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        “Pain. I seem to have an affection, a kind of sweet tooth for it. Bolts of lightning, little rivulets of thunder. And I the eye of the storm.”

        Toni Morrison
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      Boston Massachusetts, 2005

      I was ten when I realized I could paint. Another genetic inheritance from my dad, who painted to decompress after a stressful day of surgeries. He’d come home after being hands-deep in someone’s spinal column or corpus callosum, kiss each one of us—Mom hard on the lips, and me and Teo on the heads—then beeline it to their bedroom.

      I’d sit at the foot of his bed, legs swinging, while the steam from his shower thickened the air. Water vapor infused with the aroma of the spicy soap he used. He still used that soap, and sometimes when I gave him the rare hug now as a grown man, I caught the scent and remembered what it felt like to be an innocent boy whose whole world was soccer and playing with Teo, and Mom reading to me while we waited for Dad to get home.

      I’d wait patiently until he came out, towel on his hips, and shook his head to the side to knock water out of his ear—always the right one. He’d traipse around the room, banging drawers, whipping open the closet, and I’d watch the muscles in his back and shoulders flex as he did. I’d smile and wonder if I could talk him into lifting Teo and me by our ankles again and doing bicep curls.

      Dad was jacked. Had to be. And he raised his sons to be just as strong. Having a weak arm when your life was in the epicenter of mafia activity was asking for it. So, we were decent shots and scrappy fighters before we got to middle school.

      One time, after he’d changed clothes and rumpled my hair, he had yanked me to him and hugged me extra hard. Then I followed him to his tiny studio like always, but instead of letting me sit on the stool next to him, he’d pulled me onto his lap. His lips had met the back of my hair and he’d breathed in deeply as he kissed my waves.

      “Paint whatever you want, mimmo. I’m too tired today, but I need to see something beautiful.”

      He had a few tubes of oils sitting out. I’d learned enough about color theory from watching him and thumbing through his books. I kept my palette minimal, a tight family of earth tones. When I was done, I realized he’d fallen asleep, head against the wall as I sat in his lap.

      “Papa.”

      I called him that before I got too old and cool and started naming him Dad. His eyes had blinked open, then widened.

      “Madonna,” he’d muttered while his big hands squeezed my shoulders. I’d painted the view out of the studio, the bank along the river and the cool shades of last light on its surface. He hadn’t said anything else, just kissed my hair again. But when I woke up the next morning, and he was gone for another day at the hospital, I found my own set of brushes sitting on my dresser.

      As a man now, when shit got bad, when our boss, Antonio wanted something particularly south of my moral compass meted out, I’d deal with it as least horribly as possible, run until I was dead, and paint until I all but passed out into my canvas. Painting exorcised the toxic contradictions that consumed more of my life each year.

      But I realized I hadn’t painted in months. That’s what I needed to do, paint and check out of this shit-show that was my existence. Problem was, that would require leaving Nairne, who was reclined on my couch, propped on an elbow and studying some biochemical gibberish.

      My artist’s eye caught the shadow where her wrap dress revealed her cleavage, and I remembered what she tasted like along that warm swell of her breasts. If my paints were down here and oils didn’t stink to high heaven, I’d be all over it, capturing that faint shadow on her skin, the contrast of her ochre dress against my viridian couch, streaks of burnt sienna in her hair.

      I glanced down to her long legs stretched out over my lap that I couldn’t stop touching, committing to memory. Ivory. Marble. Cool and smooth and heavy, even in their lithe form. They made me wish I knew how to sculpt, like a Bernini. A colossal, dramatic ode to her powerful beauty. Then I’d have her with me forever, frozen in time, the most I could have with her, a memory carved in marble.

      Jesus, I sounded pathetic.

      Nairne and I had begun as a straightforward, finite agreement, and I’d had plenty of those in the past. Stupidly, I’d assumed I could contain my enjoyment of Nairne with self-control and practicality, as I had in previous “relationships.” What I’d overlooked was just how corrosive a chemistry that, admittedly, I’d never come close to feeling with another woman, would be to my willpower. We’d sparked and grated, met and shocked, and formed a dynamic I now couldn’t imagine losing.

      But at the end of the semester, she’d graduate and move back to the UK, and I’d still be a two-timing consigliere, steering our syndicate so subtly toward shipwreck that by the time we capsized, no one would know what had been coming. Except for me.

      And that was going to take time. Ideally not too much longer, since it had already taken time. Close to a decade, to be precise. Slowly weakening networks, ending deals, narrowing traffic to fewer albeit still profitable veins. Disclosing names, dates, and meetings. If I planned to follow Nairne when she left, let her know just serious I was about us, I needed to be ready to get out by June.

      It seemed laughable. If it worked out, it would be a miracle.

      I knew I could lose her to shitty timing and the inability to effectively extricate myself from this bullshit. That possibility had anger and sadness pulsing through my body.

      “You’re staring at me.” Nairne didn’t glance up as she flipped the page of her textbook, but she did smile.

      My hand slid up the back of her thigh and cupped her ass. “Not all of us have molecular design and the bioprocess of immunotherapies to distract us.”

      She smiled again and jotted something in her notebook. “Fair.”

      I slipped two fingers inside her panties and stroked softly.

      Her eyes fluttered closed beneath those sexy black-framed nerd glasses, then blinked open and directed themselves at me. “I have to study. Not all of us have millions in the bank and a pretty face to secure our livelihood.”

      I frowned. “My face is not pretty.”

