor, but she ignored the annoying awareness she had of Ryker and concentrated on their surroundings.


  “Let’s try the last door,” she said.


  Laila hadn’t really expected it to be unlocked, but the knob turned beneath her fingers.


  “I’ll be damned,” Ryker murmured, and she knew what he was thinking. Because she was wondering the same thing.


  Who manages to have enough skill to kidnap two KTS agents but leaves them unrestrained and in an unlocked room?


  She smelled a trap and didn’t like it. But this was their best way out, and she could at least take a peek.


  Quietly, with Ryker at her back, she pushed open the door a few inches.


  That was enough for her to see at least one guard stationed right outside.


  Silently, she pulled the door closed, gestured to Ryker to retreat a few paces. It was time to stop screwing around. She’d activate the emergency beacon and—


  Except when her fingers found fabric covering her wrist, she glanced down. What? She tore away the covering, and, aghast, her eyes flew to Ryker’s.


  Someone had cut out her tracking device?


  It was impossible that anyone would even know about it, but it was also the only explanation for the row of neat stitches bisecting the skin of her arm.


  She tore at the waist of her jeans, yanked them down.


  “Laila?” Ryker asked.


  Ignoring him, she continued her efforts and felt a wave of disquiet soak into her at the sight of another bandage covering her outer hipbone.


  Her secondary device was gone as well.


  “Yours?” she asked Ryker and refastened her pants.


  “Gone.”


  “Shit.”


  “Yup.” He hesitated, and her eyes locked with his, saw the truth in their depths. “You know what this means, right?”


  Laila nodded. “FUBAR.” This mission was definitely fucked up beyond all recognition.


  His lips twitched and he nodded. “No argument there, but I was thinking about the fact that someone seems to have confidential information about KTS.”


  Sighing, she gave a frustrated tug on her ponytail. “Who? Who could have leaked information? Who would have betrayed us?” She put her hand up when Ryker would have spoken. “Sorry. I know this isn’t the time. Step one, let’s get the hell out of here.”


  They separated, studying the opposite sides of the room. The construction was straightforward for a warehouse — steel framing and sheetrock on only one side of the walls.


  A plan began to form in her brain.


  “Ryk,” she said.


  He was at her side in an instant, and grinned when she explained what she had in mind.


  “Let’s see if we can’t get to the bottom of this.”


  


  


  Saturday afternoon


  Warehouse


  


  RYKER HELD HIS BREATH AS HE squeezed through the hole in the sheetrock that he’d made on the far side of the room.


  They’d already scouted both adjacent rooms, knew they were identical to the space they’d been held. Four walls, three doors, two locked. One, on the same wall as theirs, unlocked.


  He counted deliberately in his head, knowing that Laila was doing the same, slipping from where they’d been held, silently making her way to the unlocked door in her neighboring room.


  Thirty-one, thirty-two…


  His footsteps were inaudible as he crossed the space. He waited in place for the remaining twenty-eight seconds then reached for the knob, turned it, and pushed the door open. He glided undetected into the corridor.


  It took precisely two heartbeats for him to assess the threats and exit routes. Six guards, all sitting in folding chairs, all not paying nearly enough attention for having the task of guarding two KTS agents.


  Laila was a shadow, completely invisible except to Ryker, and then he only spotted her because he knew exactly where to look.


  He waited, wondered if she would change her mind. They’d argued about who would be the diversion, and in the end, Ryker had won out by stating the truth.


  She was better at hand to hand — more controlled, more efficient at taking down the enemy. It was simple as that. Ryker was good at… well, pissing people off. So he’d be the talk, and she’d do the work.


  After a moment of hesitation, she nodded.


  It took a bit of effort to smother his grin. Adrenaline was pumping through his body, amping him up. He was itching for a fight.


  Hopefully, Laila would be slower than he expected, and he’d get one.


  “Gentlemen,” he said, casually leaning against one wall, “thanks so much for the place to sleep, but we’ll be going now.”


  In almost comical fashion, the men flew to their feet. Orders were shouted; chairs tumbled backward.


  Ryker didn’t pay attention to any of that.


  He pushed off the wall and knocked the first man to the ground before the guard even had a chance to pull his gun.


  The next was a little tougher, requiring a few defensive maneuvers. He’d just pulled his fist back to punch the son of a bitch in the face when a pair of small hands wrapped around the guard’s throat and squeezed precisely.


  The guard’s eyes rolled backward as Laila hit on a pressure point, and he went down like a sack of bricks.


  She stepped back lithely then bent and snatched the gun. After tossing it to him, she pulled another gun out of the waistband of her jeans. “Grab that one, and let’s get out of here.”


  Laila led the way, choosing turns she thought would lead them from the warehouse, based on her peek out of the windows earlier.


  It was funny, Ryker thought, that he was content with someone else leading, that he trusted so completely in Laila’s abilities. It was something he had difficulty with in general — even with the male operatives.


  But they worked well as a team, and when they got the hell out of the warehouse and back to command, he’d tell her that.


  He smiled at the thought of her reaction to him telling her anything… when he felt it.


  A tingle. The hairs on his nape rising.


  His mouth opened, ready to warn Laila. But she’d already stopped, and her gaze was searching side to side.


  They both spotted the door at the same time, and he followed her through. After a quick perusal to assure him there were no enemies in there with them, no one to sneak up while their attention was focused elsewhere, Ryker leaned close to Laila and pressed his ear to the wall.


  Footsteps echoed down the corridor.


  A masculine voice — familiar and different at the same time — spoke softly. “They can’t have gotten far,” it said, and Laila stiffened in response. “I ought to kill you where you stand, just for your incompetence.”


