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He thinks she’s out of his league.




Lyosha Vasiliev met Mila by chance, and now she’s all he thinks about. But the two couldn’t be more different, so Lyosha won’t go there. As a security expert, he skirts the law on the regular. Unlike Mila, the newest employee at Red Stone Security, who spends her free time volunteering at an animal shelter. Despite his determination to stay away from her, when it becomes clear his past has come back to haunt him—and poses a threat to her—Lyosha immediately steps in. And he’ll cross any line to keep her safe.




But he can’t seem to walk away.




Mila met Lyosha when he brought in a half-starved stray cat to the shelter she volunteers at. He tries to act tough—and okay, he is. He should be the last man she wants, but she loves his sexy tattoos, gruff demeanor, and that he has a marshmallow inside that only she gets to see. When someone threatens her, he’s convinced it’s linked to his past. He’s made it clear that he’ll protect her with his life—but he won’t give her his heart. Not when he blames himself for bringing danger to her doorstep. Except Mila isn’t the kind of woman who walks away from what she wants. And Lyosha finds himself unwilling to let her go without a fight.
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Dedication




For every reader who asked for more Red Stone Security, this is for you.








Prologue




Mila stared at her cell phone, internally debating whether she should make the call.

Everyone at the animal shelter was either on break or at lunch. And the sexy man who had just come in to have his new kitten looked at had left behind some paperwork.

“What is wrong with you?” she muttered to herself. It was a stupid phone call. She just needed to let him know that he’d left behind some stuff. She made calls like this all the time. But when he’d come in earlier, her reaction to him had been instantaneous. And ridiculous.

She’d met sexy men before. She lived in Miami, after all. But everything about him had an edge, and the fact that he’d been carrying a half-starved little kitten cradled in his giant tattooed hands? Apparently that was her kryptonite.

She punched in the number and actually held her breath as it rang.

“Yes?” The word was clipped and to the point.

Her core tightened at the sound of his sexy voice, nonetheless. One word and heat spiraled through her, sending little zings to all her nerve endings. “Mr. Vasiliev? This is Mila.” She cleared her suddenly dry throat. “Ah, from the pet shelter. You left some of your paperwork here.”

“Mila,” he practically purred. Or more likely, that was her imagination. Yes, it definitely had to be.

Still, more core tightening followed. Even his voice was over-the-top sexy. There was the tiniest hint of an accent that did things to her.

“You can call me Lyosha,” he continued while she mentally berated herself for this weird reaction. “And I’ll just stop by tomorrow and pick it up.”

She wouldn’t be here tomorrow, which was probably just as well. “No problem. I’ll put it all in an envelope with a note on it and Nancy will be able to give it to you. I’ll leave it by the front desk.”

“Not you?”

She blinked. Did he sound disappointed? No, that had to be her imagination. “Oh no. I only volunteer here on Saturdays.” She cleared her throat. “I can drop the paperwork off to you today though, if that’s more convenient,” she blurted.

This was definitely not protocol. But apparently she’d lost her damn mind. He definitely had plans. Of course he did. The man was walking, talking sex. He looked like one of those hot Instagram models, but way, waaaay sexier. Tattoos up and down his forearms—she was sure they went even higher, but she’d only seen a few of them with his sleeves shoved up to his elbows. His hair was dark, cropped close to his head, showing off such stunning cheekbones, it was like he’d been cut from marble. But it was his emerald green eyes that had held her captivated.

“It would be no trouble?” There he went with that rumbly voice again.

“Of course not. I get off in two hours.” They weren’t open all day on Saturdays so she could head straight out to see him. And she was way, way too excited about that prospect.

“There is a little coffee shop two blocks from you. How about there?” He rattled off the name of a place she’d been to many times.

“Perfect.” As they disconnected, those butterflies were swooping and diving all throughout her belly. And she realized her cheeks were flushed as well.

Good Lord, what was wrong with her? She was acting like a ridiculous teenager who’d never spoken to a boy before. Not that Lyosha was a boy. No, he was definitely all man.

And in that fitted black shirt, she’d been able to see the outline of all of his taut lines and muscles. Groaning to herself, she laid her forehead on the countertop for a moment. She really needed to get out more, apparently.

This reaction was ridiculous, but she was glad she was getting to see him again.

Not that it mattered. She dated—sometimes—but not men who looked like that. Hell, she didn’t know anyone who actually dated men who looked like Instagram models—but way, way edgier.

Yep, he was light years out of her league.








Chapter 1




Six months later




Lyosha stepped out into the bright sunlight with his boss Viktor, the Miami sun beating down on them. Thankfully there was a chill in the air this January morning.

“How’s that thing you looked into?” Viktor asked, slipping sunglasses on as they waited for the driver.

Long ago Lyosha had been Viktor’s driver. Now he was head of security and part-time hacker. “Good. Well, not good for them, but good for you,” he murmured. Viktor was looking into investing into a company because of the projected profits—but Lyosha had discovered that they were deep in debt because of poor management. Poor being an understatement. And they had the talent working for them. Unfortunately, the owner was a trust fund dumbass who was driving away all his best employees. “You’ll be able to buy them out instead of investing, and turn a profit once they get back on track.”

“Why don’t you invest with me this time?” Viktor asked quietly, scanning the busy street.

“Maybe.”

“No maybe. You have the capital.”

He lifted a shoulder. He did have it, and knew he should invest. His money was growing every day, but he found it difficult to take monetary risks sometimes. After the way he’d grown up, fighting for scraps, he didn’t mind slow growth. Viktor, however, had grown up the same way, but had no problem taking risks. “How’s Dominique feeling these days?” Lyosha asked, knowing the change in subject would put an end to this talk.

“Her morning sickness has passed, thankfully.” Viktor’s frown deepened. Which was common enough whenever he was worried about his wife.

“Is she planning to continue working at Red Stone?”

He grunted, annoyance flickering across his expression. “She said she’d work through the end of her pregnancy—as long as possible. Then go back after maternity leave.”

Lyosha bit back a smile at that. It had been a source of frustration for Viktor that she’d worked throughout her first pregnancy as well. But she wanted her independence and loved her job, something Lyosha appreciated. If Viktor could, however, he’d keep Dominique and their daughter in a bubble 24/7. But the world didn’t work like that.

He’d started to respond when a car slowed down in front of them. It wasn’t Viktor’s driver, but a stranger. On instinct Lyosha shot out a hand, pushing Viktor back.

His boss could definitely handle himself, but this was Lyosha’s damn job and he didn’t take it lightly.

The window rolled down and he realized it was just a tourist asking for directions. He quickly gave them as Viktor’s car zoomed up behind the tourists.

“Jumpy today?” Viktor asked once they were both in the back seat.

“Just staying on top of things.”

“We haven’t had a threat in a long time.” Viktor let out a sigh, laid his head back against the plush leather seat.

That was true enough. Years had passed since they’d had a real, all-out assault type of threat. All of Viktor’s businesses were legit now. Everything aboveboard. It was the way Viktor had always wanted it, and once his corrupt father had died, Viktor had broken away from all criminal entities linked to the man.

Half an hour later, they arrived at Viktor’s place, the gate opening upon their arrival.

“When does your friend start at Red Stone Security?” Viktor asked suddenly before tucking his cell phone away.

Lyosha looked up from his laptop, closing it and sliding it into its case. He wouldn’t pretend to misunderstand who Viktor was talking about—Mila. He resisted the urge to rub the back of his neck as he answered. “Monday. She’s very excited.”

Viktor grunted, gave a half-smile. “Dominique will be thrilled to start working with her.”

Months ago Lyosha made the mistake of telling Dominique that his friend Mila had applied for a job at Red Stone. Dominique, being a little nosy, had managed to ambush him and Mila, getting an introduction to her. So of course Mila and Dominique were now friends, which made things even harder for him. He’d wanted to somehow compartmentalize his life, his feelings for Mila. Each day that seemed an impossibility. She was under his skin, in his bones.

It wasn’t just her looks, though she was beyond sexy. Petite, with dark wavy hair he’d fantasized about running his hands through so many damn times, she had a wide, genuine smile. Her deceased father had been Polish and he’d seen pictures of the man, knew she had some of his characteristics—like his sharper cheekbones. But that was where the similarities ended. She mostly took after her Cuban mother, with her bronze skin tone, amber eyes and curvy hips. Her smile though…it would be his undoing. When he was with Mila, he couldn’t help but return her smiles. Because she…cared. She cared about so many things when it was so damn easy to simply not give a shit. But Mila cared about the world, cared about others.

“Any issues at the house I need to know about?” Lyosha asked, mainly to change the subject.

Viktor simply lifted an eyebrow. Obviously he would’ve told Lyosha if there had been problems. Hell, Lyosha would have known before Viktor, as he was in charge of all of Viktor’s personal and business security. He had special alerts set up to his phone for Viktor’s home in case something happened. He would never rely on law enforcement to get here before him and his team if something happened.

As they strode into the huge kitchen, all the window blinds were open overlooking the glittering pool. Dominique and their three-year-old daughter Lillian were sitting at the kitchen table in the breakfast nook, Lillian coloring something furiously.

She dropped her crayons when she saw them, and jumped down. Her chubby little legs worked overtime as she raced straight at Viktor. “Dada! Up, up!”

Viktor, who Lyosha had seen knock a grown man out with one punch, gently lifted his little girl with a big smile on his face, nodding as she babbled away.

Lyosha had no idea what she was saying, but she was very intense as she patted her father’s cheek, likely telling him about her day.

“I didn’t expect to see you today,” Dominique said to Lyosha after kissing Viktor soundly on the mouth.

“I’m just going over a few security diagnostics here. I’ll be in the office,” Lyosha said to Viktor. “I’ll text you before I leave.”

Dominique stepped in front of him, a big smile on her face. “Wait. Mila starts on Monday. She’s so excited!”

“I know. I’m going to see her this weekend.” They had plans to go to a movie on the green, something she’d introduced him to. It was something mostly college and younger people went to because it was cheap, outdoors and fun. He didn’t like how open everything was—made him feel far too exposed—but he liked spending time with sweet, smart Mila. His secret addiction.

Dominique, who apparently wanted to be a matchmaker, waggled her eyebrows. “Soooo?” she asked, dragging out the word.

“So…what?” He was not falling into this trap, not talking about Mila with anyone, least of all Dominique. It was better to play stupid, like he didn’t know what she was talking about.

“You drive me crazy. Both of you,” she grumbled before turning away from him and opening the refrigerator.

“I heard the morning sickness is over.” He took a step away, trying to subtly make his exit. They deserved their family time, not for him to be all up in their space. And truthfully, the happy family scene gave him an unexpected pang. He’d always been fine with his life, fine with who he was. But lately he’d been…wanting something he couldn’t have.

“It is, but unfortunately nothing sounds good to me.” She stared into the refrigerator, a frown on her face.

“Mila said that when her older sister was pregnant, she always craved peanut butter everything.” Dammit, why was he talking about her? Because you’re basically obsessed with her, he answered himself immediately.

“Peanut butter ice cream actually sounds really good.”

She turned to her husband, but before she could ask the question, Viktor said, “I’ll go grab you some.”

“Lala!” Lillian shrieked as if she’d just seen him, wiggling out of Viktor’s secure grasp. She couldn’t pronounce his name yet so she called him Lala.

“Hey, little munchkin.” He held out his arms, scooping her up and tickling her tummy as she laughed maniacally, her blonde curls bouncing around her round cheeks. She was a tiny version of Dominique, blonde hair, bronze skin and attitude, even at three.

He loved this little girl. The thought of anything happening to her or Dominique would gut him, so he could only imagine how hard it would be on Viktor, who loved these two ladies with everything he had. It would kill Viktor, that much Lyosha knew.

So he couldn’t understand why Viktor had made himself so vulnerable by getting married, had basically given up any chance of ever having peace in his life. Because that fear for their safety had to simmer under the surface all the time. Families were for some people, but not for Lyosha. He would never, ever put himself in the position that Viktor had done. No matter how much he might want to for a certain woman.

To want something so much, to crave it with every fiber of his being, to wish for a different reality, only to have it snatched from him?

No. He would not do that to himself. Or to Mila. She deserved someone better than him.

* * *

Two hours later on his way home, Lyosha called her.

Mila.

Because he couldn’t help himself. Yes, she was definitely his addiction.

One he had no idea how to get over. Friends, he reminded himself. They were simply friends.

She picked up on the second ring. “Hey.”

It was just one word, but her voice slightly cracked and all his protective instincts kicked into gear. “What’s wrong?”

There was a beat of silence. “How do you do that?” she murmured. “Are you a mind reader?”

He could hear a door shutting in the background, guessed she was shutting herself in her little bedroom.

“What’s wrong?” he asked again.

“It’s nothing. I’m just glad I’m moving out next weekend.” There was a hint of relief in her voice that went way beyond moving out of an apartment with a roommate and into her own condo. He knew she was excited about finally getting to live on her own, but not necessarily relieved. She liked her roommate, had a good relationship with the other woman, so that couldn’t be it.

He also knew she didn’t like to be pushed. He could be patient, however. Glancing in the rearview mirror, he quickly changed lanes. “I’m on my way over. Are you hungry? I can pick up takeout. Grab some Chinese from that place you like.”

“You are way too sweet. I know you’ve had a long day. You don’t need to come by. I’m good, promise.”

“Too late, I’m already on my way.”

She let out a little laugh. “Fine. But I’m paying for the takeout.”

The fact that she didn’t push him, didn’t tell him again that he didn’t need to come by, told him that something really was wrong. He’d get it out of her once he saw her in person.

“We’ll see.” They’d done this dance before. About a quarter of the time she was sneaky and ended up paying, something he didn’t care for. Yes, he knew it was a bit old-school—she’d told him just that. But he also made a lot more money than her and it just felt wrong somehow to let her pay for stuff.

The drive to her place, combined with picking up the Chinese food, took longer than he would have liked.

Energy hummed through him as he wondered what could be wrong. She started her new job on Monday; she’d never had any problems with her roommate. Mila and the girl were parting on good terms as far as he knew. And…she wasn’t dating anyone that he knew of. Of course she might have been seeing people and just not told him.

That thought made him frown as he pulled into a guest parking spot. Maybe she’d broken up with someone? Maybe some jerk had hurt her?

The apartment complex she lived in was mostly filled with college students and young couples. She was a little older than the demographic at twenty-eight, but it was close to college and had been affordable, she’d once told him. She’d taken longer than normal to get her degrees because she’d worked and paid for her classes in cash instead of taking loans. She said she hadn’t wanted to start off her personal life with a bunch of debt so she’d taken a longer road than some. Something he appreciated.

He snagged the takeout food from the back seat then hurried down one of the long walkways to her three-story building, sidestepping a trio of giggling college-aged girls who were clearly on their way out for the night.

He felt ancient being here even though he wasn’t that much older than Mila. But he’d never done the whole college thing, not like this anyway. He had a degree in computer science, but he’d gone to school at night, fitting in classes when he could. And he’d only gone because Viktor had insisted it was part of his job and had paid for everything. He’d never fit in with the frat bro types; had stuck close to the people he’d grown up with. Mostly children of immigrants like himself.

After a quick knock, the door to Mila’s place opened and her roommate Emily smiled to see him. “Hey, didn’t know you were stopping by.”

He nodded politely at her as she moved back to let him in.

Mila stepped out of her bedroom into the open kitchen and living room area, relief in her gaze.

It was then that he noticed Emily’s new boyfriend was there. He ignored the guy, all his focus on Mila as everything clicked into place.

She’d mentioned that the boyfriend annoyed her. She hadn’t exactly said he gave her the creeps, but…Lyosha realized what was going on. Or he was ninety-nine percent sure at this point.

“I hope you’re hungry,” he said to her with a smile, locking down his thoughts of taking care of her problem. Maybe the boyfriend was innocent; maybe he’d done nothing and Lyosha was jumping to conclusions.

She nodded and that was when he saw the purse on her shoulder. “Let’s head out to the pool area. I want to get some fresh air.”

So she definitely wanted to be away from here.

He placed his body in front of hers, blocking her from that unknown male—someone Lyosha would be looking into very soon—as they left. The guy looked a little older than Mila’s roommate, who was maybe twenty-one. He could be thirty. He looked normal enough; tall, fit, white guy. But normal meant nothing, something Lyosha knew well.

He was quiet as they headed toward one of the pools, laughter filling the evening air.

There were a couple free tables, though a handful of people were still swimming and acting like drunk fools as they splashed each other. Yeah, Mila definitely didn’t fit into this place. He was glad she was moving out on her own, getting away from here.

“It’s your roommate’s boyfriend? He’s the reason you’re stressed?” he finally asked as they settled in front of their takeout containers.

Wavy dark hair pulled up into a ponytail, showing off bright amber eyes, Mila nodded as she tucked a couple stray curls back. “He’s a weirdo. I don’t know what Emily sees in him.”

Lyosha hadn’t spent enough time with the guy to develop an opinion one way or another, but women had that kind of radar built into them. Maybe not built-in, but they had to develop it at a young age because there were a lot of creeps out there, unfortunately. “Did he touch you?” His jaw tightened as her gaze flicked to the side.

The pause was long enough that he had his answer.

He started to shove up from his seat, shedding blood on his mind, but she reached out lightning fast, grabbed his arm. Her fingers gently tightened on his forearm. “He didn’t hurt me or anything. Not really. And he’ll probably deny it, try to make me sound crazy.” She let out a sort of frustrated huff of laughter, but there was no amusement in the sound or in her eyes.

“What happened?” His food sat untouched in front of him as he waited—as he pushed back murderous thoughts.

“Emily had gone out for something. I didn’t even know he was at our place, which was sort of scary in itself. He cornered me in the kitchen, pressed his body against mine, and he was…” She cleared her throat, made a disgusted face. “He was hard. Made some comment about how Emily would be gone tomorrow. How we could be alone. It was revolting. I elbowed him to shove him away from me but he seemed to like it. He took a step toward me, and the expression on his face was so scary. It was…” She traced her finger up and down her bottle of water. “It was kind of gleeful, like he was excited. Then the front door opened and he stopped, acted all normal.”

His jaw tightened as he pushed back another wave of rage. “I will kill him.”

Mila’s eyes widened and he realized he’d said that part out loud. Oops.

“Don’t do anything,” she murmured. “I move out next week. Seriously, he is not worth it. I just don’t know if I should tell Emily. She’s so smitten over him and I don’t want our last week to blow up.”

“Tell her. Once you move out, tell her and let her make the decision.” He would take care of the problem before then, however.

“You’re probably right. It’s not like we’re friends, so even if she doesn’t believe me…” She shrugged.

“You are not friends with her?”

She pushed at her orange chicken with her fork, just moving it around. “We’re very good roommates. We live together well, but I don’t see a relationship lasting longer than after this. Don’t get me wrong, she’s really nice and I like her, but we don’t have much in common. She’s twenty-two and in a different phase of her life. This was a nice chapter of my life, living with her. But I’m ready for the next one.”

He smiled slightly at her words even as he decided how he was going to handle the boyfriend situation. Because no way was Lyosha letting that guy be around Mila any longer than necessary.

No, he’d take care of this tonight. She deserved to be safe in her own living space.








Chapter 2




Lyosha waited in the apartment with Mila, knowing that he’d surprised her by saying he wanted to hang out for a while after they ate by the pool.

He was waiting for his opportunity to strike—because he wasn’t letting her stay here when that predator was in the apartment. And her roommate’s boyfriend was just that. So Lyosha had asked if she wanted to watch a movie. One way or another, this problem wasn’t going to be a problem much longer. If he had to, he’d haul Mila to his place tonight, because he didn’t want her under the same roof as her roommate’s boyfriend. A man named Doug Jansen, she’d finally told him.

When he heard the bedroom door open behind him, he glanced over his shoulder and his adrenaline spiked. It was the boyfriend. He stood, giving the guy what he hoped was a genial smile, and didn’t reveal what he truly felt. It was taking all his control not to just drag the guy out of here.

“Hey, I’m Lyosha,” he said as he quickly rounded the couch. He crowded in on the guy without making it obvious he was doing it intentionally. “We didn’t get to meet earlier.”

Mila shifted in her seat, probably wondering what the hell he was doing, but his focus remained on this pathetic excuse for a man. The guy was about six feet tall, had some muscle on him and looked fit enough.

“Doug,” the guy said, giving him a sort of chin nod.

“I need to grab some stuff for Mila down in my vehicle. Help me out? It’s pretty heavy.” The guy paused as if to say no, so Lyosha gave him a bigger smile. “You look like you work out. We should be able to handle it.” And then Lyosha would handle him.

The guy’s chest puffed out slightly and he nodded. “All right.” He shut the door to his girlfriend’s bedroom behind him.

“Lyosha,” Mila said, quietly giving him a look he couldn’t define, but there was a warning note in her voice.

He simply smiled at her. “I’ll be back in a minute.” But this piece of garbage would not.

“So, you two dating?” Jansen asked as they reached the bottom floor.

Not bothering to answer, Lyosha glanced around, quickly taking everything in. The parking lot was mostly deserted and he couldn’t see anyone above them on any of the little patios. There was no one loitering around or smoking. It was that time of night when college-age kids had gone out to party or whatever the hell they did. They’d be stumbling back in a couple hours though, once all the bars closed. Perfect timing for what he planned to do.

“What’s that?” he murmured, motioning toward the side of the building.

The guy looked, and in that moment Lyosha took the opening and grabbed one of Jansen’s wrists, yanking his arm behind his back as he shoved him face-first against the wall of the complex. It was a brutal, quick move, putting the joint right at the edge of popping. One he’d perfected over the years.

There weren’t any security cameras in this area, and while there was a chance that someone might see him, he didn’t actually give a shit at this point. Because this was happening now. Jansen was leaving for good.

“What the hell, man!” The guy struggled but Lyosha shoved a knife up under his shirt so Jansen could feel the cold blade. He didn’t break the skin, even though he was sorely tempted to.

“You feel that? I can slice right through to your kidney. Or your liver. That won’t be pretty, trust me,” he growled. “I’ll watch you bleed out and feel nothing about your death. Do you understand me?”

The guy had gone very still, his hindbrain understanding that he was prey and Lyosha a predator.

“What do you want?” the guy rasped out, completely immobile, his breathing jagged, sawing in and out in short bursts.

At least he wasn’t completely stupid.

“You’re leaving. Tonight. And you’re not going to come back again to see your girlfriend for a week. Mila moves out next Friday. Something I’m sure you already know.” He tightened his grip on the man’s arm, lifted it higher. He knew exactly how much pressure to exert before he’d start tearing ligaments. “You can come back after that. But if you look at Mila, or touch her again, I will cut your balls from your body. And that’s just the beginning.”

He slowly slid the knife against Jansen’s ribs before pressing the point in, just a small prick. He wanted to draw blood to get his point across.

Then he leaned in closer, whispered in his ear. “You have no idea who I am. Who I work for. You fucked with the wrong woman. Text your girlfriend, tell her that you had an emergency. Make something up, I don’t care. But do not come back. If Mila stubs her toe this week, I’m coming for you. And I’ll be watching.”

Keeping him pinned to the stucco, Lyosha pulled the guy’s wallet out, flipped it open with one hand and smiled to find the driver’s license inside. Moving swiftly, tucking his knife away, he stepped back.

The guy jumped four feet away from him, breathing hard as he stared at Lyosha with wild, dilated eyes. He was debating fight or flight right now, that much was clear. The man was solidly built, and he likely did go to the gym.

But he was soft compared to Lyosha. He hadn’t grown up on the streets. He hadn’t had to fight for his food, for survival. He’d likely never killed before either.

Keeping his gaze pinned on the man, Lyosha pulled the driver’s license out of the wallet and pocketed it before tossing the wallet onto the grass between them.

“I know where you live. Just remember, if you hurt Mila, talk to her, even look at her, you’ll regret the day you were born.” His words were softly spoken, low and gravelly as he took a menacing step toward Jansen.

The man stuttered something out that Lyosha couldn’t quite understand as he grabbed his wallet—dropping it twice—and ran, his sneakers slamming against the pavement as he raced away.

Lyosha waited until the guy got into his car and peeled out of the parking lot before he headed back upstairs.

The movie was still paused when he stepped inside and Mila was sitting on the couch, her eyes wide. “Did you do something?” she asked quietly, glancing at her roommate’s still closed door.

“He’s gone for the night. You won’t see him again.” He sat back on the couch, stretched his legs out and tried to ignore what her nearness did to him.

“Lyosha!” she whisper-shouted. “Did you…beat him up or something?”

She stumbled over the question and he snorted. “No. But he won’t be coming back until you move out.”

She bit her bottom lip. “You swear you didn’t hurt him?”

He looked her in the eye, shoved back the twinge of guilt he felt. It wasn’t technically a lie. He’d barely nicked the guy with his knife. That loser was lucky he could still walk. “He left of his own accord, on both feet, with no bruises. He’s fine. I just made it clear he needed to keep his distance from you.”

She eyed him carefully for a long moment before stretching out next to him and restarting the movie. He knew her well enough to realize this wasn’t over, that she’d likely have questions later, but he could sense the relief rolling off her that the guy was gone.

That was all Lyosha needed to know.

He wanted to wrap his arm around her shoulders, pull her close and claim her as his, but resisted the urge. He always had to resist the urge around her.

He’d seen the way she looked at him sometimes, with a quiet sort of hunger. She would never act on it. Which was good for him. Because she tested his self-control in a way no other woman ever had.








Chapter 3




Mila scanned the open area of the park, immediately spotting Lyosha. He’d texted her, letting her know he was here already.

She enjoyed the sight of him so casual and sexy, stretched out on a big quilt, his long, powerful legs in front of him. He had on jeans, a T-shirt and a worn leather jacket she loved. He always looked put together—everything always seemed effortless for him. A few young, twentysomething women kept glancing over his way and giggling.

She should be used to it by now. He never seemed to notice, thankfully. Though occasionally she wondered if maybe it was because…he was into her? But no. A man like him would have made a move by now if he was.

He noticed her a moment later, a half-grin crossing his handsome face as he lifted his hand in greeting. Moving like a sexy panther, he jumped to his feet to take the cooler from her hands. He was at least six feet two, but his moves were always so liquid, sexy. His dark hair was cropped close to his head, and the short cut only showed off those killer cheekbones. Some of his tattoos were visible under his neckline and even on the tops of his hands and wrists. He definitely had that “bad boy” image and it worked soooooo well for him.

“I can’t believe you beat me,” she said as she sat with him, trying to tame the butterflies inside her. It was useless, as always, but she tried nonetheless.

“Knocked off work a bit early today,” he said simply.

“How’s work going?” His job wasn’t really a static kind of job. He was head of security for her friend’s husband—who owned hotels and a bunch of other stuff apparently. She wasn’t really sure what he did exactly except make money.

“Good. More importantly, how was your day?”

“Not more importantly,” she said.

He opened the bottle of wine she’d brought and started pouring for both of them into the pop-up plastic flutes.

Movie on the green was one of her favorite things to do. A local cultural center played older movies outside all year round and sometimes relatively newer ones, and to enter you simply had to leave a donation. The only caveat was that everyone had to clean up after themselves, and people took great pains to do so because everyone enjoyed this. People in their twenties and thirties and others who lived close by flocked to these nights. It was the perfect night too, the January air cool, but not freezing. The flat, grassy area looked like it always did, even in Florida’s pseudo wintertime—green and lush. Oak trees surrounded the area, but it was mostly open, with the city lights and the moon above them.

He handed her one of the plastic flutes, a sort of gleam in his eyes she felt all the way to her toes.

She cleared her throat, fighting the stupid rush of nerves she sometimes—okay, always—experienced around him. “Today was great. I’ve pretty much packed up everything at this point, so moving on Friday will be a piece of cake.” And she’d been so much more at ease knowing her roommate’s boyfriend wouldn’t bother her. Thanks to Lyosha. It was like a huge weight had been lifted right off her. “You’re sure you don’t mind helping me?” She’d looked into hiring a moving company and the base fee had been pricey.

She’d saved up enough to put a down payment on a condo and was trying to be frugal with her money until she’d been with Red Stone Security for a little while. It had felt wrong to spend money on a moving company when she knew she could do it all herself.

“I promise it’s no problem. I’m bringing two friends with me. I guarantee we’ll be able to move all your stuff in an hour. Maybe two. Because your sad amount of furniture—”

“Hey!”

He snorted, his mouth curving up into a smile that made heat curl through her.

It was true, however. Her roommate owned most of the furniture. When Mila’s last roommate had graduated and moved out of state, she’d moved in with Emily, whose roommate had dropped out of college. It had been one of those kismet timing things. And Mila was glad most of the furniture wasn’t hers.

The stuff in her bedroom was, however—and it was ancient. She planned to get rid of it soon enough, had been eyeing some fun pieces from a shop that refurbished furniture. But she was trying to be patient and not buy anything she didn’t absolutely need.

“So…my roommate’s boyfriend told her that he was going to be out of town this week. Wouldn’t be able to see her until next Sunday. You know anything about that?” Mila took a sip, eyeing Lyosha as people spread out their own blankets and quilts around them. There were soft murmurs everywhere as everyone got settled on the grass and waited for the movie to start.

“I told you he wouldn’t be a problem.” And Lyosha looked absolutely smug about that fact.

She’d always been aware that there was a bit of a dangerous edge to him, but she’d never really seen him that way. Until now. She could see how he could be scary to anyone who crossed him. “Did you, like, threaten him or something?” she whispered.

His smile was a bit like the Cheshire cat. But dangerous. “Or something.”

She…wasn’t sure how she felt about this. She thought maybe it should scare her that he’d clearly threatened the guy, but instead a rush of heat flooded her, knowing that Lyosha was so protective of her. “One day you’re going to tell me what you said.”

Ignoring her, he pulled out a container from her cooler and groaned. “You made medianoche sandwiches.”

“Technically Mama made them. When I stopped at her house earlier, she said she knew I was meeting up with you. And that I better share.” Mila rolled her eyes.

“Your mother is a goddess. How she hasn’t been scooped up by someone, I’ll never know.”

She laughed because her mama said the same thing about herself all the time. “She would definitely agree with you. And she wants to know when she’s going to see you again. So do all my sisters.” The three of them had been pestering her for a month, sending ridiculous texts about Lyosha. She’d had him over for Sunday lunch one weekend over a month ago and ever since then, it was nonstop questions.

“Whenever you want.” He gave her a look then, one she tried to interpret but came up short.

She cleared her throat, glancing away for a moment at the multitude of people spread out around them. When she was with him, it was so easy to forget her surroundings, to forget everything but him. “How about this upcoming weekend. Sunday?” He was helping her move Friday evening as soon as she got off work, which would give her enough time to get her meager belongings settled. She wanted to get out of the apartment as soon as possible, so she wasn’t waiting until Saturday morning. Only five more days to go until she was finally on her own.

“Sounds like a plan. I’ll make sure to bring some to-go containers this time,” he said, a grin tugging at his beautiful lips.

“I think that’s a good idea.” Her mom had sent him home with tons of food last time. “She’ll probably make you pumpkin flan once I tell her you’re coming.” She made a face as she said the word pumpkin.

“It’s wrong that you don’t like pumpkin.”

“It’s wrong that you do.” She mock shuddered.

He just grinned at her and she felt that look all the way to her core. He started to say something, but paused.

An unfamiliar male voice was calling her name. Turning, she glanced around. Her eyes widened when she saw Juan, a boy from her neighborhood. Well, not a boy anymore—he’d grown up just like her, would be twenty-eight now too.

He hurried toward their quilt, his grin wide as she stood up. “What are you doing here?” she asked as she pulled him in for a hug. “I mean, obviously you’re here to see the movie,” she said, laughing. “I just thought you’d moved out of state.”

“I moved back not too long ago. And my sister dragged me here tonight, told me I needed to get out. We’ve got alcohol and snacks, so I think we’re good to go.” His grin was wide and infectious as he continued. “I seriously can’t believe I’m running into you here.”

“Where are you guys sitting?” When he pointed, Mila waved at his sister, who was a lot younger than both of them. “Holy crap she’s grown up.”

“I know, right.”

“I thought you got married or something. Did you guys move back to be near your family?”

His gaze shuttered for a moment. “It didn’t work out.”

She winced slightly. “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.”

“I’m not. It would’ve been a disaster… So, how are your sisters?” He asked the question casually but she was pretty sure she saw a glint of interest in his dark eyes—he’d once had the biggest crush on her oldest sister, Angel.

“They’re all good. You should stop by sometime. My mama still lives at the same house and my sisters are always over there.”

He laughed lightly. “Maybe I will. Here…” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a business card. “Give me a call.”

“I will. Oh, Juan, this is my friend Lyosha,” she said, motioning to Lyosha, who had been quietly watching them.

The two men shook hands before she sat back down and Juan returned to his sister.

“How do you know him?” Lyosha asked as Juan walked away. He took a sip of his drink, his expression serious.

“We grew up on the same street. And we’re the same age so we had a lot of classes together in high school. But he got a ton of scholarships and went to college up north somewhere. I think he joined the military too for a stint, but I’m not sure.” She glanced down at his card and laughed. “And would you believe it, he works for Red Stone Security,” she said, holding up his card. “What a small world.”

Lyosha’s expression was guarded almost. Sometimes he did this thing where he looked almost neutral and she couldn’t get a read on him.

She pocketed the card, excited to tell her sisters—especially Angel—that little Juan had grown up very nicely.

She stretched her legs out next to Lyosha’s as the screen flickered on and everyone started getting quiet.

Lyosha scooted closer to her as he added some wine to her glass, and for a moment she longed to lay her head on his shoulder. To be a real couple. She wished…a lot of things.