      She snorted as she wrote something else. “My apologies. Handsome. Striking. Paul Newman’s Italian counterpart.”

      I grinned at that. “Hey, that dude’s a hunk.”

      “Indeed he is.” Nairne sighed as I swirled my fingers around her clit. “Now, get your hands out of my knickers and find something to do, Paul Newman.”

      I tried one more stroke along her silky skin and earned a glare.

      “I’m done,” I said. I lifted my hands in surrender and stood up. I’d settle for drawing. That would scratch the itch of my anxious unease. For now.

      I watched her profile, and noted her resemblance to her father. The length of her nose was similar to his, and their brow lines were identical. It was beyond bizarre that my surrogate uncle—my godfather I’d known all of my life—was recently discovered to be Nairne’s dad. And that wasn’t circumspection. A paternity test had confirmed it—99.99 percent. As positive as it got.

      When he’d left late Christmas Day, Zio Gianno had been beaming, until he turned and glared at me like he knew exactly how much I’d been defiling his daughter. I’d wanted to punch him in the face for the look of possession he wore, which was much too close to mine.

      “Bunch of tree-pissing dogs, you men are,” Nairne had said. She wasn’t wrong. She was mine. For the time being. For longer, if I could swing it.

      “How are things with Gianno?” I asked.

      She sighed and shut her book. “It’s difficult, and slow-going, but I like him. He’s kind, engaging. Intelligent. He showed me the renovation work they’re doing on his villa when we video chatted. The view, too, from the property. Genoa’s lovely.”

      I rummaged in my sideboard for a spare sketchpad and my charcoals. “Yeah, it’s pretty. Being on top of the Ligurian Sea doesn’t hurt.” I shut the drawer with my hip and dropped back on the sofa. Set my tin on the coffee table, and laid out my pencils and sticks, blending stump, and kneaded eraser.

      Her eyes were on me. I always knew when they were, felt them like a crisp breeze off the river that slid over my skin. Nairne shifted on the sofa, and used the limited coordination she had with her leg to nudge me.

      “Draw me like one of your French girls, Jack.”

      A laugh left me that only came out around her. I set my sketchpad over my lap. “Jack Dawson’s got nothing on me, fragolina.”

      My laugh died off when I glanced up to see she’d loosened her wrap dress. She pulled it away and her nipples puckered in the cold. Those tits. They were unparalleled.

      “I dunno, Zed. That steamy car scene is pretty unbeatable.”

      I tossed my shit on the coffee table and crawled over her. “Child’s play.”

      She smiled as I leaned down and kissed her. When I cupped her breast, she sighed against my lips. “Maybe you should remind me of your prowess,” she whispered.

      I was about to when my phone went off, and the ringtone was one I always dreaded hearing. Antonio.

      “Shit, Nairne. I have to take this.” I sprang up, grabbed the phone, and strode into the kitchen.

      “Antonio,” I answered. I never called him boss. Veiling my contempt for him was second nature by now, yet I still couldn’t manage that final gesture of deference.

      “Ciao, consigliere.” He cleared his throat and continued in Italian. “Your other family is making my life difficult.”

      My mother’s family. The Irish mob side. I answered in Italian so Nairne wouldn’t know what I was talking about. “What’d they do now?”

      “They’re in my fucking territory again, bringing in shit that we don’t deal with. Filthy business.”

      Drugs. My mom’s side of the family had much fewer scruples about both drug-trafficking and using my Italian family’s stretch of the waterfront for their transactions.

      “I’ll talk with Bill. Tell him he’s—”

      “No, consigliere. No more words. It’s time for action.”

      Action was code for violence. Violence meant killing. He was pushing me, but he knew I’d push him back, and we’d settle somewhere in the middle that didn’t end in the disposing of bodies. That’s what consigliere meant—advisor, counselor. In an “ideal” mafia world, the boss and his consigliere were tight. Antonio and I never had been and never would be. We were a truce, a consolation package that satisfied enough of each side of our faction years ago, but we were never going to be a team. The consigliere was one of the few who could argue with the boss without worrying about having his brains blown out. And on that front, I’d always delivered. Generously.

      “This is exactly the kind of attention we don’t need to draw,” I snapped. “Let me talk to them before you do something incendiary. They’re my family. They listen to me. I’ll throw down a threat, then send a lead to the cops if they don’t clean it up and get out.”

      Antonio sighed. “What’s done is done. You’ll warn them that these are the consequences. Make sure you deliver this when you do.”

      I caught a shadow outside the window. My eyes flicked to the door. “What?”

      Antonio hung up and the doorbell rang. I knew rationally Nairne wasn’t going to spring up off the couch and answer it. But the possibility that she could share the same air as our soldatos had me at the door before she could turn her head. The closest she’d ever come to contact with my world was Bruno watching her from afar to make sure she was safe, that she made it from one place to another okay when I couldn’t be there. That was it. Never direct contact.

      I peered into the peephole, then leaned left and threw open the coat closet. Groped around for my gun and shoved it in the back of my jeans.

      “Zed,” Nairne hissed. Her eyes were wide, and she was staring at the black metal that sat cool against my back.

      I pointed a stern finger at her. “Now listen. You’re an independent woman. Outside of the bedroom I know I don’t tell you shit, but right now I am telling you shit, and you will listen. Stay. Here. Come anywhere near that door or the windows and I will redden your ass so far past the point of pleasure, you’ll want to kill me. You understand?”

      She swallowed and paled. “All right.”

      “Thank you.”