  “We were told the drugs would last several more hours,” another voice, this one high-pitched and obviously nervous, responded.


  “You were told to guard two KTS agents,” the first man said. “To hold them until I could interrogate them. We need to discover what they know about the Circle. Need to know how close they are to compromising it.” The footsteps halted. “And we need to move those girls now.”


  “It’s not our fault—“


  The voices were getting quieter, and Ryker strained to hear. “It damn well is your fault. Your guards were incompetent. Those drugs would have weakened them, and they still couldn’t pull their heads out of their asses enough to hold Ryker and Laila.”


  She let out a little gasp at the sound of her name.


  “But—“


  “Just shut up and find them. Lock down the outer perimeter. Secure the exits.” A beat of quiet. “Now!”


  The voices and footsteps faded away, but that wasn’t what concerned Ryker. No, what worried him was the paleness of Laila’s face, the stiffness of her shoulders.


  “What is it?” he asked softly.


  “It’s not so much what as whom,” she murmured. “It’s Daniel.”


  His mouth fell open.


  


  


  Saturday


  Warehouse


  


  LAILA’S HEART RACED, AND NAUSEA SQUEEZED her throat tight until she thought she might seriously puke.


  Daniel. She’d thought the voice was familiar the moment she’d heard it, but hadn’t known it was him until he’d said her name. There was a certain inflection, a slight emphasis on the “la” part at the end.


  No one else had ever pronounced her name that same way.


  Her eyes slid closed in disappointment for one long second. Then she pulled it together.


  She and Daniel had been in high school together, had gone through basic training in the army at the same time, had both been recruited by KTS shortly after their first deployment. They’d fought together, bled together, and now… now he was working against her, against KTS, working with people who were kidnapping underage girls and forcing them into slavery.


  It had been almost six months since she’d seen Daniel, a year since KTS had let him go. But it had been longer than that since he’d been the friend she’d known.


  He’d changed after their deployment in Afghanistan. Had been quieter, had bottled things up until he’d exploded.


  Which was why he’d received a string of warnings from their commander, write-ups for being too violent, for not following proper protocol and/or chain of command. Which was why he’d been fired.


  And now he was here.


  Laila couldn’t help but feel guilty. She should have tried harder to reach him, should have stayed in contact after he’d been fired.


  The man had taken a bullet for her once, and she’d all but abandoned him.


  Oh, there were plenty of excuses.


  KTS kept her busy. She rushed from one mission to the next, barely agreeing to the requisite few days break the medical staff required. She didn’t always have access to secure lines, was rarely in a position for having enough free time to chat on the phone.


  But Daniel had been a huge part of her life. A brother in everything but blood. Family when her own had been incapable of providing what she’d needed.


  And now he was mixed up in something really, really bad.


  “Laila,” Ryker’s voice broke into her thoughts. “Talk to me, sweetheart.”


  The endearment would have normally made her fly off the handle and was very likely the reason Ryker had used it in the first place, given the calculating gleam in his eyes.


  She forced herself to push aside the recriminations and sadness about Daniel and focus on what was important.


  They needed to get the hell out of the warehouse as quickly as possible. The rest of the team — as well as the other KTS teams in the field — were in jeopardy.


  But with the guards locking down the exits and Daniel in charge… her normally infallible nerves were shot.


  Daniel knew her, understood how she would react in a hundred different situations. They’d been on countless missions together, and that meant he had the advantage.


  He would expect her to make a balls-out attempt to break the perimeter and get back to command. Or he would expect that she would know he would think that and—


  Crap. She really needed to slow down and come up with something he wouldn’t anticipate.


  But the more she tried to hash it out, the more she thought of various plans and then quickly discarded them, the more panicked she became.


  “Daniel knows me,” she told Ryker. “He knows how I’d react almost better than I do.” She took a shuddering breath. “I’m not sure what the best course of action is.”


  Her eyes stung. She cursed and brushed an arm across them. She hadn’t cried since the final fight with her parents more than ten years ago, the final catalyst that had motivated her to leave home at sixteen and make her own way.


  This, a betrayal by a person who’d been more family than her own, apparently had turned her into an emotional pile of mush.


  Ryker squeezed her shoulder and stepped back. “The Laila I know doesn’t cry. Spilt milk and all that.”


  Anger, hot and furious, filled her to bursting. “What the hell is wrong with you?” she hissed and shoved him. Hard.


  He barely fell back a step. “What I know is that you need to get your shit together. Big deal. A friend betrayed you. That sucks. Move on, and let’s get the fuck out of here.”


  Her fingers curled into fists, and Laila swallowed down the urge to punch Ryker right in the balls.


  “My shit is together, you jerk.” She strode across the room, finally taking full stock of the space. Her eyes hit on an old-school piece of technology, and she felt a wave of relief course through her.


  She could work with that.


  “Find me a goddamned screwdriver,” she snapped as she bent and flipped over the old ham radio.


  


  


  Saturday


  Warehouse


  Trying very hard not to stare at Laila’s ass as she worked.


  


  RYKER KNEW HE SHOULDN’T HAVE PUSHED Laila so far. Knew that she was hurting, and while his arms itched with the need to wrap them around her, he also knew this wasn’t the time.


  Comfort would have to wait for when they weren’t in immediate peril.


  He bent and pulled off the back of his boot. It was a new piece of technology. This was the first trial in the field, actually. The material was a recently invented polymer, one that was soft and could be molded then hardened to resemble steel when exposed to any liquid — including spit.