Some days she thought that maybe they had a shot at something, but he never, ever made a move. And yes, she knew that she could, but he was the type of man that if he wanted something, he went for it. If he wanted a relationship with her, he’d have made a claim by now. He was just so dang alpha, she had no doubt.

That knowledge…hurt. But she didn’t want to ruin their friendship, so she tucked her feelings for him away.

Like always.








Chapter 4




“I can’t believe you’re really moving out,” Emily said, leaning against the countertop in the kitchen. “It’s not going to be the same without you. I swear you’re the best roommate I could have ever asked for.”

Probably because I’m older, Mila thought. She wasn’t into partying, had worked two jobs most of the time, and had been studying the rest of the time. “Hey I could say the same thing. I’ve lived with some weirdos over the years.”

Emily snickered and opened one of the cabinets, pulled down a sparkly rose gold gift bag with pale yellow paper sticking out the top. “I got you this. It’s nothing big. Just a bottle of wine, but I figured you can enjoy it sometime at your new place. Which I definitely want to see.”

“Thank you, this is really sweet.” Mila cleared her throat. “So where’s your boyfriend been?” She hoped her voice sounded casual.

Emily rolled her eyes. “He’s been so sketchy this week. I thought maybe he might want to move in or something,” she said, shrugging. “I was thinking it would save me from having to search for a roommate, but…I don’t know.”

Yikes. She really hoped that didn’t happen. She was tempted to tell Emily right then and there what a jerk her boyfriend was but… She decided to hold off until she’d fully moved out. She did not want any awkwardness this last day. “Are you ready for next semester?”

“Yes. Ready to finally graduate.”

She’d started to respond when there was a knock at the door. It had to be Lyosha—and her heart rate kicked up about a hundred more beats per minute at the thought. Tall, dark, and sexy was here.

Emily grinned as she straightened her tight tank top. “Is that your sexy man?”

“He’s not my man.” Mila just wished he was.

“I don’t know how you keep your hands off him. Seriously, if a guy looked at me the way he looks at you, I would jump him all the time. We would never leave the bedroom.”

“It’s not like that. We’re just really good friends.” Unfortunately.

Emily just snorted again. “Whatever. Well, I need to shower and get ready. I’m going out with the girls tonight and I’m sure you’ll be gone by the time I get back. Text me when you get settled into your new place? I want to know you’re safe.”

“I will.” Feeling surprisingly emotional, Mila pulled her into a quick hug before hurrying for the front door.

Her eyes widened when she saw Lyosha there with two equally large friends. He hadn’t been kidding about bringing a crew of capable guys. “Thank you so much for helping me move,” she said to all of them as she stepped back, letting them file in.

The weather in January was perfect, warm enough during the day to ward off too much of a chill, but not sweltering like it was in the summer months.

He sort of grunted and motioned for his two friends to head straight back to her bedroom, where all her stuff was neatly boxed and labeled. “How was your first week?”

“Amazing. I have so much to tell you.” She headed for the bedroom with him, where she found both men hefting up two big boxes each.

It probably wouldn’t take them even an hour at this rate, she realized. She’d meticulously packed everything this week immediately after she’d gotten off work. It was a little sad, how easy it had been to pack her entire life up in a matter of a couple hours.

“I bet. It’s nice they let you off early.”

She’d texted Lyosha as soon as she’d gotten off work in case he’d be able to come over early. She was so ready to get settled into her new place.

“Yeah, one of my managers—Lizzy, she’s got two kids and another on the way—is all about work-life balance. When she found out I was moving into a new place tonight, she told me to get an early start.”

“Lizzy Caldwell?” he asked, surprise flickering in his gorgeous green eyes.

“You know her?”

He gave her a half-smile and nodded.

She had no idea what that smile meant. Shelving her questions about how he knew Lizzy for now, she picked up a box.

“What are you doing?” His accent, which was normally so faint it almost disappeared, thickened a bit.

“What do you mean?”

“You don’t need to move anything. We’ve got this.” He looked at her box as if it actually offended him and plucked it from her.

“No way! I’m not going to sit on my butt while you and your friends help me move. It’ll go faster this way.” She grabbed another box.

He grunted and picked up another box, one of her heaviest ones. His arm muscles flexed, the display of his strength way too sexy. “I’m sure you’ll be able to carry a lot with your spaghetti noodle arms,” he said dryly.

She glared, hurrying after him. “Only I’m allowed to say that about myself!” She often joked about her lack of upper body strength. Because it was true.

He snickered slightly. “I’m just messing with you. You have great arms.”

She felt her cheeks flush with heat as they headed down the stairs. She was glad he was in front of her because she had absolutely no idea how to respond to that. She had great arms? No, she had skinny, weak arms but… She would take the compliment anyway. Because it had come from him.

They worked quickly and she’d been right, they packed everything up in the back of two trucks—Lyosha’s and one of the other men’s, she assumed.

With traffic, it took a solid forty minutes to get to her new place. By the time they pulled into the gated parking lot of her condo complex, energy buzzed inside her.

This was a lot different than the cheap apartments with the way-too-thin walls she’d lived in the last decade. Definitely not a college hangout, something she was grateful for. She really was ready to start the new chapter of her life. She just wished… Well, she wasn’t going to waste wishes, because she knew it didn’t matter.

As Lyosha jumped out of his truck, she quickly wrote a text to her now former roommate, then saved it as a draft. She knew Emily was going out tonight and didn’t want to ruin her night with her friends, but she planned to send it tomorrow. Even typing it up gave her a sense of peace. Telling her was the right thing to do.

Thank you again for the gift. I’ll miss living with you. This feels weird to tell you, but your boyfriend made a pass at me. More than that, he made me feel uncomfortable, in a scared sort of way. I don’t like texting this and I really wanted to tell you in person, but it felt way too awkward. I just wanted to tell you because it would feel unfair not to, especially if you’re considering living with him. So you have the information to do with what you will. XOXO

* * *

Mila couldn’t believe how quickly Lyosha and his friends had moved everything into her condo. Seeing her minimum amount of boxes, bare floors and…bare walls—yeah, she definitely needed some furniture, throw rugs, blankets, and some color in here.

“I don’t know how to thank you guys,” she said, looking between the three of them.

They’d been super quiet worker bees, basically grunting at her when she said anything and deferring to Lyosha completely.

“Can I buy you guys beer or pay you, or—”

They both looked at her in horror at her offer to pay, their gazes immediately flickering to Lyosha, who just laughed.

“They’re not taking your money—but I’ll take some beer later if it makes you feel better.”

“Okay,” she said on a laugh.

“Let me walk them out and I’ll be back up.”

She headed to the kitchen as the three of them left and looked around the huge space before drifting to her bedroom. She had an actual walk-in closet that she couldn’t possibly fill up. Not yet, but she had goals. One day, maybe.

The en suite was spacious, shiny white and gray, with a tub and shower. Not to mention her view from her room was gorgeous. It overlooked a beautiful community garden filled with so many brightly colored flowers, palm trees and bubbling fountains she could hardly stand it. And she couldn’t hear her neighbors, which was amazing. She knew the insulation here was supposed to be stellar and she hoped that ended up being true.

“They’re gone,” Lyosha said, his voice startling her.

She turned around and smiled. His T-shirt fitted across his pecs, and his thighs seemed to be straining against his cargo pants—and the man looked like he’d barely broken a sweat despite moving up and down stairs repeatedly. “I’m just enjoying the view. I can’t believe this place is mine.”

He grinned, and she felt all sorts of things lower in her belly that she should not be feeling. Like usual, she ignored it.

“I have a surprise for you,” he murmured, motioning for her to follow him.

She stepped into her sparkling clean kitchen to find two wineglasses that most definitely weren’t hers, and an expensive bottle of champagne.

She let out a gasp. “Oh my gosh, this is—”

“A housewarming present.” He cut her off when she would have said that it was way too expensive. Because it was. But she wasn’t going to say no to such a wonderful gift.

Unexpected tears pricked her eyelids. She quickly batted them away and laughed at the look of horror on his face. “Sorry, this is such a sweet gesture. Thank you.” He’d helped her move for free and now he’d bought her this crazy expensive bottle of champagne. Seriously, how was he still single? He was always so damn thoughtful.

He opened the bottle with a loud pop, pouring both of them glasses before holding one out to her. “To change, and your new chapter in life.”

She clinked her glass to his. “I will definitely drink to that.”

“Let me help you get some of this kitchen stuff put up,” he said after they’d both enjoyed a full glass. It was like he always had to be in motion, doing something.

“You really don’t have to do that. You’ve already done so much. Trust me, this stuff will hold. I’ve got my coffee out for the morning and that’s all I need.” And she’d planned to order takeout to at least try to thank him for helping her move.

He just pulled out a knife and opened one of the boxes marked kitchen. “It’ll go faster if we both work, and I’m here now. I’m surprised your mama and sisters aren’t here.”

She took another sip before setting her glass down on the quartz countertop. “I kind of lied and told them I wasn’t moving in until next week. I knew they’d want to help and bombard me—and give me all sorts of unsolicited decorating advice. And while I love them and will be very appreciative of all the food I know they’re going to give me, I kind of wanted to get settled in by myself first. I wanted to be able to have them over once I have things set up so they can just relax and not argue about what color living room rug I should get.”

“Your family is wonderful,” he said in a tone she couldn’t quite define. She knew he didn’t have family, or he’d alluded that he didn’t anyway. It made her sad for him.

He deserved people who loved him as much as her family loved her. “They definitely are.”

He reached out and started to move her purse out of the way, but she snatched it up, nearly knocking over her glass.

“You think I’m going to steal from you?” Laughter laced his words as he watched her, curiosity in his gaze.

Her cheeks flushed hot. “No, of course not.” But she’d tucked her vibrator in her purse because the thought of it falling out of one of the moving boxes or somehow getting discovered by Lyosha or one of his friends had been something out of her worst nightmare.

Now he grinned at her. “You’ve got something in your purse you don’t want me to see?”

Instead of answering, she held it to her chest and hurried to her bedroom, tucking it into her closet out of sight. When she stepped back into the kitchen, he’d already put away most of her plates in exactly the place she would’ve put them. Because apparently he was a mind reader.

“How do you feel about takeout? I can order some beer too?” There was a local shop that actually delivered and it was amazing.

“Sounds good. And I’m totally going to find out what’s in your purse.” He didn’t look up from emptying out her boxes, just said it matter-of-factly.

She fought the stupid heat threatening to overtake her cheeks again. “Aren’t you nosy?”

He grunted slightly.

“Some of the women from work invited me out tomorrow night. I said yes, but I’m nervous.” She started unwrapping her wineglasses—a gift from Angel.

“Why are you nervous?”

“They all seem to have their lives together. They’re all a little bit older and have been with Red Stone for a while. They’re all really nice, and I don’t know, I just get nervous around new people.” She had a stupid insecurity complex she dealt with on the regular.

“You’re one of the nicest people I know,” he murmured. “Hey, are you volunteering at the shelter tomorrow?”

“Yeah, for a couple hours in the morning. How’s Nala?”

That earned a real smile from him, one that softened his normally hard expression. “She’s with Dominique today. I dropped her off because I knew I’d be here late helping you. Lillian loves that little beast and she loves her too. Nala’s never that nice to me,” Lyosha grumbled.

She snickered. “She’s such a doll, you have to bring her over here.” It was ridiculously attractive for a sexy man like him to dote on his pet.

“I will. So when are you getting a pet? I know you’ve been waiting impatiently.”

“I want to get settled into my new job first, and I honestly can’t decide if I want a dog or a cat. I love them both so much.”

“I could see you with either. Or both.”

“Yeah, me too. That’s the problem.”

His responding laughter wrapped around her, soothed her, and she couldn’t help but think that he looked way too good in her place.

Like he belonged here.








Chapter 5




Mila was glad that her nerves had finally eased off even as the music from the club thumped away in the background. This definitely wasn’t her scene but some of the women from work were really enjoying themselves, out on the dance floor and having a good time.

She had two left feet and would much rather be at home curled up with a book, or at a play, or…anything not a club. But she was forcing herself to do things out of her comfort zone this year.

She hadn’t been kidding when she’d told Lyosha that this was a new chapter of her life. New job, new condo, new stage of life. She’d spent the last decade finishing her degrees and working a string of crappy jobs because they’d had flexibility with her schooling schedule. She wanted to enjoy more now.

Except maybe not things that involved nightclubs.

“Mila.” Juan appeared out of nowhere, sliding up to the high-top table where she was guarding her friends’ purses and drinks.

She blinked. “Hey, fancy seeing you here too.” She raised her voice above the music to be heard.

“Lizzy told me about tonight, invited me and some of the guys out.”

Her gaze strayed to a table where she recognized some other Red Stone Security employees settling in. Unlike her table, theirs wasn’t covered in an array of sparkly clutches. She couldn’t remember their names to save her life, but she remembered a few of their faces.

“I stopped by to see your mom,” Juan said, taking a sip from his drink.

“Just my mama?” she asked knowingly.

To her surprise, Juan’s cheeks flushed. The guy was over six foot two, had grown into that once lanky frame, and carried himself well. “Maybe I wanted to see if your sister was there.”

She liked that he didn’t bother distinguishing which one—they both knew who he was talking about. It was definitely Angel, her oldest sister. Five years older than Juan, but he’d never cared. “Well, she is divorced now.”

His whole body straightened. “She is?”

“My mama didn’t tell you?”

“No, and I was too chickenshit to ask about her.”

Mila snickered softly and took a sip of her own drink—water for now, and probably the rest of the night. She’d had a glass of champagne and that was her max. No way was she getting even tipsy with people she’d just started working with. “Oh yeah, she’s single too.”

He cleared his throat, looked as if he might say more, but she could see the moment when he changed his mind. “So how did you like your first week?” he asked.

“It was amazing. Kind of a whirlwind of activity and learning stuff. I know I’ll ease into it and become comfortable eventually, but I definitely enjoyed it.” Her degrees were in marketing and design, and she was working across departments with different teams as the company expanded into international territories. Her role was something new the company was trying, which made it even more exciting.

“Have you tried any of the food trucks outside the office?”

“Not yet, but that’s on my to-do list this week.” There had been five across the street from the high-rise downtown, but she’d ended up having a couple working lunches and eating in the building’s restaurant. Which was a lot nicer than most of the places she’d gone to in college.

“I have a bunch of meetings on Monday, but do you want to grab lunch on Tuesday? We can hit up one of the food trucks. One has the best empanadas.”

“Sounds good.” Her eyes widened as Lyosha approached the table. It was jarring to see him in a nightclub, sort of out of their normal element. She hadn’t even known that he liked places like this.

Right now he was zeroing in on them like a heat-seeking missile. She smiled and gave him a half wave, then felt stupid for raising her hand like some kind of weirdo. Why did she have to be so awkward? “Hey!” She couldn’t hide the excitement in her voice because she was excited to see him. Always.

Juan smiled at him as well and held out a hand. “Lyosha, right?”

Lyosha looked at him for a long moment, almost sizing him up before he shook his hand and smiled. Sort of. It was more or less like a baring of his teeth.

Mila blinked at him. What was wrong with him?

Juan, completely unfazed, squeezed her shoulder as he stood. “I’ll see you Tuesday,” he said, taking a step back from the table. “I’ll meet you in the lobby at eleven thirty?”

She nodded before looking back at Lyosha. “Hey, you.” She slid off the chair and gave him a quick hug—and tried not to sniff him like a total perv. It was hard because he smelled so good, all masculine and yummy, and she wanted to bury her face in his chest. “I didn’t think you even liked clubs,” she said as she stepped back.

Before he could respond, Dominique approached their table and picked up her drink. “You didn’t have to watch all our drinks. You should have been out on the dance floor.”

“Trust me, it’s for the best. I’m like a fish flopping around and no one wants to see that.” Her sisters and mama all had rhythm, but not her.

Dominique giggled and Lyosha’s mouth curved up in amusement.

“What the heck are you doing here?” Dominique asked. “Oh my God, did my husband send you?”

“Your husband is here,” he said dryly. “He rented the VIP room for the night and bought bottles of champagne for everyone upstairs.”

Dominique threw her head back and laughed. “It’s really hard to get mad at him when he does stuff like that.”

Lyosha wrapped his arm around Mila’s shoulders, taking her by surprise. “Come on, everyone’s going to head upstairs.”

“You’re working, then?”

“Sort of,” he said quietly, so low she could barely hear him. “Viktor gets nervous about Dominique being out. He’s…overprotective. So here we are.”

“VIP section and champagne? I’m with her, it’s kind of hard to get mad about that.”

His lips curving up once again, he nodded at the bouncer standing in front of the VIP section as they headed inside. And he didn’t take his arm from around her shoulders, something she found she liked a whole lot.

Suddenly, she was glad she hadn’t stayed home alone. Turned out that saying yes to things had an upside.








Chapter 6




He watched Lyosha across the crowded nightclub, the multicolored lights strobing obnoxiously. After being in prison for so long, he didn’t like this atmosphere. Once upon a time he had. He’d craved being out and being seen by others.

But not now. There were too many sweaty bodies, too many flashing lights.

Lyosha had his arm around a petite dark-haired woman with great curves, and was holding her to his side protectively. It was the same woman he’d seen Lyosha out with before, at some sort of movie thing. They weren’t physical, however. No kissing, no sex. Or he didn’t think so. They didn’t stay at each other’s place overnight. Which just meant Lyosha was as stupid as he’d always been. If he had a woman like that?

He wouldn’t just be friends with her.

Still… When Lyosha watched her, when he thought no one was looking, there was a hunger in his gaze. He wanted the woman. She definitely mattered to the bastard, and he was going to make sure he took what Lyosha wanted.

Lyosha had taken from him. Now he would take back from Lyosha. He would make him suffer first though.

It was just a matter of planning.

“Need another drink, sweetheart?” A tall woman with blonde hair and big breasts sidled up to the table, her tray outstretched. She’d been selling shots, working the floor for tips. Her skirt was short, showing off mile-long tan legs, her strappy top cut low, and he had no doubt she was doing well tonight.

“Nah, I’m good, but thanks.” He slid her a twenty anyway, since he was taking up a table.

She pocketed it, sliding it into a black apron that blended with her tight black skirt. Instead of leaving, she lingered, her gaze falling to his mouth. “I haven’t seen you in here before.”

“Just moved back to town.” His gaze flickered to her low-cut shirt. He did not need a distraction right now, but she was hot.

“Yeah? Where from?” She absently played with the long silver chain around her neck, the one that dangled right between her impressive cleavage.

He paused, his immediate instinct to lie. But he decided to go with the truth. He wasn’t looking to score tonight and it didn’t matter what she thought. He was just here to do recon.

His gaze flickered over her shoulder as Lyosha and the woman disappeared up the stairs into the VIP room. “Prison.”

“Oh yeah?”

He focused on her again, looking at her face now. She didn’t seem turned off or afraid. No…there was something else there. Interest. “Yeah.”

“For what?”

He found himself smiling at her bold tone as she sized him up. “B and E shit.” Which was…partially true.

She lifted a shoulder as if to say she understood. “My brother and cousin got put away for that too. Look, my name’s Brooklyn. I get off at two…well, two thirty after cleanup.” She slid pretty, pink-manicured fingers into her pocket, pulled out a piece of paper and scribbled what he assumed was her cell phone number on it. “I’m going to be partying with some friends after work. Call me if you want.”

Fuuuuck. He shouldn’t take it. But he found himself pocketing it, and even if he wanted to convince himself that he wouldn’t be calling her, he knew he would.

She was all long legs, big tits and a pretty mouth. He’d be a moron not to call her, not to take what she was very clearly offering.

And he was not a moron.

Which was why he was also going to leave right now. He’d seen what he came to see and couldn’t risk getting spotted. Lyosha was still working for Viktor, so some things hadn’t changed at least. Supposedly Viktor had gone straight now, but that didn’t matter to him.

And he didn’t give a shit about Lyosha’s boss.

Just Lyosha. He was the one who was going to hurt.

And then he would die.








Chapter 7




Mila kept a steady pace as she jogged down the sidewalk. Even after staying out later than normal last night at that club, she’d made herself get up to work out.

She was getting used to the new neighborhood, the new area. Everything around here was so different from where she’d grown up, different from the places she’d lived while going to school. It felt as if there was more space here, even with her building being a condo. They’d touted the insulation, gardens, and multiple pools as part of the sale, and so far everything was living up to her expectations. She’d never wanted for anything growing up, not truly, but this was still a big change.

“New chapter,” she murmured to herself as she increased her speed a fraction, savoring the burn.

As she jogged, she scratched the back of her neck. A weird little tingling started at the base of her neck, making her glance over her shoulder. It felt silly, but for some reason she felt like she was being watched.

She was just getting used to a new place, that was all. She’d mapped out a couple different routes for jogging, and this neighborhood was quiet enough. Thankfully there were other people out jogging or walking their dogs. There were dogs everywhere, making her wish she had one too. That was next on her list in this new phase of life—once she got settled and could dedicate enough time to a pet.

As she came up to a four-way stop, she paused and made a right, circling back in the direction of her condo.

As she did, the blue four-door sedan she’d seen earlier on the same road she was running along turned as well.

Her stomach tightened slightly, and yeah, she figured she was overreacting, but a shot of adrenaline had her increasing her pace. The car slowed as it passed her and she had a moment of raw panic. Then it suddenly sped up, zooming down the street before taking a sharp turn down another one.

And just like that, she expelled a breath, berating herself. Seriously, what was wrong with her?

She was just all up in her head, conflicted about Lyosha, nervous about her new job in general, worried that they’d made a mistake in hiring her. She had her master’s, sure, but no real experience other than internships.

She felt like a fraud, that soon everyone was going to realize she wasn’t a real adult and up to the task.

Slowing her pace so she wouldn’t overextend herself, she paused when she felt her phone buzzing in her pants pocket. Her heart skipped a beat when she saw Lyosha’s name flash on the screen.

Normally she ignored her phone when jogging, but she always made an exception for him. Slowing to a walk, she read his message.

We still on for this afternoon?

Yes, she responded with a smiley face emoji and far too much joy.

Want me to pick you up?

Just like that, her stomach tightened as she read his words. She loved riding around in his truck, liked to pretend that they were more than just friends.

She had to get over this stupid crush. She wondered if she started dating, maybe… Maybe it would help her move on from this whole unrequited situation. Because that was what it was, even if she was loath to admit it.

After they finished their exchange, she shoved her phone back in her pocket and started running instead of jogging.

She had to expend all this pent-up energy somehow.

Not that it would do any good because as soon as she saw him, she knew it would be back, humming right under the surface. When she was around him, it was like he lit something inside her. Something she couldn’t shut off.

Something she was afraid to fully acknowledge.

* * *

Mila braced herself for the noise as she opened her mama’s front door, unlocked as usual on Sundays.

Next to her, Lyosha chuckled under his breath as one of her five-year-old nephews slammed into her for a hug, wrapping his arms around her waist as he buried his face in her stomach. “Aunt Mila!”

Thankfully she was wearing a dark paisley top, because his face was grubby with streaks of jam and who knew what else on his cheek.

She ruffled his hair, barely got out one word before he ran off, shouting that his brother better keep running.

“And so it begins,” she murmured, looking up at Lyosha, who was still grinning.

Luckily her family hadn’t scared him off the first time they’d met. “I didn’t eat breakfast today in preparation for this.” He shut the door behind them, looking at ease here.

“You’re ridiculous,” she said even as she grinned back. She loved how he simply fit in here.

“I just have good taste. No one cooks like your mom.”

“Say that to my mama and she’ll love you forever.”

He simply gave her a cheeky grin, showing that rare soft side.

They followed the source of all the noise to the oversized kitchen.

Her three sisters, her mama, and her two nephews were in there, most of them sitting around the island and talking. Well, Clarita’s son was shoving cookies in his mouth and Zamira’s son was complaining about something his twin sister did. Her three nieces were likely out back talking with each other and playing on their handhelds, and her grandfather and brother-in-law were probably in the living room watching some sports game. Or just avoiding having to help out with the food prep.

“My baby!” Her mama hurried to greet them both, kissing her cheeks and pulling her into a tight hug before doing the same to Lyosha. With him, however, her mama patted his stomach and shook her head. “You better have an appetite. I cooked a lot.”

“I’m starving and I brought to-go containers.” His expression was dry but she knew he wasn’t kidding—she’d seen them in the back seat of his truck.

“Good. You stole my good ones last time and I haven’t forgotten.” She made a tsking sound.

He held out a nice bottle of wine for her and the containers he’d taken before in a little bag. “Only the best wine for you, Flora. Hopefully this makes up for my thieving ways.”

Her eyes lit up, crinkling slightly at the corners as she took everything from him. “I forgive you.”

Her sisters swarmed Mila, hugging both her and Lyosha, talking a million miles a minute and acting as if they hadn’t seen her in a year when it had been approximately one whole week.

When she finally got in a word edgewise, she looked pointedly at Angel, her oldest sister. “You’ll never believe who I saw. Juan. And he was asking about you.” She wiggled her eyebrows, looking for a reaction.

Angel shook her head, and grabbed a couple of their mama’s famous Torticas de Morón. Somehow her mama always got the lime zest perfect. “No way. He always had a crush on you. I’m sure that hasn’t changed.”

She frowned at Angel because that was a blatant lie. It was like saying the sky was red. Mila grabbed one of the cookies from Angel’s hand, ready to respond. But then Clarita, her second oldest sister said, “I’m starving, didn’t have any breakfast this morning. The kids have been driving me crazy. I’ve gotta say I don’t like this know-it-all stage of Bella’s at all.”

“Everybody on the back patio now!” her mama ordered loudly, shooing all of them out the back door. “I’ll bring all the food out there.”

“I haven’t even got a drink yet,” Mila grumbled, but Lyosha placed one in her hand.

She looked up at him in surprise to find him watching her curiously.

She had no idea what the look was about. “Thank you. You’re like a ninja. I didn’t even see you move.”

“It’s easy to be a ninja in this family,” he murmured.

She’d started to respond when Carlos, Clarita’s husband, practically accosted Lyosha as they stepped out onto the back patio. She loved her brother-in-law but he could seriously talk your head off about sports, fishing and mechanical stuff. Three things she didn’t care about.

While everyone talked, Mila cornered Angel by the pool, pinching her in the side. “What was that crap earlier about Juan having a crush on me?”

Her sister grinned, completely unrepentant as she took a sip of her mimosa. “I wanted to see Lyosha’s expression when I said it. I like watching his face go all dark and possessive.” She snickered, taking another big sip.

Mila stared at her sister. “What?”

“Oh, come on. I wanted to see if he got all jealous—and he did.” Still with the ridiculous grin.

“You’re way off base.” Right? He’d never made a move and they hung out fairly frequently. Ugh. She didn’t want to even grasp on to a tiny bit of hope that he was interested. It hurt too much.

Angel gently patted one of Mila’s shoulders as she looked at her. “You two are completely in denial. Come on.” She motioned to where Lyosha and some others were bringing tables outside. “Mama made more than just Torticas de Morón and that gross pumpkin flan.”

“Like what?” she asked even though this conversation was not over.

“Mojito shortbread bars. She’s going all out for Lyosha, I think. Three freaking desserts?”

Mila let out a groan before taking a sip of her own drink. That sounded amazing. “By the way, Juan looked really good,” she whispered as they approached the gathering of tables.

Someone had hung up a bunch of colorful paper lanterns that weren’t there last week, mixing them in with the string lights over the back patio and pool area. Probably Zamira, her other sister who loved making everything more colorful. A young widow with eleven-year-old twins, she was always going out of her way to make everything “happier and brighter” for her kids.

Angel shot her a sideways glance, her eyes narrowing slightly. “Why were you noticing?”

Mila grinned at the hint of jealousy in her sister’s words. “I knew you liked him!” she whisper-shouted.

“What? No way.” Her voice got a little high-pitched then. “I’m over men. At least for now.”

Her sister’s divorce had been bad, though Mila was glad Angel had finally split from that loser. He’d sworn he didn’t want children, and Angel, who’d always wanted a bundle of them, had convinced herself that she didn’t either.

It would have been one thing if they’d been in agreement, but her sister had molded herself, changed everything for that bastard. Then he’d cheated on her with a twenty-year-old and gotten his mistress pregnant. With twins. Now he was playing the doting father, and who knew, maybe it was real. Mila didn’t care. She just cared that her sister had gotten hurt and he’d stolen years from Angel’s life.

“Juan always had a huge thing for you,” she whispered as they reached the end of the tables. Lyosha looked up at her as he placed one of the platters on it and smiled. “Everyone in the neighborhood knew.” And damn, she had to ignore the flutter in her belly from that simple smile. Was her sister right? It felt dangerous to hope for it.

“He’s like five years younger than me,” Angel murmured.

“And? I’m five years younger than you and way more mature,” she said as she stole her sister’s mimosa—since hers was now empty.

“I can see that.” Angel’s tone was dry as she shook her head.

“You need another drink?” Lyosha was suddenly there, looking down at her with…an expression that was almost hungry.

Either the champagne was going to her head or…he was looking at her a little bit like he might want to kiss her. Or maybe she was projecting. Because she was obsessed with his lips. Everything about him was hard, tight and muscled, but his lips were like gorgeous pillows. Okay then, she’d had enough to drink.

“I’m good.”

“Yeah, cuz she’s a thief.” Angel grabbed her glass back.

“I’ll get you another one. Save me a seat.” Lyosha hurried inside and yep, she definitely checked out his ass as he went.








Chapter 8




Even though Mila could have easily had more champagne, she’d switched to water and was now glad for it. Day drinking tended to make her sleepy.

The get-together was winding down and Mila’s mom had already packed up way too much food for Lyosha. He’d have leftovers for like a week. Or maybe three days, because he really could pack it away. It was impressive how much he ate, especially since he never seemed to gain any weight. Probably because he worked out so much—he’d told her that he had a home gym and liked to swim in the mornings before work. And it showed.

Boy did it ever.

“You ready to go?” she asked as he tucked his phone away again.

“Yeah.”

“Is everything okay?” She motioned to his phone, since he’d looked at it a few times throughout the afternoon. “If you got called into work I can just get a ride home from one of my sisters. I promise it’s no big deal.”

“No. One of my friends keeps hassling me to come watch some fight.”

“You don’t want to go?”

He lifted a shoulder. “There are some people there I’d like to see, but no, I don’t really feel like it. Unless you want to go with me?” he blurted.

“Yeah?” Why did it have to come out as a question? Of course she wanted to spend more time with him. And it was clear he wanted to spend more time with her. Maybe what her sister had said was true.

“It’ll be kind of boring, but Dominique will be there.”

“Sounds fun. Am I dressed okay?” She looked down at her jeans, flats and simple top.

“You look…great.”

She frowned at his pause, wondering what that meant. But then they said goodbye to everyone and she shelved her thought—along with all her others about him.

As they drove to his friend’s place, she kept replaying Angel’s words over in her head. Even if she didn’t want to, it was like they were on repeat.

He’d always been so protective, but she’d figured that was just the way he was, a part of his character. What if it was more?

* * *

Mila looked around the pool area, trying to soak everything in. This place was incredible, that word being an understatement. The Mediterranean-style home had a huge waterfall-type pool big enough to fit a football team, and a gorgeous green yard that stretched out until it met the ocean. And the home was a literal mansion. There was so much green everywhere too—palm trees, potted plants, bright flowers along the privacy hedges. The six different archways that opened up onto the patio/pool area from the home had little potted plants on each stair as well. The property itself had to be at least two acres, which was incredible for the city.

When Lyosha had pulled into this neighborhood she thought maybe he’d taken a wrong turn, but no. His friend actually lived here.

And this was an actual party, not just some random get-together to watch a fight. It was being catered and all his friends’ wives were wearing Gucci. Meanwhile she was wearing T.J. Maxx.

She knew it was stupid to feel insecure, but she couldn’t help the way she felt. She’d struggled with this her whole life. When her dad died, her mom had fought to take care of all of them. It was why her grandfather had moved in with them, to help out. And they’d made a lot of sacrifices over the years. This…was not her world. Not even close.

When one of the waiters walked by with a tray, she snagged one of the champagne glasses, needing something in her hand right now. Dominique had shooed Lyosha away almost as soon as they’d arrived, so he’d gone off with Viktor somewhere, leaving Mila with her. She liked Dominique a lot, but still wished Lyosha was with her.

“We are definitely going to get that job,” Dominique continued to her sister-in-law, Lucy.

Petite, with a dark bob haircut, Lucy wore four-inch heels and had a fierce fashion sense. In teal, sparkly pants that should have looked ridiculous but just looked amazing, she was all glittery style. Her pale pink top complemented her skin tone and the big gold hoop earrings and matching bracelet completed the fun look.

“Ugh. You know if you travel, Viktor is going to get all grumpy and surly,” Lucy murmured.

“Pretty sure grumpy and surly are the same things,” Dominique said on a laugh.

Mila laughed into her glass even as Lucy turned toward her.

“So what do you think of Red Stone? Do you like working there?”

“I’m still really new, but yes, everyone there is so nice. And the benefits are great.” She knew how lucky she was. They basically had unlimited PTO and sick days. The whole work structure was very European, with the owners treating people basically like, well, grown-ups. If you were sick or had a sick kid, you called in sick or could work from home if necessary. You didn’t have to worry about using up your sick or PTO days.

Not to mention the retirement options were amazing. She understood why people didn’t quit once they got hired there.

“That’s what everyone says. I keep trying to steal Dominique away, but she always says no.” There was an interested gleam in her eye as she looked at Mila. “I looked you up. You’ve got impressive degrees and I like how much hustle you showed while working through college.”