      I whipped open the door. Francesco. One of Antonio’s few trusted men. He nodded at me as he handed me a manila envelope. “Consigliere. For you.”

      “Frankie.” I ripped it out of his grasp, glanced around the street. Nobody else. No backup or prying eyes. I peered down at the envelope and drew out its contents halfway. A photo.

      “Jesus.” I shoved it back in there and glared at Frankie.

      Frankie raked a hand through his black hair. His fidelity was to Antonio, but he liked and respected me. And he knew I didn’t approve, at all. “Boss said you tell them this is what happens. Don’t try it again.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Eloquent. That’s always how I lead. Drop photographic evidence of murder and further threats on their doorstep.”

      Frankie’s mouth twitched. “Well, something like that.” He nodded once more and strolled back to his car.

      I glanced down again at the manila envelope that held the grotesque picture. My distant cousin, Billy, with a bullet in his head. He was an absolute creep, and there was no love lost between us. The world was probably a safer, less corrupt place without him. But the point was this hit was unprecedented, and it meant something was up.

      Antonio was soulless. I knew this. But in the past, I’d been able to talk him down from most abject violence. For the first time since we’d been begrudgingly paired, he’d taken radical action without my input, and I had no idea why or what to do about it. If I went before the capos and called him out, there was a chance they’d want to stage a coup and unseat him. Which would leave me exposed for the promotion I never wanted.

      I could pay Nella a visit and try to figure out whether or not she’d known and supported a hit on one of the Irish mob’s top guys. That seemed unlikely. I had things set up nicely for her, and there was nothing in it for Nella to upset the system—I’d seen to it. I stayed second to Antonio, slowly tipping the plane of our syndicate into a nose dive. Antonio got his delusions of grandeur, and Nella got enough money and influence to satisfy her.

      The takeaway was, I had to discreetly chat up some capos and soldatos, figure out why exactly Antonio had decided to take such drastic unilateral action. The kind of violence that was sure to stir up trouble, and was dumb, frankly. What had compelled Antonio to do something that could disrupt our delicate criminal ecosystem, and put him in the direct line of culpability? This kind of recklessness didn’t make sense. It wasn’t like him. So who was it like?

      I shoved the envelope under my shirt and shouldered the front door open. When I stepped in, Nairne was sitting there, face ashen, white-knuckling her textbook. This was what I couldn’t stomach. Endangering her. Exposing her to this shit that I was mired in.

      She sat taller and cleared her throat nervously. “Everything all right?”

      I shoved the door closed, bolted it, and pulled out both my gun and the envelope. I could lie to her, spare her worry. But for once, the honest answer came out before I could stop it. “No.”
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      If you’d told me that at the age of twenty-one I’d have fallen for a brute of a foul-mouthed, footie-playing, reluctant mafioso, I’d have laughed in your face. Throw in contemplating fraternizing with criminals in order to extricate said mafioso, and I would have told you that you were off your bloody trolley.

      But you would have been right, on all counts. Because there I sat, watching Zed suit himself up for his other job, determination brimming inside me to see him spared at any cost. Plenty of women might find a man with the body of Adonis and a polished handgun in his grasp sexy, desirable even. I only felt dread as I lay on his bed and observed him tightening his tie while he exhaled wearily.

      “I want better for you, Zed.”

      His eyes caught mine in the mirror and he shifted while he made one final adjustment to the knot, like the suit made him itch. He looked sleek and powerful—charcoal Italian wool, crisp white shirt, black tie. He looked incredible, but I couldn’t get past the necessity for it. He had work to do, and it was eating him from the inside.

      “That makes two of us,” he mumbled.

      I sat up and pulled my legs to be crisscrossed. “So, what can be done?”

      He spun around and faced me as he checked the cartridge of his gun and slid it into his holster. Zed wearing a holster. He was supposed to wear Van Morrison shirts and world-class club kits and linen button ups. Not guns and suits cut for corruption.

      “Nairne,” he said softly, avoiding my eyes. “We’ve been over this. It’s complex, and I have to be careful. It’s like Jenga stacked too high. One wrong move and it all crashes down. Except in this version, if I fuck up, they’d kill everyone I love and then they’d kill me.”

      I swallowed. “Seriously?”

      “Seriously. When I defect, I’ll have to have made sure everyone I care about is far away from this place, out of Cosa Nostra’s reach or sphere of influence.”

      He sat on the bed and I waged a small war inside about telling him how much I’d figured out, that I was trying to save him myself. Because I wanted him to see me as a fellow warrior by his side, not a damsel to shield and be protected from the fight. But it wasn’t how Zed was. He was terrified of my involvement, the potential for me to be hurt, were I to become a target of retribution or caught in the crosshairs of the mafia’s violence.

      “You’re consigliere,” I said.

      Zed took my hand in his and stared at it. “Yes.”

      “That’s a powerful position. You’re telling me you can’t persuade people—”

      “To do what, Nairne?” His beautiful eyes met mine—fire and ice, blue-green and shards of gold. “To stop being crooks who make shit tons of money off their illegal schemes? It doesn’t work that way. It takes time and other lucrative options to convince people to give up the flashier high-selling gigs like prostitution and labor racketeering in favor of illegally hauling garbage and selling low-tax state bought cigs in high-tax states. All while giving up enough intel to stymie momentum but not raise suspicions and expose myself. To keep us profitable enough so that no one complains or asks questions.” He raked a hand through his hair and tugged.

      I sighed and squeezed his hand.