  After use, a sharp smack against a hard surface would return the polymer to its natural, more flexible form.


  The technology was beyond Ryker. He’d been impressed that he’d understood as much as he had when Allison, the lead scientist, had demonstrated the freshly installed material on his boots.


  Of course, Allison hadn’t been happy with him when he’d said he’d always enjoyed playing with Play-Doh.


  “Phillips or slotted?” he asked Laila as she fussed with the old radio. He had no idea what she was going to do with it, but his plan had been to shoot their way out. If she’d been able to think of something better, something that wouldn’t result in the pair of them with matching bullet wounds, then he was willing to go with it.


  “Phillips,” she snapped.


  “Got it.” Always good with his hands, Ryker molded the polymer quickly — flattening it out then folding it into an impersonation of the star-shaped screwdriver.


  A little saliva hardened it right up, and he extended it to Laila.


  He loved that she didn’t flinch back from using something covered in spit, that she didn’t hesitate to get dirty when it was necessary. It was both hot and everything he expected in the person who was leading the mission.


  They were in this together. Of course, he’d step up and fill in if necessary, but on this mission Laila was the commander. She was in charge. And though he’d had a hard time following chain of command in his Navy days, Ryker had grown up since then. He could follow procedure… especially when he had faith in the person who was supposed to be leading him.


  So he shut his mouth, handed over the screwdriver, and watched their backs while she messed around with the radio.


  “Thanks,” she said, though the sentiment was hardly filled with gratitude. In fact, if the word had been a dagger — hell, a rusty spoon — he would have been dead.


  “Whatcha doing, boss?” he asked, after walking the perimeter of the room, double-checking that they were safe for the moment. He wanted to lighten the tension even as he kept eyes and ears out for anyone approaching.


  It wasn’t that he’d been intentionally cruel. He’d just wanted to focus Laila when he’d snapped at her to get it together, had wanted to pull her out of the cycle of panic and swirling emotions.


  But he hadn’t wanted to hurt her.


  Or ruin his chances with her in the future. Which, given the look she’d just lobbed his way, might have very well happened.


  “Activating our emergency beacons,” she said, her eyes locked with his, daring him to protest.


  Doubt filled Ryker. “How are you going to do that without having them?” He held up his right hand, pointed at the stitches on his wrist. “Cut out, remember?”


  “I remember.” She rolled her eyes at him. “KTS uses very specific radio waves as our beacons’ signal. If I can isolate one of them on this, then broadcast it…” She shrugged. “…Rachel should be actively searching for them.”


  “Holy shit,” he said. “You are way smarter than me.”


  She snorted but didn’t say anything else, just kept working.


  Ryker stood and took stock of their weapons. Six guns and a few spare magazines. He checked the Glocks and bullets — 40 caliber, 17 rounds — then sighed.


  He much preferred his own gun, a Sig P320. It was sleek, efficient, and felt like an extension of his body. This… this was just cliché.


  Every dumb ass criminal went for a Glock.


  After setting two of the guns within reach of Laila, he walked over to a stack of boxes he figured were worth investigating. Might as well do something while she worked her voodoo magic with the radio, which she had already dissembled into a jumble of wires and plastic.


  Ryker pulled back the lid on the first box and saw that it was filled with MREs. He grabbed a few and shoved them in the pockets of his cargos — just in case.


  Never let it be said he didn’t have the Boy Scout gene.


  The next few boxes held more of the same: MREs, spare clothes, flashlights, and first aid kits. He found a duffle and shoved some supplies in it then opened the last box.


  And cursed.


  Because things had just gotten a hell of a lot clearer.


  


  


  Getting Dark, Saturday


  Warehouse


  Staring into a giant box of drugs


  


  AT THE SOUND OF RYKER’S CURSE, Laila set aside the radio and crossed over to him.


  When she saw what was inside the innocuous-looking cardboard box, she cursed too.


  If she’d held onto any hope that Daniel had been innocently drawn into the circle of human trafficking, it disappeared upon glimpsing the contents of that box. Okay, she knew that it had been a slim hope in the first place, one that was completely ridiculous to hold onto, but it didn’t matter because…


  This sealed the deal.


  “Cocaine?” she asked, picking up the bag of white powder with its distinctive red bull label.


  “Does Cortez sell anything else?”


  Not that she knew of. Cortez was well-known to KTS; he sold in Europe and Asia, and cocaine was his drug of choice.


  “Shit,” she muttered. “This is way bigger than anyone knows. We have to get back to command.”


  Ryker held up a few packages, clear with the distinctive grey C4 inside. “We can always just blow our way out.”


  If she was good with computers, then Ryker was a genius with explosives. And, while it was tempting to blow up the warehouse, the potential evidence inside was too great to risk destroying it. Not to mention—


  “What if they’re holding the girls here?” she asked softly.


  At the mention of the kidnapped girls, Ryker’s eyes went cold, and the features of his face froze into a mask of such hostility that it raised the hairs on Laila’s nape.


  With a nod, he pocketed the supplies. “Good point,” he murmured. “No explosives—“ He pulled out a survival knife that must have been in one of the boxes, its blade gleaming in the steadily diminishing sunlight. “—but I sure as hell hope Daniel gives you the chance to use this.”


  “Me too,” she said and took the knife from him. The handle felt right as she grasped it. “Thanks.”


  “Some girls want flowers. Others, survival knives.”


  Laila grinned then felt it fade at the tug in her heart. Somehow Ryker had managed to wriggle his way inside the organ again, and, though the thought scared her, it was also filled with an aw factor she was hard-pressed to ignore.