“Hey! Stop trying to poach her.” Dominique nudged her with her hip. “She just started and we all love her. You will not steal her.”

Mila flushed at the compliment even as Lucy basically cackled. “No promises. I might try to steal you away later,” she said boldly.

Mila laughed lightly now, unsure if Lucy was serious. “What about you? Is it weird working for your brother-in-law?” Dominique had told her that Lucy worked for Viktor, had for years before Lucy married his brother.

Lucy snorted. “No. I worked for Viktor before I married Abram. I actually worked for both of them,” she said, a blush tingeing her cheeks. “Now Abram has a new assistant because he says I’m too bossy.”

Mila smothered a smile. “So Lyosha didn’t say this was a whole catered deal. He made it sound like some casual get-together, but it’s for a fight or something, right?”

In unison, the women rolled their eyes. “Yes. We’re only here to see friends,” Dominique continued. “The men love to watch those fights though.”

“Hey, there are some women in there,” Lucy said.

“Fine, I hate watching them. They’re way too violent. But Viktor loves them.”

Mila had noticed that a lot of the men here seemed to be Russian, and most seemed to work for Viktor and Abram in some capacity. Lyosha was fairly private about his work so she wasn’t quite sure what everyone did, but it was clear they were all connected by work or family.

“Well, this house is beautiful,” she said mainly because she had this insane need to fill silences sometimes.

“It really is,” Lucy said. “They just renovated the kitchen and added on like another thousand square feet. I think it’s over ten thousand at this point.” She shook her head slightly.

“If you like this, you should see Lyosha’s,” Dominique added. “It’s on the other side of this neighborhood. And he’s got a better view,” she said with a grin.

Lyosha lived in this neighborhood? A lead ball settled in Mila’s stomach. She knew they were in different financial brackets, but this was waaaaay different than she’d imagined. He wasn’t flashy, drove a truck that was probably eight years old, and they didn’t talk about money or anything.

But…he lived in this neighborhood? She’d lived in Miami her entire life, so of course she knew how exclusive this place was. Actual celebrities lived here. Oh God, her family’s little ranch-style home could fit inside this place easily.

The women continued talking and Mila responded to questions when asked something, but the rest of the conversation was sort of a blur. Icy fingers settled around the back of her neck as it registered just how different they truly were.

Eventually she excused herself, in search of one of the bathrooms. When she came out, she wasn’t sure what came over her but she pulled up her Uber app on her phone and called for one. She couldn’t fight the weird sensation simmering in her stomach and she didn’t want to be a drag the rest of the evening.

She knew if she told Lyosha she was leaving, he would insist on driving her home. Which was why she’d called for the ride first.

As she headed down the marble-tiled hallway, her ballet flats quiet on the floor, she heard male voices—and one of them she definitely recognized. When she rounded the corner into what was some sort of living room/game room, Lyosha smiled when he saw her. He immediately shoved up from the couch where he was lounging with four other guys.

“Hey, everything okay? I came back out there again but you were with Dominique and Lucy and looked like you were having a good time. I didn’t want to interrupt.”

“I was. I mean, I am,” she amended. She just really, really needed to go. She didn’t fit in to this world and never would.

“You want to hang out in here? Watch the fight?”

She ignored the sound of cheers going up in the nearby room. “No. I’m not feeling too hot, so—”

“We can leave.” He had his keys out of his pocket before she’d even finished.

She shook her head, smiling up at him. He really was sweet. But way out of her league, and tonight had solidified that. “No, stay and have a good time. I already called an Uber.” She held up her phone to show the little tracking button. “And they’re going to be here in less than a minute. I can’t cancel on them now.”

“I’ll take you,” he insisted, but she shook her head.

“It’s no big deal, and there’s no sense in you driving me all the way home when it’s not necessary. Seriously, have fun. This way, right?” She pointed down the hallway, fairly sure it would lead her through one of the kitchens and to the foyer. Yeah, that’s right. One of the kitchens—there were two.

Frowning, he fell in step with her, because of course he did. He wasn’t going to let her find her own way out. “I don’t like you leaving like this,” he said as they stepped out into the cool early evening air of the front porch.

“I’ll text you this week,” she said before she got into the back of the four-door silver coupe.

Lyosha simply nodded, but his frown didn’t lessen as she shut the door behind her.

“Nice digs,” the driver said as he pulled down the driveway.

“It really is.” She let her head fall back, refusing to turn around and look through the rear window because she had a feeling that Lyosha was still standing there.

She knew she needed to get over her own insecurities, but that was much easier said than done. In that moment, she finally realized how different they were, and that all her silly hopes of maybe having a relationship with him, of him seeing her in a different light than just friends, they were all garbage.

She blinked back tears, refusing to break down in the back of a stranger’s vehicle.

She would just curl up with ice cream when she got home, and get a good night’s sleep. That was something her mama always said. A good night of sleep made everything better.

Though she had a feeling she wouldn’t be able to sleep at all, not with her insides all twisted up.








Chapter 9




Mila straightened at the sound of a knock on her front door. It was too late for family to stop by and she’d just seen them a few hours ago anyway.

After glancing through the peephole, her stomach muscles tightened in ridiculous anticipation. What on earth was Lyosha doing here?

“Mila, I know you’re there. Open up.” His commanding voice did all sorts of things to her insides.

Without pause, she tugged the door open, then blushed when his gaze swept over her.

In loose jogging pants and a sports bra, she was sure she looked awesome. She’d been going for pure comfort tonight.

Though…his gaze did linger on her breasts and bared stomach for a long moment. “I brought you chicken soup.”

Ugh, why had she said she was sick? “You didn’t have to do that.”

“Well it’s two cans from my cupboard, so I didn’t really go all out. I also didn’t believe you when you said you were sick. What’s going on?” He braced a hand on the doorframe as he looked down at her.

She resisted the urge to stare at his flexed forearm. Good God, his muscles were too much. She stepped back and let him in, feeling beyond stupid. “Nothing’s going on.”

“Really? You’re going to lie to me?” He watched her carefully and she knew she owed him the truth.

She was just embarrassed. “Fine.” Heading for the kitchen, she motioned for him to follow her. They both sat on one side of the center island.

“I just felt kind of insecure,” she said, wrapping her arms around her middle. She hated that she just had a sports bra on. It made her feel more exposed, vulnerable somehow. Opening up like this made her feel raw enough as it was. “I knew we were in fairly different…ah, like, tax brackets, I mean,” she mumbled. Ugh, she hated talking about this. “Then Dominique said you had a house in that neighborhood.”

Her throat tightened for a moment.

“I don’t know, I just felt out of place and I wanted to leave. And I didn’t want to drag you away from your friends because I was having a rabidly insecure moment. I know I’m being ridiculous.”

He rubbed a hand against the back of his neck as he watched her. “You’re not being ridiculous. I get it.”

“You do?”

“Growing up, I didn’t have money. As in, I was poor. Not middle class or broke between paychecks, but poor,” he muttered. “As in, I had to scrounge through dumpsters for food more than I want to think about. My dad was a junkie who overdosed when I was two and my mom wasn’t much better. We lived out of her car until she…” He cleared his throat. “Until I got tossed into the system. Sometimes I still feel uncomfortable in certain situations too.”

Oh God. Her throat tightened at his confession. She hadn’t known he’d grown up that way, wouldn’t have guessed it. “It’s hard to imagine you feeling uncomfortable in any situation. You always seem so together, like you have everything figured out. I feel like I’m so far behind my peers, like I’m playing catch-up now.” And now her insecurities sounded so stupid after everything he’d told her.

“So? You have the degrees you wanted and you worked hard to get there. You’re just on a different path, that’s all. It’s not a race against other people.”

She lifted a shoulder. “I’m not looking for compliments or anything. I just… Sometimes I have moments of insecurity and they flared up today. Sorry I acted like such a weirdo.”

He reached out, his big hand sweeping a stray strand of hair that had fallen loose from her ponytail behind her ear.

His gaze fell to her lips and she felt that look all the way to her core. Maybe she was imagining any sort of desire in that look, but she sure wasn’t imagining the heat that surged through her, making her nipples tighten. Her sports bra wasn’t that thick either. He’d notice if he looked down.

“For the record, you should never be insecure about anything. You are the most perfect woman I know.”

His words were all gravelly and hot and… Wait, did he just say she was the most perfect woman he knew? What was happening right now?

She swallowed hard, unsure how to respond as she stared at his lips. Because they were full and beautiful and she desperately wanted to kiss him.

Like always.

Right now she wasn’t doing a very good job of masking her need for him, could barely keep it locked down. It was kind of hard when he was cupping her cheek. And wait, was he stroking her cheek with his thumb? Why yes, he was. Her nipples were beaded points now, aching for a desire she always tried to keep buried. There was no way to do that now.

He growled something low in his throat before tugging her off her seat so that she was standing between his spread legs.

Anticipation surged through her as he pulled her close. This…was totally happening!

Then he slanted his mouth over hers in what she could only describe as a rough claiming.

Heat flared inside her as his tongue tangled with hers, sliding, taking, teasing.

It took a moment for her brain to catch up to reality. Holy shit, they were kissing. Everything else fell away even as her brain went on red alert to let her know that this was reality. Unless she was having some vivid dream—and if she was, she didn’t want to wake up.

She forgot to breathe, to think, as he slid one hand around the back of her neck and pulled her ponytail free before threading his fingers through her hair. His hold was possessive and tight.

All she could do was clutch onto his shoulders for dear life as they kissed and learned each other in a whole new way. This was the last thing she’d expected to happen tonight, but everything she’d wanted since she’d met him.

He slid his free hand up her bare stomach, cupping her breast over her sports bra. Her nipples were so hard it would be impossible to miss even with the fabric in the way. He flicked his thumb over the hard point, dragging a groan from her.

She moaned into his mouth, her nipples going even harder at the contact. At this point, she might as well not have any clothing on. And she wanted more skin to skin. Way more than this.

It was as if he read her mind when he slid one callus-roughened hand underneath her bra to cup her breast. Giving her the skin to skin she’d been craving. She moaned again, digging her fingers into his shoulder, holding on for dear life.

She was slick between her legs, unable to believe how turned on she’d gotten so quickly. But she shouldn’t be surprised at all.

She’d wanted him from the moment they’d met, so no, no surprise that his kisses and touches were getting her hot.

Suddenly he pulled back, stared at her as he sucked in a sharp, jagged breath. His jaw was taut, his green eyes blazing.

She started to say they could move to her bedroom. Or hell, any flat surface in her condo would be fine. How about the wall? The rug? The island countertop. Right on the floor. Whatever.

But he abruptly stood, nearly sending the barstool toppling over.

His expression shut off just like that, shoving her out in the cold. “This was a mistake,” he blurted before taking two huge steps away from her. “I’m… Sorry. Mila, I’m… I’ve gotta go.”

Before she could utter a single word, he turned and practically sprinted out of her condo, leaving her cold, lonely and confused.

And so very hurt.








Chapter 10




Mila froze at the sound of someone knocking on her front door. It wasn’t late but she wasn’t expecting anyone. The stupidly hopeful part of her thought maybe it was Lyosha coming back to tell her he’d been a fool, and apologize for being such a dick on Sunday night.

But then she looked through the peephole and saw it was her sister. Stupid tears sprang to her eyes as she tugged the door open. Of course it wasn’t Lyosha. It was Tuesday, and if he’d decided to contact her, he would have called by now. Not shown up here unannounced.

Angel cursed and pulled her into a tight, big-sister hug. “I knew you weren’t all right,” she murmured as she stepped back.

“What are you talking about?” Mila sniffled as she shut the door behind them. But her spirits lifted slightly when she saw what was in her sister’s hand. A little pink bag with purple stripes—and the recognizable logo from her sister’s bakery stamped on the front. Sugar and carbs sounded perfect.

“Your voice was weird on the phone yesterday.”

“How are you so good at that? And what’s in that bag?” She could go for some sweets right now.

“Big sister superpowers. I just wish those superpowers had extended to realizing I married a moron.” Her tone was dry.

Feeling the weight on her chest lift by a fraction, she snort-laughed. “God, he really was a moron.”

“How come I was the only one who didn’t see it?”

“Hey, I didn’t realize it either until it was too late. He fooled everyone at first with his charm.”

“Mama knew, or guessed anyway—and she didn’t say a word.” Angel headed into the kitchen, eyeing everything curiously.

Mila hadn’t eaten much in the last couple days, had been too stressed. So everything was sparkling clean. “You would have pulled away from her if she’d said anything. You would have dug your feet in and married him anyway and probably stayed with him even longer to prove everyone wrong. Because you’re the most stubborn person I’ve ever met.”

“Please tell me how you really feel,” Angel said softly, not denying it. “And…you’re completely right. It wouldn’t have mattered what she’d said, what anyone said. I was hell-bent on marrying that fool and I would have pushed her away.” She set the bag on the counter and headed for the cabinets, opening them up until she found what she was looking for.

Mila sat at the island top and crossed her legs. She was already in her pajamas and had been about to binge one of her favorite sci-fi shows until she crashed. Work had been long and she’d been obsessed with thoughts of Lyosha in her down time. “So you stopped by because you figured out that I’m upset?”

“I guessed after that phone call yesterday. And I’m guessing this isn’t work troubles.” She set two white scalloped plates on the countertop and set the blueberry cream cheese pastry on one—Mila’s favorite—and a raspberry puff turnover on the other. “What do you want to drink? Wine, milk… Do you have any of those?” She lifted an eyebrow, as if she didn’t trust Mila to have her fridge stocked.

Never mind that she’d been on her own for nearly a decade, she was still the “baby” of the family.

“Gotta have milk with this. And yes, I have both. Thank you for coming by and bringing all this. It’s really sweet.” And having her big sister here, checking on her, helped her injured heart.

Angel slid the plate with the blueberry pastry in front of Mila before pouring them two glasses of milk. “And I’m guessing Lyosha isn’t sweet, otherwise you would be fine right now.”

She shook her head as if she could get rid of all her riotous thoughts. Staring at the blueberry goodness from Angel’s bakery, which was therefore heavenly, she blurted, “We kissed.” Then she raised her eyes to gauge her sister’s reaction.

Angel’s dark eyes widened. “Holy shit. He finally made his move?”

“Sort of. He kissed me and then things started to get kind of hot. And then he shoved me off him like I was on fire and ran out of here. But not before saying it was a mistake. That kissing me was a mistake. And I haven’t heard from him since.” She stabbed the pastry with her fork, roughly cut a piece off. His words played over and over in her head and she alternated between angry and hurt.

Her sister winced. “Ouch.”

“Yeah, no kidding. Then, to make matters worse, I got weak and I decided to text him when I got home from work today.” Two days had passed; she thought it had been enough time to reach out, to test the waters.

Angel shook her head, then covered her face with her hands. “No! No texting. No communicating, nada.”

Too damn late for that advice. “Whatever. He didn’t respond anyway.” And she wouldn’t be reaching out to Lyosha again. She was angry and…humiliated.

“Tell me you didn’t text him again?”

“No. Please, I have some pride. Well, maybe not, but he doesn’t have to know that. I don’t plan on talking to him for a while. If ever.” Unless he called with an apology.

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that. Men are stupid sometimes, but unlike my ex, Lyosha is not a moron.”

A touch of anger flared. “You’re supposed to be on my side.”

“I’m always on your side. If I see him, I’ll stomp on his instep with one of my heels.” She made a stabbing motion with her fork before cutting off another piece of her turnover. Some of the sugar flaked off onto the plate.

Mila snorted. “Pretty sure you’d go to jail for that, because those things are weapons.”

“It would be worth it. That jackass thinks he can hurt my baby sister,” she muttered, her expression dark. “I’ll make him hurt like he’s never hurt before.”

“I’m not a baby,” she grumbled around a mouthful of food.

“Is this what you do with him? Talk with your mouth full? No wonder he ran away,” she said on a laugh.

“Hey!” Mila grabbed the crumpled-up pastry bag and threw it at Angel’s head. “Shut your mouth,” she said, showing her food as she spoke.

“You’re so gross!”

She rolled her eyes and washed down her food with milk. “I don’t care. Ugh. And I don’t want to talk about jerkface anymore. We kissed, he’s stupid, and now we’re not even talking. End of story. So what’s up with you?”

“We’re going to work on your insults later. But work is great. The shop is doing well. And…Juan stopped by.” Angel’s cheeks flushed bright pink.

Ooooh. Mila cut another slice of the braided pastry, savored the fruity scent of it as she looked at her sister expectantly. “And?”

“And…you were right. That boy grew up into something fine. Like seriously. And he asked me out almost right away. He didn’t even wait two minutes. Just asked me out on a date like he couldn’t wait to. What kind of man does that? No games? No buildup? Just, asked me out to dinner, all matter-of-fact.”

“Pretty sure you’ve already had a lifetime of games. I mean, do you want him screwing with your head?”

“No. It’s just…” She bit her bottom lip.

“You’re afraid of getting hurt.” Of course she was—she’d been burned by her loser ex and she was human.

“Yes. Maybe we can just have fun, go on some dates, and I can get him out of my system. Or something.” Angel took another bite, her expression thoughtful.

“So he’s in your system now?”

“Shut up,” Angel muttered.

“He’s in good shape. I don’t know that you’d ever get him out of your system.” Mila wiggled her eyebrows. She loved seeing her sister like this, happy and excited about something.

Angel took the crumpled bag and threw it back at her. “You shouldn’t be noticing that he’s in shape.”

“Oh my God, you’re actually jealous—which is ridiculous.” Her sister had never been the jealous type, not even remotely. Which was probably why it had taken her so long to realize that her loser ex had been cheating on her.

If anyone deserved happiness, it was Angel. And she had a feeling that Juan wasn’t in this for a fling. No, he’d been into Angel forever basically.

Thinking about her sister’s love life allowed herself to be distracted from her own. Or rather, her lack of one.

Because Lyosha running out like that, then his radio silence since, was message enough. He didn’t want her.

That kiss really had been a mistake.








Chapter 11




Lyosha strode through the restaurant, heading straight toward one of the private booths in the back.

With a salad in front of him, barely touched, Viktor looked up from his laptop. “Hey.”

Lyosha sat across from him and waved away the server who started to approach. He wasn’t here to eat. He hadn’t been able to eat for four days, not really. Not when he was obsessing over Mila, wondering what she was doing, how she was doing. Who she was with. “How’s work?”

Viktor rubbed the back of his neck. “Going over contracts. Something I hate the most.”

“I thought Lucy did all that for you.”

“She’s already looked over everything and flagged a couple clauses for me.”

“She should have been a lawyer.”

He gave a grunt of agreement. “I fired one of my attorneys last week because of her. She noted some things that he should have seen immediately.”

“I just finished running the diagnostics of the new hotel. Everything looks good and is up to date.” It had taken a week to be sure, but the security at the new hotel was on point. “And you’re cleared for the trip next month. I’ve got all the security details ironed out and I coordinated with Lucy so she’s in the loop. Is Dominique going with you?”

“Both her and Lillian.”

“Good.” Lyosha knew Dominique had been unsure if she could take the time off, but her boss must have agreed to let her work on the road. Which didn’t surprise him. She could do a lot of her work remotely and Red Stone valued their employees.

“Is everything okay?” Viktor asked as the hum of voices and faint music filled the background.

Normally Lyosha tuned everything else out, even while keeping an eye on his surroundings. Now everything seemed overly loud, grating on his nerves. “Yes. Why?” There was something uncomfortable about the way Viktor was watching him, as if he could read his innermost thoughts.

Viktor simply lifted a shoulder, keeping his gaze on Lyosha. “You have an expression I am familiar with,” he finally said.

He wasn’t sure what his boss meant. “Is this about work?”

“No.”

Ah. He broke eye contact, looked away and scanned the other tables, watching dozens of business lunches. The place was full this time of day, as always. It was in the business district and a local favorite to hold casual meetings. Viktor also had one of the best chefs on the East Coast here, which made all the difference.

“I don’t want to talk about it.” Because no way was he talking about Mila with anyone. Not even Viktor, who he trusted implicitly.

“I struggled with Dominique in the beginning,” Viktor said quietly, continuing as if Lyosha hadn’t spoken.

The admission surprised Lyosha. Not the actual context—Viktor had struggled with Dominique before they’d started dating. But the two of them never talked about stuff like this. Feelings.

“I remember.” Viktor had been at such a loss with her in the beginning. And Lyosha hadn’t been sure if he even trusted her. Lyosha had teasingly messed with Dominique back then, telling her that she should know her place as the woman in Viktor’s life. He’d been such an ass and she still gave Lyosha grief about it sometimes.

“She makes everything better,” Viktor continued.

Hell, so apparently they were having this conversation. “I know she does.” Thankfully Viktor took mercy on him and didn’t respond. So he hurried on. He was here with a purpose. “I stopped by in person because of something I need to tell you.”

Viktor straightened slightly and once again waved off their server who had approached the table. He owned the place so they were often up his ass, trying to make sure he was taken care of to the point that it was annoying. “What is it?”

“You remember James Sokol?”

Viktor paused, clearly searching his memory bank. “Yes. He worked with my father. Was a pimp basically, yes?”

Lyosha snorted because that was essentially what Sokol had been. A piece of shit who had been “security” for escorts. That had been the working theory anyway. He’d been worse to the women he was supposed to be protecting than any of their potential clients. “I was part of the reason he went to jail. I tipped off the Feds.”

It took a lot to surprise Viktor, but his friend’s eyes flickered with it. “Seriously?”

Lyosha had an instinctive need to stay away from law enforcement, but he’d made an exception for this. “Yes. He was a piece of shit who hurt women.” That was something Lyosha didn’t stand for. He’d seen enough shit while in foster care, then when working under Viktor’s now-dead father, to never turn a blind eye to anyone weaker being hurt. It scraped against something inside him. He hadn’t told anyone what he was doing either, he’d just done it and gotten that bastard arrested.

Viktor nodded in agreement, his jaw tightening.

“I stumbled across some information that was too good to pass up. When I turned it over to the Feds, it was on the stipulation that none of the women who worked with him would be arrested. Since he was into other things like money laundering—and the Feds suspected that he killed a criminal informant—they took him down gleefully. I got a notification that he was released from prison recently. I have no reason to believe that he knows about my involvement in his arrest, but I still feel like you need to know all the facts. Especially since we work together so closely.” It was unlikely that Sokol would be any kind of threat to them. He didn’t have a support system, was all washed up with no money, but Lyosha liked to be prepared for all situations.

He’d made enemies over the years and he kept tabs on all of them. His life and those he cared about could depend on it.

“Thank you for telling me. Are you going to stay and eat?”

He started to say no, but realized he’d only had coffee that morning and that had been hours ago. He’d been having a hard time focusing on anything since Sunday night.

Since that kiss—since he’d made a huge mistake. He’d gotten a taste of Mila, then had run out on her like a damn coward. Now it was Thursday and he couldn’t eat, couldn’t sleep. He was beyond messed up over her.

And they’d only kissed.

One.

Little.

Kiss.

But he wanted so much more now. It didn’t matter that he knew she was too good for him, that by linking her to him, he could somehow put her in danger. The most selfish part of him just wanted to claim her forever. He wouldn’t, had somehow managed not to respond to her text from Tuesday.

Though it was taking all his self-control not to reach out to her. To go to her. Because he knew if he did that, he wouldn’t be able to keep his hands to himself. He didn’t…know what to do and he was floundering. He’d never felt at such a loss in his life. He couldn’t go back to being just friends with her, but he also hated the idea of ghosting her, of losing the friendship they’d built. Of losing her. Hell, he was so screwed up.

He didn’t say any of that, however. “Yeah, thanks, I’m starving.”








Chapter 12




He looked down at his cell phone, saw Brooklyn’s name and a picture of her cleavage pop up on screen—his profile picture of her. After they’d spent last Saturday night together, they’d hooked up a couple more times.

She was creative in the bedroom, something he appreciated. Especially since she wasn’t too bright. But he might be able to use her later, so he was keeping her on the line so to speak.

He read her text. You free tonight?

He did have plans, ones that included revenge, but he’d grab an hour with her before then for a quick release. He knew she had to work anyway, so he wouldn’t look like he was being a dick by leaving immediately after sex.

Because women cared about that shit. He wished they could just screw and keep things casual, but he had to put in his time. Put in some effort. Her pussy was tight and her tits firm, so it was worth it. Especially since he hadn’t been with a woman in years.

Still, the effort was a drag.

She texted back after his positive response. See you at four. Don’t be late! I’ve got to get to the club early. Then some kissy face emojis with hearts appeared.

He groaned at the damn hearts. Nope. No hearts involved on his end. Ever.

Pocketing his phone, he shifted against the bus stop bench where he was pretending to wait for the bus. He knew the schedule though, and nothing should be coming by for another half hour. This was the perfect spot for low-key surveillance.

He looked up as Lyosha left the restaurant, where he’d no doubt met up with Viktor Ivanov—who owned the place. Apparently Ivanov had gone legit once his father was offed. Or that was the rumor anyway. He didn’t know much about Viktor and didn’t care.

As Lyosha waited out front, he pulled his cell phone out, stared at it for a long moment. Then he shoved it into his pants pocket, his scowl visible from across multiple lanes of traffic. For a moment, Lyosha looked across the street, right at him.

He froze, ready to run at a moment’s notice. But…Lyosha couldn’t know it was him.

No way.

Too many years had passed. Ten years, to be exact. And he was wearing a ball cap and sunglasses. No one should be able to tell who he was when he was simply sitting here.

He’d started to stand when a car pulled in front of Lyosha and the other man turned away.

He shoved out a sigh. Lyosha hadn’t been watching him. Hadn’t noticed him.

Soon enough the bastard would know about his presence in Miami. But first he wanted to understand Lyosha’s movements. Wanted to see where he went, who he talked to, his habits. He had plenty of time too.

Because there was no time limit on revenge.

He’d make sure Lyosha got what was coming to him. He simply had to be patient. Prison had taught him that. He’d been in a cage for years, dreaming of revenge, dreaming of exactly how he would get it.

Once Lyosha’s car pulled away from the curb, he got up and texted Brooklyn again. He didn’t want to wait until four. He needed sex now.

Needed to get out all this energy before he did something stupid.








Chapter 13




Mila glanced at her phone as she stepped on the elevator. She’d had lunch with Zamira and was now back at work, ready to tackle the rest of the day. It was Thursday and she hadn’t heard from Lyosha since Sunday. Since that stupid, stupid, amazing kiss that she couldn’t stop thinking about.

She wasn’t expecting to hear from him at all at this point, but she knew she had to get over this. Just move on. Because she refused to get all obsessive about him.

Well, any more obsessive. Because she’d been hyperaware of her phone since Sunday, checking it an embarrassing amount of times, and this had to stop for her own sanity.

On a whim, she texted the man she’d met Tuesday while out jogging. He’d been nice and good-looking and he’d given her his phone number, leaving the ball in her court. She’d been feeling raw and vulnerable so she’d taken it with no real intention of calling him. But…screw it. She’d been in a weird sort of “no dating” pattern since meeting Lyosha. She’d turned down offers of dates, phone numbers, and had basically stopped looking at other men. It was easy to do because Lyosha was absolutely gorgeous and wonderful and… Nooooo.

No. He doesn’t want you. Get that through your head because it’s never gonna happen. He’d made that painfully clear with his silence.

Feeling way out of practice, she texted the man named James regardless. This is Mila, we met on Tuesday while jogging. Should she add more? What the heck else was she supposed to say? She groaned to herself, realizing she was more than a little out of practice.

To her surprise, before she’d even put her phone back in her purse, she received a response from him.

I’m glad you reached out. I’m free tonight if you’d like to go to dinner?

She bit her bottom lip as the elevator dinged, opening onto her floor. She stepped around a couple people and hurried out. Before she could second-guess herself, she texted back that she was free.

His response was just as quick as he asked her to meet him at a local restaurant. I can meet you there at six thirty?

She’d heard of the place and it was supposed to be nice. So at least he had good taste. Sounds good.

She tucked her phone back into her purse, her heart racing a little bit. For some reason she felt like she was doing something wrong, but it wasn’t like she was cheating on Lyosha. No, they had only ever been friends. And now, they weren’t even that. He’d made that very clear this week. Because friends didn’t ghost each other.

Shelving all thoughts of him, she stepped into her office, ready to get to work. Even as she did, a bit of dread bubbled up. Then she inwardly cursed herself. She couldn’t already be regretting committing to this date. But she was, because she knew that no amount of dating right now was going to get her over Lyosha.

Still, she had to try.

* * *

“Not that I’m not happy to see you, but what are you doing here?” Mila asked as she stepped back for her middle sister Clarita, who was carrying in half a dozen dresses and a silky black bag of something she guessed contained accessories.

“Angel said you said you had a date tonight.” Clarita didn’t even pause, just bustled in with her giant stash. “I’m here to help you get ready.”

“Angel has a big mouth.” And Mila had been going back and forth on whether to cancel. She’d been working up the nerve to call the whole thing off, but then inevitably felt guilty because she was the one who’d reached out to him.

“She definitely does, which is wonderful. No secrets in this family.” Clarita kept on walking, forcing Mila to follow her. “Zamira wanted to come help me dress you up, but said the twins have too much homework.”

“So you’re showing up with a bunch of dresses for me? Like I can’t dress myself?” She’d just gotten home from work—she’d worked later than expected—and barely had time to get ready. Which was probably a blessing because she couldn’t second-guess her choices.

Laughing, Clarita continued until she was in Mila’s bedroom.

Sighing, she stopped fighting the inevitable and gave in. Being the youngest had perks, but her sisters also tended to baby her despite the fact that she would be thirty in a couple years. And Clarita was only four years older. Though with three kids under the age of ten and a growing business as a designer, her sister had her life together in a way that blew Mila’s mind. She was so in awe of all her kick-ass sisters.

“I have plenty of clothes,” Mila added as she stepped in after her.

Her sister made a tsking sound as she dumped the handmade dresses on Mila’s neatly made bed. Then she opened Mila’s closet and walked inside.

“Yes, please go through my things without asking,” she grumbled.

“So who’s this guy you’re going out with anyway? Angel didn’t say.”

She sat on the comfy club chair by her window and crossed her legs. This conversation was apparently happening. “No one, really.” She didn’t even want to go, wasn’t even attracted to him, and she didn’t think she could actually be attracted to anyone until she got over Lyosha.

“So you’re going out with a ghost?”

“Just some guy!”

“Oh, that narrows it down. Okay, so you have great work clothes,” Her sister peeked her head out of the closet, her riot of dark curls bouncing. “But nothing sexy for tonight.”

“I don’t need to wear anything sexy.” She just wanted to get this over with. Go make small talk, then come home and feel sorry for her wounded heart. Yep, she was in full-on pity party mode right now and probably would be for a while.

That eyebrow cocked again, the one that kept Clarita’s two daughters and son in line. “You’re wearing something sexy on that date.”

“Look, I don’t even know if—”

“You’re not canceling. You need this.”

“That’s easy for you to say. You’re not the one who has to go. And you’ve been married to the love of your life forever.” They’d gotten married at twenty, but had been together since they were fifteen.

“Twelve years is not forever.” She turned away, stepped back into the closet. “And right now I’m not feeling so loving about him.”

Uh oh. “Want to talk about it?”

“Nope. Men are stupid, that’s all I have to say.”

“So men are stupid and you’re pushing me to go on a date with some stranger you know nothing about?”

Clarita stepped back out of the closet, a pair of simple black heels in hand. “I used this as an excuse to escape my husband and my kids. That’s right, I said escape. So you are going to wear one of the dresses I brought, and when you leave, I’m going to hang out at your place and drink a glass of wine. By myself, with pure quiet surrounding me.”

Mila snickered. “Rough week?”

“Yes. I love my family but it’s been one of those days.” There was something in Clarita’s eyes that said it was more than that, however.

“You sure? I’m here. For real.” Clarita’s husband Carlos was one of those amazing stand-up guys, and when he looked at Mila’s sister, it was clear he thought she hung the moon, but they’d been together a long time, had three kids. And marriage was hard. Not like she had the experience to know firsthand, but still.

“Yeah. It’s just… You know what, this is a conversation for when we have time. I promise I’m fine. Just a little stressed.”

Well then Mila wasn’t going to add to her stress. “Why don’t you use my tub when I leave? It’s got jets.”

“That sounds like heaven. You sure you don’t mind? I know I just barged in here and took over.”

“I’m going to pretend you didn’t even ask that. So, show me what you’ve got.”

Her sister clapped her hands together and held up each of the dresses one by one. “I made all of these for Angel after the divorce. And since you two are the same size, I knew they would work.”

“She didn’t like any of these?” Mila looked at the black, purple and olive-green dresses, each gorgeous. Any of these would look stunning on Angel. Her sister’s skin was a shade darker than Mila’s—she looked more like their Cuban mother than any of them—and the olive and purple in particular would pop.

“Oh, she loves them. These are from her closet. She gave them to me and told me I better get you ready for the night. She wants them back.”

Mila fought a grin as she snagged the simplest black wrap dress. “I’ll take this one.”

When she put it on and stepped out of her closet, her sister’s eyes lit up. On the hanger it had looked plain and Mila had been unsure about it, but it tied right below her breasts to the left and the V was… Well, it showed more than she normally did, but screw it. She was getting out of her comfort zone tonight. And this dress was super comfortable even while being sexy. It was time for this pity party to end.

“I kind of want to make you try on the rest of the dresses, but I think that might be the winner.” Clarita glanced at the purple lacy one on the bed and bit her bottom lip. “But the eggplant will look really gorgeous against your bronze skin too.”