      Zed warred with his deeply ingrained beliefs of right and wrong, and to me that made complete sense, because I saw the world the same way. You did what was right, once you knew what that was. To turn away from that was unthinkable. If Zed backed out suddenly it would be reckless and damaging. And I admired him for actually giving a shit about it rather than just packing his bags and running after me. But selfishly, in my weakest moments, I wished there were an easy, quick way out. So he’d be safe, and free.

      And mine.

      I shifted toward him, took his face. “Is there someone else, who’d do it like you?”

      He smiled wryly. “I’m working on it. Trying to figure out who I could possibly trust to do it my way. No sane man wants this life. But once I find him, I’m out in a heartbeat.” He stood, releasing my hand gently as he kissed my hair. “Listen to me, though—I don’t want you to worry about this, Nairne. I will figure it out. It might not be as soon as I like, but I will. You need to focus on your life. Your future. And steer clear of all this.”

      Our eyes met, and I saw pain and anxiety. For all his talk of sending me off with gusto, I saw the truth of how much he didn’t want us to be apart when the time came. He blinked away and focused on his cufflinks.

      Perhaps there wasn’t another soul who wanted Zed’s life—the terrifying dance of selling out the foulest schemes and corralling crime into less damaging avenues. But there was one person I had a hunch would like ultimate power and financial control very much, who with the right incentive, just might be persuaded to do things Zed’s way.

      And Zed was right, there wasn’t a sane man who was up to the task. But there might be an insane woman.
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        * * *

      

      I read people pretty well, but the one time I’d met Nella, I could tell she’d be tricky to pin down. Still, I’d arranged a meeting with her, having a rough idea of how I might appeal to her sympathies. Though, if she was a true sociopath, as I suspected she was, she actually might not have sympathies. More like…priorities then. Money. And control.

      I parked down the street from Lupo’s and shivered from cold as much as nerves. Boston’s brutal winter had turned the harbor into a sheet of ice that swallowed up moonlight and glowed bright against the land. I stopped outside the restaurant’s entrance and didn’t bother knocking. Nella was the kind of woman who stood at the window. Watched and waited, like a black widow biding her time to strike. The door swung open and revealed her silhouette.

      “Fragola.” Nella smiled as she stepped into the light, and the door shut behind her. “You’re prompt.”

      She looked as striking as last time. Black trousers accentuated her curves, and her blouse was as blood-red as her lips and nails. Skin, Zed’s same shade of olive, and I hated her for sharing even that with him. The idea that she’d touched him, how he’d been with her, made me sick with jealousy. Recognizing that unfamiliar emotion was enough to make me even angrier than I had been when I got in the car to come see her.

      Zed had told me who she was. He was matter-of-fact about it, explaining while he chewed his pizza and served me more salad. How she’d mentored and guided him as he crossed the threshold of manhood. He’d been all of bloody eighteen, and she’d preyed upon his emotional vulnerability at a time when he was trying to protect his family and steel himself for a life he never wanted. It made me want to retch.

      “Nella.” I moved back so she wasn’t so damned close in my space. I hated craning up at her.

      Nella squinted at me as she lit her cigarette, and I watched the flame make her brown eyes burn red. “Are you going to say something, bella, or am I just expected to stand here and watch you shake like a leaf in the cold?” She smiled as she exhaled smoke that curled and diffused into the night.

      Hands on my push rims, I swayed myself side to side and weighed my words. There was a psychology to this, and it was intricate. My second year at university, I’d learned about the neurobiology of violence, of antisocial behavior. The anterior cingulate cortex and amygdala were mostly responsible, regulating our impulse-control and behavior, which translated the input of fear into the output of violence. Deficiencies in those areas explained a lot of criminal impulses, and they were deuced hard to change. But the life of organized crime was just that—organized. I couldn’t alter Nella’s plausibly sociopathic makeup, but I could try to lead her toward a reorganization of her world’s structure. If it benefitted her enough.

      She sighed and stepped back toward the door. “Come inside.”

      I followed her in to a table covered in white and red checkered cloth. She lit the candle with her zippo, then snapped her fingers. A woman quickly left from behind the bar and disappeared through the door to the kitchen.

      “A relative of Zed’s in the mob was murdered on the docks this past weekend,” I said.

      Her eyebrows lifted as she took a drag of her cigarette and exhaled her words through a cloud of smoke. “Yes. Though, I’m surprised he told you.”

      “He didn’t mean to. I was home with him when a man came and delivered a photo of it. Zed says your leader, the boss, did it without his approval.”

      Nella’s face was a mask. I couldn’t read it for anything. “That’s correct.”

      “That’s not good, is it? To have a leader who doesn’t consult his righthand people.”

      Nella’s eyes dropped to her cigarette as she tapped it against the glass ashtray. “No, it’s not.” When she looked up, she smiled at me with wide, bright teeth. “Café?”

      With disturbing timing, a tall man entered from the kitchen and served us espressos. He was quiet and kept his eyes down, then walked backward away from us.

      “Are there consequences for this kind of behavior?” I took a tentative sip and set my cup down. “Could he be fired? Unseated?”

      “What a curious girl you are, fragolina.” Zed’s name for me on her lips grated like nails on a chalkboard. “Why would you ever ask such a thing?”

      I took my time and finished my espresso before answering. “A boss like him seems like more trouble than he’s worth. Sloppy and short-sighted. Taking risky, arbitrary action.”

      Nella tipped her head as she set down her espresso. “He’s a compromise. When he’s well-managed, he serves his purpose.”