  “And thanks. You know… for earlier?” For pulling her back from the edge, for making certain she didn’t freak out like a rookie on her first mission.


  Ryker’s eyes softened. “Anytime, Laila.” He stared at her with such sincerity that their past seemed very inconsequential.


  So much time had elapsed; they’d both acted stupid.


  She’d jumped in with both feet, hadn’t protected herself, and then had been hostile when she’d been hurt.


  He’d been a jerk. He’d also owned up to it.


  Which went a long way toward soothing her feelings.


  Laila couldn’t allow herself to be drawn completely in again, of course. She needed to hold onto a part of herself, protect that last little bit of her heart.


  But that didn’t mean they couldn’t be friends.


  If she just could ignore the way her pulse raced any time he touched her. If she could ignore the way her body seemed determined to remember that fabulous night of sex.


  She cleared her throat. “I’ll finish with the radio, and then we’ll get the hell out of here.”


  He nodded, snagged a bag of the coke, then shoved it in the duffle he’d somehow found.


  Damn, he was resourceful and hot and competent and…


  She was working on their exit strategy from a potentially combative and highly dangerous situation.


  So it was time she got her ass in gear.


  With an inward sigh, she moved back to the radio and got to work.


  


  [image: ]


  


  It took about fifteen minutes to get the radio reconfigured and their signal broadcasting. She let it run while she and Ryker nailed down their plan.


  Based on their previous location and their flight through the warehouse, they had a good idea of the building’s orientation with relation to the waterfront.


  They’d signal a rendezvous for KTS on the south side of the building, closer to the tourist traps, with the hope they could blend in easier.


  On the east side they would plant one of Ryker’s improvised explosives — he’d spent some quality time with the C4 while she’d worked on the radio — and, in that location, the detonation would be directed away from the warehouse and out toward the bay.


  It wasn’t a hundred-percent risk-free, but it was the best they would get.


  “Good,” Ryker said after they’d quickly hashed it out. “Dusk is approaching.“ He gave a nod toward the decreasing light coming in through the dirt-covered window at the top of the room. “Let’s move.”


  


  


  Dusk Saturday


  Warehouse, East side


  


  RYKER’S INSTINCTS WERE JUMPING. He’d slipped out between two guards as they’d patrolled the exterior and placed the explosives between two dumpsters, hoping that the thick metal would direct the blast forward and up — away from any potential innocents.


  Distraction was what they were after. Not injuries.


  Well, he wouldn’t sneeze at an opportunity to shoot Daniel, but he recognized the need to capture and question the former KTS agent.


  Still, that wasn’t what had his gut churning. There was something off. He and Laila were professionals, experts at blending into the shadows.


  But so was Daniel.


  It was too easy, getting past the guards to proceed with their plan. Which either meant that the drug and trafficking ring was incompetent or understaffed — unlikely in an operation of this scope and size in Ryker’s opinion — or there was more going on here than he could anticipate.


  He checked the wires one more time before grabbing the detonator. It was a crude device, requiring him to be in the vicinity of the makeshift bomb in order for it to go off.


  Hopefully not too close, though, he thought, and checked the remote one more time. Ryker really didn’t want to lose a finger… or worse.


  “We could just make a break for it,” Laila murmured as they pressed close to the building, and she swept her gaze through the open door. “Not wait for KTS and get the hell out.”


  The hallway was clear, and they stepped inside. It was darker and took his eyes a few moments to adjust.


  “Might be safer,” he agreed as he pulled the door closed.


  “But if there are any girls…” Laila trailed off and started in the direction of their rendezvous with KTS. “…we have to get them out.”


  A click made them freeze.


  “I don’t think so.” Daniel’s voice was hot with anger. “Those girls are already sold. The checks cashed.” He took a step toward them, materializing out of a particularly shadowed part of the corridor their eyes must have missed as they’d adjusted to the change in light. “This is my biggest deal to date, and I won’t let you ruin it.”


  Ryker silently cursed when Laila stood in front of him, physically shielding his body with hers. He ached to reverse their positions, to be the one protecting her, but knew such a move would only distract them both and place them in further danger.


  “Put your weapons on the ground and slide them over,” Daniel ordered. “Don’t forget the knife, Laila. I know you sure as hell found one.”


  “Do it,” Laila murmured with a kick that sent her knife skittering across the floor. “Not worth it.”


  Ryker agreed with her. He didn’t need a gun to kill Daniel, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to up the tension by denying the psycho his power trip. Maybe they could get him outside, and Ryker could shove the explosive up the bastard’s ass.


  “The detonator too, Ryker.”


  With a muttered curse, he set the detonator down then kicked it over.


  It was quiet for a brief moment before Laila spoke. “Daniel,” she said. “Why are you doing this? I thought you were one of the good guys.” Her voice dropped, growing husky with genuine pain. “I thought you were my family.”


  The gun dipped the slightest bit before it came back up and steadied on her chest. His voice hardened. “You thought wrong, Laila. You left me. I got fired, and you forgot about me.”


  “I’m sorry,” she said.


  “Your apology is fucking useless!” Daniel shouted.


  Ryker’s heart squeezed tight, and it literally took every bit of willpower he possessed to not throw himself in front of Laila and shove her to safety.


  Which went against his training, against every skill he’d honed at KTS. But the instinct was there. In fact, he probably would have acted on it had Laila not stopped him by pressing something into his hand.


  It was small and pointed, and he frowned before slowly, carefully dipping his eyes.


  Laila began talking again, faster, louder, providing him with the distraction he needed.