“How about you help me accessorize instead?” She was wearing this one. She loved it and she was running out of time anyway. She needed to get on the road soon.

Clarita turned back to her. “You’re being very acquiescent. I’m kind of surprised.”

“There are worse things in the world than sisters who love me.” She was grateful for her family, grateful they cared enough to be pushy sometimes. She hadn’t been looking forward to tonight, had regretted texting the guy almost immediately, but having her sister here really helped with all the emotions threatening to suffocate her.

“I really want to go over to his place and punch him in the face right now,” Clarita said almost absently as she started pulling out different sets of dangling, glittery earrings.

“He didn’t do anything wrong.”

Clarita shot her a sharp look, her dark eyes narrowing.

“I mean… Ghosting me was a douche move, but whatever.” She lifted a shoulder, as if it didn’t matter. But it did, and even thinking about the way he’d completely ignored her, dropped even their friendship, was like a knife through her ribs.

“Please don’t say you’re over it. Don’t lie about it. It’s okay to be hurt and to admit it.” Clarita’s eyes went soft, caring. “I tell my kids the same thing. Own your feelings. Admit them. We are all only human.”

“Okay.” She exhaled. “I am hurt. Which is why I almost don’t want to go tonight. The guy seemed nice but there were no sparks. I’m not over Lyosha.” Mila forced herself to say his name aloud, even though it hurt. That being an understatement—it was like she’d been hollowed out, her chest aching at the mere thought of him. Unfortunately he’d been consuming her thoughts so she was in this consistent state of pain.

“You never know about these things.”

Yeah, well, she was pretty sure she knew about this. Attraction wasn’t something you could force. Turning to the bed, she said, “What about the peacock earrings?”

“No! You’re not wearing these with that dress. But you can keep them,” she said as she set them on her dresser.

“Thanks.” They were gorgeous and would be fun during the summer months.

“How’s your job going anyway?” Clarita pulled out a pair of three-inch dangling earrings, set them aside.

Mila picked them up and held them to her ears as she looked in the mirror. They were a waterfall of little sparkly crystal circles. “Amazing. It’s sort of saving my sanity right now. I’m so busy that I don’t have time to worry about anything else. There’s so much to learn.” The tough part was before and after work, when she had too much time to obsess over Lyosha and what had gone wrong.

“Well, if you’re looking for ways to stay busy, and you want to babysit, let me know.” Clarita’s tone was dry.

“Let me look at my calendar and I will definitely schedule an afternoon with my sweet nieces and nephew. Or I can keep them for the night. I can set up a couple blow-up beds in the living room and we can have a popcorn and movie night.”

“I’m definitely going to take you up on that.” Clarita looked at the earrings, nodded. “Definitely those. And the black heels I pulled out will go with everything. You’re gorgeous and this guy is going to eat his heart out.”

Mila smiled, even if she didn’t feel it in her heart. She was doing this, moving on.

She had to.








Chapter 14




Mila ran her hands down her dress, smoothing it out even though it didn’t need smoothing out at all. She was just nervous and, okay, dreading this. It had been so long since she’d been on an actual date—a year and a half maybe. Yikes. That was…sad. She’d been finishing up with school and working two jobs, and men hadn’t factored into anything. Her vibrator had done the job just perfectly, thank you very much.

Well, men hadn’t been on her mind until Lyosha, but they were just friends. Or had been. Ugh.

Before stepping through the doors to the restaurant, she thought she saw her old roommate’s boyfriend ducking into a vehicle at the curb. She froze for a moment, then realized it likely wasn’t him, just some dark-haired guy who had a passing resemblance. She’d never heard back from Emily after she’d texted her, and figured that Emily hadn’t wanted to listen to what she had to say. It sucked, but there was nothing else to do about it. She’d given her the information she had. What Emily chose to do with it was her choice.

Shaking off the weird sensation, she stepped into the restaurant lobby and glanced around. She’d never been in here before, but it was beautiful. Opulent, even. The restaurant was attached to a boutique hotel, but in here she couldn’t see where the two were linked. The hotel was next door and had a whole separate entrance, something she guessed was intentional.

A glittering chandelier hung high above her, creating a soft glow over everything. To the left was a bar area that had different lighting. Dimmer, with a purple tint, and to the right was what looked like a waiting area in case the place was packed. That area had soft-looking club chairs, also purple, and there was a huge electric fireplace. Probably more for the ambiance than anything.

She blinked, realizing her date was pushing up from one of the chairs. Something she should be excited about.

He was tall, handsome, with longer dark hair that brushed his ears and a few tattoos peeking up from his button shirt right at his neck. The situation of the tattoos reminded her of Lyosha’s in a way.

Damn it, she’d sworn to herself that she wasn’t going to think about him tonight.

James smiled as he approached, his gaze appreciative as it swept her from head to foot.

And…she did not get those little butterflies she got when she was with Lyosha. She felt… Nothing really. She wondered if she should feel guilty for even coming out tonight.

That was the whole point though, to get to know someone before you made a decision about them. Right? That was what dating was supposed to be. She just…wondered if it was worth it even as she pasted a smile on her face. This man had been so nice and charming when they’d met. How did people do this all the time? Go on dates with strangers and make small talk? She was already exhausted and they hadn’t even had appetizers.

“Mila.” He stepped forward, charming smile in place. “You look beautiful.”

Seriously, something was wrong with her that she didn’t have a spark of attraction for him. “Thank you. You look great too.” Which was the truth. In dark slacks, a button-down shirt with a coat that looked custom fitted for him over it, he looked confident and built.

“I already got us a table so we won’t have to wait. I just wanted to greet you when you got here.”

Dang, and he was polite too. “Thanks.” She took his outstretched arm, her fingers skating lightly against his forearm. Oh wow, the guy was definitely built. She knew he was a runner since she’d met him while out jogging, but he must spend time in the gym too. She still had zero attraction to him.

Once they were settled, they ordered drinks—sparkling water for her. She was too nervous to drink any alcohol and let her guard down with someone she didn’t know.

“So are you from Miami originally?” he asked.

The interior of the place was as nice as the waiting area with big tables and that soft, romantic glow. There was a low murmur of voices from the other patrons, but each linen-covered table had enough space that you didn’t feel crowded. There were little bowls in the middle filled with water and small floating flowers.

She wished she was more normal, that she was good at this kind of small talk thing. But it had always been a struggle. “Yes. Born and raised here. What about you?” She realized she had no idea what this guy did for a living or…anything. She knew nothing about him, which felt so weird on every level. She’d dated a few guys in school, or men she’d met while working. There had always been a sort of connection to them before going on a date. This was new territory for her.

“Originally. I left a few years ago for work but now I’m back again for work.” He gave her a small smile as he took a sip of his drink.

“Well it’s a good time to be back here. I love Miami in the winter.” The weather was always wonderful in January. And was she really thinking about the weather right now? Apparently she was. Oh, this was such stellar date talk.

She opened her menu, figuring she better know what she wanted when the server came back to their table. Because the sooner they ordered, the sooner they could eat and she could leave.

“I don’t actually know what you do for living,” he said as he picked up his own menu.

“It’s sort of boring. Computer stuff,” she said with a smile. She was actually into marketing and design, but she wasn’t going to talk about her job with Red Stone Security. And definitely not with a stranger. The security at her building was pretty intense and she’d had to agree to various things when she got hired, including not divulging anything pertinent about her job. If she ever lost her key card, she had to report it immediately. Her actual job required a low-level security clearance, but she knew that a couple of the divisions required crazy high levels.

“My job’s pretty boring too,” he said with a laugh.

She was glad he didn’t push for more and she knew she should probably ask him what he did for a living but the truth was she didn’t actually care. God, she felt like such an awful person right now, like she was wasting his time.

But she was going to smile and be polite and get through this and pay for her dinner. She was the one who’d reached out to him and she would feel like a jerk letting him pay for everything.

Then she was going to go home, cuddle up in her pajamas and not think about Lyosha. She nearly snorted aloud at her own lie.

* * *

Lyosha scanned over his most recent security report, noting a couple glitches in the hotel’s system. Likely just simple updates were needed but he double-checked all anomalies.

Once upon a time he’d hacked into vulnerable systems and used the information for his own gain. And Viktor’s. And if he was being honest, he occasionally still hacked into systems when necessary. He’d done research into that asshole Jensen who’d been hassling Mila—and found a few dings on his record. But the guy had stayed away from Mila, all that mattered.

So he knew what to look for within his own system. Well, this was Viktor’s new hotel and restaurant purchase, but Lyosha was in charge of its security. Like everything else. Viktor had another boutique hotel and restaurant combo he’d purchased years ago and this was one he’d decided to buy after almost a year of negotiations.

“Boss,” Dima said as he poked his head into the hotel’s security office.

Lyosha glanced over his shoulder, paused at the look on Dima’s face. Something in the other man’s eyes had all his muscles tightening. In that millisecond he knew something was wrong and instinctively his mind went to Mila. He hadn’t talked to her since Sunday.

Not since he’d run out on her like a goddamn coward. The four days were like four years, stretching out behind him, his need to see her, to talk to her, an obsession he could never tame. “What is it?”

“Something weird,” Dima said, hedging. The fact that he used the word weird was bizarre in itself. Dima cleared his throat. “Mila is here.” Again with the throat clearing. “On a date, I think.”

Dima might as well have sucker punched him in the face. That would’ve been better than this news. “In the restaurant?” he asked stupidly. Of course in the restaurant. She didn’t know that he ran security for this hotel and attached restaurant. Or he assumed she didn’t. He’d never mentioned this place by name.

“Yeah, the guy looks familiar too. I can’t place him. But I thought you would want to know.” Dima took a subtle step back as if he thought Lyosha might be tempted to kill the messenger.

“Thank you. Shut the door on your way out.” Muscles all pulled taut, he turned away from Dima as ice slicked down his spine. She was on a date. He should have expected her to be dating. Still…

He didn’t bother waiting for Dima to shut the door behind him before he pulled up the security feeds on his personal laptop. They had a full security staff who kept an eye on everything within the hotel and restaurant, but he still had access to all feeds. Within thirty seconds he had everything pulled up and began scanning the different angles of the restaurant.

He froze on Mila in a black dress he’d never seen before and a soft smile on her face as she sat across from some man. His eyes narrowed on the back of the man’s head as he imagined knocking out this unknown person for no reason other than him having the good taste to ask Mila out.

For a moment, he drank in every inch of her that he could see. Her dark hair was down in soft waves around her face and it looked as if she was drinking sparkling water. She kept tracing her painted fingernail up and down the stem of the glass. She was nervous, maybe? First date jitters? She laughed at something the man said, her sparkly earrings shaking with the movement.

His jaw tightened. She shouldn’t be on a date with anyone but him. But of course he’d screwed that up. Beyond measure.

Fingers flying over the keyboard, he pulled up a new angle so he could get a look at this jackass who was with his Mila. When he saw who was sitting across from her, time stopped, freezing over and fracturing in a million little cracks. Without being conscious of moving, he was suddenly on his feet.

He was barely aware of anything around him, barely aware of being on the elevator. He vaguely registered that Dima was following him, but everything funneled out around Lyosha as he thought of Mila in the presence of James Sokol, a man who could easily hurt her.

Who would easily hurt her. For the pleasure of it, to get back at Lyosha. Either reason would work for Sokol, because the man was a monster. And this was no coincidence.

As Lyosha approached the table, very conscious of the weapon he had tucked under his jacket, Mila glanced his way, then her eyes widened. She blinked in surprise, the true kind that you couldn’t feign. So she’d had no idea he worked here occasionally. Not that he’d actually expected her to.

He couldn’t look at her any longer, couldn’t focus on her beautiful face as he approached the table. Instead he turned his rage on Sokol. “What the hell are you doing here?” he growled out in Russian.

Mila wouldn’t be able to understand, but she’d be able to read his tone and body language just fine.

Sokol simply grinned at him, looking at ease as he leaned back in his chair. “How nice to see you after so many years.” There was an edge to the words despite the casual pose.

“Get out of this restaurant. If I see you near her again, I’ll kill you.” A softly spoken promise he wanted to carry out right then and there.

“You’re not going to do anything, you pussy.” The words were a hiss in Russian.

“What the heck is going on?” Mila demanded, unease lacing her tone as her eyes darted back and forth between the two of them.

“Just old friends catching up,” James said in English as he turned back to her.

Lyosha wanted to rip his head from his body for daring to look at her, to talk to her, to be in her presence at all. There was no way this was a coincidence, that he was out on a date with the only woman Lyosha had ever cared about. No, this was a pure threat—he was showing Lyosha that he could get to her at any time.

She looked between the two of them, annoyance and something else in her expression.

“Mila, I need you to get up and leave. Stay away from him.” He knew that people were staring but he didn’t care. The only thing he cared about was her safety. And Sokol didn’t respect women, would hurt her simply because she meant something to Lyosha.

“She’s free to date who she wants.” Sokol switched to Russian again. “And I’m going to show her a very good time.”

Lyosha stepped forward, cutting him off even as Mila stood. He was aware of her grabbing her purse but he couldn’t take his gaze off Sokol, who was watching him with a dark, deadly stare that promised death. There was no way Lyosha was letting him follow Mila.

“You and I are going to have a talk,” Lyosha growled out as Mila strode from the restaurant, away from them, away from the threat. He could finally breathe easier as she put distance between her and Sokol.

His enemy’s expression turned deadly. Dropping the fake civilized veneer he’d worn for his date. “I have nothing to say to you.”

“I swear to—”

“You’re not going to touch me in a room full of people.” The man’s expression was positively smug as he set his unused napkin on the table and casually stood. Then he dropped his voice. “You sent me to prison. Yeah, I know about that,” he snarled before Lyosha could respond. “That won’t go unpunished, you snitch. You took from me, I’m going to take from you.”

“Thinking you know anything about me is your first mistake.” Though Sokol was technically right. Lyosha wasn’t going to hurt him in public.

Public being the operative word.

Dima and Sharon approached then, looking at him for orders. He simply nodded at them. They quickly escorted Sokol out and Lyosha was surprised when the man didn’t struggle. Instead he shoved his hands in his pockets and strolled out as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

Lyosha followed, texting first Dima, ordering him to keep a tail on Sokol. Next he texted Viktor—he needed to fill his boss in immediately. The entire time, however, his mind was on Mila. He had to get to her, had to protect her, had to see for himself that she was okay. Even as he walked out, people were already back to their dinners and conversations, quickly dismissing what had just happened. Good. This was just an interesting blip in their evening. Not that he gave a shit what they thought.

Mila was all that mattered.

“She’s gone,” Dima said as he reached the valet. “I asked her to wait but she grabbed her keys and took off. I’ve got someone on your guy,” he continued, a low murmur. “Alexei is currently following him.”

That was a good choice. Lyosha wanted to track Sokol himself, but his only priority was getting to Mila right now. He scrubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “Get my vehicle, please,” he said to the valet driver who had approached them. Then he turned back to Dima. “And I want minute by minute updates on his whereabouts tonight. I want to know where he’s staying and who he talks to. Everything. I’ll send you a file on who he is so you have more details.” Since Sokol had gotten out of prison, Lyosha hadn’t gotten a bead on him. Now he’d shown up here, threatening Mila without saying a word? No. This would end soon.

The valet driver had already hurried off and Dima was on his phone, calling Alexei. Relaying orders.

Even though Lyosha knew Mila didn’t want to see him, he would be talking to her tonight. He needed to explain a few things, needed to keep her safe.

And he desperately needed to see her. For his own sake.

They might not have a chance together, not when she was out of his league, but he would do everything in his power to keep her safe.








Chapter 15




Sitting in Mila’s parking lot, Lyosha slammed his fist against the steering wheel, then dialed his emotions back. He’d come to Mila’s place, but she wasn’t home. He’d been calling her, but she wouldn’t answer. So he’d texted her. Four times.

He pulled his phone out to text again and saw she’d responded.

Leave me alone.

He cursed and texted her back. We need to talk. That man is dangerous. You need to stay away from him.

You need to stay away from me.

Ah, hell. He’d definitely screwed this all up. Glancing around the well-lit parking lot of her condo complex, he looked for anything or anyone out of place—meaning Sokol. Alexei had lost the guy when tailing him due to a shitload of Miami traffic and bad luck. Lyosha wasn’t pissed at him, he was just pissed that this was happening at all.

And now Mila hadn’t come home. He’d knocked on the door at her condo but he was almost positive she wasn’t there. None of her lights had been on and he didn’t think she would have completely ignored him when he showed up.

Even though he hated doing it, he decided to track her location. Because yes, he was terrified and he could admit it. The fact that Sokol, a man he’d turned over to the Feds, had convinced her to go on a date with him, had very clearly targeted her, had Lyosha scared in a way he’d never experienced before.

After a few minutes he realized she must’ve turned her phone off completely. So he had no way of tracking her.

He gritted his teeth, trying to decide what to do.

Feeling like a stalker, and not caring, he decided to drive by her mom’s house. If she wasn’t there, he wasn’t sure what he was going to do.

Fuuuck.

This was all his fault. He’d driven her from him and now she was in danger and wouldn’t listen to him because he’d been a coward. Somehow he had to fix this, to keep her safe. He just hoped he hadn’t waited too long to keep her safe.

If anything happened to her… No. That would not happen.

* * *

Mila pulled into Angel’s driveway and stared at the closed garage door. She should have called but she’d turned her phone off, not wanting to see any more texts from Lyosha. Not wanting to see his stupid name pop up on her screen. Or his sexy face, which showed up as his image each time as well. She’d snapped the image of him when he’d been laughing so his expression was all soft and open.

She couldn’t believe he’d had the nerve to interrupt her date.

It had been so clear that something weird had been going on between him and that guy. And even more humiliating, she’d quickly realized the guy had asked her out as some sort of way to piss off Lyosha.

That was her assumption at least. He’d looked all smug as he’d been talking to Lyosha and it didn’t matter that they’d been speaking in Russian. She’d been able to read his body language.

So her first date in forever had not been a date at all. Whatever it had been, it was ridiculous. It was like the two of them had been having some weird pissing contest. Now Lyosha was acting all worried about her after he’d ghosted her? No thanks.

She just wanted to wallow in her humiliation. She certainly wasn’t going to talk to Lyosha and ask him who that guy had been. Maybe later, but not tonight.

Nope, she just wanted to get some sleep and pretend the evening had never happened.

Using the key Angel had given her, she opened the front door. The lights were on and it was Thursday night so she knew her sister would be home. “It’s just me!” she called out, shutting the door behind her. “Sorry to just stop by like this. I had a date from hell.” Well, maybe not quite that bad, but it had sucked.

She slipped out of her heels and headed down the hallway of the home that had become very familiar over the last few years. When she’d been in college Angel had offered to let her move in with her but Mila hadn’t wanted to put a strain on her relationship with her sister. She knew that living with someone could change your relationship with them. And she’d liked living so close to college. It made everything easier.

“Angel?” she called out again as she headed for the kitchen. Since she hadn’t actually eaten dinner, she was hoping her sister had food. Yeah, she liked to complain about being the youngest, but she loved the perks. None of her sisters minded if she stopped by and raided the fridge. Usually they cooked for her.

Mila started to step into the kitchen from the hallway, but froze when her sister stepped out into the hallway from her bedroom, her eyes wide. She was tightening a silky robe around her middle, and her hair was in disarray. Oooooh.

“Mila? What’s wrong?” her sister asked, all breathless.

Oh God. Her sister wasn’t alone. Because that was definitely sex hair.

“I had a bad night, but are you…” She trailed off, her eyes widening when Juan stepped out of the bedroom behind Angel, looking quite happy with himself. And he was shirtless, with a blanket tied around his waist. Oohhhh no. “Oh my God! I’m so sorry for interrupting!” She turned around and ran into the wall. Wincing, she cursed and stepped back as she hurried for the front door.

“You can stay, it’s fine,” Angel called out.

“No, my night was shot, but I’m not ruining yours.” She slipped into her heels and had the front door open just as her sister reached her and clasped her upper arm.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I swear! It was just a stupid date, that’s all. Please have fun. You deserve it. Have enough fun for the both of us.” She pulled her sister into a tight hug then hurried out the front door, a small smile tugging at her mouth. Her night might’ve sucked, but Angel’s definitely wasn’t going to.

And that made her so happy, considering the crap that Angel had been through in the last couple years. She deserved to have some fun. Hell, she deserved a man who worshiped her and she had a feeling Juan would always treat her well and put her first.

As Mila pulled out into the street, she knew she should just head home. She’d fought for her independence, had wanted nothing more than to move out on her own and create a quiet haven. But right now she dreaded the thought of going back to her too-quiet condo. She didn’t care if she was dependent on her family, she wanted to see her mama. Because she always made things better.

Since her mama and Angel only lived a couple blocks apart, it didn’t take long to make it there. And since Mila didn’t want to walk into something crazy here, she actually knocked on the door.

“What are you doing knocking?” her mama asked, her expression horrified as she tugged her inside. “My children should never knock. Have you eaten? I was just about to whip something up.”

She wasn’t sure what it was, but something inside her broke and she started crying. She felt like a teenager again. Only this wasn’t about puppy love, it was over a man who didn’t feel the same way she did. Sure, he might have been acting all worried and territorial tonight, but nothing had changed between them. Too many emotions—hurt, confusion, embarrassment—all rolled into a tight ball in her middle, making it hard to breathe.

Her mama let out a soft curse and pulled Mila into a hug, rubbing her back up and down. “It’s all going to be okay, I promise, mi amor.”

She only let a few more tears escape before she got it together, wiping away the wetness on her cheeks as she stepped back. “I’m really hungry. And I’d like to stay here tonight.”

She cupped Mila’s cheeks and squeezed gently before swiping away the lingering tears. “Of course. This will always be your home.”

“Thank you. I’m going to grab a shower before eating, okay?” She hadn’t had a chance before her date. She’d gotten dressed, refreshed her makeup, but no shower. Now she wanted to wash the night off and pretend it never happened.

Her mama nodded and bustled off toward the kitchen while Mila headed to her childhood bedroom. Coming here had been the right decision.

Sometimes a girl just needed her mama.








Chapter 16




Mila couldn’t shake the feeling that she was being watched as she drove home from the office. She knew it was unlikely, probably had more to do with the weirdness of last night. She’d had more texts from Lyosha when she woke up, but she’d ignored them all, leaving them all unread, and headed straight to work. She simply couldn’t deal with him right now. He’d ghosted her but now wanted to talk to her? No thanks.

After a full day, she was ready to soak in her tub. Thankfully her work wasn’t suffering the way her personal life was. Her new job was everything she’d hoped for and more. It made all those years of working crappy jobs and internships worth it, winding up at Red Stone Security. Her crossover role was fun, letting her work with marketing, and she also got to work with all the analysts as well, seeing some of the nitty-gritty tech side. While some of it was over her head, she really liked her bosses and was constantly learning new things.

As soon as she parked, Mila realized she’d been right—someone had been following her. Or at least waiting for her.

Annoyance spiking, she got out of her car and leaned against it, crossing her arms over her chest as she faced Lyosha. “What are you doing here?” Hurt lanced through her, overpowering her anger. She certainly wasn’t inviting him in.

Tall and broad, Lyosha moved toward her with purposeful strides. Why did he have to look so good? “We need to talk.”

“You didn’t get the hint with me ignoring your texts and phone calls?” She knew she sounded bitchy, but didn’t care.

He glanced around, scanning everything, those gorgeous green eyes watchful and his big body on alert. “This isn’t about us. Well, it is,” he amended. “I know you’re angry with me, but I need you to pack a bag and come with me anyway.”

Snorting, she shoved off her car and started for the sidewalk. Pompous, arrogant jerk—

Lightning fast, he snagged her wrist, stopping her short. “I’m serious. That man you were on a date with.” He seemed to choke on the last couple words. “I helped put him in jail for a long time. He’s out now and he’s targeted you because of me. He will use anything to get to me and until I’m sure that you are safe, you’re coming with me. Didn’t you read my texts?”

“No,” she whispered. She digested his words, regretting her choice to ignore his attempts to contact her now. Someone had targeted her? “Is my family in danger?”

“I don’t think so, but I have someone watching all of them.”

So this was very serious, if he was taking all these precautions. She rubbed a hand over her face, worry bubbling up. What…the hell was happening? “I’m going to pack a small bag because you actually look worried—something I thought was impossible for you. I’m not staying with you permanently, but I will stay this weekend. And we are going to talk a lot more about this, because I have a whole lot of questions.” But he was practically buzzing with anxiety so she decided to hold off on playing twenty questions and do as he said.

“Let’s go,” he said, his words clipped as he hurried her toward the sidewalk and down the path.

She was practically jogging to keep up with his long strides. The fact that he was being so clipped and rushed had her adrenaline spiking. Lyosha was always so self-possessed about everything. So if he was this worried… A bit of fear slid through her, sending icy fingers down her spine. Somehow she managed to bite back all the questions she wanted to ask. She would wait until they were back at his place.

Inside her condo, she packed clothes for the weekend, what she would need for work in case this spilled over into next week, sleep clothes and toiletries. By the time she was done, Lyosha was standing in the doorframe of her bedroom, imposing and impatient as he watched her.

“Don’t rush me,” she snapped out. Immediately she regretted her tone, but fear had worked its way through her and she was having difficulty processing all this. And he was a good target for her anger right now.

His eyes widened. “I didn’t say anything.”

“Yeah, well, you’re looming. You’re being pushy.”

His lips kicked up slightly and for a moment it looked as if he would say something but instead he ducked back out, giving her privacy once more.

She let out a breath now that she was alone. Whenever he was in a room with her, he seemed to suck out all the air, to take up all the space and her attention. It was maddening even as she still craved him.

She was going to lock down those feelings real tight right now. Especially if she was going to be sharing a roof with him. One night. That was it.

When she stepped out into her open kitchen and living room area, Lyosha was waiting in the middle of the space, an immovable statue, his arms crossed over his chest.

He shifted into action the second he saw her, snagging her bag.

She kept her purse and toiletry bag, holding them close to her body.

“You need a security system.” His words were gruffly spoken as he turned away from her, stalking toward the front door. He was all long, lean lines of sexy perfection.

“Sure,” she said. “Or should I say sir, yes sir?” She gave a mock salute as he turned to look at her.

He blinked at her in surprise, his cheeks tingeing ever so slightly with color. “I’m just saying, I wish you had a security system.”

“I know what you’re saying.”

She followed after him, keys in hand, anxious to get out of here. She didn’t love the idea of being cooped up with Lyosha, but she wanted to be safe.

After locking up, she said, “I need to grab a couple things out of my car. Because I’m assuming you’re not letting me drive?”

“That is correct. I’ll have one of my men take your car to my place.”

“You’re very bossy,” she grumbled. She was so mad at him, but that was for the way he’d reacted to their kiss, for ghosting her.

He snagged her keys from her hand as they headed down the short set of stairs. “I’m going to have someone watching your place while you’re with me.”

“This seems like a lot of trouble. Like a lot of manpower.” Because he said people were watching out for her family too. This all seemed like a lot, which told her that the man from last night, James—if that was his real name—was very dangerous.

“So?”

“Can you spare that much manpower?”

He shot her an unreadable look as they strode down the walkway, gorgeous foliage on either side of them. The orange and red flowers were so bright and cheery, and inside, she was a ball of coiled, jagged tension.

He glanced at his phone, his expression turning murderous.

She’d never seen him look like this, didn’t know what to make of it. “What is it?”

“Someone slashed your tires.”

“Wait, what? Like right now?” They hadn’t even been upstairs very long.

“Yeah. I had someone watching your car.”

“Well, they did a bang-up job,” she muttered, then felt like a jerk. Ugh.

“This is not acceptable,” he ground out to the man waiting as they reached her car, which yep, had four flat tires.

She recognized the man as Dima, who’d helped her move into her place.

Dammit, this was going to cost her like eight hundred bucks. She rubbed the back of her neck. She could pay for it but it was something she hadn’t factored into her budget right now. Because who expected to have to shell out almost a grand? She was worried about the threat too, but…that was a lot of money.

“I don’t know what happened.” Dima looked beyond embarrassed as he stared at Lyosha, his shoulders bunched tight.

“You were supposed to be watching the parking lot.” Lyosha’s voice was dagger sharp, piercing the air with a quiet intensity.

“I was. But a woman asked for directions.” He cleared his throat, glanced at Mila apologetically.

“A woman in the parking lot was asking for directions? Perhaps the GPS on her phone wasn’t working?”

Mila winced at Lyosha’s mocking tone.

“She was…” Dima cleared his throat. “Clearly she was simply a distraction, and a good one,” Dima finally said. “I’m sorry. This will never happen again.”

“You’re right, it won’t. You’re off this detail.”

Dima looked as if he wanted to argue but nodded as Lyosha called someone else. While he did, Mila grabbed what she needed from her car, Lyosha’s eyes tracking her the entire time.

“Stay put until he gets here,” he ordered Dima, then motioned to Mila, who remained quiet until they were inside his truck.

“So some hot woman distracted him so someone else could slash my tires? That’s what happened, right?” Mila asked as soon as the doors were shut behind them. She just wanted to make sure she understood everything clearly.

“Yes.”

“He made a mistake,” she said, not sure why she was trying to defend Dima. She didn’t even know the guy, but she felt bad for him. Plus he’d helped her move into her place.

“My people don’t make mistakes like this. This was beyond a rookie mistake. And there is no room for error when your life is concerned.” Each word was taut with barely concealed anger.

But the fact that he cared so much about her safety made something shift inside her. “Let’s start at the beginning. What exactly did you do to this guy? Who is he? Is his real name even James?”

“His name is James Sokol. And I handed over information about him to law enforcement. I gave them enough to hang him with, basically. He deserved it. I didn’t frame him or anything. He did everything he was accused of and more.” His fingers were wrapped tight around the steering wheel as he snapped out the words.

“It never occurred to me that you would frame someone,” she murmured. “What did he do?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Well, you’re going to talk about it because I just had to pack up at a moment’s notice and go over to the house of a man who has been ghosting me for the last five days. You’re going to tell me everything I want to know or I’m calling for a ride somewhere else as soon as we get to your place.”

He shot her a sideways look before facing the road again. “I could simply kidnap you.”

She blinked. “Like…just hold me against my will in a dungeon?”

“No. The accommodations are very nice.” His lips twitched slightly and she noticed that his grip on the wheel had eased slightly as he came to a red light.

“You’re ridiculous. And you will answer my questions.” Sighing, she leaned back against the seat, her heart rate still accelerated from everything. What could be so bad that he wouldn’t tell her? She kept expecting him to say something, but nope, he was really good at this whole silent and broody thing.

And it was maddening. She wanted to push him, but as the heated seat warmed her from the inside out and the adrenaline that had surged earlier started to fade, she closed her eyes. As she did, she was aware of him talking to someone on the phone, but she tuned it out for the most part.

“Your car will be fixed immediately,” he said minutes later. “I’m having it taken to my mechanic and he’s going to replace all the tires. You won’t have to worry about anything.”

She opened her eyes. “You don’t need to do that. I can take care of it myself.”

“I know that, but this is my fault. Inadvertently.”

She wanted to argue with him but didn’t have the energy, simply did not feel like arguing at all. And she also didn’t feel like spending so much on tires. “Thank you,” she finally murmured, glancing out the window. Because in the scheme of things, this was small potatoes.

They were getting close to the turnoff to his neighborhood. Palm trees lined the median that divided the four-lane road, swaying gently under the city lights. Traffic was thick, but steadily moving at least. Soon, traffic thinned out as they reached a residential area, the homes and front yards getting a whole lot bigger.

When he pulled up to a gated residence, she tensed. This…was his place? It had to be, since it was in the same neighborhood as before. Dominique hadn’t been kidding. She stared out the window. Thick hedges lined the yard and she knew it was gated, but it was difficult to see any wall or fence with all the greenery. The palatial home was tucked back from the road, the winding driveway lined with uniform palm trees and random bursts of color that likely weren’t random at all. No, some well-paid landscaper probably handled all of this, but the purples, yellows and reds were gorgeous, highlighted under the bright security lights, making the entire property and home visible tonight. The place was lit up like a Christmas tree, the big arch by the front door and the two on either side huge and beckoning.

He drove past the house and to the side of it, parking in a four-car garage. Before she’d even fully gotten out, he’d already grabbed all her things with military efficiency, then he guided her straight into what turned out to be a laundry room that was bigger than her bathroom. It was like something from one of HGTV’s home improvement shows and it was definitely the AFTER version.

He moved quickly, disabling his security system, then quietly taking her through to his kitchen. Mila glanced around at his house—or mansion was more like it—as they stepped into the kitchen.

The place was huge, but felt kind of cold. Lots of white everywhere and all clean lines, but not many pops of color. Like a gorgeous show house no one actually lived in.

A meow made her look down just as his cat Nala wrapped herself around Mila’s ankles. She was mostly a ball of white fluff, with faint little orange stripes that made her resemble a smaller tiger. Bending down, Mila scooped Nala up and was greeted with a face nuzzle and soft little purrs.

“She really loves you,” he murmured as he set her bags down next to the huge center island. “Are you hungry? Thirsty? I know I bombarded you right as you got home from work. Tell me what you need.” The look he was giving her, his green eyes all…smoldery and intense…

Whew.

Hurt simmered inside her, a constant, steady stream, only made worse by the way he was watching her. He was the one who’d cut contact with her; he had no right to look at her like he still wanted her.

Breaking their gaze, she gently scratched behind Nala’s ears, earning a satisfied purr as she sat at the island top. “I really just want some answers.”

“What more do you want to know? Sokol is a bastard who will hurt you to get to me.”