      “Which is what?”

      “To stay out of Zeddo’s and my way. Zed runs it all, and I get my money.”

      I leaned in. “But what if it could be better? Could the boss…be taken out of the picture, to make way for more effective leadership?”

      Nella’s eyes slid to the kitchen then back to me as she smashed her cigarette out. “Upsetting the system is risky. And money would be an issue, of course.”

      “Say the money’s there. It might be used to ensure that the boss is arrested, gets lobbed some hefty criminal charges. Who takes his place?”

      “It should be me.” She sighed. “But they’d likely choose Zed.”

      “And if Zed were to have left? Gone abroad perhaps to play footie, as he was meant to when he was younger.”

      Her eyes locked with mine. “It would leave me.” She leaned in and set a hand on my arm, smelling like harsh perfume and smoke. “But Zed would die before he ever abandoned me and the life. He’s too consumed in his vision of this syndicate’s morality. He’ll never stop because to him, that’s cowardice. Turning his back on his duty.”

      She released my arm, then pressed on.

      “Zeddo doesn’t like the cruder parts of the family businesses, so he shuts them down or changes them to his liking. But he leaves me plenty to work with, and it’s turned out quite nicely for me. He takes good care of me.” She smiled.

      “So, it would be in your financial interest to keep things the way Zed has set them up, even if Zed weren’t there to sustain it.”

      Nella tapped a new cigarette to her lip. “Well, yes.”

      “As in, you would carry on what he’s done, were he to leave the life.”

      Her smile faltered before it brightened a cheery smile. “La fragola wants him for herself.”

      I had a hunch she still cared for him, and that momentary slip confirmed it.

      “We’re friends only. We’ve enjoyed a fling for a while of course, but it’s nothing serious. I just care for him, and I have the means to help him. This isn’t the life for Zed. He deserves more,” I answered.

      I wasn’t unpacking my genuine emotions with her, when she could easily use them for leverage and manipulation. And it was likely she wanted Zed for herself. “And I don’t know much, but I know enough to understand that how Zed runs things is playing with fire, particularly as long as he’s answerable to this rogue boss of yours. While you have a leader bent on sabotaging Zed’s agenda, who goes behind his second and third in command, kicking up a turf war and drawing law enforcement’s attention, your profit and Zed’s life are at stake.”

      She nodded slowly. “The boss is…unpredictable.”

      I picked up her lighter and flicked it open. I loved Zippos. The steady, dependable flame, fueled by a brilliant synthetic. “Isoparaffinic hydrocarbon,” I said, gesturing toward the flame. “A manufactured fuel. Sometimes for a consuming fire to begin, nature needs a little help.”

      Nella leaned forward and lit her cigarette with the flame. On a heavy exhale she looked me over as I slapped the lighter shut.

      “Such fuel is expensive,” she muttered around her cig.

      “I would imagine so.”

      “You don’t fund betrayal with polite requests. You provide a hefty wad of cash.”

      I rotated the Zippo steadily on the table. Edge. Side. Edge. Side. “How much?”

      Nella smoked and tipped her head. “Fifteen thousand dollars.”

      “Eight.”

      Her eyebrows shot up like I’d surprised her with having any money at all. “Where did la fragola find such money?”

      She didn’t need to know the magnitude of my wealth was new and precious. “None of your concern.”

      She stared at me and smoked. “Thirteen.”

      “Ten, and that’s all you’ll get from me.” I flipped the Zippo into the air and caught it.

      Nella smiled as she exhaled. “I underestimated you, bella.” She offered an outstretched hand, tipped in those blood-red nails. “You have yourself a deal.”
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      I was losing her already. There was a handful of explanations, all of which to some degree overlapped, obscured by both chronology and circumstance. Nothing pissed me off like noisy data, and that inability to isolate what distanced us had my mind far from where it should be.

      I sat at the head of the boardroom conference table and listened to Shirl talk about specs for the health clinics that were slated to go up once Boston thawed enough to break ground.

      Nairne sat looking ridiculously beautiful and completely unaware of that fact. Winter sun caught the crown of her head and turned her hair rose gold. Those wide jade eyes focused and flickered with intelligence. Her blouse was black and sheer around the neckline, and if Matt looked at her cleavage one more time, I was going to punch that little Ken doll before he could make it out the door for rock climbing club or whatever granola, outdoorsy obsession he had.

      “Zed?” Shirl’s voice cut through my thoughts.

      “Yes.” Even though I’d answered Shirl, I was staring at Nairne, and when her eyes flicked to mine, they dropped immediately. That wasn’t her usual gesture. It was faster, fearful. She was avoiding me. Like she had been for days.

      Shirl glanced between us, settling on me as I finally gave her my attention. “I was just wondering,” she said, “if you’d considered my suggestion that you cut the ribbon when the first clinic is done, like we talked about before the holiday break?”

      Nairne drummed her fingers on the table and flicked through her papers. She was fidgeting and fussing, and that also wasn’t like her. Nairne was poised, her body peaceful. Except for the rare times she would set her hands on her push rims and shimmy herself side to side while thinking. Or pop a wheelie. The first time she did that I nearly had a coronary, and when I’d threatened her with sexual retribution if she pulled the stunt again, she’d just laughed and done it once more.

      “I’d rather not,” I answered. “Have Tony do it.”

      Tony shook his head. “Your face is the one that matters. It’ll make for the best press.”

      I craned my neck side to side to stretch out the tension that publicity generated so readily in the base of my skull. “Fine.”