  Quickly, he smacked the object against his palm, making it fluid and moldable. He pulled it into a sharp edge then rubbed his mouth with his hand, depositing some saliva onto it as slyly as possible.


  Instantly, the polymer Laila had handed him hardened into a razor-sharp, rigid blade.


  Carefully, he placed it in her outstretched fingers then stepped back, giving her space to work.


  “Daniel,” she said, and Ryker heard the desperation in her tone, the urgency to pull her former friend back from the darkness. “Please think about what you’re doing. About the girls. They’re innocent.”


  Something — regret? guilt? — flashed across Daniel’s face before an almost weary expression took over.


  “It’s too late, Lay. They’re sold.” He shook his head. “We’re all in too deep. If we don’t deliver on our end…” He glanced behind him and a pair of guards emerged from around the darkened corner, stood next to him. Daniel nodded at them then gestured at Laila and Ryker. “Knock them out and bring them to the boats. And do a better job of restraining them this time.”


  “Daniel—“


  “Try to keep them alive,” he said, ignoring Laila’s plea.


  “Dan—“ she began again.


  “But if they give you too much trouble, do what you have to.”


  Laila flicked a glance over her shoulder at him. Ryker expected fury, expected tears. But her eyes were dry, her face determined.


  “It’s never too late to do the right thing,” she said, turning back to Daniel, the intense sincerity in her voice making Ryker’s heart squeeze.


  There was a moment of quiet before Daniel released a long, hissing breath. “It’s too late for me. Too late this time.”


  Ryker wouldn’t have noticed Laila’s shoulders dropping an infinitesimal amount had he not been watching her so closely.


  “I’m sorry, Daniel,” she said.


  With a move almost impossible to detect, a rapid blur of movement his eyes had a hard time tracking, Laila threw the hardened polymer across the space separating them.


  Almost immediately, she lurched forward, grabbed the detonator, and tossed it at him.


  “Now, Ryker.”


  He pressed the button, and the world exploded.


  


  


  1952 HRS The following Sunday


  KTS Command


  London, England


  


  LAILA EMERGED FROM THE COMMANDER’S OFFICE, her heart heavy with guilt and remorse.


  It had taken an entire week to unravel the mess at the warehouse in San Francisco and to relocate KTS Command to a new secure location.


  An entire week that had been filled with discovery after discovery of how deep Daniel’s betrayal had gone.


  Drugs. Kidnapping. Trafficking. Selling KTS-specialized weapons to third-world terrorists.


  It was frightening. It was also really, really sad.


  She’d taken a life — something not so unusual in her line of work — but she wasn’t used to killing her friends.


  Loss wasn’t unfamiliar to her. Agents died, went MIA. Loss happened.


  But it was rare.


  And it never happened like this. Not at her own hands.


  She’d killed a man who’d been like a brother to her, someone who’d she’d thought would always have her back.


  “Hey.”


  Ryker’s soft greeting took her by surprise. She hadn’t thought he was back yet.


  Immediately after the warehouse, seconds after he’d detonated the explosive and she’d thrown the makeshift blade into Daniel’s throat, KTS had stormed the warehouse.


  Twenty-seven girls had been rescued and close to two tons of cocaine confiscated. It was a huge boon for KTS, and for Laila, since she’d been leading the mission.


  Even though the entire thing had gone FUBAR. Even though she and Ryker had basically stumbled their way into salvaging the mission. Even though—


  “Lay?” Calloused fingers brushed her cheeks, startling her out of her thoughts. “Will you come with me?”


  She was so surprised at the soft request that she nodded without really comprehending.


  It wasn’t until he’d laced his fingers with hers and was leading her back to the living quarters that she realized something was amiss.


  Ryker gave her hand a tug when her feet skittered to a stop. “Trust me?” he asked.


  Laila hesitated. The urge to flee was great. Especially when he was looking at her with that penetrating stare. She could run, could yank her hand free and knock him to the ground. He wouldn’t even stop her; she knew that in her bones.


  But did she want to?


  No.


  Instead of fighting him, she nodded and let him lead her forward.


  They walked past his room. Then hers. Laila glanced up at him, confused, but he just tugged her hand, and they continued walking.


  He stopped outside the locker room, opened the door, and pulled her inside.


  The scene took her breath away.


  Some women might have expected candles and flowers. Laila didn’t have patience for that stuff, thought it a waste of money, but had immediately understood what Ryker was offering the moment he’d opened the locker room door.


  A stack of workout clothes sat on the bench, alongside a fresh towel and a shower kit. She could see he’d laid out sparring mats inside the gymnasium through the propped-open door.


  “Knives?” he asked, pointing to the weapons cabinet that held the dulled practice blades. “Or hand-to-hand?”


  Her lips curved. Oh hell yes, she needed this. “Hand-to-hand,” she said, then changed into the sweats and t-shirt Ryker had laid out.


  His eyes tracked her movements with heated intensity. Laila could actually feel the weight of his stare on her breasts, her stomach, her legs. He looked at her as though the bland grey sports bra and bikini panties she wore were lacy lingerie or a pushup bra and a G-string.


  The scenario should have been creeptastic, sleazy-old-man. But it wasn’t. Because it was Ryker who was looking at her. The one man who could make her blood combust, who made her want to have hot, wild monkey sex right in this very locker room.


  Tempting as that thought was, Laila figured that jumping into something wasn’t the best thing for her right now. She needed to deal with her guilt over Daniel, cope with the changes his betrayal would bring to KTS.


  She didn’t need to start something that very likely would blow up in her face.


  No matter how much her body remembered the feel of Ryker’s mouth and hands. No matter how good it had been between them.