And she’d been out on a date with him. It scared her to think of what might have happened if Lyosha hadn’t found out and intervened. “So what can you do? Call the cops, or…?”

“He hasn’t committed any new crime. Yet. Or that we know of anyway.”

She wondered who we meant. “Why is he out of prison?”

“He served his time. And he got out early for good behavior and likely because of prison overcrowding.”

“Coming after me to get to you seems like a stretch.” Sure, they spent time together, but they weren’t dating. Never had. So why wouldn’t this guy go after someone else in his life? Not that she wished that on anyone else, but this didn’t make sense.

He turned away from her then, grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge. His T-shirt pulled taut against his back and biceps as he moved, pure, beautiful sin under cotton.

“No comment on that?” she pushed.

“He must’ve been following me, watching me,” Lyosha finally said, his jaw tight as he faced her again.

“And?”

“I’ve been seen out with you. I was at your apartment at least once a week. We went places together at least once a week as well. He must’ve realized that you’re important to me.”

His words threw her. If she was so important, it shouldn’t have been so easy for him to leave her without a backward glance. To throw away their friendship as if she meant nothing to him.

She paused for a moment as she continued rubbing Nala—who’d basically turned to mush in her arms. “Am I the only woman he’s seen you with?” If she was going to be stuck here, she was going to get some answers. Hell, all the answers. There was a lot she wanted to know, and not just about this Sokol guy. She’d assumed that Lyosha wasn’t dating but knew that could be completely wrong. Clearly he didn’t tell her everything and now she wanted more.

He lifted an eyebrow at her question, looking at her as if she had four heads. “You are the only woman I go out with.”

“But not date, right?”

He gritted his teeth as he watched her. “I don’t date.”

“Why not?”

“I just don’t.”

“Oh, that explains everything, then,” Mila muttered. Nala suddenly wiggled in her arms so she set her down and slid off the chair to approach Lyosha. “Is it because we’re so different? Is it because I’m not…” She couldn’t even finish the sentence. But hurt and a plethora of stinging emotions swelled, cutting away at her. She was about to voice the fears she kept buried deep down, to make herself vulnerable. But she bit her tongue.

Setting the bottle down, he crossed the short distance between them. “What?”

“Nothing.”

He continued watching her and it was unnerving, but finally he spoke, “I’m no good for you. You deserve better than me.”

She blinked, surprised by his words. That wasn’t what she’d expected. “What?”

“It’s true.”

She’d thought maybe because they were in such different tax brackets, different worlds, that…he’d realized she wouldn’t fit into his world. Not this. “That sounds like a lot of bullshit,” she finally said.

He blinked in clear surprise then looked away, grabbing her bags. “I’ll get your stuff settled in one of the guest rooms. The pool is heated if you want to swim. And we can order any takeout you want. My place is fully guarded and I have cameras everywhere. An alert will be sent straight to my phone if anyone breaches my property—which they won’t.”

Okay, so he was trying to change the subject. Nope. She fell in step with him, knowing she was likely going to get lost in this place. “How long am I going to be stuck here?” It wasn’t like she could put her life on hold. And no way was she going to be here under the same roof as him for a long-term type of situation.

“I don’t know.”

She gritted her teeth as they turned down a hallway. “I’m going to work on Monday.” Now she was glad she’d brought her office clothes.

He frowned at her and didn’t respond as they stepped left into yet another hallway.

“You can frown all you want, but unless you’re actually going to kidnap me, I will be going to work. I just started this job and I love it. I’m not going to screw it up because of…well, whatever this is.”

“I’ll find Sokol,” he said, a bit of a savage edge to his voice as they reached a doorway. He opened it and motioned for her to step inside.

“And what happens then?”

He didn’t respond, simply set her bags down at the foot of the king-sized bed. “My room is next door.” He pointed as he headed for the door. “What do you want for dinner?”

So he clearly wasn’t going to give her all the answers she wanted at this moment. Well, she’d grill him over dinner. Because this wasn’t over. “Italian sounds good.”

He nodded once. “I’ll order from the place you like. It’ll probably be an hour.”

“Meet you in the kitchen then?”

He nodded and shut the door behind him whisper quiet.

She turned to face the room, everything from the last hour pushing in on her, suffocating her. Taking a deep breath, she sat on the tufted settee with scrolled arms and no back at the foot of the oversized bed.

Then she took another one. It was going to be a long night.








Chapter 17




Even though everything smelled amazing, Mila nudged her eggplant parmesan with her fork, moving it to the other side of the plate.

“Is the food not good?” Lyosha sat across from her at his kitchen table, the huge bay of windows surrounding them giving them a perfect view of his brightly lit pool and the Atlantic in the distance. There were so many expertly placed lights to highlight all the plants, the built-in stone bar area, and the yard that extended toward the water. She was sure the lights were more for security than anything, but even at night, this was a showplace.

“It’s great. I guess I’m just feeling…scared. Nervous.” Lyosha had finally told her a bit more about Sokol, that he’d hurt women, had basically been a pimp. And that Lyosha had given enough information to the FBI so they could bring him down—along with some other people—and put him away for a long time. She was sure the guy had done even more awful things, but he’d given her an outline so she had a feel for just how bad this guy was. Someone like that was definitely going to hold on to a grudge, and it scared her that Sokol had set his sights on her.

“You want to watch a movie or something?”

She thought she’d been hungry, but fear weighed on her, making it impossible to eat. Her throat was simply too tight to swallow much. “Sure.” She noticed he’d hardly touched his food either.

“Just head to the living room and I’ll clean everything up.”

She snorted and picked up her own plate. “I can easily help.”

Surprising her, he shooed her away. “Go find Nala. She normally hangs out in front of the fireplace.”

The living room wasn’t far and she did indeed find the cute cat curled up in front of the fireplace.

Nala stretched when she saw Mila, her body like a Slinky, before she darted toward her, practically jumping into her arms the moment Mila sat on the huge couch. A gray and white rug covered most of the room, stretching from the couch to the fireplace. A couple ottomans were expertly placed and battery-powered candles flickered above the fireplace, reflecting off the oversized mirror on the wall, making this room impossibly cozy. She could fall asleep right here.

“You’re a little sweetheart,” she murmured against Nala’s fur even as she looked around for the television. She didn’t see one and wondered how they’d even watch a movie, but maybe he had another room. Heck, he probably had an actual movie room or something.

“Here.” Lyosha stepped around the couch, startling her, he was so quiet. He set a glass of red wine down next to her. “It’s your favorite. Figured it might take the edge off.”

“Thank you,” she murmured, stretching her legs out on the couch.

“Nala definitely loves women. I’m pretty sure she just tolerates me.” Lyosha’s expression was dry as he sat on the other end of the couch.

“What other women does she like?” She lifted an eyebrow at him as Nala gently purred under her fingers. Had he been bringing other women here?

“Dominique and mainly Lillian.” He pulled up a video on his phone and held it out to her as it started playing.

Mila laughed as Lillian held a string with some kind of toy attached to it, toddling around as Nala followed her, batting at it before sporadically pouncing. Then he showed her a picture of the two of them curled up sleeping together.

Lillian’s face was so peaceful, her long eyelashes casting shadows over her cheeks. And Nala was scrunched up into a ball by her side, completely secure. “That’s the cutest thing I’ve ever seen.” And the fact that he had this saved on his phone was ridiculously adorable in and of itself.

“Right?” He grinned and tucked his phone away. “I think Nala realized Lillian runs that house, so she befriended her. She knows who’s boss over there, and treats her like it.”

“You’re probably right.” She continued petting the kitten, who was still soaking it up.

“I swear I pay attention to her. I pet her, cuddle with her,” he grumbled as he eyed Nala. “She’s acting like no one ever takes care of her.”

“She’s clearly a little savage.” Nala batted Mila’s hand when she stopped petting. “And she’s definitely in charge,” she said on a laugh.

“What movie do you want to watch? We can stream anything.”

“Don’t make me choose. I don’t want to make any kind of decisions right now. Just nothing violent or gross.” She amended. “Also…where’s your TV?”

Grinning, he picked up a small remote control, then turned off the candles on the mantel. Then he picked up another one and what she’d thought was a mirror flared to life, revealing that it was actually a big television under some sort of screen hiding it.

“That’s amazing.”

Shrugging, he scrolled through to a light comedy, one she’d seen before, which was actually a good thing. She wasn’t going to be able to concentrate on a movie but she needed the distraction. And she was pretty sure she’d forgotten to pack her e-reader.

“Sorry I didn’t call or text you back,” he said as the movie started. “You know…after.” He cleared his throat.

Surprised, she glanced over to find him watching her. She wasn’t going to let this opportunity go. “It was pretty messed up. You just ghosted me and it really hurt.”

Something that looked a lot like shame flickered across his expression. “I’m not good enough for you and I know it.” He rubbed the back of his neck, something he did when he was nervous. Which wasn’t often.

“I don’t like the way that sounds. And it’s not true.”

He snorted. “You deserve better than me. Than the way I handled things. We kissed and I…panicked. I’m sorry.”

She didn’t know what to say to that. He’d panicked? What did that even mean?

Nala slipped out of her lap and trotted over to Lyosha, curling up against his side with a soft sigh.

The sight of his cat in a little ball next to him, secure in her safety, made her smile. Yep, he was still her kryptonite, that was for sure. Even if he’d hurt her.

“I didn’t mean to cause you pain,” he continued, meeting her gaze again.

“Would you have called me if you hadn’t seen me on that date?”

His jaw tightened. “I…don’t know.”

She wasn’t sure if that made her feel better or worse. Ugh.

Fighting a wave of emotion, she picked up her wineglass and took a sip as she turned toward the screen. She had no idea what else to say now and she wasn’t going to force any conversation. He’d apologized and given her an answer. Not one she’d wanted, but now she knew he likely wouldn’t have called her, and apparently didn’t “do relationships.”

That…was too much to deal with right now. Ignoring him as best she could, she focused on the movie.

Still, completely blocking him out was impossible when he was so close. And smelled so good.

Ugh.

* * *

“Yeah, I know, girl,” Lyosha murmured to Nala, who was purring in his lap as she batted her paws lazily in the air.

He couldn’t be sure but he thought maybe she was saying that Mila needed to stay. Forever. Or maybe he was just projecting.

Sighing at himself, he grabbed a thick throw blanket from another couch and gently tucked it around a sleeping Mila. She stirred briefly but curled up on the couch, burrowing her head against one of the fluffy, white fuzzy pillows his decorator had assured him were “perfect for this room.”

Mila had fallen asleep early into the movie and he’d turned it off because he could care less about it right now. The only thing he cared about was her. Even as he cursed himself for ever bringing her into his life. Inadvertently making her a target. Putting her in danger.

And he definitely had. He’d left that paperwork at the animal shelter intentionally, hoping she would call him. Hoping for another glimpse of her sweet smile.

He’d been captivated from the first moment he’d met her, her expressive, amber eyes sucking him in so that he didn’t even have a choice. He was still captivated by her, still wanted her more than his next breath. Nothing had changed.

Except everything had.

As he debated whether he should wake her up and move her, his phone buzzed with an incoming text.

All clear here. No movement except for some neighbors stopping by. And she brought me cookies. Said I could stay in the guest room if I wanted.

Lyosha shook his head at Dima’s text. He’d given his longtime employee and friend a second chance. Dima, who’d never been swayed by a pretty face, had apparently lost his mind for a few minutes over “a hot blonde.” His words. Even though it still bothered him, Lyosha was letting what happened go. Mainly because he knew Dima would be extra vigilant now. He was currently watching Mila’s mom’s place.

He texted back quickly. If she really doesn’t mind, stay inside.

It would make it a lot easier for Dima to watch her and keep her safe that way. Lyosha didn’t think Sokol would go after Mila’s family, but he also hadn’t thought Sokol was smart enough to stay off-grid like he was currently doing. The man had become a ghost, and that wasn’t the man Lyosha remembered. No, Sokol had been a thug, someone who took orders. Now all of a sudden he’d gone to ground and Lyosha couldn’t find him? It didn’t sit right with him so he was taking all precautions.

After Dima responded, Lyosha checked in with the others. Everybody replied the same, that things were clear.

Grabbing his laptop, he settled back on the couch as Mila slept and pulled up exactly what he needed. He’d been monitoring a few things around the city, using Sokol’s past history to create a map of where he might hide out, who he might turn to.

Unfortunately he’d found out that Sokol had contacts Lyosha didn’t have a link to. When Sokol had been in prison, he’d made friends with someone who had a brother in Miami. It was possible he was using that connection. So Lyosha was pulling on that string for now. Because it was all he had. The man had no electronic trail, which was damn hard to do. He had no debit card, no bank account, no cell phone records. Nothing.

It was like the guy was a ghost—and the Sokol that Lyosha remembered hadn’t been that bright. He’d used his strength to intimidate the women who worked for him, but he’d hired people to handle anything technical for him.

Which meant he was likely using a burner phone and crashing somewhere that allowed him to pay cash.

He wasn’t invisible, however, and Lyosha would find him sooner or later. He always found his prey.

“What are you doing?” Mila’s voice was thick with sleep.

He glanced over to find Mila watching him, sleepy-eyed as she stretched and yawned.

“Nothing for you to worry about.” He just wanted her to rest, to take care of herself.

“Don’t do that. Are you working on…finding him?” she asked quietly.

“Yeah. I’ve had more than a few dead ends, but I’ll get him.”

She watched him carefully and he couldn’t turn away from her. All he wanted to do was scoop her up into his arms and hold her, touch her. Kiss her. But she wasn’t his and never would be.

Finally she spoke. “You never told me what you would do when you found him.”

He was silent for a long moment, weighing his words. “No, I did not. Because I don’t think you want the answer.”

“Would you, like…” She cleared her throat. “Kill him?”

“I don’t know.” He wasn’t in the habit of killing people in cold blood. He never had. But he had killed in self-defense. And those bodies would never be found. But Sokol had made it clear Mila was fair game, that she was in danger. And because of that, Lyosha wasn’t sure what he’d do when he found him. He wasn’t always rational when it came to her.

“I’m glad you’re being honest, though I don’t know how your answer makes me feel.”

“I never want to lie to you.”

“Really?” She pushed up against the couch.

“Yeah.”

“Fine, then. Are you attracted to me?”

She had to know he was. Especially after that kiss. He’d been ready to take her right on her kitchen floor. Just shove her pants right off and finally see what he’d been fantasizing about. He’d wanted to feel her fingers scoring his shoulders as he ate her out, had wanted to taste her as she climaxed against his face. He wanted too much, he wanted the damn sun. But they would both get burned. “You know I am,” he growled.

“But I’m too good for you, right?” There was a hint of maybe not mockery in her tone, but pretty close to it. Fire flared in those amber eyes as she challenged him.

“I don’t want to talk about this.” He clenched his jaw.

Sighing, she slid the blanket off her. “Fine. Is it okay if I contact my family? It’s late so I won’t call, but I assume that I can text them at least, right?”

He was surprised she wasn’t pushing him more, even as he was relieved. “Of course. And all of my guys checked in with me. Everyone is safe and sound right now.”

“Do they know they’re being watched by your people?”

He nodded. “They do.”

“I’m…surprised none of them have reached out to me.”

“I put your phone on silent.” She’d needed sleep and he’d let her mom and sisters know she was safe. They’d taken everything in stride, even though they were worried about her. Her mom had been shockingly easy about all of this, simply telling him that he’d better keep Mila safe.

“That seems like an overstep, but I’m not even mad. I’m kind of glad I don’t have to answer questions.” She stood, neatly folding the blanket and laying it across the back of the couch. “I’ll just contact them in the morning. I’m going to try to get some more sleep. Where is my phone anyway?”

“Bedside table in your room. And…” He cleared his throat, feeling out of his depth in a way he only ever felt with her. “My bedroom door is open, okay? I mean…if you get scared or anything. I just don’t want you to feel alone here. I’m here if you need to talk.” Damn, he was screwing this all up. He sounded like a goddamn moron. But he didn’t want her to feel alone in this huge house. He’d never thought of his home as cold, but now that she was here, her bright, warm presence put everything in perspective. His place had always been missing something.

Her.

She simply gave him a dark look and stalked off, Nala trailing in her wake.

Yeah, he’d screwed that up good.








Chapter 18




Mila had slept solidly and felt as if she could sleep even longer but forced herself to get out of bed—the most comfortable bed she’d ever slept in. It was now Saturday morning and she needed to check in with her family and desperately needed coffee.

And she wanted to see Lyosha. When she’d walked past his bedroom, his door had been open and his room empty, so she knew he had to be somewhere else. Apparently she liked emotional misery, because she still wanted to be around him. He made her feel safe. And she still wanted him, which made things even worse. She wished she could just flip a switch and not find him attractive—sadly an impossibility.

She eventually found him in the kitchen, standing at the stove, a tight T-shirt stretched across his broad shoulders and muscular back. Good God, this was the best way to wake up.

“Coffee,” she murmured as she headed in the direction of the rich scent, only able to get the one word out. Her tongue was stuck to the roof of her mouth because the man did not have the right to be this hot this early in the morning. He probably rolled out of bed like that, all sexy and gorgeous.

At that thought, she realized she probably should have tamed her hair or something.

He glanced at her, his green eyes sweeping over her. “I always assumed you were a morning person.”

“Normally I am.” And normally she’d be heading to the shelter, but she’d called them yesterday evening and told them she wouldn’t be volunteering for at least a couple weeks. With this scare right now, she didn’t want to commit to them, then have to cancel at the last minute. “But I’m mentally exhausted. Did you get any sleep last night?” She hadn’t heard him come to his room at all, though that probably had more to do with the insulation in this place than anything else.

“I had enough.”

That was a frustratingly vague answer. “What are you cooking?” She poured a mug of coffee then opened his refrigerator as if she’d done it a thousand times. She figured if she was going to be here, she was going to make herself at home. Thankfully he had her favorite kind of creamer. “You have mocha?” she said before he could answer her first question.

“I got it for you,” he said simply. Then, “I’m pretty sure we’ve got a solid lead on Sokol. I might have to leave at a moment’s notice today if it pans out.”

She really didn’t want to think about what was going to happen when Lyosha found that guy. There were a whole lot of things she was purposely not thinking about right now. Was she sticking her head in the sand? Yep. And she was so okay with being an ostrich.

“Do you think I could ask my sisters and mom over today? Would that be too much of an imposition?” She took a sip of her coffee as she watched him moving efficiently around his giant kitchen. He was so damn gorgeous. And even more frustrating. His whole shtick about not being good enough for her? It was beyond maddening, especially since he seemed to believe the nonsense.

“Of course not. My guys are going to be watching them anyway. That would be a great way to consolidate manpower—your family can bring their swimsuits and relax.”

“You might regret this later,” she murmured as she sat at the island top, looking around for Nala.

“She’s in the backyard hunting,” he said as if he’d read her mind. “She’ll come back inside in a little bit.”

Mila took another sip of her hot coffee, savored it even as she digested the knowledge that he’d bought the creamer specifically for her. That meant something, even if he wanted to pretend it didn’t. He was really going out of his way to take care of her—and not just her, but her whole family. He might say she was too good for him, but that was a bunch of crap. There was more going on and she wanted to get to the heart of it. Wanted to understand why he was pushing her away. Then maybe she could tear down his walls. Because he might be saying she was too good for him, but when he looked at her, she saw the heat in his eyes. They mirrored exactly what she felt.

“So why did you go on a date with him?” Lyosha slid a few sausage patties onto a plate then began cracking eggs into a bowl as he oh so casually tossed out that bomb of a question.

She stilled in her seat even though he wasn’t looking at her, still had his back to her as he faced the other countertop. “What do you mean?”

“What made you decide to say yes to him?”

It was impossible to read his mood while staring at the back of his head, but if she was going to attempt to, Lyosha’s entire body looked tense, his shoulders bunched up slightly. Oh yeah, he didn’t like the thought of her going out with another guy, no matter how neutral his tone.

“Does it matter?” When he didn’t answer, her insides twisted. Ugh. “Look, I don’t know. He was nice and good-looking.”

He broke an egg in his hand, got yolk everywhere. Cursing to himself, he moved to the sink and started washing his hand off.

“You asked. Anyway, I figured that by going out with him, with someone, it would help me move on.” And that was the raw truth of it. She hated being so honest because it made her feel exposed, but he already knew how she felt about him at this point. There was no hiding it.

He was quiet for a long moment as he cleaned up the mess on the countertop. Then he started mixing the eggs together and adding seasoning. “Move on?” The question was quiet, but she knew what she’d heard.

Anger flared inside her, wild and scorching. “Don’t pretend you don’t know what I mean. You made it pretty clear that nothing was going to happen between us. So yeah, move on. From you.” From them. All of it. Maybe she should hold back, but she didn’t have the emotional fortitude for it this morning.

Silence stretched between them, only to be broken by Nala, who trotted into the kitchen, her tail swishing back and forth like a little queen. And Mila was so damn grateful for the cat’s presence. “Hey, sweet girl. You find any mice?”

Lyosha snorted. “She chases the squirrels but never catches them. I know you like scrambled eggs. Any preference on types of cheese?”

So, they were just going to move on from that earlier conversation? Okay, then. She wanted to scream, but took a breath. His whole calm attitude was maddening. But she was so damn hurt and couldn’t imagine what she’d get by pushing him on this conversation—other than more hurt. No thanks. “Yeah, all of them.”

He laughed at that, the muscles in his shoulders shifting under his T-shirt as he poured the eggs into the pan. Everything popped and sizzled as he mixed in various cheeses, using a spatula to move it all around.

“You like to cook?”

He nodded. “I taught myself fairly early on. I like being able to take care of myself.”

“Well, I like having my mom cook for me.”

“Is that why you don’t cook?”

“Yep. I can do it, I just don’t like it. My mom and sisters always cooked for me growing up. I guess because I’m the baby.” And she could admit she liked being taken care of by her family.

“You think your mom would give me a couple of her recipes?” He shot her a backward glance now.

“Who knows,” she murmured. “Speaking of, I really do need to call them. Did you talk to any of them or just text?”

“I talked to your mom personally.”

Oh. Well that was…interesting. She wasn’t sure what to think about that either. She hadn’t specifically told her mama why she’d been crying the other night, or why she’d decided to stay the night. But her mama was a smart woman. “I’m going to go grab my phone so I can text them, see if they want to come over. You’re absolutely sure you’re okay with it?” Because her family was a lot. “It’ll be my brother-in-law too, and all my nieces and nephews.”

He turned from the gorgeous double Viking stove that belonged in a professional chef’s kitchen. “It’s my fault you’re dealing with this at all. Of course I don’t mind. I like your family.”

“It’s not your fault. It’s no one’s fault but Sokol’s.”

He didn’t respond as he turned back to the stove, clearly not agreeing with her. “I’ll be done soon, but take your time. Your food will warm up.”

She was glad for the little breather as she headed back through his massive house. If her family would come today—and she was pretty sure they were going to—they were going to love this place. Though she wondered how they’d act around Lyosha, especially her sisters, who knew about that ill-fated kiss.

* * *

Mila stepped back into the kitchen and froze. She’d just grabbed her phone instead of texting everyone, not wanting the food to get cold. Lyosha wasn’t there, but her scrambled eggs and sausage patties were neatly served on a plate right on the center island.

And there was a woman wearing black pants, and a black fitted jacket with a white shirt underneath, standing at attention, her hands behind her back. She straightened slightly when she spotted Mila and gave her a small smile. “Ms. Nowak, I’m Sharon.”

Mila gave a tentative smile as she stepped farther into the room. “Hello?” It came out more like a question.

“Mr. Vasiliev asked me to keep an eye on you today.”

Frowning as she reached the center island, she said, “He’s gone?”

“Not yet,” Lyosha answered as he stepped into the room, looking dressed for… Well, battle, she guessed. In cargo pants, a long-sleeved T-shirt and a jacket which she had no doubt was concealing a weapon—or two—underneath it. Though he normally moved with an impressive efficiency, he seemed even more…primed. Tense and ready to strike.

“You found out something?”

He nodded and stepped close to her. He reached out a hand as if he would touch her, but at the last second let his hand drop.

Her heart pretty much skipped a beat at that simple action. Oh, what would it be like if they had that kind of relationship?

“Sharon is very good at what she does and I trust her,” he said. “I’ve already told her you’re going to be inviting your family over. She’ll coordinate with the others. Please, treat my house like your own. And your entire family can do the same.”

She didn’t love the almost formal way he was talking right now, but shelved that because she was worried about him. “You can’t tell me where you’re going?”

“No.” His expression softened and her belly tightened, her entire body lighting up with awareness. “I’ll have my cell phone on me but it will be on silent. If there’s an emergency, Sharon knows how to contact me.”

His gaze fell to her mouth and she swore he wanted to kiss her, maybe even contemplated it, but he took a step back and then was gone. Just like that.

God, she wanted to hug him or something. Trying to bury her worry for him—trying and failing—she sat in front of the food. “Have you eaten?” she asked Sharon.

“I’m good,” the woman said. She had a sort of military bearing, just like Lyosha. She wasn’t much taller than Mila, but had long, blonde hair pulled back into a bun at her neck. And she was definitely armed beneath her jacket too.

A little beep-beep sounded as a door must’ve opened somewhere. Probably to the garage, because she assumed he was driving out himself, not using one of his hired drivers. But who knew.

“If you’re hungry, it looks like he cooked a lot. Or is that like against protocol or something?”

The woman gave her a real smile, softening her face and making her look not quite as scary. “I don’t think he would like it if I ate on the job with you.”

“Well, I won’t tell if you don’t. Seriously, grab a plate and some food. And grab some coffee. He made a full pot and cooked like a whole pack of sausage.” She couldn’t finish all of it by herself.

Sharon paused, then lifted a shoulder and poured herself a cup of coffee as Mila dug into her breakfast. The flavor of the eggs exploded on her tongue, and damn, he really could cook. So he was sexy as hell, protective, and cooked.

She had no idea how this man was still single. Because she didn’t believe that crap about her being too good for him. Maybe he was just…afraid. No. That sounded even dumber in her head. Aaaaand she was just obsessing because she didn’t want to focus on her fear. She had no clue what he was about to do, how much danger he would be in. Nothing.

Sighing, she shoved aside all those thoughts and pulled out her cell phone as she ate. She read the return messages from her family, watching as they continued to ping back and forth, going so fast she couldn’t even respond before someone else did.

So, her sisters were annoyed she hadn’t called them. Surprisingly her mama was okay with everything—or at least she was acting as if she was.

Ignoring most of the texts, she typed in, How do you feel about swimming in a huge heated pool right about now? Lyosha is gone but has said everyone can come over.

Half a dozen texts popped up practically simultaneously, everyone answering in the affirmative with celebration-style emojis and yeses. Then they all started talking about what kind of food they were going to bring and…it quickly spiraled out of control.

Mila had a feeling Lyosha was going to regret saying yes, because her family was going to take over his kitchen and his pool. Probably more than that. She just hoped that he was okay right now.

She set her phone down and looked over at Sharon, who was enjoying her coffee. “You probably want to get ready for some company. My family is coming over soon.”

Sharon glanced at her own phone and nodded. “I’ve just been informed of that fact, Ms. Nowak.”

Dang, her family moved fast. “Just call me Mila. Please.” The woman was about to meet her family, they should be on a first-name basis.

She was grateful they were going to be here. She needed them and could admit it. She was scared that some guy had targeted her as a way to hurt Lyosha, could have done anything to her on that date. Drugged her… Every thought she came up with was horrifying.

And he’d slashed all her tires, which seemed almost like a taunt. She didn’t know what to think about this whole situation. She simply knew that she was scared for Lyosha.

She didn’t think Lyosha had told her everything. She had a feeling he’d watered down Sokol’s backstory. And her imagination was filling in all the blanks right now with horrible things.

Her phone pinged again and she started scanning the incoming messages—her sisters were now discussing what bathing suits they’d be wearing.

Despite the ball of tension curled tight inside her belly, she smiled at the banter of her family. It made her feel normal, grounded.

Something she needed at the moment—because she was going to be worrying about Lyosha until he was back, safe and sound.








Chapter 19




“You shouldn’t be here for this,” Lyosha said to Viktor as he navigated the controls for the drone. Before heading into this house Sokol had ties to, he wanted to see what he was busting his way into. Focusing on the screen, Lyosha maneuvered the device toward the side window that had a curtain slightly askew.

“I guess it’s a good thing that I’m your boss and do what I want.” Viktor’s tone was dry as he tapped his fingers against the steering wheel. He had insisted on coming along for this op.

“Well it’s hard to do my job if I’m concerned about your safety.”

“Don’t insult me,” Viktor murmured, no heat in his tone. “I haven’t had a viable threat against me in ages. And for the record, you’re off today, so you’re not protecting me.”

Lyosha grumbled under his breath as he maneuvered to the next window. It was useless to argue with Viktor, regardless. Always had been. “I’m not seeing any movement inside.”

“I’m not insulting your skills, but how good was the intel you got?”

Lyosha knew he wasn’t insulting him. Viktor trusted him implicitly. Over the years Viktor had done incredibly well, and because of that so had Lyosha. Not to mention he’d invested on top of everything. “On paper it’s good. Everything adds up, but it was almost… I don’t want to say too easy to find him, but it feels that way. After Sokol being completely off the grid, then suddenly popping up on my radar with a random cell phone purchase? I don’t love it.” Which was why he was using a drone to scout out this abandoned residence he’d tracked the cell phone to.

He continued looking in every window, his hands steady on the controls. At one of the back windows, a blind had half fallen, leaving an opening. Moving closer, he zoomed in as best he could with the camera. Keeping the small machine hovering, he frowned. “What does that look like to you?”

Viktor leaned forward, eyed the images on screen. “Nothing good. You’re sure as hell not going in there. None of us are.”

“The wires don’t appear to be connected to anything.” A cluster of colorful wires was visible inside a black box of sorts. It could be a bomb, though not like one he’d ever seen. Still… “We might need to actually call the cops.” Something that Lyosha hated doing.

“I know someone who can make the call for us. Call in an anonymous tip.”

“Dominique’s cousin?”

“Yep.”

Viktor’s wife’s cousin was a former detective who now worked for Red Stone Security. Quinn Brody would still have contacts with the PD, could make the call with no issues. Whereas neither Lyosha nor Viktor wanted to deal with the cops. They were both legit now, but they hadn’t always been.

Lyosha pulled the drone back as Viktor spoke quietly into his phone, giving the address and other pertinent details. Lyosha half listened as he swept the rest of the surrounding area, looking for extra security cameras he might not have picked up on his scanner. He was looking for anything he might be able to use to track down who’d done this. Because this had to be a setup. Sokol might as well have put blinking neon lights around this whole thing. And if there was a bomb in there… Talk about an escalation from slashing Mila’s tires. Not that Lyosha was surprised. He knew Sokol wanted him dead. And this was always going to end in bloodshed.

He was determined it wouldn’t be his or Mila’s. Or anyone else close to him.

Viktor set his phone down. “They’re sending someone.”

“Bomb squad?”

“Yeah. They don’t mess around with that kind of stuff.”

“We should get out of here, then.” They were parked a block over but he didn’t want to be in the vicinity when the cops showed up. Still, he swept the drone along the street one more time, going as slowly as possible. “If he was going to try and kill me, he would want to watch it happen.”

“I know. This feels more like a test. He wants to see how you’ll react to this.”

“Yeah, it’s either a setup or a test. Or it could be both, I guess.”

It was highly possible that Sokol wanted to see what Lyosha would do, because no way the blinds had been half open on that exact window by accident, clearly showing what could possibly be a bomb. Even Sokol wasn’t that stupid. So if it was a setup, Sokol would now see exactly how he reacted—by calling the cops.

“Your Mila is doing good, by the way,” Viktor added as Lyosha continued steering the drone back to where they were parked.

He ignored the “your” reference. “You’re checking on her?”

“I’m checking in with my men.”

Lyosha was quiet.

“They say her family is all at your house, having fun. But…how is she? Seriously?”

“Handling things as well as anyone. Hell, better than most people, I think.” She’d seemed to take things in stride. Especially considering that she was stuck at his house, and things between them were beyond awkward. Of course, that was all his damn fault. He still wanted her, craved her, and that wasn’t changing.

“Sharon was a good choice for her security today.”

He glanced at Viktor. “She’s one of our best.”

“She is also female.”

“And?”

Viktor snorted. “I just think it’s interesting you didn’t choose one of our men to watch Mila.”

He didn’t respond.

But Viktor wasn’t done. “Are you going to be a fool like me and keep pushing her away the same way I did with Dominique?”

“What the hell is this? Share your fucking feelings hour? Jesus, Viktor.” They’d never talked like this before with each other.

“It’s a new side to me. That’s what fatherhood does to you.”

“Bullshit. This has Dominique written all over it.”

Viktor snorted. “Maybe. But I also care about my friend. I want you to be happy,” he said quietly, the words taking Lyosha off guard.

Ignoring him, Lyosha slid out of the passenger seat and steered the drone straight into the back of the open hatch of the SUV. Then he secured it before getting back in the vehicle.

There would be no more talk about Mila. Unfortunately for him, he couldn’t stop thinking about her, obsessing about her.

An hour later, after he’d picked up his truck at Viktor’s house, he pulled up to his house and stared at all the cars lining his driveway.

He’d been in contact with his people, and knew that Mila’s whole family was here. But seeing all their vehicles in his driveway did something to him. He genuinely liked her family, loved how instantly they had accepted him.

They were also kind and giving and, yes, they were quite loud, but he didn’t care. They made him feel like he could even be part of their family. They made him hope he could fit in with all of them.