      Shirl smiled and straightened her papers. “Well, that’s all I had. We’re ahead of schedule. Nairne did such a beautiful job running those collaborative meetings. The research and physician teams are on the same page, and they’re currently preparing their comprehensive care proposal for us.”

      Nairne smiled at Shirl and dipped her head in acknowledgment.

      “Great.” I sat forward, elbows on the table. “Everyone, thank you. We’re doing great work here, and these clinics are a huge step toward tangible impact in these communities. Keep it up.”

      That happy conversational hum of agreement buzzed around the room. I ended the meeting, sent people off, and sat there, watching Tony shoot the shit with Nairne. By the looks of it, he’d said something complimentary to her, because she glanced down and blushed.

      I loved her paradoxes. How she was proud yet bashful, powerful while vulnerable. I couldn’t imagine the point at which I’d have to forego exploring those contradictions, discovering the depths of her mystery. But that point would come, and I had no control over it. It seemed like lately, if Nairne had anything to say about it, that time would come sooner rather than later.

      Tony squeezed her shoulder gently before leaving. She smiled and started packing up her papers into the huge bag she always had with her. I moved to her end of the table and sat on the edge. Her head was bowed as she muttered to herself and rummaged around the bag’s compartments.

      “Looking for your lunch in there?”

      “Ha-ha.” She didn’t look up. “Can’t find my bloody mobile.”

      I slid aside the last few papers she hadn’t stuffed into her folder yet and extracted her cell. When I set it lightly right in front of her on the table with a soft clack, she stopped and finally looked up at me.

      I crossed my ankles and stared at her, wishing I had mind-reading capabilities. She was infuriatingly good at hiding her thoughts when she wanted to. “What’s gotten into you?”

      She blinked, then sat back. “Nothing.”

      “Nothing?” I pressed. My head tipped to the side and she sighed, because she knew me well enough by now to recognize when I was hunkering down to wait her out.

      She threw her hands up and I caught one, brought it in my grasp and started massaging it. Nairne watched me and swallowed. “I’m a little preoccupied, that’s all.”

      “Tell me.” I pressed my thumb along her Mount of Venus, and she groaned.

      “University. Graduating. Moving. Lining up a fellowship. It’s a lot to plan for.”

      “Of course. But you know you can do it, that it’ll all work out.” I moved to her Mount of Luna. Mom had shown me how to “read” palms and it was absolute bullshit, but I liked remembering the names for each section of the hand, their attributes and purported significance. “You seem distant lately. Do you…” I cleared my throat because it pained me to say it. “Do you need some space?”

      As far as Nairne knew, I had an eventual plan to get out of my life here, but no immediate steps available to me yet. She would nose her way in to try to help and insinuate herself dangerously, of that I was positive, so I had to keep her outside of my agenda. Did she sense distance on my end because of that? Or did she need distance from me as preparation for her imminent and inevitable departure?

      Her shoulders dropped. “Zed, no. I don’t want that one bit. I’ve been preoccupied, that’s all. Please don’t read into it.”

      The amount of relief that answer gave me felt incredibly irrational. I smiled and kissed her palm. Then I slid her hair behind her ear. Slipped my hand down her neck until my fingers dipped into her blouse.

      “Zed!” She playfully smacked my hand away, but I grabbed her fingers, held them down on the table. Brought my other hand back to the edge of her top where light met darkness, milky skin against sheer black.

      “Matt was staring at your tits.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I know, but you’re not punishing me for that, you brute. Go punch his lights out if you need to indulge your inner caveman.”

      I smiled as I traced the sine waves of her breasts with the pads of my fingers. Swell, then dip, then swell. Back and forth. “I debated it, but he’s actually not as bad a writer as I first thought. Finding a new one would be a pain.”

      Her skin was warming up, glowing like it did when I revved her engine. She licked her lips and squirmed a little as she glanced from the door to me. “Someone could walk in.”

      “Who fucking cares, Nairne.” I dipped my head, kissed her hard. I’d been gone all weekend travelling for a game, and forty-eight hours of minimal texts from her and not being inside her had pushed my limits. “You need to cut class, I need to skip practice, and we need about five hours in the sunroom.”

      She shook her head, even as she opened wider and sucked my tongue the way she sucked my cock—like a freaking prodigy. “Can’t. Meeting with my thesis advisor. You can’t either.”

      I groaned and pressed my forehead against hers. “This is terrible. One of us needs to be less disciplined. More impulsive.”

      “I don’t know about that. I think our mutual stringency leads to mighty pleasurable things, Zed. Lose that, and what kind of love life would we have?”

      I took her jaw, kissed her again, then let her go. “An exceptionally compliant one. What’s the problem with that?”

      Nairne threw her bag on her back and led the way. “The problem would be that for all your tough talk, Salvatore, you’d be woefully bored. You’d miss my intractability.”

      I grinned as I held the door for her. Tony called my name. Nairne turned, seeing I would be stuck for the time being, then waved goodbye. I watched her turn down the sidewalk and disappear. She was going to do that for good soon, and she was right—when she did, I was going to miss the hell out of her.
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      By meeting Nella, I had meddled in the dangerous realm of Zed’s world, exactly as I’d promised him never to do. And it was probably inadvisable to spend that much money from my recent windfall. In short, I was being reckless, for me. For New Nairne. Old Nairne? This was nothing.

      I just couldn’t help myself. I was a problem solver. I’d identified the issue, homed in on the pertinent variables, and formulated a solution. Turning away from its resolution was impossible, even if it did involve aiding and abetting criminals.