  So when Ryker tore his eyes away and walked into the gym, she didn’t stop him.


  It took less than a minute to slip into the sweats and shirt, to tie her sneakers, but it took a lot longer to convince her libido that jumping on top of Ryker and begging him to take her then and there was a bad idea.


  Was it really?


  Yes. Definitely yes.


  She almost believed that as she walked into the gym. It smelled of disinfectant and old socks, which was a comforting scent to her, though, one others probably wouldn’t appreciate.


  Ryker stood on the mats, his back toward her, his head hanging.


  At the sound of her footsteps on the hardwood floor, he turned. His smile was forced, his eyes shadowed, his face haggard.


  That was all it took — awareness that she wasn’t the only one shouldering the burden Daniel had left behind — for everything to change. For everything that had been holding her back to disappear. Her fears. The past. Her doubts.


  Easing Ryker’s pain was more important.


  One side of his mouth curved up, and he raised a brow. “You ready?”


  Instead of answering, she launched himself at him. But she didn’t try to strike out, didn’t attempt to knock his feet from beneath him.


  Her lips slammed into his.


  She locked her legs around his hips, wove her fingers into his hair, and thrust her tongue into his mouth.


  He froze. Then his arms wrapped around her waist — as though he wanted to keep her from falling.


  It was a sweet gesture — unnecessary because she could hold onto him like that forever — but still sweet. And the heat of his hands scorching her skin through her t-shirt was intoxicating.


  Ryker pulled back. “Lay?” he asked, his eyes molten, his breaths coming in short puffs.


  Her breathing was no steadier, but she managed to smile. “I had a different type of sparring in mind,” she murmured.


  “Yeah?” His brows rose.


  “Yeah.” She closed the distance between their mouths. This time Ryker didn’t hesitate. Not even when she hooked her heel behind his knee and knocked him backward to the mats.


  No, he kept kissing her even as he broke their fall, kept her atop him as they crashed to the blue pads.


  She traced her fingers down his chest and under the hem of his t-shirt. Hot, hot skin. Damn, this man took her breath away. After tearing her mouth from his, Laila slid down and pressed a kiss to the flat expanse of his abs.


  Not a six-pack, but damn close enough. Efficient and strong, not prissy little male model.


  At the touch of her lips, the trace of her tongue down… down to the waistband of his sweats, Ryker growled deep in his throat.


  The hairs rose on her nape, and a shiver passed down her spine. She remembered that sound, had felt its vibration against her skin.


  He grabbed her head, yanked her up, and slammed his mouth back down on hers. His next growl — in between thrusts of his tongue against hers — was her undoing.


  Laila didn’t protest when he flipped her, when his hips ground against hers. His erection could have been steel for how hard it was, and she writhed against it, needing the pressure and friction. She was empty, hot and trembling.


  She needed. With every fiber of her being, she needed.


  “Ryker.” It was a plea, and she didn’t give a damn.


  “Not here.” He pushed to his feet and extended a hand.


  Her legs were shaky. She didn’t give a damn where they were so long as the ache inside of her was fulfilled.


  Ryker wasn’t on the same page, unfortunately. He laced his fingers through hers and tugged her in for another soul-shattering kiss, but just as she thought he was about to forget his previous words, he broke away.


  “Come on,” he murmured. He led her out of the gym and to her room, which was closer.


  But those few minutes in the corridors gave her body time to cool, for her mind to be filled with worry. She stood in the open doorway of her quarters and watched Ryker, concern in her heart.


  Could she risk it? What if he hurt her again?


  Ryker must have seen the indecision on her face because he gave her a pained smile and cupped her cheek.


  “Some other time, Lay,” he said and gave her a little push into her room before closing the door.


  Before she had a chance to protest, to come up with an excuse for her hesitation, Ryker was gone.


  


  


  2234 HRS Sunday


  KTS Command


  Ryker’s Quarters


  


  RYKER LAY IN BED, HIS BODY still burning despite the cold shower he’d taken after he’d left Laila.


  She was right to be weary. Had been right to stop.


  He hadn’t intended to do anything when he’d booked the gym. Nothing except giving Laila a chance to vent what had to be a great deal of frustration and hurt.


  But then she’d kissed him.


  And as things often went with Laila, he’d been overwhelmed, had lost control.


  He’d realized over the last week — most of it spent chasing down the bratty teenaged daughter of an Danish ambassador — his heart missing Laila, his mind filled with memories of her in the warehouse, in bed five years before, of numerous times in between, that he…


  Well, he loved her.


  With a snort at his idiocy, he rolled over and threw a pillow over his head.


  He loved Laila. Probably had from the moment she’d knocked him on his ass all those years before, and despite his best attempts to pretend otherwise, that had been the reason he’d run.


  He’d freaked. Panicked at the intensity of his feelings.


  Now here he was, still feeling the same and trying to rebuild a bridge he’d thoroughly torched.


  So yeah, he was an idiot. A great big fucking—


  There was a knock, but before he could get out of bed to answer it, the door swung open.


  Laila.


  God, she was beautiful. Her blond hair in a ponytail, her face free of makeup, her full lips curved into a soft smile.


  The caution in her eyes almost killed him.


  “You okay?” he asked.


  She nodded then came fully into his room before turning to lock the door. He was really glad he hadn’t bothered to do that. Though, if she was here to kill him for his B.S. earlier, he was seriously screwed, because what Laila was wearing had turned his brain to mush.


  It was the girliest thing he’d ever seen her in. A tank top of peach silk, with those really skinny straps, and short shorts. Her nipples were beaded beneath the material, and his mouth watered with the urge to take one into his mouth.