But…what if he and Mila tried something and then it all failed? He would lose her and he would also lose them. Of course, he felt like he was losing her right now, regardless.

When this was all over—and he was determined that it would be over soon—he didn’t know how things could go back to the way they had been. She’d been on a date, said she was trying to move on. From him.

The very thought of that made him break out in a cold sweat. He was just being a coward right now and he knew it.

Since his garage was blocked off he pulled off to the side, and instead of heading through his house, took the pathway around the side toward the back.

One of his men, Brady, was standing guard and nodded at him. “It is quite the party,” he murmured, a hint of a smile on his lips. “Don’t kill me for this, but you have some attractive friends,” he added with a grin.

He’d worked with Brady for ages, long before Lyosha had been promoted to head of security for Viktor, and they were friends. Still, he frowned.

“Hey, I’m doing my job,” Brady continued, lifting his hands in a placating gesture. “I’m just saying your girl has some attractive sisters.”

Everyone assumed that Mila was his and…he liked it. Lyosha grunted in response and rounded the house into the backyard.

Though he’d heard the music and laughter, he stared for a long moment at the chaos. Someone had strung up a bunch of paper lanterns over the pool area so that they crisscrossed back and forth between the already hanging lights—he guessed Zamira, given what Mila had told him about her sister. Mila’s brother-in-law was cooking at the grill, a beer in hand as he talked to one of Lyosha’s men as if they were lifelong friends. All the kids were in the pool, shouting and throwing a volleyball back and forth. They didn’t seem to be playing an actual game, just tossing it around. Someone, maybe one of Mila’s cousins, was stretched out on a flamingo float and the rest of her sisters were walking around in skimpy bikinis with drinks in hand. No wonder Brady looked as if his eyes were about to fall out of his head.

He didn’t see Mila— There. She was walking out of the back door, a drink in hand and a smile on her face as she talked to Dima. Sharon was right behind them, ever vigilant. She nodded once at Lyosha when she saw him.

But Lyosha’s gaze drew back to Dima and Mila. Especially since Mila was wearing a tiny bikini with a sheer sarong wrapped around her curvy hips. She might as well be wearing nothing for how much the olive-green crochet bathing suit covered up. Crochet? Could that even get wet? His entire body tightened as he drank her in.

He made his way toward them, with Dima spotting him first. Dima nodded as he reached them, immediately going into security mode. “Perimeter is secure, cameras are all operational, and we added an extra aerial drone for the duration of the party.”

He’d seen that for himself, but nodded anyway.

Mila smiled up at him and it was like a punch to his gut when she gave him such a genuine smile. She was happy to see him. He wasn’t sure why that shocked him but somehow it still did. That she wanted to see him, be around him, be…with him. Why the hell did she want him?

“You’re okay,” she breathed. Taking him by surprise she gave him a hug, and dammit, he held her close, savoring the feel of her curves pressed against him. It wouldn’t take long to strip her out of this sorry excuse for a bathing suit and feast on her. Bring her so much pleasure she was drowsy from it, begging for more.

“We didn’t find him,” he murmured as she stepped back. “He’d already cleared out.” Later he would tell her all the details, but wanted to wait until they were alone.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “You want a drink? Someone made a batch of mojitos. And there’s another batch of sangria. Oh, and Carlos brought some beers he made in his garage—I wouldn’t drink those though,” she whispered the last part.

He shook his head. He wasn’t drinking at all right now. Because her protection and safety meant everything to him, and he could make mistakes if he wasn’t levelheaded at all times.

“Lyosha!” He turned at the sound of Mila’s mom’s voice. Unlike her daughters, Flora wasn’t wearing a bikini but a one-piece. She had a similar-style sarong on as Mila as she hurried toward him, a smile on her face. “Thank you for letting us use your house. We sort of took over.”

Laughing lightly, he wrapped her up in a hug. “Good. I told Mila you guys should make this your home.”

“I brought some treats for you.” She patted his stomach twice. “Make sure you eat. You’ve got to take care of yourself. Especially since you’re taking care of my girl.”

His throat grew tight for a moment—and he avoided looking at Mila—but he nodded. “I will.” He cleared his throat and met Mila’s gaze. “I need to head inside really quick but I’ll be back out in a few minutes. I just need to get a rundown of some things from my people.” That was partially true, but he needed space. Being around them, surrounded by all their love and laughter, just reminded him that this was not his life. This was not his family no matter how much he wanted it to be.

It could be, a little voice in his head whispered. If you weren’t such a coward.

But he shut that down quickly. There was no sense in wishing for things he couldn’t have. He’d learned that at a young age.








Chapter 20




Lyosha walked into the kitchen to find Mila putting away the last of the dishes. Her family had cleaned up so thoroughly that there was almost no hint anyone had actually been at his house. Other than a sparkly pink float still in his pool and all the food her mom had left in his fridge.

“You guys know how to throw a party,” he murmured, stepping into the kitchen and feeling weirdly off-kilter. Everyone had gone now and it was just the two of them.

He had security around the house, but they were all out of sight and no one was inside his home, so they were alone.

She turned around to look at him, a smile on her face as she shut the cabinet. “Thank you for letting us invade your space. Everyone had a good time and I think it helped ease some of the tension right now.” Her gaze fell to his swim trunks and she lifted an eyebrow. “You’re going for a night swim?”

He lifted a shoulder. “Want to join me?” He knew she’d been in the water part of the day but he also noticed that a good portion of it she’d been playing with her nieces and nephews. Instead of relaxing, she’d been refereeing.

“Well since I’m still in my suit, I might as well,” she said on a laugh. “I’m going to crash so hard tonight.”

He wished she would crash in his bed but kept the thought to himself.

As they stepped out onto the back patio, he lifted the remote control and pushed a couple buttons. The pool lit up, a rainbow of colors highlighting the glistening blue water. Then he turned on the waterfall he normally kept off during the winter months. It was for show and he liked her little gasp of surprise.

“I didn’t even know that thing existed. It blends in so well.” She stripped off her T-shirt, set it on one of his lounge chairs before shimmying out of her shorts.

His tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth as he stared at her lithe form. She really was the sexiest woman he’d ever met. And he needed to get over his personal shit and do what he’d been fantasizing about for months. He needed to make a move or he was going to lose the best thing that had ever happened to him.

He stripped off his shirt and tossed it onto the chair next to her clothes. And found that he liked the way their clothing looked intertwined together. Imagined what it would look like on his bedroom floor.

He shifted slightly, forcing himself not to think along those lines. Luckily she wasn’t even looking at him as she descended the steps into the pool.

He couldn’t tear his gaze away from her as she submerged herself. Instead he stood there staring, drinking in every inch of her and her movements as she popped back up from under the water, slicking her hair back. What would it be like if she lived here with him? He would be lying if he said he hadn’t had the thought before.

Today had given him a preview of what things would be like if she was truly his. And having all her family over hadn’t felt crowded or wrong. Everything about it had felt bizarrely right. And that terrified him. Because she fit into his life perfectly.

Until he reminded himself that she was stuck living with him until he found Sokol.

Before he could change his mind, he texted Sharon—who he’d left in charge of tonight’s security—that he wanted the cameras around the pool area turned off for now. He wanted complete privacy with Mila at the moment.

Refusing to think any deeper about why that was, he dove into the deep end of the pool. The water was warm, but still a shock to his senses. As he came up for air, he immediately sought out Mila, who was still in the shallow end.

She clapped a couple times, a grin on her face. “That was an impressive dive.”

He swam toward her, eating up the distance in seconds, his arms slicing through the water with practiced precision. “Your sisters were really nice to me today.” He pushed the round pink float out of the way. He left the unasked question hanging in the air. He hadn’t been sure what kind of reception he’d get from them.

“Why wouldn’t they be nice to you?”

“Maybe because they have full-time bodyguards because of me?” Not to mention he kind of figured that she’d told her sisters about their kiss and then the fact that he’d ghosted her.

“Angel might have said something about wanting to junk-punch you, but it has nothing to do with what’s going on. Besides, now Juan has an excuse to stay over at her place 24/7. Even with a bodyguard, he’s not letting her out of his sight. And she is very, very happy about that.” Mila snickered slightly.

“Why did she say that he had a crush on you when clearly he’s into her? Also, junk-punch?”

She grabbed the float, slipping it over her head and floating on it. “Hey, those were her words, not mine. She also threatened to stomp on your instep with her heels.”

“Damn, she’s violent.”

Mila laughed again. “It’s true. Also, Zamira might have threatened to end your life and Clarita immediately volunteered to help hide your body. So as a general rule, I wouldn’t ever mess with my sisters. And to answer your first question about Juan, apparently Angel was just doing that to mess with you. Well, with us.” Mila’s cheeks flushed pink as she said the words.

Of course they knew how he felt about her. Everyone seemed to. He wasn’t as good at hiding his feelings for her as he’d thought. He and Mila had only been fooling themselves by trying to be friends.

“Is everyone really doing okay with having guards?”

“They’re good, I promise. Mama is feeding her bodyguard around the clock.”

He resisted the urge to laugh at that because he’d already heard. “I’m pretty sure my guy wants to marry her now. He’s already called dibs on all her security shifts.” Lyosha wished he was joking.

“Who could blame him?”

“I like your bathing suit,” he blurted. Smooth, very smooth. Talk about a bizarre transition. Why not just tell her that he liked her breasts? That he fantasized about them daily? That he pictured her while stroking himself off far too often?

“Oh, ah, thank you.”

He cleared his throat, his gaze flickering to the little triangle cups. She was petite, with the soft curves of her cleavage nearly spilling out. And all he could think about was untying the strings tied behind her back, then the ones around her neck, letting the scrap of material fall into the water.

“Clarita made this,” she said, absently adjusting her top. The olive green looked incredible against her skin and it wasn’t crochet like he’d originally thought, just made to look like it. “She’s so talented. I don’t know how she comes up with her designs.”

“She seems to be doing well.”

“She is. Or I think so anyway.”

“She’s making a name for herself as a designer.” He paid attention to things that happened in his city. Clarita was on her way to being a huge success. She was currently being courted by two design houses that wanted to hire her full-time.

“That’s good to hear. She’s so secretive about her work and I never want to push too much. So, will you tell me what happened earlier when you left?”

“I swear there’s nothing to tell.”

She lifted an eyebrow. “So there’s not, like, a shallow grave with a dead body in it?”

“First of all, the grave wouldn’t be shallow,” he deadpanned.

She blinked, letting out a startled laugh. “I have no idea if you’re joking.”

“Second,” he continued, “no. There’s no grave. We didn’t find him. Everything about today was a setup,” he muttered.

“Yeah?”

He nodded. “He wanted me to find that house, wanted to either mess with me and send me on a wild chase or see how I reacted to what I found.”

She slipped the float off and reached for his arm, squeezing gently. “You’ll find him. I mean, I know it sucks right now and I’m sure it’s no fun with me being here—”

“I want you here,” he snapped out with far too much vehemence.

Heat flared in her gaze. “Yeah, right.”

His gaze fell to her mouth. “I want you here all the time, Mila. Every second of every day.” He moved closer toward her, his gaze falling to her mouth, then to the soft swell of her breasts—her perfect breasts. He had so many fantasies about them, about slowly undressing her…

“Then why are you still pushing me away?”

He couldn’t respond in that moment. Just stare at her, his heart beating out of control.

“Don’t look at me like that if you’re not going to do anything about it,” she murmured as she moved through the water into his personal space so that they were almost touching.

His gaze snapped to hers, taking in the sparking fire in her amber eyes, the challenge, as she watched him. With her in front of him, barely dressed, wanting him as much as he wanted her… He only had so much willpower. “I’m no good for you,” he managed to get out. He had to say it at least.

“So you just get to make decisions for the both of us?” She lifted a dark eyebrow.

“I didn’t say that.”

She took another step closer, sending tiny ripples around them. “It sure feels that way. Because it’s easier for you to ignore what you feel for me.”

He swallowed hard, watching her. Watching all of her.

She moved another inch closer. “I’m not asking for forever.”

Yeah, well, that was part of the problem—he wanted forever. And he knew once he got a taste of her, he couldn’t let her go. She deserved so much better than him, a man with no family, born to two junkies. A man with no relationship experience. A man with potential enemies waiting in the wings. Unfortunately, he didn’t think he had the fortitude to walk away again. He just…couldn’t.

She took another step closer so that her toes brushed his in the water. She was simply watching him, waiting for him to make the move. Which was his instinct, to take over, to claim her.

He resisted the voice that told him to back away, because his primal instincts were going to win this round. Hell, they would win the war inside him.

His erection was painful, throbbing against his swim trunks as he looked down at her. Her wet hair fell around her shoulders and over her breasts in long ropes, clinging to her skin. Little beads escaped, rolling down her arms, between her breasts, making him jealous of the water.

She held all the power and he wondered if she even realized it.

When she slowly reached for him all his muscles bunched up tight in anticipation. The feel of her gentle fingers skating over his skin, up his chest, oh so tentatively touching him, had him shuddering.

She finally settled her hands over a couple tattoos on his chest—most he’d gotten when he’d been young and angry at the world. Back in the days when he’d taken part in illegal cage fights, had hacked into any system he thought he could for kicks because he hadn’t cared about the consequences. Hadn’t cared about anything.

It felt like a lifetime ago. It might as well be, because he’d been a different person then. One who could not have imagined that he would meet someone like Mila, be friends with her. Maybe more.

“What are you thinking right now?” she whispered.

“How much I want you.” The words ripped from his chest as he clasped her hips, pulling her flush against him. Letting her feel exactly how much he wanted her.

Her amber eyes went heavy lidded as she settled into him, finding her place against him as if she’d been made for him. Maybe she had. It sure felt like it anyway.

He opened his mouth, to say what, he wasn’t even sure. But she must have seen something in his eyes, because she put her finger over his lips.

“Let’s enjoy tonight with no regrets,” she murmured, her eyes bright with a hunger mirrored inside him.

He nipped her finger in response. He’d been fighting this so hard, holding back everything inside him. No more. They were definitely going to enjoy tonight—and he was going to make damn sure that she did. More than once.

She let out a gasp of surprise as he sucked her finger into his mouth.

He loved the flush of pink under her bronze cheeks, the way her amber eyes went all liquid fire when he’d barely touched her.

“I wanted to strip you out of this flimsy little bikini hours ago,” he murmured, nipping her finger again as he slid his hands up her waist, simply touching her. Because she was letting him.

“I would’ve let you.”

Oh yeah.

Feeling possessed, he bent down, covering her mouth with his. The moment their lips touched, he groaned. He’d been missing her for an entire week, a week that felt like a year. He’d been consumed with thoughts of her, then when he’d seen her on that date, before he’d realized who she’d been with, deep down he’d known he couldn’t walk away in that instant.

He flicked his tongue against the seam of her mouth, desperate for entrance, to taste all of her.

She wrapped her arms around his neck, plastering her slick body to his as he slid his hands down her ass and under the backs of her legs.

His cock was thick between them, his desire for her clear as she wrapped her legs around his waist.

The water rippled out under their movements, the little waves lapping at the walls. Holding her as if he would die without her, he clutched her ass as they kissed, slowly exploring each other. The other night in her kitchen had barely given him a fraction of what he craved from her. He’d gone home and stroked himself off to thoughts of her, even as he’d cursed himself for leaving—running.

She held on to him in a death grip, as if she was afraid he might leave. Which was fair, considering last time he’d run out like a coward.

Not this time. Never again.

He rolled his hips, his thick erection rubbing against her covered mound. There was barely any clothing between them and he was hyperaware of that. That almost nothing separated him from thrusting inside her, feeling her clench tight around him.

The only reason he was letting his guard down outside was because his home was secure, with men stationed everywhere except the pool area. Right now, this place was off-limits.

As if she’d read his mind, she pulled back suddenly. “Can anyone see us?” she whispered.

He shook his head. “No. The cameras are off and no one will bother us back here.” Deep down he must’ve known this was going to happen when he’d searched her out in the kitchen wearing his bathing suit and asked if she wanted to go swimming with him.

She relaxed at his words, and leaned into him again as if it was the most natural thing in the world. As if they’d done this a hundred times.

He claimed her mouth again, desperate for more of her even as he slid one hand down the flimsy front of her bikini. The most primitive part of him never wanted anyone to see her in something so skimpy. He knew it was barbaric and that she was free to dress however she wanted, whenever she wanted. But he couldn’t shut off that part of him, would probably always hate it when anyone saw her in a bathing suit. Right now, only he got to see her, to feel her, to get her off.

He slid his hand lower, giving her enough time to tell him to stop.

In response she rolled her hips against his hand, making a little moaning sound as his middle finger skated over her pulsing clit.

Moving lower, he stroked between her legs, feeling how slick she was between her folds.

And it was all for him. Because of him. Because of what they were doing. And that knowledge made him feel like he was ten feet tall.

He was so messed up over her, so up in his head all the time.

He truly felt like a different person with her, as if he’d been merely existing before she walked into his life.

She was this bright ray of sunshine and he wanted to tell her everything first. Everything about his day, random thoughts he had, about things he’d read. It was a novel, terrifying feeling to need her so much. To want her so much…to depend on her.

He cupped her fully, sliding his finger through her slick folds, and she clutched onto his shoulders tight.

“Lyosha,” she groaned against his mouth, making a little mewling sound that went straight to his cock.

He loved hearing his name on her lips and only wanted her to ever moan out his name. There went that barbaric part of him again and he didn’t care.

He slid another finger inside her, his erection kicking against his shorts at the feel of how tight she was. God, she would feel amazing when he finally slid his cock inside her.

He began thrusting his fingers slowly, stroking in and out of her, savoring the feel of her inner walls clenching around him.

She rolled her hips faster against his teasing, biting down on his lip when he barely brushed over her clit.

Not that there was any doubt she would like it, but he did it again, then again, enjoying how reactive she was. Her entire body was practically vibrating with need as her legs tightened around him.

She was sensitive, her nipples beaded tightly against his chest. Even with the fabric of her bikini top, he could feel the hard points.

He slid his other hand behind her back, pulled the tie of the top free.

She leaned back so he could tug it away, and as he looked down at her full breasts, he swallowed hard.

“I’ve wondered what color your nipples were.” A dusky brown, highlighted under the dim lights of the pool.

She let out a sort of strangled sound in response and again he marveled at how her cheeks flushed that sexy shade of pink.

He was going to have a whole lot of fun making her blush.

Her inner walls tightened around his fingers when he thrust inside her again and he dipped his head to her neck, nibbling behind her ear.

When he did, she rolled her hips against him, the reflexive action making him rake his teeth against her neck.

She did it again. So he continued nipping at her, skating against her skin until he reached one of her breasts.

“Too slow,” she moaned out. “I need more.”

He smiled against the top of her breast as he continued his slow path of kisses over the soft mounds. As he flicked his tongue over one hard nipple, she arched her back, threading her fingers through his short hair and holding on to his head as he began flicking and teasing her in earnest. He wanted to drag this out more, even as he craved her climax. Her pleasure.

She was so reactive with her body, letting him know exactly what she liked and didn’t like. And he had a feeling that with time, she’d be more vocal—he couldn’t wait.

Though to be fair she seemed to like everything he was doing so far. Especially when he sucked hard on her nipple.

She let out a yelp, her fingers digging into him even harder when he switched breasts and sucked, not giving her any warning.

Her breathing grew shallower and shallower, her breaths sawing in and out as he increased the pressure against the sensitive bundle of nerves between her thighs. Oh, she was close. So damn close. Her body was trembling now, her legs shaking as he continued thrusting and stroking.

He guessed the moment right before she was about to climax, could feel it in the tightening of her inner walls around his fingers.

“Lyosha,” she cried out as her climax suddenly hit.

He switched to her other breast, sucked on that nipple, and she shouted, a wild thing against him as she found her release. She didn’t hold back, just let the orgasm rip through her as he continued teasing her body, stroking, kissing, sucking.

When she came down from her high, forget about feeling ten feet tall. It was more like twenty at this point.

She stared up at him as if he was a king, her legs loosely wrapped around him now as she gave him the most sated, pleased expression.

“That was amazing,” she rasped out.

“Sweetheart, we are just getting started.”

She reached between their bodies, taking him off guard when she suddenly slid her hand down the front of his shorts. She rubbed her palm over his erection and for the first time ever, he was ready to come from hardly any contact. Hell, he’d had more stamina as a horny teenager.

But this was Mila’s hand on him. Her fingers wrapping around his thick erection with delicate, determined fingers. She started stroking him all while looking up at him with that perfectly satisfied expression of a woman who’d just thoroughly climaxed.

No wonder he was about to come like some untried teenager. But first… “Condom.” Somehow he managed to get the word out. He had them in his room, had bought a new box back when he’d met her.

“I’m on birth control,” she said, wrapping her fingers around his cock, not slowing down at all.

“I’m clean.” He again managed to get more words out. Somehow. He hadn’t had sex in ages, not since he’d met her, but he had been tested.

“So am I.”

“Are you sure you want this?” Meaning, was she sure she wanted him? The last thing he ever wanted was for her to regret anything between them. And even though his body was screaming at him to take over, to get rid of the rest of their clothing and thrust inside her tight body, he would not screw things up with her.

She tightened her grip around him, giving him a long, hard stroke in response.

He grasped onto her hips, squeezed once to slow her down. “Bedroom?” There, he managed to get another word out.

“Here.” Her eyes were still heavy lidded. “I want you right here.”

Though he wanted to pin her up against the pool wall, he didn’t want anything to abrade her back. Never wanted to hurt her.

Consumed by lust, but not so foggy that he didn’t know what he was doing, he slanted his mouth over hers again, simply needing to taste her. As they kissed, she stroked him again but he grasped her wrists, holding them behind her back as he ate at her mouth. He needed a damn minute to think and no way was he coming in her grip. Hell no. Not this first time.

She moaned against him, arching her back, pushing her breasts against his chest.

The sensation of being skin to skin with her, with Mila, was almost too much. This was the culmination of half a year of fantasies. Hell, a lifetime it felt like.

He released her wrists, cupped her face as he moved back slightly to the pool wall, drawing her with him.

His instinct was telling him to go hard right now, but he wouldn’t with her. Not this first time.

And he knew there would be more than one time. There had to be.

Some thought triggered in his brain, making him wonder if he could somehow get her out of his system, but he knew it was impossible. She was in his blood, a part of him, and she made everything better.

She kept herself plastered to him as they moved through the water.

He lost his swim shorts along the way, but didn’t loosen his grip on her as he reached the wall, pushed his back up against it instead of hers.

Now he let her touch him, her fingers firm and confident as she glanced down between their naked bodies. God, she looked perfect right here, right next to him.

She bit her bottom lip and that blush was back as she stroked him.

“I want to be inside you,” he managed to get out.

That was all she needed to hear apparently because she grabbed onto his shoulders as he guided himself inside her.

He went slow, though his body was screaming for him to thrust.

He wanted to savor every single moment of this. Remember it forever. Slowly, he slid out of her. Then pushed back in almost instantly. As he did, he had the strangest sensation that this was like coming home. That she was his home.

He didn’t pull all the way out this time, just to the crown of his cock, before he pushed back in her slick, tight body.

She moaned, her eyes doing that heavy-lidded thing again as she arched her back against him.

She looked like a goddess in his arms, her dark hair wet, falling around her full breasts.

He could come right now, just watching her. His thigh muscles pulled taut as he thrust to the hilt. For a long moment, he stayed there as he cupped her breasts, lazily playing with one of her nipples. He didn’t want to come just yet.

“You can go faster.” Her words were all raspy and unsteady, her eyes a little unfocused.

“In a minute,” he murmured, his gaze on her mouth, her breasts, everywhere. He couldn’t stop staring, couldn’t stop drinking in every inch of her. This was definitely what heaven was like.

She clenched her walls around him in response, a silent plea. And he was going to give her another climax, was going to wring one out of her before he came. He wanted to feel her coming around his cock this time.

Soon their bodies found a rhythm as he moved inside her in slow, deliberate strokes.

Her breathing grew shallower, as did his.

Nothing else existed except her and him in this moment.

His balls were pulled up tight as he continued thrusting, forcing himself to go slow until she came again.

And she was close. Her inner walls were tightening again as they’d done around his fingers right before she’d climaxed. Unable to wait any longer, he reached between their bodies and teased her clit as he kissed her hard now.

She groaned into him, her inner walls clenching reflexively as her orgasm hit.

Her climax was harder this time, sharp and intense as she shuddered against him. That was all it took for him to let go.

He was going to splay her out on his bed later, kiss and tease every inch of her, but right now he felt like he was claiming her as he climaxed inside her.

Pulling his head back, he groaned out her name against her neck as he came. He’d never climaxed so damn hard in his entire life, never felt so completely wrung out as he let go of all of his control.

He wasn’t sure how much time passed before they both collapsed against each other, her languid in his arms as she wrapped herself around him.

Nothing in his life had ever felt so damn right, so perfect.

And that terrified the hell out of him. He’d never had as much to lose as he did right now.








Chapter 21




Mila opened her eyes and found Nala staring at her from the white fluffy pillow, her blue eyes unblinking. She felt the heat of Lyosha behind her and smiled. She was exactly where she wanted to be—in his bed and in his arms. She still couldn’t believe things had changed so drastically between them, that he’d finally gotten over his issues.

“Hello, pretty kitty,” she whispered, wondering when Nala had jumped up with them. They’d passed out hours ago. Or she assumed it had been hours, since she had no idea exactly what time it was right now. But there were hints of light streaming in from under some of the drapes by the bay of windows. “I think I might have to kidnap you one day,” she whispered as Nala shifted closer and was nuzzling her nose against Mila’s.

“Pretty sure that’s a class A felony,” Lyosha’s voice rumbled behind her, sending shivers of delight down her spine as his grip around her middle tightened.

At his voice, however, Nala sprang into action, jumping to the floor and meowing loudly.

“I’m coming, I’m coming,” he muttered even as he nibbled on Mila’s neck, raking his teeth gently against her skin. “Don’t go anywhere. I’ve gotta feed her, then you’re mine.”

Mila clenched her thighs together at his words and the hot promise in them. She definitely wasn’t going anywhere.

She rolled over to watch him slide out of bed, stared at the muscles of his ass flexing. Good God, he was incredible. And the reality of being with him was better than her fantasies.

“Look your fill,” he said without turning around, a smug awareness in his tone, as if he had absolutely no doubt that she was watching him.

“Oh, I am.”

He tossed her a toe-curling grin over his shoulder before he hurried from the room—still naked.

She’d grown up with her sisters and was used to half-dressed bodies, but she didn’t run around her own house naked. She could definitely get used to this, however.

She could get used to a whole lot of things with him, but she was not going to get ahead of herself.

Right now was just about right now. At least that was what she tried to tell herself. Her heart was already so entangled with Lyosha and there would be no untangling it after this. None at all.

She rolled over onto his pillow and inhaled. The scent of him wrapped around her, making her remember everything they’d done in the pool, then in his bed. Twice. She’d lost track of time after a while. Closing her eyes, she cuddled up against his pillow and pulled the comforter up to her neck. His place was so quiet, she felt like nothing else around them existed.

“If you’re asleep, I can come back later,” Lyosha rumbled again in that sexy morning voice of his.

She opened her eyes and saw him standing in the doorway, looking like a god. Arms crossed over his chest, he leaned against the frame, watching with those thoughtful green eyes. Her gaze trailed lower to his chest, over his flexed forearms, his tattoos. She’d kissed all of the tattoos on his neck last night, some of the ones on his arm… And lower. At that thought, her gaze automatically fell to his thick cock, which was now at full attention.

She felt her cheeks heat up and internally cursed her reaction.

“I would give good money to know what you’re thinking right now.” He stalked toward the bed, every inch a lethal predator.

“Just thinking about last night,” she murmured, unable to tear her gaze from the flex of his muscles.

Instead of crawling up her body, he pulled up the covers at the bottom of the bed and— She let out a yelp of surprise as he crawled straight between her legs, his wicked, wicked mouth zeroing right in on her already pulsing clit.

She couldn’t see him, could just see the bulk of him underneath the covers as he went down on her.

Something about not being able to see him, just feel, was wildly erotic.

She arched off the bed as he sucked her clit with almost no warning. Everything about him was sensual and sexy and he was so giving.

She hadn’t actually doubted that he would be, but he more than lived up to her fantasies. Who was she kidding? He was better than her fantasies.

As he slowly flicked his tongue along her slick—and growing slicker—folds, she let go of any bit of insecurity that lingered in the back of her mind, wanting to dig its talons in and tell her that she wasn’t good enough, that they were too different.

Instead she allowed herself to give in to the sensation of pure pleasure as he slid a thick finger inside her. “Oh, God.”

He growled roughly against her, the rumbling sensation sending pleasure spiraling throughout her veins. “I only want to hear my name on your lips.”

Ohhhh, when he got all ridiculously possessive, it was almost too much. It made her want things, hope for things. And hope was a terrifying thing to have now that she’d experienced him. What they could have together.

“Lyosha,” she moaned as he added another finger inside her. He knew exactly what she liked, had learned her body so quickly.

And after that, she wasn’t sure what came out of her mouth as he pressed his fingers inside her while simultaneously teasing her clit with his talented tongue.

Faster than she thought possible she was coming against his face, her orgasm sharp and intense, and even better because it was Lyosha giving it to her.

As she collapsed against the sheets, he tossed the covers off himself and crawled up her body, capturing her mouth in a harsh claiming.

She liked that he just kissed her, not caring that he’d been between her legs moments ago.

He didn’t seem to have any restrictions in the bedroom, she’d quickly realized last night. She wanted to experience so many things with him, and he’d hinted at some of the things he wanted to do. At that thought, she wrapped her arms around his body, digging her fingers into his back.

For a fleeting moment she wondered if he was so giving and wonderful with everyone he slept with, but just as quickly she shoved that thought right out of her head.

The here and now was all that mattered.

* * *

Lyosha leaned against the headboard, sated after making love to Mila again, satisfied in a way he’d never experienced before. He was…content.

She was stretched out over his body, her dark hair splayed everywhere. He’d thought about this so many times, having her here in his bed, his space, but the reality was better than anything in his head.

Nala had meandered back into the room, but was currently lounging in a patch of sunlight on the floor and doing her best to ignore them.

“Are you hungry? I just realized I haven’t fed you,” he murmured to Mila, who had barely moved.

“I kind of am, but I also don’t want to move.” Her head was against his chest, her fingers now over one of his pecs. She did this little tapping thing with her fingers every few moments and he wondered if it was a habit. There were so many things about her that he wondered, and he wanted to have the time to get to know all of them.

“You’re the first woman I’ve brought into this house,” he said into the quiet. He wasn’t sure why but he wanted to tell her. It felt important somehow that she know.

She shifted slightly and moved so that she was looking up at him. “Really?”

“I never bring anyone here.”

She blinked once. “Why?”

“This is my house. And my space is sacred to me. I know there aren’t a lot of personal touches,” he said wryly. He’d realized that pretty quickly after she’d moved into his space. Everything about her was bright and wonderful and he wanted her stamp on this place as well. “I guess I’ve never wanted to bring anyone here. Until you.”

She was quiet, laying her head back against his chest, but she didn’t respond.

Normally he didn’t mind silence, but the one stretching between them felt slightly off. As if there was a buzz of energy in the air and he couldn’t quite figure out what it was. He tightened his grip around her slightly, curving his hand over her butt and squeezing. “What is it?”

“Nothing.”

“I don’t like that word. Especially since I think you’re not being honest.”

“I’m just…kind of wondering things that I probably shouldn’t be wondering.”

He figured she meant about the two of them, and he had no idea how to put into words what she made him feel—what he wanted from her. And he was pretty sure that if he told her what he wanted, that it would scare her. Hell, it scared him. What was he going to say—move in with me right now? No, that would not go over well at all. He didn’t know enough about relationships, but he knew enough not to do that.

He smacked her ass once, making her yelp even as her cheeks flushed that sexy shade of pink. “I’m going to make some coffee and cook you breakfast.”

She groaned and stretched against him, her nipples rubbing against his chest. “I love that you cook. It’s probably the sexiest thing about you.”

He snickered softly. “The sexiest thing, really?”

Her mouth curved up, her amber eyes dancing with laughter. “Well, your ass is a close second.”

God, he liked this woman. Just genuinely liked who she was. He kissed her swiftly, needing to taste her again, before he quickly pulled back. He was glad to see that her eyes were heavy lidded, hunger flickering in their depths. That was what he wanted, her addicted to him, wanting more.

God knew he was already addicted to her. And as soon as they had coffee and he fed her, he was dragging her right back to bed.

He needed to check on some things in regards to Sokol, but at the moment all he wanted to focus on was Mila and worshiping her body.

And making her climax again.








Chapter 22




Nala gently purring in her arms, Mila tentatively knocked on Lyosha’s office door.

“You don’t have to knock, you can just come in,” he said without glancing over his shoulder.

Nala meowed loudly in her arms and jumped down, darting between Lyosha’s office chair and legs before moving about the entire office, sniffing everything as if she’d never been in here before, which Mila highly doubted.

“Your office is gorgeous.” She glanced around, taking in everything. The desk facing the bank of windows was big and masculine, and on either wall were built-in bookshelves. All filled with well-read books and a bunch of labeled folders. This was a place Lyosha spent time in. She could see his stamp everywhere, from the blue-and-cream-colored afghan on the back of his chair and the soft blue walls to the overfilled trash can next to his feet. An askew stack of papers was to his right, what looked like an old mug of coffee on top of them. The art on the walls showcased various Florida locations and a blown-up picture of Nala as a kitten. Okay, way too adorable. The man and his cat.