      Because I loved Zed. I still couldn’t believe that I’d let it happen, but I couldn’t deny it either. Now it was just a fact that I needed his sharp mind, his readiness to laugh at my odd humor. His passion and tenderness, tinged with a roughness I loved to reciprocate.

      No, I had no idea where love could take us, or even what it meant, necessarily. But I knew I looked at him and felt protectiveness and care, an investment in who he was and would become, that I’d never felt for any man before. And I knew that loving meant acting. Doing. Because love was a verb, not a vague sentiment. A conclusion to a statement of logic. I love Zed, therefore…X. X being whatever upheld that fact from one minute to the next.

      So, acting on that premise, after Christmas, I’d made my plan to bribe Nella. Problem was, I was ill-equipped for it, without the most important bargaining chip for greedy crooks—money. Until a few weeks later, when I suddenly became a ridiculously lucky investor. At the end of January, the tech company I’d invested in during the previous summer had started to see some nice profit from around my birthday last year, went public, and dropped more cash in my bank account than seemed remotely plausible.

      My best friend Elodie was the child of savvy wealth managers who ran the portfolios of France’s most affluent, and they were grooming her to take over. So, I’d rang her over video call for her input since I honestly couldn’t believe it was real.

      She’d yawned, taken a look at the business news, then sipped her coffee and shrugged. “I don’t know what to tell you. Sometimes you gamble, and you win. You won big time.”

      I lay on the bed in Zed’s sunroom, turning it all over in my head. With a financial nudge from me, Nella had extra incentive and means to unseat the boss. If the boss were gone, and Nella knew the men would choose Zed, it only followed that Nella would want him out of the way. She obviously loved power more than she loved anything else, even if I’d gleaned an ongoing affection for Zed on her part. It felt safe to conclude that Nella would prefer unadulterated power if it cost her Zed, rather than staying second fiddle indefinitely.

      So, assuming she found some way to help the boss finish burying himself in the fraudulent mess he’d made of things, she’d then be free to use her newfound funding to influence the vote on replacing the boss in her favor. Zed had their economy running to minimize violence and maximize petty crimes, and that lined Nella’s pocket generously, so she had no reason to change a thing. Meaning Zed would be free to make an escape without compromising his morals, Nella got her money, and I got Zed. It was perfect.

      But how would it unfold? I wanted a deeper hand in the situation, an entirely controlled environment with a predictable outcome. Not just tossing money at a sociopath and banking on her greed freeing up the man I loved, at some uncertain point in the future.

      I stared at the grey February sky and watched geese skim over the icy Charles River. In just a few months, I’d be gone. Would Zed be able to leave by then? How his liberation would unfold, and what he’d make of that newfound freedom, even for all my meddling, was still a mystery to me.

      Not to mention the emotional side of it. We’d admitted what we meant to each other, but it had been in a moment of raw feeling, tinged with the sadness of a definite ending. Now that I was mapping out a plausible long-term future for us, I had to consider if our love was sustainable. We bickered more than most couples I knew. I drove him insane with my fierce stubborn streak, and his highhandedness gave me a headache when he waded from attractively attuned to downright controlling.

      We were an explosive dynamic, no doubt, but I was burning bright in the reaction, and the thought of dimming to a steady, faint flame again made my insides hurt.

      My thoughts were interrupted, as Zed shut the door and strode into the sunroom. As always, I went from warm to hot as I looked at him. Faded Sox shirt, black joggers. He stripped off his clothes unceremoniously and crawled over me. When his lips met mine, I sighed at how good he tasted. Smelled. Felt. Damn pheromones made me desperate for him.

      “I’m going to be straight with you.” He spoke between kisses. “I’m not real level-headed right now, so you need to have your word ready.”

      I tensed as he sucked down my neck and slid a hand over my entrance. “What do you mean?”

      “You met Nella.” He practically growled it, then bit my nipple.

      I moaned as a current of lust shot from that bite down to my sex. “Wanted to discuss finding my inner dominatrix.”

      He laughed but it was empty. “You’re plenty dominating outside this room, Nairne, and we both know that’s not what you met her about.”

      I grasped his shoulders, but he slammed my hands back against the mattress. “All right,” I countered. “If you’re so sure, tell me what was said.”

      He sucked my nipple hard and dragged the head of his cock against my clit. “I don’t know. Nella said it was just a woman-to-woman talk, but I don’t believe it.” He drove into me and I cried out. “I’ve warned you before, don’t fuck with my world, Nairne. You could get yourself killed.”

      His pace was punishing, which meant everything inside me burned bright, aching to come.

      “I love you,” I whispered.

      He faltered as he drew back and glared down at me. “I love you. And if you actually fucking love me, stop endangering yourself. Promise me that.”

      I thought about it. My word mattered to me. I didn’t make promises I didn’t plan to keep. My risky work was done though, and now it rested in Nella’s hands, so technically it was a vow I could honor.

      “I promise.”

      “Thank you.” He thrust hard and rough, his body heavy against mine.

      His punishing rhythm concentrated my thoughts into one notion. I didn’t have a lot of room in my schedule for guilty pleasures like quantum mechanics these days, but I read enough to keep up. Timelessness as a concept was bouncing around theoretical physics circles, thanks to special relativity and a strain of highly complex math. The notion of space-time as a construct rather than concrete reality pointed to how one person could experience phenomena happening simultaneously while another could experience them as sequential, with the simple adjustment of perspective—being either stationary or moving.