  He also wanted to kill anyone who might have seen her in the halls.


  “What?” she asked, her tone taking on a defensive edge as he stared at her, his tongue incapable of forming words. “I can be a girl sometimes, you know?”


  Ryker knew. His eyes dropped to her breasts and need raged through him. He knew Laila was a woman. He really, really knew.


  “What are you doing here?” he rasped, his fingers clasped in the blankets as he struggled for control.


  His cock would prefer he jump on top of her and take her like some horny-as-hell frat boy. But if Laila was here to do what he hoped she was, then Ryker could wait for her to do it on her terms.


  Even if it killed him, he would wait.


  At his question, she rolled her eyes. “I’m trying to get some,” she said. “Do you mind?”


  The words were all bravado, tough-as-nails Laila through and through, but held the slightest bit of hesitation that made Ryker’s heart roll over in his chest, like a puppy exposing its belly to his owner.


  But he still couldn’t resist teasing her.


  “Yes,” he said and bit back a smile at the frown that pulled her eyebrows together. He laced his hands behind his head and lay back on the bed. “I mind.”


  “You’re such a jerk.” She started for the door.


  In one smooth movement, he rose from the bed then grabbed her arm, halting her. “I’m kidding. Oof.” He grunted but didn’t let her go when she elbowed him in the stomach. “Lay, I’m kidding. Well, mostly kidding.”


  He slid his fingers down to her hand and tugged her to the bed. “This — what’s between us — isn’t just sex, isn’t getting some.” He cupped her cheek, bent so his forehead rested against hers. “This is important. This is something.”


  “Yeah?” Her eyes were wide, so full of cautious hope that he couldn’t hold back.


  He sealed his lips over hers, letting the heat build between their mouths, to fill their bodies and steal their breaths before he pulled back and admitted the unspoken truth that had been in his heart for way too long.


  “I love you,” he said. “I know it will complicate things here for us. I know I’m a pain in the ass. But Laila, you stole a piece of my heart the moment you knocked my ass to the mats in the training room.” He met her eyes, silently willed her to hear the sincerity behind his words. “And then you continued to steal it piece by piece with your strength, your integrity, your calm under pressure. I love you. I respect you.”


  Years ago, he would have felt like a total idiot saying those things. Today they just felt right. He never wanted Laila to feel vulnerable around him again. He wanted to be there for her in any way, to slay her fucking dragons, to viciously wound anyone who hurt her— including himself.


  “Ryker—“ she began.


  He cut her off with another kiss. When he pulled back, heart pounding, breaths coming in short pants, he said, “Don’t. Don’t say anything.”


  “But— Oh God!”


  With a quick, efficient movement, he’d pushed those thin, sexy-as-hell straps of her tank top off her shoulders, bared her breasts, and sucked a nipple into his mouth.


  Her fingers wound into his hair and tugged hard enough to make his eyes water. Ryker didn’t mind. In fact, it made him even hotter… and certain parts of his anatomy harder.


  She moaned his name on a deep, throaty groan, and he just about blew his load. Shit, she was sexy, and he wanted her more than his next breath, needed her more than he’d ever thought possible.


  But he wanted to make it good for her, for her to remember — to feel tomorrow— that he’d been between her thighs.


  His mouth never leaving her breasts, Ryker scooped Laila up and set her on the bed then followed her down, pressing his body into the lean softness of hers.


  He pulled back just enough to yank off the scrap of silk that passed as shorts. Desire, hot and raging, exploded within him when he saw she wore nothing beneath them.


  “So killing anyone who saw you in the hall,” he muttered, kissing his way down her abdomen.


  “No one saw,” she said with a laugh that turned into a gasp when he nipped at her hipbone.


  “I don’t care.” He looked up at her, made sure she met his gaze. “You’re beautiful.”


  Her cheeks went rosy.


  “It’s true.” He pressed a kiss to her navel. “Your skin is like silk.” Another kiss, lower this time, and he slipped his fingers between her thighs. “You’re even softer here.”


  


  


  2302 HRS Sunday


  KTS Command


  Ryker’s Bed


  


  LAILA WAS ON FIRE.


  Ryker’s fingers were calloused, and the friction of them between her legs had wave after wave of pleasure coursing through her body.


  Her skin was hot, her pulse thunderous, and as much as she liked it when his mouth followed his hand — sucking softly, licking and teasing her into a frenzy — neither of those parts were the one she wanted.


  “Ryker…” she said, her tone bordering on begging.


  “Stay with me, Laila,” he murmured, pushing her higher before slipping a finger inside her.


  It wasn’t enough.


  “More.”


  His mouth went firmer, the strokes inside of her stronger. She was soaring, pleasure — intense and heady — engulfing her, lighting her on fire.


  It still wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough.


  “Ryker.”


  He didn’t move.


  And she’d run out of patience.


  With a quick strike, she yanked his head from between her thighs and flipped him over. His shirt was torn off with a short burst of strength.


  She would have to spend some quality time with the wide expanse of muscles, the slight sprinkling of chest hair, the flat abdominals. Her mouth watered with the urge to taste.


  But the ache between her legs was louder, more intense.


  “Lai–“


  “Shut up,” she ordered and kissed him.


  The bastard kissed her back for a moment then turned his head away and cupped her cheek. His words were gentle. “I want it to be good for you,” he said. “I want it to mean something.”


  Her heart went soft, and if he didn’t already own it, those words would have secured him that victory.