He made a sort of grunting sound as he worked one of his keyboards. As in plural. He also had plural screens, taking up the majority of the massive desk.

“What are you doing?” She stepped closer, looking at two of the screens. Her eyes widened slightly as she spotted the perfect image of the pool—right where they’d been last night. “You said security couldn’t see us last night!”

Laughing, he finally looked up, his green eyes warm. “Those are turned on now. They were turned off last night. I wouldn’t let anyone else see you like that.” Just as quickly, his eyes went all heated, making her toes curl.

“So…you planned on us getting naked in your pool last night?”

“No. But I was tired of fighting myself,” he murmured as he reached for her, tugging her into his lap. “And I was hopeful something would happen.”

She curled up against him, still reveling in this whole new sensation of being allowed to touch him and having him touch her in return. He was surprisingly affectionate and sweet. “Sometimes I wonder what would have happened if you hadn’t left that paperwork at the shelter by accident.” She likely never would have run into him again.

“I left it intentionally,” he murmured. “I was hoping you’d call me.”

She stared at him. “You’re lying.”

He shook his head, a wicked grin curving his lips. “Nope. It was all part of my plan.”

“What if I hadn’t called you?”

“Then I’d planned to come back by again until I ‘ran into you by accident.’”

And yet he’d kept them firmly as friends only, for months. This man was too much. Even now she wasn’t sure where they stood, not really. Was he truly over his baggage, ready to commit to something? She was too afraid to ask.

She leaned down to kiss him but he took over immediately, his tongue sliding past her lips, teasing and taking as he started to shift her so she could straddle him.

But he abruptly pulled back at a soft beeping sound.

Keeping her in his lap, he turned and clicked something with one hand.

She looked at the screens again and realized… “So some of this is super illegal, right?” Some of those video camera images looked like CCTV images of downtown and other places she recognized.

“I always say that plausible deniability is a good thing. Sometimes the less you know means the less you have to answer for if the situation arises.”

She pinched his side, found absolutely no skin to grab onto, but he laughed nonetheless.

“Fine, maybe some of this is a gray area,” he murmured.

“Gray area, my ass.” Like she cared? Maybe she should have, but she found that where Lyosha was concerned, she would bend the rules. Or break them entirely. “So what have you found out?”

“I’m getting closer to nailing him down. Some people Sokol was in prison with have relatives in the area. And the cops who found the would-be bomb are sure that it wasn’t live or intended for use.”

“What does that mean?”

“It didn’t have a detonator. It wasn’t created to go off, just to look scary. However, the bomb maker has a specific signature, and because of that, the local PD has involved a DEA task force apparently. I don’t actually know too much about that, just that they’re going to be looking into this as well. Which could ultimately help me find Sokol. He made a mistake planting that fake bomb.”

“So can I go to work tomorrow?” Because it was Sunday morning, and while she had definitely enjoyed her time here, her real life couldn’t just screech to a halt because someone had slashed her tires and might want to do her harm eventually. She had a job and bills to pay. And a life to live.

“Yes, as long as you don’t leave the building. I’m going to drop you off and pick you up. And…I’m going to let Porter Caldwell know what’s going on.”

“Dominique’s boss?”

“Yes.”

Maybe she should be surprised he knew who that was, but of course he would if Dominique worked for the man. Viktor had probably had Lyosha look into everyone who worked with Dominique. “I work with his wife, Lizzy. She’s pretty cool.” And really, really smart.

“She’s one of the best hackers I know,” he murmured.

“Seriously?”

He nodded as his gaze tracked back to the screen. Suddenly he shifted her off his lap and started working quickly, his fingers moving at warp speed. “Just give me a minute,” he murmured, and she was pretty sure at that moment she ceased to exist as he started doing whatever it was he was doing.

She thought of herself as more than efficient with technology and was really good at design and marketing, but what he was doing was a whole different kind of level. The screens were moving too fast for her to even really read anything on them.

“Do you want anything to drink? Coffee?”

“You don’t have to get me anything to drink,” he murmured absently. “You need to be relaxing, putting your feet up.”

“I know I don’t have to, but I’m getting more coffee for myself, so do you want some?” Plus she wanted to take care of him a little. He needed someone watching out for him, she’d realized. She snagged his cold mug.

He glanced over her shoulder and smiled, warming her straight to her toes. “That would be great, thank you.”

As she left the office, Nala trotted along with her, rubbing up against her ankles. Lyosha had warned her that Nala would beg for treats shamelessly and Mila could admit that she didn’t care.

She would absolutely give this adorable furball all the treats she wanted.

And she would pretty much do anything for said furball’s owner.








Chapter 23




Brooklyn was sprawled on his chest, her breasts plastered against him as they lay in bed together.

He idly stroked his hand down her naked back as he scrolled through his text messages.

“Who are you texting?” she murmured as her hand trailed down his chest.

“Just business.” Lyosha had made an unexpected move, calling the cops after seeing the fake bomb. It had been a choice he hadn’t been expecting, but it told him more about the man himself. So had the fact that Lyosha had been with Viktor at the time. Also something he hadn’t expected. He knew the two men were close, however, and it looked as if that hadn’t changed.

She stilled, her hand flattening against his abdomen just shy of his dick. He knew what she was doing and bit back a sigh of irritation.

“And?”

He knew he shouldn’t have gotten involved with anyone, that she would be a distraction. A very sexy one, but still. “What is it you want to know?” he murmured, not about to fall into this trap. He wasn’t going to argue with her, didn’t have the energy for it—and didn’t care enough. His concern was all about revenge.

“Anything at this point.” She frowned at him, her hand still immobile. “You’re so secretive. You had me flirt with that guy the other day and didn’t tell me why.”

He’d needed a distraction and Brooklyn had proven to be the perfect one. She was a hot blonde with big tits and a great smile. It was a little pathetic how easy it had been to distract one of Lyosha’s guys. He’d expected more from the man. Unfortunately he knew that kind of trick would work only once.

“There’s nothing to tell. I’m simply working on something right now.” Revenge, to be specific.

Brooklyn might like him, might be pushing for more from him, but something told him she would not be down with what he was into right now. She seemed okay with petty breaking and entering stuff, seemed to like the thrill of him not having a straitlaced job, working a normal nine to five. No way in hell was he going to tell her anything of substance, however. But he could at least throw her a bone. Lie and get her off his back.

“Look, a guy from before I went to prison owes me money. I’m just trying to get it back. That’s it. I don’t want to involve you because I don’t want you getting hurt.”

“Oh.” Her frown faded and she moved, straddling him. Her long, shiny hair fell around her bare breasts in perfect waves as she looked down at him. She reached between their bodies, wrapped her fingers around his cock and stroked once. Then stopped and frowned again. “Are you going to tell me why I had to distract that guy?”

God, her fingers felt good. “I needed to send a message to someone, that’s it. I needed him distracted to do it.” She had no idea he’d slashed a woman’s tires, that the message had been directed at Lyosha. He gritted his teeth, willing her to keep stroking him.

Brooklyn stayed unmoving, just eyed him as if she didn’t believe him. “That’s all very vague.”

“Why are you asking so many questions? Are you looking to start a life of crime? Is that what this is about? You want to be on my crew?”

“You have a crew?” she shot back.

Ah hell, he was never going to win this. He flipped her over and crouched between her legs. He knew one surefire way to shut her up.

As he dropped his head between her legs, she stopped talking and started moaning as he got down to business. He might have to end things with her sooner rather than later, and that was disappointing. She was fun to get naked with and he sure as hell didn’t have to pay for it with her.

But she was getting too nosy, too interested in his business. It might be time to cut ties with her.

Because no one was going to stand in the way of his revenge against Lyosha. The man had taken far too much from him to walk away. Every day he’d been in prison, he’d thought of what he’d do to the man.

Now he had the weapons and ammunition necessary. It would just take the right time to spring his ambush, to attack with no mercy. He wanted to kill the woman too, wanted Lyosha to watch her suffer. But if he had to, he’d kill without torture.

Because Lyosha was going to die. He just needed to get the two of them alone. Once he did, it was over.








Chapter 24




Lyosha looked over the file on his screen as Dima maneuvered through traffic. He’d found the woman who had acted as Dima’s distraction. She lived close to where Mila had when she’d been in college, but not quite within the standard college apartments. Just right on the outskirts, and close to a nightclub she worked at. His hope was that she would lead him straight to whoever had hired her to distract Dima. And he was going on the assumption that she’d been hired or had done the “damsel in distress” act as a favor.

“I still can’t believe I was taken in by her pretty face,” Dima muttered as he took a left-hand turn.

Lyosha was fairly certain it wasn’t her face that had diverted Dima’s attention, but lifted a shoulder. “Let it go. I have.”

Dima’s body language was still tense, but he didn’t respond. Which was good because Lyosha had no desire to talk about it anyway. Dima was a good employee. He’d made a mistake, and at the end of the day they were all human. Unfortunately in their line of work they couldn’t afford any mistakes. But he knew Dima was truly sorry and wouldn’t make a mistake like this again.

“Looks like she has a couple brothers and cousins, most of them in jail. She’s making a decent living at the nightclub she works at. At least according to her taxes.” She also had an online side business, so she liked to hustle. Something Lyosha could appreciate. That also told him that money might talk with her. If he offered her enough money, she might turn over who she’d helped. If not, he’d just track her movements.

Dima snorted softly. “It still amazes me how you can find out all that shit.”

His mouth curved up slightly. “I still can’t figure out who the hell she was working with.” Her cell phone had been cut off a couple weeks ago for failure to pay. So she could be using a burner phone, but if she was, he didn’t have access to the records.

“Here we are,” Dima said as he pulled through the open gates of a decent-looking condo complex.

She paid her mortgage monthly on time, but not her cell phone bill. She also seemed to have a shopping problem—lots of high-end brands according to her credit card bill. Which she paid off, but there was nothing left over, no savings. She spent what she got as soon as it came in—on clothes, partying, salon visits, and trips out of town with friends. So yeah, he really hoped money would talk with her. Would make his life easier anyway.

They drove past the two pools before reaching building J.

“How do you want to do this?” Dima asked as he parked in a guest spot.

“We’ll play it straight. Simply knock on her door and ask her what she was doing at Mila’s place.” And who the hell she was working with.

“And if she doesn’t answer?”

“I’ll offer to pay her for the information. If that doesn’t work, I’ll have one of my guys follow her around, see who she visits. It can’t be you.” She would recognize Dima for certain. Lyosha still planned to figure out what phone she was using, and from there he’d track her calls. That would be the easiest route to discover who she was in communication with, and the one he normally used when looking for someone. But of course nothing could be easy while he was tracking Sokol down.

She was on the second floor, and after knocking twice Lyosha was debating if he should pick her lock when the door across the hall opened up.

A woman in her early thirties eyed them curiously as she locked the door behind her. She had on scrubs and a lanyard around her neck that proclaimed she worked for a nearby hospital. “She’s not home,” the woman said as she took a step toward the stairs.

“Brooklyn’s not home?” Lyosha wanted to clarify they were talking about the same person.

“Nope. She told me she was staying at her boyfriend’s for the next couple days.” The woman smirked at them slightly. “So if you thought you were the only one in her life, sorry.” She snickered to herself as she headed down the stairs.

“Wait up,” Lyosha said without crowding her. He and Dima were both big and didn’t want to unintentionally intimidate her. “What do you know about her boyfriend?”

The woman looked them both over not so much cautiously but curiously, her gaze staying on Dima for longer than necessary as she sized him up.

“Why?” she finally asked, focusing on Lyosha.

“She owes me money,” he said simply.

“She’s always bragging about how much she makes at that club, but I don’t buy it.” She rolled her eyes.

“Do you have a phone number or anything? I tried to call her earlier but her phone has been turned off.”

“I did, but like you said, it got shut off because she forgot to pay it. She forgot to pay her electric two months ago as well. But she’s got enough for those Louboutins I always see her wearing.” An eye roll.

Lyosha pulled out two fifties and a plain white card with his phone number on it and handed them to the woman. “If she comes home and you think about it, feel free to call me. I’m just trying to get back the money I’m owed.”

The woman took everything, shoved it all into her purse and shrugged. “No promises.” Then she glanced at Dima and winked before hurrying down the rest of the stairs and across the parking lot.

“That was a bust,” Dima muttered as they watched her get into a later model Honda.

“Maybe, maybe not.”

“We breaking in?”

Lyosha glanced around, saw a video camera nestled in one of the corner walls. He could easily hack it, but her neighbor had seen them, could identify them. No, breaking in right now would be stupid. If he was going to do it, it would be under the cover of night. “No. Let’s go.” He wanted to get back to Mila anyway.

He’d dropped her off at Viktor’s, and when he’d left she’d been with Dominique and Lillian in the living room, watching Lillian run circles around Nala, who he’d brought with them.

He hadn’t liked the idea of leaving her at his house again, hadn’t wanted her to feel isolated and alone. And she’d been excited to see Dominique. He hated that he basically had to put her life on hold, lock her down, so at least he could give her this instead of forcing her to be cooped up at his place by herself.

As they headed back to Viktor’s place, he texted Viktor to let him know they were on the way.

The longer this whole thing stretched out, the longer he was unable to find Sokol, the more tension coiled inside him. Lyosha didn’t like loose ends, didn’t like being out of control with something.

But especially where she was concerned.

She’d quickly become everything to him. And he needed to hunt down Sokol and end this problem one way or another.

Then he needed to figure out his shit. Because he knew he couldn’t walk away from her, even as he knew he wasn’t right for her. Look at the danger he’d already put her in.

Still…he was keeping her safe. He would always keep her safe.








Chapter 25




“This is quite possibly the cutest thing I’ve ever seen.” From her perch at the island, Mila watched as Lillian and Nala played on the kitchen floor.

“I love it when Lyosha brings Nala over. She keeps Lillian entertained the entire time.” Dominique arched her back slightly and rubbed her little belly as she smiled down at her daughter.

Lillian was currently holding a ball connected to a long string with little feathers dangling off the side and spinning around the floor. Nala pounced every now and then and every time she did, Lillian cackled and fell on the ground as if it was the funniest thing. Then Nala pounced on her and they ended up hugging and rolling around in total chaos. “I’ve never seen a cat act like this before,” Mila said.

“I know. She’s a total weirdo and I love it.” Dominique laughed as she shook her head, pulling a big pan from the oven. “Would you mind running to Viktor’s office and telling him and Lyosha that lunch is ready?”

“They’re here?” This place was as big as Lyosha’s—though far warmer and clearly lived in by a family—and the insulation must be incredible because she couldn’t even hear anything outside—and she’d seen a couple men walking around by the pool.

“Yeah, Viktor texted me that Lyosha was on his way back about twenty minutes ago, so he should be here. And I know they’re holed up in his office.”

“No problem, but you’re going to have to give me directions otherwise I’ll end up in your laundry room or something.”

Snickering, Dominique gave a brief rundown of where to go.

As Dominique pulled a carafe of water from the fridge, Mila headed down the hallway in the direction she’d given her. Following the directions exactly, she slowed when she heard male voices coming from an open doorway. Her heart rate kicked up, doing that little pitter-patter it always did around Lyosha. It was like her body was trained to react to him.

“I’m your friend,” Viktor said quietly. “And it’s time you got that through your annoyingly thick skull.”

“I don’t know what you want me to say.” That was Lyosha.

She felt weird sort of eavesdropping, and started to increase her pace so they would hear her but froze when she heard her name.

“Look, it’s not serious between Mila and me. We are just…friends. And as soon as I have the situation under control, things will go back to normal. She will return to her house and I will have my place back.”

A tight, angry ball of buzzing bees expanded in her stomach and she took a step back. Then another. She did not want to hear another word out of his mouth.

Heading back the way she’d come, she got her racing heart under control as she stepped into the kitchen. Betrayal sliced through her, sharp and deep. More than that…sadness settled in her bones. Apparently what they’d shared meant nothing to him. Or at least not as much to him as it had to her. Stupid, stupid. She’d gotten all up in her head, had thought they had a future now. Hell, she’d been picturing a wedding, her wearing a dress made by her sister. God, she was stupid. Her throat tightened but she willed away the tears that threatened to burn the back of her eyelids. She would not do this here.

Clearing her throat, she gave Dominique an apologetic expression. “I got a little lost, I’m sorry.”

Dominique laughed. “It’s not a problem. I’ll actually just text him and make it easier. I don’t know why I didn’t think about that before… I’m blaming it on pregnancy brain.” She snagged her phone from the countertop as Mila sat back at the island, turning her attention to the adorable little girl and cat playing on the ground.

A bittersweet smile touched her lips as those angry bees stung away.

Lyosha was just biding his time until he could get rid of her. That was all. She’d told him she wasn’t looking for anything more than he could give, but she was very clearly a liar. Of course she wanted more, and she should have been honest with herself at least. She wanted it all—marriage, kids, family vacations, a future.

God, she’d thought… Well, she’d thought a lot of crap, apparently. She believed him, believed she was the only woman he’d ever brought to his house, but now she knew he’d never be able to give her what she needed emotionally.

She rubbed a hand against the middle of her chest, but it didn’t make the hurt go away.

“They’ll just be a few minutes,” Dominique murmured, and Mila was pretty sure she responded as she took a sip of her water.

She wanted to go home, wanted to be away from here and everyone. No, she wanted a man who obviously couldn’t emotionally deal with the fact that he had actual feelings for her. And she wasn’t going to try to force him to be something he wasn’t.

After all this…whatever this was, was over, she was moving on too. She had to.

The ache in her chest spread but she stopped rubbing at it. Nothing would take this pain away.

* * *

“I don’t know why you can’t just admit you are more than friends with Mila.” Viktor rounded his desk, giving Lyosha a dry look.

“Fine. I’m into her. I’m obsessed with her,” he muttered. “Better?”

Viktor watched him with those piercing eyes, ones that were normally cold and calculated, except around his family. “So what’s your problem?”

“You don’t understand.”

Viktor leaned against the front of his desk. “Try me.”

“I have no family. I…don’t deserve her.” There it was. The words he’d kept buried deep inside in a place he didn’t even want to admit existed. He came from nothing, had no roots. And she had everything.

Viktor did not blink. “So? I don’t deserve Dominique.”

“I would make a shit partner and a shit father.” It wasn’t like he’d had an example, and the thought of fatherhood terrified him.

“No you wouldn’t, on either count. Who says she wants kids anyway? Have you talked to her? Asked her what she wants?”

“Why are we having this conversation? I miss the days when we only talked about business.”

“I’ve already told you.” Viktor shoved up, his jaw tight as anger rolled off him in waves. “You deserve to be happy and I’m not going to let you make the mistake I almost made with Dominique. We both had shitty childhoods, but that doesn’t mean you have to be alone forever!” he snapped out with far more emotion than he ever showed. “Look at me. Hell, look at Abram. I can’t believe my brother settled down, but he actually smiles now. He’s happy! And so am I. You can have a life outside of work, Lyosha. You’ve been with me since the days of my father. I…am your family. You don’t need blood for that. So you’re not alone. And you are wonderful with Lillian, so you have no valid arguments about any of this.”

Lyosha rubbed the back of his neck, feeling awkward and unsure what to say. He cleared his throat, trying to find words, but none would come.

Viktor sighed and headed toward the door. “Come on, let’s go eat.”

As they headed down the hallway toward the kitchen, Lyosha’s phone dinged and he froze when he read the message. “Got a hit on Sokol’s whereabouts. A camera picked him up and got an eighty-two percent positive reading. According to my contact, he’s holed up in the Art Deco district. There’s a perfect shot of him entering an abandoned residence.” He held up his phone so Viktor could see the picture. It was Sokol all right. Lyosha would recognize that bastard anywhere.

“Let’s go, then.”

Lyosha shot him a look.

“I’m going.” And Viktor wasn’t asking.

Lyosha wasn’t going to argue with him. The man could and would do whatever the hell he wanted.

He texted Dima and the others. Five of them would be enough to take James Sokol down. “Let’s get geared up. Vests for everyone.” Especially after that bomb. It might’ve been fake or not actually rigged, but it was serious enough that he was taking every precaution.

Because he wasn’t sure what Sokol’s endgame was, other than to get back at him. And a man with nothing to lose could do a lot of damage on the way out.

He could hurt a lot of innocent people. That wasn’t happening on Lyosha’s watch.

Knowing that Mila was safe was the only reason he was able to leave her here again.








Chapter 26




Lyosha and Viktor stood with their backs against the outer back wall of the two-story abandoned home. The others were behind them, waiting for the order to make a move. Thunder rumbled far in the distance, a bank of dark clouds in the west, but they had an hour or so until the sky fell out. If they had to make an escape after this, the weather might help them.

It was almost a mansion, but not quite. From what he’d gathered on the way here, Sokol had been using this place, siphoning power off from another nearby building. Standard when someone was trying to stay off-grid.

Lyosha had checked all the windows with drones and he thought he’d seen movement so they were going in quietly and quickly.

He picked the lock in seconds, then motioned at Viktor that he was going in first. Sokol was in their lives because of Lyosha. He would be taking all the risk.

Easing open the door, weapon up, he checked for any potential traps. No trip wires or any visible traps, so he moved in, Viktor and the others behind him.

His boots made a very slight thudding sound, and as he swept into what had likely once been a living room, he saw the source of the movement from the drone. A fan was on, causing two curtains to billow slightly. But it was otherwise empty of furniture or people.

Damn it.

Maybe this was going to be a bust after all. Still, his guard up, he motioned for everyone to spread out. They’d done this before and knew what to do, and knew how to work as a team.

He turned, used two fingers to indicate he was going up the stairs.

He still didn’t like the fact that Viktor was with him. Lyosha’s job was to protect him, to keep him safe, but he trusted the man more than almost anyone. Viktor would always have his back, and at his core the man was a fighter, a survivor.

Adrenaline pumped through his blood, all his muscles tight as he kept his weapon steady. At the top of the stairs he paused, again looking for any sort of cameras or traps.

None were visible.

He moved to the first door, swept in and froze.

James Sokol’s body was splayed out on his back on a mattress and the guy was definitely dead. His face was discolored and slightly swollen. Still…

He motioned at Viktor to keep his weapon on Sokol just in case this was some elaborate trick. At this point he wasn’t taking any chances.

As Viktor remained where he was, Lyosha continued down the hallway, sweeping every remaining room. There was no furniture in any of them, not in the closets or the multiple bathrooms. Nothing. “All clear,” he said into the radio as he reached Viktor. “He move?”

Viktor snorted and shook his head. “And he never will again.”

Lyosha stepped into the room cautiously, scanning the floors, walls, ceiling. He didn’t see any trip wires and there were no doors on the walk-in closet so he could easily see inside. There was an open suitcase with clothing spilling out. And there was a futon a few feet away from where Sokol was splayed out.

As he stepped closer, the smell of it hit Lyosha full force. Bodies let out waste after death so he’d been dead for a little while at least.

Crouching down, he scanned the body, looking for any signs of a struggle. That was when he saw the ligature marks around his neck.

“Let’s go,” he said as he stood. They needed to be far away from this place. Fast. None of this felt right, and clearly Sokol had been working with someone else. Something Lyosha had suspected, but he couldn’t figure out who.

Viktor nodded, not asking questions as they hurried back down the stairs to meet the others. He gave them a very quick rundown of what he’d found then motioned toward the back door. “We reconvene at checkpoint two.” Before any type of operation—which happened much less these days since they were all into legal businesses—they agreed on three preapproved meeting points. They also drove in separate vehicles.

On the way out he continued scanning, looking for anything that might be of help. There was nothing but the consistent thunder rumbling in the distance.

From the ligature marks he’d seen around Sokol’s neck, it was pretty clear how the man had been killed. Now he needed to figure out who had done it.

“We calling the cops?” Viktor asked as they reached the SUV.

Lyosha slid into the back with him while Dima quietly got in the driver’s seat. “I don’t know. I don’t like this. It didn’t feel like a setup. There were no cameras, no trip wires…” He frowned as he ran over everything he’d seen.

“You always suspected he was working with someone.”

“He had to be. He’s simply not smart enough to come after me on his own.” That was not arrogance, just fact.

“What’s your gut saying?”

“I can’t figure out who he would be working with.” And Lyosha had done a deep dive into his life, his records, everything. It was someone smart enough to stay off the grid, to stay off Lyosha’s radar, and someone with a bone to pick. Someone he’d angered enough to come after Mila, after him.

“Have you talked to the Feds? What about the agent you turned him over to?”

“Retired. And he said that Sokol had been squeaky clean in jail. Hadn’t gotten into any trouble while he served his time. He even gave me a list of all visitors. No one who would be working with him against me.” He leaned back in his seat, running over different scenarios and coming up blank.

“Mila is safe,” Viktor said quietly.

Lyosha glanced at him, knowing he was simply stating the obvious.

Viktor continued. “We can tell Porter Caldwell about the body. Let him do with it what he will. Call in an anonymous tip. Or I can call Dominque’s cousin again.”

“We could.” He just wasn’t sure he wanted to.

“Or maybe we just sit on this.” Viktor stretched out slightly, texting Dominique as he spoke.

“I think we should. At least for tonight. I need to do more research. I need to figure out who we’re up against before bringing in the cops.” And he wanted to get back to Mila.

To hold her in his arms. Someone was still out there, someone who wanted to do them harm. Whoever had killed Sokol was obviously the one running things, and he’d killed Sokol for…whatever reason. Likely the man had ceased to be useful.

Desperate to get back to her, he ordered Dima to speed up. He needed to see for himself that she was safe.








Chapter 27




Lyosha tried to get it together as he drove Mila home.

To his home. He had to remind himself of that. It wasn’t their home, even if he wished it was. But he was getting ahead of himself. Way, way, ahead. He needed to sit down and talk with her, tell her his fears of screwing everything up and losing her. She was the only woman he’d ever been remotely vulnerable with but it wasn’t enough. He needed to be completely honest with her.

After returning to Viktor’s, he and Mila had headed out. All his computers were at home and he had a few more threads to pull on as he tried to figure out who’d murdered Sokol. So far he’d been scanning cameras in the surrounding area but hadn’t picked up anyone he recognized. And he’d added a lot of pictures to his program to cross-reference—anyone connected to him or Sokol in the past.

Unfortunately there were so many damn people in Miami, it was like looking for a grain of sand at South Beach.

“What’s wrong?” He took a left-hand turn, bypassing the highway for a quieter ride home. It would take a little bit longer but there would be less traffic and he would be able to keep an eye on their surroundings easier. As soon as he thought it, the sky opened up, sheets of rain pelting the windshield. Stupid Florida weather. He’d hoped to make it home before the storm hit.

“Nothing.” Mila’s answer was just a little too quick. She was looking away from him, out the window, her profile highlighted under the city lights.

The swish-swish of the windshield wipers cut through the quiet of the truck. “Look, I want to tell you about what happened today. I just can’t.” He didn’t want to tell her about the dead body because he didn’t want her to have the knowledge for her own well-being. Plausible deniability was a good thing. If anyone—aka the cops—asked her about it, she would be able to answer honestly. Besides, she hadn’t seen Sokol’s body anyway and had no connection to the guy, so knowing about it did nothing.

“I don’t care about that,” she murmured.

Thunder cracked, and wild forks of lightning streaked across the sky. He slowed as the rain grew thicker, the street gutters already filling up from the deluge. “Then what is it? Because something is on your mind.”

He could see her jaw tick before he glanced back at the road, pulling up to a stop sign. The wipers were going at full speed, but barely keeping up with the rain. He turned on the seat heaters, wanting to keep her warm.

“Nothing.”

He reached out, squeezed her leg once.

She remained stiff, something that surprised him. And he hated it. He felt like she was putting walls up between them and he wasn’t sure what had happened in the last few hours. They’d had a really good time this morning, then he’d had to leave her at Viktor and Dominique’s. But maybe she’d decided that he wasn’t worth it. That…they weren’t worth it.

No, something had to have happened.

He was no good at this, no good at relationship stuff. But he didn’t want to let this go. Even if the voice in his head told him he should. But what the hell did he know? He had no instinct where relationships were concerned. Should he push or not?

“It was nice of you to let Lillian keep Nala tonight,” Mila said into the quiet as he racked his mind for something to say.

“When she started crying there was no way I could say no.” Seeing those big tears rolling down her red, chubby cheeks? Nope.

Mila turned to look at him and snickered slightly, her expression thawing a fraction. “I don’t blame you. Dominique seems pretty immune to that kind of thing, but Viktor looked as if he would have given her a pony so she’d stop crying.”

It was true. “He’s going to be just as bad with their next girl.” Being married to Dominique, having a daughter, it had softened Viktor. But in a good way. At one time Lyosha had thought Viktor’s relationship with her made him weak, but… In reality it made him a better person. Just as Mila made him a better person.

“They’re having a girl?”

He nodded. “He told me today. Said it was okay if I told you.”

“Oh.” She glanced away again, nibbling on her bottom lip.

Damn it, something was going on with her. Before he could say anything more, he glanced at the incoming text on his dashboard and pressed read since it was from Dima.

The robotic voice came through the Bluetooth system. There was a fender bender in front of us so we got separated from you. Catching up now.

He hadn’t been able to see Dima behind him, but he hadn’t been able to see anything with this rain. It was like driving through a car wash. Using the voice to text, he responded. Before he could say anything else to Mila, his phone pinged with an alert from one of the runs he’d done. He called it up on his dashboard, then froze as an image slowly appeared on the screen, the pixels finally becoming clear.

“Who is that?” Mila asked.

Fuuuuck. “His name is Adrian Laskin.”

“Is he who’s after you?”

Oh, no. He needed to get her back to his house, his fortress, now. “I think so.”

“Talk to me, Lyosha.” Fear laced Mila’s voice. “Who is this guy?”

He hated that he couldn’t comfort her now. All he could do was get her to safety and then tackle this huge problem. “Laskin was in the army, in intelligence. Got kicked out—dishonorably discharged.”

“Because of you?”

He took another turn, shook his head, his adrenaline surging as the windshield wipers continued, swish, swish, swish. “No. I never knew him, but I knew his brother.” Lyosha had killed the bastard in self-defense and no one would ever find the body. But Laskin must have figured out Lyosha had been involved. Because Laskin just showing up on one of the programs he’d run, out of the blue? He didn’t have time to read the report, not yet. Not until they were out of the damn rain and he wasn’t driving. But his gut told him this was the guy.

“That doesn’t sound good.”

“His brother was a piece of shit.” As Lyosha turned onto another, more commercial street, trying to avoid the flooding running down the sides of the road and spilling out of the gutters, a bright flash of headlights to his right made him jerk the wheel.

Shit. They were going to be broadsided!

His adrenaline surged as he pushed on the gas, trying to fly through the four-way. But his tires spun, unable to get traction from the rain as he fishtailed out of control.

Slam!

The vehicle rammed into their back end. Mila screamed as they lurched forward, but at least the airbags didn’t deploy. Instead of trying to brake, he pressed on the gas. The tires fishtailed again, but he eventually shot forward. As he gripped the wheel tight, trying to even out, the vehicle slammed into them again. The seat belt dug into his collarbone as he jerked forward under the sudden motion.

Damn it! He tried to get traction, but there was too much rain, the roads too slick. They flew forward into the nearby ditch with a thud. They jerked again under the impact.

Through the pelting rain, he could make out bits of red and white lights of a few businesses in the parking lot across the street. Everyone was shut down for the evening, but he knew the area and they had to get to safety. He pulled his pistol out. This had to be Laskin, or someone working with him. “We’re going to get out of here and—”

Rat a tat tat!

Bullets slammed against the back windows. They were bullet resistant but nothing was truly bulletproof.

He shoved her head forward as she let out a sharp, brief scream she cut off almost immediately.

“Stay down,” he ordered as another volley of gunfire slammed into the back of the SUV.

“Should I call the police?” Her voice was strained as she unstrapped, grabbed for her fallen purse.

“Yes, give them our location.” He flipped open the center console, grabbed his backup ammo and tucked it into the back of his pants. It wasn’t much, but it would have to do for now. His first instinct wasn’t to call the cops, but he was glad she was steady enough to do so. He wasn’t going to wait on the police or his own men, however. He was going to take care of this himself.

Whoever this was, whoever was shooting at him and Mila, was done. This had to be connected to Sokol, had to be the real brains behind whatever was going on.

He crawled into the middle seat to get a better view of the street behind them. His truck was at an angle in the ditch, giving them some protection, but they had to get the hell out of here.

Peering out into the rain-soaked night, he looked through the back window and waited. As far as he could tell, there was only one shooter and he needed to see the muzzle flash. Needed to see— There!

“Under no circumstances do you follow me.” Weapon in hand, he ripped open the door and jumped from the vehicle. Water soaked him up to midcalf as he sloshed through the ditch along the edge of his truck. Ducking low, he moved around the back of it and returned fire.

Pop pop pop.

Glass from the SUV across the street exploded as he shot through the windshield.

Another blast of gunfire lit up the night. Glass shattered as Lyosha’s taillights exploded. He swiveled back, crouching low, using his vehicle for cover.

Then he popped back up, returned fire. The muzzle flash of the shooter was by the front of the SUV. He shot directly at it. At this distance and in the rain, his accuracy would be off. He continued shooting, desperate to hit anything, to even just wound this guy.

When the gunfire paused, he whipped back behind the truck. He only had seconds to do this right, to get Mila to safety. He couldn’t wait on the cops or his men, not when he didn’t know how much firepower this guy had, how far out his own men were, and not when he didn’t have enough ammo to hold the shooter off indefinitely.

His boots sucked against the mud as he slogged back through the ditch. He yanked open the driver’s door, glad for the angle they’d crashed into the ditch. They had enough cover. For now.

“The cops are ten minutes out,” Mila said, fear in her eyes.

Decision made, then.

He grabbed her hand across the center console. “We’re going to make a run for that storage center. Wait for my signal,” he raised his voice over the rain pounding down on the roof of his truck and the hail of bullets slamming into the opposite side of his truck.

Thunder cracked again, so loud it rattled the nearby buildings and his truck. The sky lit up like fireworks and a transformer exploded across the street. Sparks flew everywhere, showering the other vehicle. The gunfire abruptly stopped. This was it, the chance they needed.

“Now!” Pivoting, he grabbed Mila’s hand and they ran.

Water soaked him up to his knees now as they splashed through the rushing water across the parking lot in the opposite direction.

He glanced over his shoulder, unable to make out the SUV or even his own truck with the sheets of rain coming down so thick and heavy. The noise of it was deafening, surrounding them as they hurried across the pavement. No one was shooting now. The shooter might not know they’d fled yet. Not with the coverage of the rain. Or maybe they’d gotten lucky and he’d been electrocuted by the transformer.

Adrenaline pumping, he dragged her along with him, wishing he could toss her over his shoulder and run, but he needed his hands free.

They disappeared behind one of the big-box storage buildings as he racked his brain, deciding what to do. He didn’t have enough ammo on him to wait out the siege for ten minutes. Not against someone who’d clearly planned this.

Hiding Mila was the only option right now. Keeping Mila safe was all that mattered anyway. Then he could go on the offensive.

Her breaths came in jagged puffs as she ran alongside him, her wet hair plastered to her back. He scanned the storage buildings, with their roll-up doors and one-story height. Briefly he contemplated attempting to break into one, but it would make them sitting ducks with no way to get out.

“I need to get you somewhere safe,” he said as he glanced over his shoulder. No one was there yet but he had to act as if the shooter was in pursuit.

Grabbing her hand, he continued running down the length of the current building. At the end of it they turned right, then at the end of that row, he motioned that they should head right. Goal one, put as much distance between them and the shooter as possible.

As they came upon a dumpster, he took two seconds to make a decision. “Up here,” he ordered, boosting her up onto the top of the closed dumpster. The lightning knocking out the transformer must have knocked out the power to the whole street, which was a boon for them.

Her hair plastered to her face, Mila didn’t question him, simply followed his instructions as he boosted her up. She didn’t say a word, but he saw the fear flickering in her eyes.

He jumped up after her, then boosted her up again onto the edge of the roof of the building. “Crawl to the middle,” he ordered, having to raise his voice above the pounding rain. “Stay low and do not come down for anything.”

Leaning over the edge of the roof, she frowned, her slick hair hanging down in ropes. “Come with me!” she whisper-shouted at him, her eyes wide with fear.

“I can’t. I need to know you’re safe.” He glanced around, looking for the enemy. Dima and his men should be here by now. “Swear you’ll stay up there.”

“I swear.” He knew it pained her to say the words, but she crawled away and out of sight.

That impossibly tight band around his chest eased. He might never get a chance like this again. He had to take out this threat tonight, before the cops showed up.

He slid off the rigid black dumpster top, and eased behind it as he pulled out his cell phone. He quickly texted his men for backup, letting them know exactly where he was and that the cops were on the way too.

As the rain started to ease, his phone buzzed in response, but he shoved it in his back pocket right as he heard a slight movement somewhere nearby. It was almost impossible to hear anything over the slap, slap, slap of the rain on the aluminum roof, concrete and tin siding, but…there it was again. Soft splashes.

Crouching low, he looked under the rolling dumpster. It was too damn dark to see anything— Lightning flashed and he saw them. Two boots. The shoes paused, then crept slowly toward the dumpster.

His adrenaline spiked.

Weapon up, he swept out and pointed straight at Adrian Laskin.

Laskin swiveled, weapon up.

He didn’t want to kill someone in front of Mila but there was no choice. That thought played in the recesses of his mind as everything funneled out around him, sound, time, noise. All he was aware of was Laskin and his pistol. He must have left his rifle behind and switched to the handgun.

Raw rage flared in Laskin’s dark eyes, visible as lightning forked across the sky again.

Lyosha aimed for center mass and pulled the trigger twice in quick succession.

Laskin grunted as he fell backward, landing on his back with a thud, and didn’t move.

Lyosha raced at him, kicking the fallen weapon out of the way as he bent to check his pulse.

Laskin came up swinging, slamming his fist into Lyosha’s shoulder instead of his jaw as he maneuvered to miss the full brunt of the punch. Bastard had a vest on.

The faint sound of a siren wailed in the distance.

No! He had to take Laskin out now, had to end this problem, this threat against Mila.

Laskin rolled for his weapon, but Lyosha slammed his boot into the asshole’s arm.

Laskin cried out, even as he rolled again.

A blade flashed under the moonlight as it arced toward Lyosha’s thigh.

He bit back a cry of pain as the blade sliced through his pants and skin. He fell to one knee as Laskin reached for his weapon again.

Not today. He pulled the trigger, one shot straight to the head.

Laskin’s body went completely slack.

Thigh throbbing in pain, Lyosha stumbled back, not putting his pistol away because he wasn’t sure if Laskin was working alone.

He couldn’t believe the man was even here. But that was something he’d worry about later.

The sirens were growing louder now, and he knew time was limited. He tucked his weapon away, called Viktor and told him he needed a lawyer to meet him down at the police station. As he ended the call, Dima and two others rounded the corner of the building, breathing hard.

They looked at the dead body, then Lyosha. He wanted to tell them to get out of here, but the cops were too close. Damn it.

“Where’s Mila?” Dima demanded, worry on his face as he hurried forward, dismissing Laskin’s body.

He simply pointed upward. “I don’t know if he was working alone. I don’t want her coming down until the cops are here and this place is secure,” he said, even as the sirens wailed into the night. For all he knew, there was someone else waiting to ambush them.

Dima nodded, then turned at the same time Lyosha did.

Mila scooted over the edge of the roof, relief flaring in her gaze as she saw him. The rain was at a trickle now, but lightning still streaked across the sky, jagged and bright.

He glanced around, cursed to himself, then motioned for her to come down. Two police Chargers were zooming down the row of storage slots, their blue lights flashing.

As she jumped down from the dumpster, he caught her in his arms as the cop cars jerked to a halt fifteen feet away.

Mila was safe.








Chapter 28




Mila closed her eyes as she shifted against the uncomfortable chair in the detective’s office. She didn’t want to be here, but it was better than being stuck in what she was pretty sure had been an interrogation room. Not that they’d actually interrogated her, but the dingy gray room with the two-way mirror had been creepy. The detective had tried to insist she go to the hospital but the paramedics had looked both her and Lyosha over and deemed them okay. Though Lyosha had needed steri-strips for his thigh. She’d wanted to insist he go to the hospital, but he’d been pretty adamant that wasn’t happening, and she was picking her battles right now.

Her eyes flew open when the door creaked behind her. Lyosha hurried into the room, his expression a mask of concern.

“Are you okay?” Instinctively she looked him over.

He’d left to go talk to someone… She wasn’t even sure who at this point. The only thing she was sure of right now was that her clothes were damp and sticking to her body in weird places, the blanket wrapped around her wasn’t doing much to help ward off the chill, and she wanted to go home. She wanted to strip off her clothes, take a hot shower, and sleep in her own bed. She wanted Lyosha to hold her, but…she knew that wasn’t happening. Never again.

“I should be asking you that.” He sat next to her, taking her hands in his as he looked her over, as if he was checking for injuries when he knew very well she was fine.

Physically anyway. She was still processing everything that had happened, kept replaying the accident, then that man shooting at them. She shuddered. “Where were you?”

“I had to talk to a few people… Including an FBI agent.”

“Why?”

“Because of my relationship to Sokol and Laskin, the shooter from tonight.” Once they’d been alone, he’d told her that he’d found Sokol’s dead body earlier in the day and now he was certain that Sokol and this other guy had been working together.

“They don’t think you killed Sokol or anything, right?”

“No. From what they’ve been able to gather from the electronics they found in Laskin’s rental, he knew that I had essentially snitched on Sokol. So he told Sokol about it when he got out of prison. They didn’t have a prior connection. Not technically. They both just knew me. Laskin wanted to use Sokol to get revenge on me. It’s why he had him target you for that date. His end game was to kill me, but he wanted to hurt you too, in an effort to hurt me. He thinks I killed his brother.”

Mila watched him closely. She wanted to ask him if he had killed the guy’s brother because there was something off in his tone, but knew this wasn’t the place for that type of conversation.

“He recently got out of prison and had been watching me, taking his time. And he’d planned to use you against me somehow. It’s why he had Sokol ask you out. He didn’t want to be caught. He wanted to have Sokol take the fall for everything, I guess.” Lyosha scrubbed his hands over his face, looking as exhausted as she felt. “Then Sokol started getting angry, at least that’s what it looks like from some of their texts. He wanted to move in on me before Laskin was ready. So far it sounds like they’ve confirmed some things with a woman Laskin was sleeping with—she was the one who distracted Dima while Laskin slashed your tires. They’re still questioning her.”

Jeez, her head hurt. “Is there another threat, or can we go?”

He stood, pulling her with him. “We can go. There’s someone here who wants to see you though.”

Her adrenaline kicked up, the tension at the back of her skull spiking into a full-blown headache. “Oh God, it’s not my mom, is it?” She loved her family but she couldn’t deal with them right now. She just wanted sleep. And if she saw her mom or one of her sisters she knew she would have an emotional breakdown. She was barely keeping it together and refused to let herself cry. Not yet. Not until she was alone.

His mouth kicked up slightly. “No, I know better than to call any of your family without asking you first.” Before they reached the door, it swung open and Lizzy Caldwell stepped in, wearing jeans and a purple T-shirt that said I don’t get older, I level up stretched across her baby bump.

Lizzy stepped forward as if to pull Mila into a hug but then stopped. “How are you doing? That’s probably a dumb question, but I’m asking anyway.”

The kindness in her new boss’s expression threatened to pull at that last thread of Mila’s control. She swallowed back her tears. “I’m good. Well, that’s a lie. I’m not really good, but I will be.”

“Dominique called me and told me what was going on, so Porter and I drove down here immediately. You’re taking this whole week off.”

Mila started to shake her head but Lizzy held up a hand. “I’m serious. It sounds like you’ve been through a lot. Take the week and rest. If you’re feeling up to it, call me on Wednesday and you can come in Thursday, but I promise I will not think any less of you or ever hold this against you if you take this week off. Self-care is important, especially after something traumatic.” The way she looked at her was the same way her mama looked at her, all caring and concerned.

Mila’s throat was thick with unshed tears but she managed to get out, “Thank you.” Yep, she was very close to having that breakdown. Any second now.

Lyosha wrapped his arm around Mila’s shoulders even as he murmured something to Lizzy about getting out of there. Mila tuned out what they were talking about as she focused on not crying.

Moments later Lyosha was guiding her down the hallway, into a busy bullpen and then out into the damp Florida night. The rain had finally stopped, but everything was wet, with giant puddles across the parking lot. Her still-damp shoes squished with each step, making her even more uncomfortable.

“Can we go to my house instead of yours?” She wanted to be around her own things, and while she appreciated all Lyosha had done, it was time for her to go home.

“Of course.” His voice was deep and soothing. She was so glad he was with her, but at the same time she knew how he really felt. She’d heard him say with his own words that he wanted to go back to his life, that he wanted her to go back to hers. Now…they could do that.

They’d figured out who had slashed her tires, who had wanted to hurt her to get to him. And now it was all over.

If Lyosha thought things would go back to the way they’d been, he was wrong. Because she couldn’t just be friends with him. And she certainly couldn’t just be friends with benefits.

As he started the SUV one of his men had dropped off, heat immediately surrounded her and she closed her eyes, letting the warmth envelop her.

Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry. That was her mantra; she chanted it over and over in her head. She just needed to hold on long enough to get home. To get in her shower and let go.








Chapter 29




Mila stumbled out of her bedroom, blinking against the brightness of the living room and kitchen. Lyosha was sitting at the countertop, sipping something, but he stood when he saw her. He looked sexy as hell of course.

He’d changed at some point last night, and was wearing jeans and a long-sleeved plain black T-shirt that stretched across his broad shoulders, caressing every single muscle. Meanwhile, she was pretty sure her hair was a rat’s nest.

“What time is it?” she asked even as she glanced around her kitchen, her eyes landing on the stove’s clock. After she’d taken a shower, she’d crashed in her bed. She hadn’t even been sure if he’d stayed or not, or if he’d even slept. She couldn’t remember being so tired in her life. Not even when she’d been working multiple jobs and studying during finals week. Last night had been something out of a freaking nightmare and she was sure she’d be processing it for a while to come. It was as if she’d simply powered off last night and now she had to deal with things.

“A little after one. You slept hard. You want me to make you some coffee or tea?”

Afternoon sunlight streamed in all the living room windows, bathing her place in swaths of warm light. “That sounds good, thanks.” Rubbing her face tiredly, she sat at the island countertop.

“You want to talk about anything?” He pulled down her favorite mug.

“Have you found out any news?” Right about now she was really glad that Lizzy had insisted she not come into work this week. There was no way she would have made it in today. She felt as if she could sleep for another year.

“From what I’ve gathered, they’re tying up some loose ends but there’s enough evidence of what Laskin was planning to do. Which was to kill us both.”

She hid a wince at his words. All of this was so surreal. “Is any of this going to come back on you?”

“You mean will I be charged?”

“Yeah.” Last night the detective had seemed pretty sure that Lyosha wouldn’t be, since it had been a clear case of self-defense. But until he was officially cleared, it worried her.

“The state’s attorney has already said they won’t be pressing charges. It’s not even an issue.”

She breathed out a sigh of relief as he pushed her coffee in front of her, doctored exactly the way she liked it. “That’s good.”

Silence stretched between them and she tried to think of something to say, failed. She simply didn’t have the energy to fake anything. And she wasn’t going to try, she decided. Nope. That ship had sailed.

“Are you hungry? I ordered a couple different takeouts while you were sleeping and stored them in the fridge so you’d have something to eat. And I can call your family if you’d like.”

“No, but thank you.” She needed to call them herself. Then she took a breath, fortifying her nerves. She would do this now, then she would mourn what they could have had. But she needed him gone, needed peace. “Listen, I appreciate all you’ve done and I mean this in the nicest way possible, but I’d like to be alone.”

Standing by the fridge, he stilled, his green eyes pinning her in place. “What do you mean?”

“I mean…you can leave.”

He jerked back as if she’d physically struck him. She squished the little bit of guilt she experienced. Okay, a lot of guilt.

“Why?” He seemed vulnerable in that moment.

Which just confused her more, but she had to take care of herself right now. “Before we left Dominque and Viktor’s, I overheard you talking to Viktor.” She was going to get right to the heart of it—she didn’t have enough energy for anything else right now. “I heard you say that we were just friends and that you wanted to get back to your real life.” She hated his words, hated the way they shredded her heart. But she was going to keep her game face on, refused to let him see how much she was bleeding inside. “So I can’t be around you right now. I’m emotionally taxed and I need to decompress. I’m still wrapping my mind around everything and I want to be alone.”

“I was a damn liar,” he growled out as he stalked around the island toward her. “I was lying to Viktor.” He scrubbed a hand over his face, his expression twisting. “I’m sorry I said all that, and I’m sorry you heard it. I never want to hurt you. Mila, I—”

She held up a hand when he went to reach for her. If he touched her, she was liable to break down. “Just stop, please.”

“I won’t stop. I’m telling the truth. I don’t want things to go back to normal, I want us to—”

“Lyosha, stop.” Her voice broke on his name, tears spilling over. She cursed, angrily swiping them away—then batted his hands away when he tried to cup her cheeks. She shoved off the stool, stumbling back. The waterworks were about to start and she could not be around him anymore. “Please go,” she practically shouted.

“I’m going to come back, to check on you.”

She lifted a shoulder, unable to make her voice work.

“Mila, I—”

“Go!”

He stood there looking conflicted until finally he picked up a duffel bag she hadn’t seen until then and left, shutting the door behind him.

She followed, locking it before she sank onto the floor, depleted physically and emotionally as she finally let the tears fall.

* * *

Lyosha sat in his work SUV, arguing with himself. He didn’t think he’d done the right thing by walking out. He never wanted to walk away from Mila. Ever.

But she’d looked so damn fragile, and seeing her tears—because of him—sliced him wide-open.

He went back and forth, trying to decide if he should do what she’d said and leave. Fuuuuck. What was the right choice?

He’d never been truly open with her, truly vulnerable, and maybe that was what it took. Because the thought of losing her was his worst nightmare come true. He’d realized it before last night, even if he hadn’t wanted to admit it to himself. He loved her, had tried to tell her twice, but she’d cut him off and… What if she thought he was just saying it because of everything that happened?

He’d been lying to himself for months, trying to put their relationship into a little box. There was no way she would stay single forever. And how would he handle her dating someone eventually? Getting married? He wouldn’t. He loved her.

It was as simple as that. Except none of it was simple.

A growl rose in his throat at that very thought of her being with someone else. No one was going to claim her but him. He might not deserve her but he was damn sure going to give this his best shot.

He got out of his truck and stalked back to her place. It was time to make things right.

If he failed, then he failed. But he had to tell her that he loved her, had to make her listen.








Chapter 30




Mila pushed to her feet at the sound of a knock on her door. Her heart leapt in her chest.

Even if being near him had her pulling apart at the seams, she still desperately wanted to be near him. God, she was a complete mess. She yanked open the door and froze.

It wasn’t Lyosha.

It was Doug, Emily’s boyfriend.

Her heart jumped in her throat as she took a step back.

“You stupid bitch, I finally got you alone!” He stumbled forward and grabbed her around the neck as he shoved her back against the wall.

She tried to scream as she latched onto his wrists, clawing at him in a frenzy. She dug her nails into his thick wrist, but he squeezed tighter.

Something in the back of her mind flared to life, a memory from a self-defense class she’d taken. Remembering what she’d learned, she let her entire body go limp.

He loosened his grip for a fraction of a moment and she struck out with her palm, adrenaline riding her hard as she slammed it straight into his nose.

He shouted, stumbling back against the front door as he covered his face.

She swiveled and sprinted toward her bedroom, throwing the lock in place behind her.

Her phone! She had no idea where it was after last night.

Shit, shit, shit. She ran to her closet, ripped open her purse even as her bedroom door crashed open, the thudding sound sickening.

She didn’t find her phone but she grabbed her pepper spray, wrapped her fingers tight around it even as she flipped the safety to the side.

“You just had to open your big mouth,” Doug growled, ripping the closet door open.

She refused to get trapped in here with this lunatic. Without waiting, completely ignoring the vile things he was spewing at her, she lifted her hand and started spraying at his face.

She took him off guard, could see it in the brief surprise that flickered across his face before he started screaming and clawing at his eyes.

He tripped as he tried to back away from her, smashing his head against one of her shelves.

She grabbed for one of her nearest boots and bashed the heel against his head even as she jumped over his body.

Snarling, his eyes red and puffy, he twisted and grabbed her ankle. She fell, sprawling against the bedroom floor, half in the closet, half out.

She turned over and with her free foot kicked him in the face again.

Bone crunched under the impact and he made a sound like a wild animal as he let go of her ankle.

She was vaguely aware of blood spurting from his nose as she shoved up and sprinted for her front door. As she tore it open, Lyosha was there.

Thank God! “In my closet! Emily’s boyfriend,” she blurted out.

His face went dark and he pushed past her without a word, moving with a fluid efficiency she’d witnessed before.

She heard a shout, then a thud, then another, and then… Silence.

He came back out moments later, looking her over from head to foot as he gently grasped her upper arms. “God, Mila, are you okay?”

“Yes, but I don’t know where my phone is.” Her heart was still a wild beat in her chest as she tried to get her breathing under control.

He fished his phone out and handed it to her. “The code’s your birthday. Call the police while I secure his hands.”

She was stunned at the admission that his code was her birthday but brushed that aside for now. As she started to call, she realized she didn’t even need the code to call the emergency line and quickly dialed.

* * *

“I mean this sincerely, Ms. Nowak, but I hope I don’t have to see you again for a while. Or ever,” Detective Blanco said with a half-smile as he nodded at both her and Lyosha.

The police had already taken Emily’s ex-boyfriend away and Mila had been looked at by paramedics—again.

Her adrenaline was still kind of wonky and she felt unsteady but she’d escaped that bastard. Had taken care of herself. Even if Lyosha hadn’t shown up, she’d been able to get away and there was a strange sort of relief and pride in that. Even if she had a feeling she was going to be having nightmares for a while. What a psycho.

Lyosha wrapped his arm around her shoulders as he said a few more words to the detective.

Then to her surprise, two of Lyosha’s security guys stepped inside, nodding at her and him as they moved past them into the condo.

“What are they doing?” She looked up at him in surprise. When had he had time to call them?

“They’re going to patch up your door and fix everything he damaged, and I’m installing a security system. It’s not up for discussion.” There was a firm set to his jaw, as if he dared her to disagree.

She leaned into him, burying her face against his chest as she hugged him close. No matter what had gone down between them, she still felt safe with him. He would always protect her, that was something she knew in her bones. She certainly wasn’t going to argue with him, not about this. A security system would make her feel a whole lot better and she didn’t care if he paid for the thing.

His grip around her was tight but not crushing as he murmured something against the top of her head. It was in Russian, and she didn’t know the words but the meaning seemed clear. Or…she hoped it was.

“Why did you come back?” Keeping her arms tight around him, she leaned back so she could look up into his face.

He cupped her cheek with one hand, his big, callused palm comforting. She was vaguely aware of muted noises in her bedroom but tuned it all out as she stared into his bright green eyes.

“I was coming to tell you that I love you. That I’m not walking away from you.”

Her breath hitched as she rolled the words over in her head. He loved her?

“I know that I haven’t been as open with you as I could be about my past. I know I have a lot of baggage and I’m terrified I will screw things up, but I want to take a chance on us. And I hope you’ll take a chance on me.”

Her heart was racing out of control as she digested all of his words, but mainly the first few ones. “You love me?”

He nodded once, his expression intense and serious. And…that vulnerability was back.

Still… “Those things you said to Viktor?”

He swore softly and shook his head. “I’m full of shit. I was trying to convince myself of it. But you must not have heard the part where I admitted that I’m obsessed with you. If you’ll have me, I’m not letting you go. I love you, Mila. And I’m sorry for the things I said. The lies.”

She leaned up on tiptoe and cupped his face in her hands. He’d shown her that he loved her, even while he’d tried to deny it, and she was going to believe his actions. And now his words. “I love you too,” she rasped out, tears stinging her eyes. Then she kissed him, letting the last few hours fall away as she teased her tongue against his.

He wrapped his arms even tighter around her, one hand going to her ass as he ground against her for a long, hot moment. She knew they couldn’t get carried away, that there were people in her condo, but right now it was impossible to think about anything other than his tongue teasing hers, the feel of his thick cock pressing against her abdomen. Her inner walls tightened as she remembered how incredible he’d felt as he thrust inside her, over and over. She wanted that again, to feel him on top of her, anchoring her.

But then he pulled back, his eyes dilated as he looked down at her. “Once you’re feeling up to it, we’re going on a real date. I’m going to take you out and pay for everything. Then we’re coming back to your place or my place, where I’m going to eat you out until you come against my face.”

Her cheeks warmed and she glanced over her shoulder, glad the others weren’t around to hear. She looked back up at him, unable to stop the smile spreading across her face. “That sounds like a really good plan.”

“We don’t have to wait for our date for me to go down on you,” he murmured, his gaze flicking to her mouth.

And oh, how she felt that look all the way to her core.

“And I’m not leaving you alone for one minute,” he continued. “We can stay here or at my place, I don’t care. But we’ll be together.”

“I like the sound of that,” she murmured.

He brushed his lips over hers, softer this time, much gentler, and she leaned into him, into it, and into all of this. Mila knew the future wasn’t certain but she knew this thing between them was real. This was a man she could see a future with. A long, real one filled with happiness.








Chapter 31




“You set all this up?” Mila looked at the pool area of Lyosha’s home, taking everything in. She’d only been gone a few hours, and only to see her mom. The last couple days she’d been holed up with Lyosha and they’d barely come up for breath. Eat, sleep, sex, repeat.

She took in the changes. He’d strung up a bunch of glittering little lights so that they covered everything, and there were little red flower lights floating everywhere. There was also a table set for two, complete with a bottle of champagne and…two dome-covered dishes. It didn’t really matter what was in them because this whole setup was incredible.

“I had a little help, but I wanted our first date to be special.” In dark slacks, a button-down shirt and a wicked smile, he made her stomach flip.

Nala meowed loudly next to Mila, rubbing up against her legs.

“Yes, you helped too,” he murmured, reaching down to scratch the back of the cat’s head.

Nala leaned into his scratches before running off into the bushes, a tiny little predator.

“Well, it’s wonderful.” She cleared her throat, unable to wait to tell him what she’d learned. “I got a call from Emily today,” she said as he led her to the waiting table. Two battery-powered candles with that flicker effect adorned the middle of it, giving it an even more romantic atmosphere.

He held out her seat. “How is she?”

“Good enough, but horrified by her ex. The cops figured everything out and spoke to her. He got the text I sent her about what he’d said to me. He saw it when she was in the shower and deleted it. Then he blocked my phone number from her cell. Instead of letting everything go, he decided to come after me. Apparently it’s not the first time he’s hurt a woman. It sounded like he has a couple warrants out and will be going to jail for a long time.” She eyed him carefully as he settled across from her. “You…know all this already don’t you?”

“Most of it, yeah. I just got a call before you showed up. I was going to tell you later. There are more than a handful of warrants out for his arrest, including a pretty big one in Arizona. It’s under a different name. He’s being transported back there, and even if he pleads out, he won’t see the light of day for twelve to fifteen years.”

She shoved out a sigh, smiled as he poured her a glass of white wine. “I can definitely live with that.”

“I also found out that the woman who distracted Dima when Laskin was slashing your tires didn’t know what he was doing. She was dating him and he asked her for a favor. She wasn’t involved with any of his revenge and seemed horrified by it. The cops believe her and I tend to as well.”

“That’s good to know.” It had been one of the last things she’d been wondering about.

He poured himself a glass as well and lifted his to toast her. “To our future.”

She felt her cheeks flush as she clinked her glass with his. This was everything she’d ever wanted with him and it scared her a little that it was happening. But after what they’d been through, she figured they deserved this happiness. It had only been a couple days, but he’d been more open with her about his past. More open than she could have ever imagined. He’d even admitted that he had killed Adrian Laskin’s brother—when the guy had showed up at his place almost a decade ago with a gun ready to kill him over something so insignificant. Adrian had been in the army, a world away. Then when he’d come home, he’d attacked some guys at a bar, been dishonorably discharged, fallen into a life of crime and ended up in jail. Somewhere along the way he’d figured out what Lyosha had done.

Still watching her, his expression shifted and her stomach flipped as his jaw flexed. “What is it?”

He wiped his palms against his pants and she realized it was the first time she’d ever seen the sexy man look nervous. “I know this might be too soon, and I’m learning as I go, so I hope I don’t scare you away but…” He reached into his pocket and handed her a key.

She stared at it with raised eyebrows. “What is this?”

“It’s the key to my place and I’m going to text you my security code so you have it as well. I want you to treat my place like yours. I don’t expect you to make me a key or anything like that, but this is how I know to show you what you mean to me. I would ask you to move in with me but I know that’s too soon.” He eyed her curiously. “Right?”

“I think it probably is.” Right? She would happily move in, but she’d just bought her place and they were still in that new dating phase. She wanted to take the time to get to know him even more, to do this right. To build an unshakable foundation.

“Well, I’m just throwing it all on the line so you know. I want everything from you, and I want you to move in when you are ready. That offer won’t change.”

“I think I love you even more now,” she murmured, leaning over and brushing her lips against his.

He tugged her into his lap, pushing her dress up slightly as he slid his hand up under it. “Want to get straight to dessert?” he murmured even as his talented fingers moved higher.

“Oh yeah.” Dessert first sounded fantastic.








Epilogue




Five months later




Mila stepped into the laundry room from Lyosha’s huge garage, the familiar beep-beep sounding as she opened and shut the door. Though he already knew she was here. She’d texted him when she’d left her condo, where Clarita had decided that Mila was her guinea pig.

Clarita had made her try on a bunch of her new creations—not that it was a hardship to try on a bunch of fun, gorgeous dresses. And she’d decided to wear one home… Well, not home, Lyosha’s home. Though it felt more like her place than her condo did these days.

She spent most nights here, and ever since she’d adopted Boots, an adorable border collie from the shelter, Boots and Nala had become inseparable. Not that she needed an excuse to stay here, but she loved that their pets got along so well. Boots basically lived here too—he had his own bed and favorite patch of sunlight to doze in. And he loved running around the backyard.

Her kitten heels clicked along the long hallway as she made her way through the house. Normally Boots greeted her, his tail wagging as he jumped up to say welcome back.

“Lyosha? Boots?” She glanced around the kitchen, her eyes widening when she spotted the huge vase of hydrangeas. Her favorite.

Lyosha had been spoiling her, buying her flowers all the time, just because. She wasn’t used to this, but she sure loved it. Her heart rate increasing as it always did when she thought of him, she plucked the note out, a smile already on her face before she’d read it.

Because her big, bad Lyosha was a softie and always left the sweetest notes. She’d started a little collection of them.

Meet me on the patio. —L

Okay, so not his normal sexy note, but it still made her smile. What was he up to? It was dark out and all the blinds were drawn so she couldn’t even see anything, which wasn’t normal. He usually left them open so they could see the pool and ocean beyond.

When she tugged open the door, she froze. Hundreds of candles covered everything. Flickering lights were all around the pool, floating candles in it, and right in front of her was Lyosha, in a suit looking as handsome as ever.

His hands were behind his back as he stood at attention, and his expression softened when he saw her, his eyes going all soft.

“Hi,” she rasped out, glancing again at all the sparkling lights. It was like a fairyland.

“You look beautiful,” he said as he strode to greet her, his long legs eating up the distance.

“So do you. Handsome, I mean.” Her arms slid around his middle even as he pulled her close, gripping her in that possessive way of his she adored. “What’s all this?”

“Saturday night date,” he murmured, his gaze falling to her mouth, hunger flaring wild.

This was a lot for a normal date. A whole lot. “Oh yeah?”

His expression went serious as he looked down at her. “I’ve got something important to ask you.”

Her heart rate kicked up. Was he… Oh my God. He was!

He went down on one knee in front of her and opened a jewelry box before she could blink or draw in a breath. Warmth bloomed inside her as she looked at the ring, looked back at him, her throat thick with emotion.

“Will you marry me, Mila?” His voice slightly shook as he took the ring out of the box.

“Yes.” Her voice shook too as a few tears spilled over. “Yes, yes, yes!” She threw herself into his arms as he stood, crushing her mouth to his in a hungry frenzy she felt all the way to her core. He might have been the one to put the brakes on five months ago, but ever since then he’d jumped feetfirst into their relationship. Him asking her to marry him just cemented what she already knew in her heart.

She wasn’t sure how much time passed but suddenly Boots was there, yipping away as he jumped up and down between them. Nala hung back, poised like the Sphinx as she watched them, her long tail lazily swishing back and forth.

Laughter bubbled up inside Mila as she met Lyosha’s gaze, pulled him tight again. “This ring is gorgeous. And so is all of this. You must have spent ages setting this all up.” The candlelight and string lights caught on the diamond, making it glitter so prettily.

“I had a little help,” he said as he stepped back and scratched behind Boots’s ears. “And—”

“Can we come out now?”

Mila turned at her mama’s voice, found her and all her sisters peeking around the side of the house. Even Clarita… No wonder her sister had insisted that she dress up tonight.

Angel held up her phone. “I got it all on video!”

“And I took pictures!” Zamira held up her phone as well, her smile wide.

“You guys are the worst hiders ever,” Lyosha murmured, even as he laughed and motioned for them all to come out. “They helped with everything, but I picked out the ring itself.”

More tears sprung to her eyes and she couldn’t stop the flow of joy. Over the last few months, Lyosha had gotten to know her family even more and they all adored him. “You took them all shopping with you?”

“It was quite the production, but yes.” Laughter danced in his eyes as he kept his arm tightly around her shoulders.

“Mi amor, it looks perfect on you.” Her mama held her hand as she and her three sisters looked at it.

Then, before Mila could respond, they all started making wedding plans, talking a mile a minute about where she should have it, who should be invited, and things Mila wasn’t even sure about. She took a step back as they continued, wrapping her arms around Lyosha again.

“You’re a very sneaky man. I had no idea you had this planned.” He’d told her he’d be working all day. And he hadn’t even hinted that this was on his radar. Not really. They’d talked about the future but in more abstract terms.

“I’ve been holding on to this ring for a month.” His deep voice wrapped around her, settled her. “There were so many times I almost asked you, but I wanted to do it right.”

“This was definitely right.”

“We need to pop that champagne,” Angel suddenly blurted behind them.

Lyosha leaned down, brushed his lips over Mila’s and murmured, “I say we head off to Vegas tomorrow and elope.”

“There will be no eloping,” her mama ordered as the others chimed in their agreement.

“Pretty sure we’re doing the whole big wedding thing.” And she couldn’t be happier. She kissed him again, not caring about the champagne or anything else but the man in her arms.

A protective man with more depth and love inside him than she was sure he’d thought possible. But he showed her how he felt every single day and she treasured every moment with him.

He was her person—and she wasn’t letting him go.
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