  “It does mean something,” she said, her eyes locked with his, willing him to see the truth. “It means everything because—“


  “Don’t say it.”


  She blinked.


  The corner of his mouth turned up. “Not right now. Because I won’t know if it’s my massive… sex appeal—“


  She snorted.


  “—or something else that made you say it.”


  She would have laughed at him, at the ridiculousness of that statement, if only his stare wasn’t so serious, if he didn’t look so vulnerable.


  “I would only say it if I meant it, you know that.” But she didn’t let him respond, just bent and kissed him. “I love you,” she said against his lips.


  “Laila—“ But his protest broke off into a groan as she let her mouth travel further south.


  His fingers wound into her hair, and the moans of pleasure quickly turned into curses and pleas.


  She pulled back and glanced up at him. “Still want to go slow?”


  “Fuck, no.”


  “Thank God.”


  “Condom. Nightstand,” he said.


  It took what felt like an eternity — but was in all likelihood only about ten seconds — to tear open the little package and roll it down on the hard length of him.


  Then she was sinking onto him, and he was filling her and — good God — he felt right.


  This was different than before. Everything meant more. Every caress more pleasurable. Each stroke of his hips created earthquakes of desire inside of her.


  Until she was breaking apart, and he had to lift her up and down, up and down as she chased her orgasm.


  It didn’t take long before she was over the edge with him following suit.


  Laila collapsed on his chest, a boneless heap of muscles and skin that would have had a hard time managing a sentence, let alone taking down an assassin.


  Long moments later, she was able to move, to slide to the side and let Ryker crawl out of bed to deal with the condom. She took some pleasure in the obvious shakiness of his legs as he stumbled toward the little sink on the far side of his room, disposed of everything, and washed his hands.


  When he crawled back into bed and took her into his arms, she glanced up at him. “Aren’t you glad we didn’t go slow?”


  “Fuck yeah,” he said and kissed her soundly then flipped her onto her back, “because now we get to do that.”


  Laila wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him back.


  They didn’t go slow the second time either.


  


  


  3 months later


  0730 HRS


  KTS Command


  Laila’s quarters


  


  LAILA WAS TRYING TO SNEAK OUT without waking him up.


  Ryker knew why. He’d gotten in just a few hours before, straight off a mission in Southeast Asia. They’d gotten a tip on the human trafficking ring that Daniel had been involved in, supposedly a shot at discovering who was really pulling the strings.


  It had been a bust.


  But they would keep looking.


  After a quick shower, he’d come directly to Laila’s quarters, and they’d shed their mutual frustration on one another’s bodies, until they were both too boneless to do anything but sleep.


  Of course, Laila was scheduled to run command on a mission to protect a water source for a small tribe in Africa. Which was why she was trying to sneak out. Her plane departed in less than an hour.


  The last three months had been like this.


  They were essentially ships in the night, passing one another constantly, stealing moments and late night — or early morning — rendezvous.


  And still, the time had been the best of his life.


  “Hey,” he murmured.


  Laila paused with her back to him as she was pulling up her cargos. She always did a little shimmy at the end to get them just right, and that flick of her hips just about killed him.


  She turned to face him, and Ryker forced himself to focus.


  “You should get some rest,” she said as she crossed to the bed and kissed him. “You’re leaving tomorrow.”


  “I love you.” He grabbed her neck and slanted his mouth against hers. “Be safe.”


  “I love you too and always.” Her eyes were intense when they met his. “You too. Promise me, no extra risks.”


  Ryker nodded. “Of course.”


  She sat on the edge of the bed and started tying on her boots.


  “There is one more thing,” he said. He reached for his pants on the floor and pulled out a small black box.


  This was something he needed to do, wanted to do. It was also something he knew wouldn’t happen right away.


  But he needed to give Laila the promise. Wanted the world to know she was his.


  Not that he’d tell her that part of it. After all this time, he knew some of her moves, but she could still kick his ass.


  Laila’s promotion to commander had worked to their advantage in their relationship — well, as far as KTS not having issues with their fraternization. Though they saw each other less than if they’d been on the same team, it was better that they were separated.


  As much as he liked working with Laila, as much as they were professionals on their missions, their relationship — the mutual desire, the need to protect — was a distraction that might put the team as a whole at risk.


  “What thing?” she asked, and Ryker felt a bubble of anxiousness swell up in his gut.


  What if she thought it was too soon? What if she didn’t want to get married, now or in the future? What if—?


  Screw it.


  “Marry me?” he asked then blurted when her mouth dropped open. “It doesn’t have to be now. It could be ten years from now.” He paused, and when she didn’t say anything, his heart sank. “You know what? I love you—“ He snapped the box shut. “This doesn’t matter so long as we’re together—“


  She threw herself at him, wrapped her arms around his neck, and slammed her lips down onto his. “I love you, Ryker. I want to marry you. Well, maybe not today. But in a year or two when work isn’t so nuts… then hell yes.”


  “You don’t have—“


  “Shut up and show me that ring again.”


  His lips twitched as he opened the box.


  “Aw, Ryker.” Her eyes went a little glassy. “It’s perfect.”


  They generally didn’t wear anything identifiable on missions, so he hadn’t gotten her a giant rock. Just a plain platinum band.


  The inscription on the inside was what made it special.


  Here’s to getting my head out of my ass. I love you.


  Her laugh made him grin. God, he loved this woman.


  “You’re so sweet,” she said and smiled. “I love you.”


  “I love you, too. So damned much.” Ryker kissed her then slipped the ring on her finger. “Now go kick some ass.”


  Laila laughed as she shouldered her pack and walked out the room to do just that.
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