      Zed’s body in mine. His weight compressing my bones. I was stationary, he was moving, and Christ was that sunroom dangerously close to making me believe in timelessness, because the place felt like a wormhole. I’d been here and come a hundred times, and they all felt startlingly different and indistinguishably the same. I was safe. I was known. I was weightless and painless, and free to love and be loved how I needed to be. And it might have been three minutes or thirty minutes until I felt myself grow closer. Then he pulled out.

      “Damn it!” I cried.

      He smiled evilly and turned me on my stomach, then spanked my arse, which just sent me closer to orgasm.

      “You actually thought I’d just let you come on my cock like that? After whatever stunt you pulled?” He thrust his fingers deep inside me and brought me right to the edge. “You’re in for a long night, fragolina.”

      I moaned into the pillow and slammed my fist. “As much a brute as ever.”

      I heard the smile in his voice as he drove into me from behind. “I’m consistent, at least. You gotta give me that.”
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        * * *

      

      Ever since I could remember, I’d woken up with the sun. As soon as morning light hit my eyelids, my brain snapped awake and I was ready for the day. Zed on the other hand, slept deeply, and light didn’t seem to affect him at all.

      I tried not to stay over often, because it felt too intimate and cozy, something I could get used to and miss too much when I moved away. But that morning I indulged myself. Watched the sunrise peek over his profile then dance across his nose and eyelashes. His chest rose and fell steadily, and my hand itched to touch him. He slept naked, tangled in my legs, with an arm pulling me against him. His body was hot, and each time we slept together, he never once complained about my chilly legs and feet. He’d just wrap them up in his and fall asleep.

      He spoke out of nowhere and it made me jump. “It’s creepy how much you watch me sleep.”

      “I barely do it.”

      He stretched, drew my head against his hard chest, and dropped back into the mattress. “Sure, Nairne.” His hand trailed softly down my waist and massaged my arse. “Creeper,” he murmured, turning himself and his impressive morning erection my way.

      “You’re hardly innocent, lad. You watch me fall asleep every time.” I gasped as he gently rubbed himself against me. Sighed as he slipped inside, then withdrew.

      He shook his head while nuzzling into my neck, nipping then soothing that sensitive spot above my collarbone. “You keep trying to talk, then your eyes start to droop, and then you say the funniest shit when you’re half-asleep.”

      “That’s rude. Taking advantage of me when I’m tired.”

      “You’re right.” He pressed me onto my back. A kiss behind my ear made me shudder. “Let me make it up to you.” He sank inside me, head of tousled waves buried in my neck. His whole body pinned me to the bed and his arms slipped between my back and the mattress, crushing us together.

      “I love you,” he whispered.

      I kissed his hair and breathed through my tears. “I love you, too, Zed.”

      Then I wrapped my arms around the broad expanse of his shoulders as he rocked into me, tugged me tighter, and seated himself deep inside. I felt every thrust of his hips, his length stretching me.

      A radiating swell in my belly built. And a quiet burst of air left him with each deep strike into me. For how dark and chaotic we’d been last night, this morning was quiet and light, the whisper of sheets drifting to the ground, the steady groan of his bed as Zed lost his rhythm and finally broke the silence with one pained yell of relief.

      My release came sharp and hard, robbing me of air as Zed emptied himself into me. I felt his mouth biting me, his tongue laving my skin as he claimed and marked me. He liked those proprietary love bites, even though I’d told him they were superfluous. Because his imprint glowed from a place far deeper than the few broken capillaries on the surface of my skin.

      It was written on my heart.
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      I prided myself on being a well-organized guy. Playing the long game. Being patient. Level-headed. Smart. Practically any situation was navigable if you took a damn minute to get the lay of the land and form a strategy for getting through it. Historically, that had worked. Each month that had passed with Nairne, I’d told myself that my rational understanding of my end date with the spitfire of a woman was adequate preparation for her departure.

      But I’d been wrong.

      I hadn’t allowed for all the ways she’d settle into my day-to-day life. How hooked I’d get to the rigidity of her morning and nighttime routines, when she’d lock me out of the bathroom and all I wanted was to figure out how to earn my way to the other side of that door. The glimpses of her long body in my shower while I shaved at the sink. The smokiness of her laugh as she did something really unfunny like multivariate calculus or graphing research outcomes. The way she picked at her food some days and on others ate like a ravenous teenager.

      Time had flown horrifically fast. As her studies picked up momentum, snowballed in both intensity and finality, my team rode an annoying winning streak that consumed my time and schedule. I’d never wanted to be free of a season so damn much. Then I was hustling around every fucking corner of Boston, dealing with the uptick in tension that Antonio’s stupidity had created. I’d mediated a slew of altercations, respectfully told my Irish family to get the fuck off my Italian family’s part of the water, and continued slowly siphoning information to the feds, nourishing their deep undercover efforts to eventually cripple a whole crime network that plagued New England and the northeast coast.

      And in my ample spare time, continued to rack my brain for how I could possibly get out sooner, if the takedown didn’t happen as urgently as I wanted. I kept coming up empty. Who could I trust? And how could I justify pulling out now, depriving authorities of a valuable inside source when they said they were getting close to having everything they needed to incriminate and thwart the cause I pretended to serve so faithfully?

      Before I knew it, months left with Nairne had dwindled to one month, which warp-speed dwindled to a paltry week.

      That final week felt like dying. No fucking exaggeration. Like I couldn’t catch a deep breath or steady my heart from banging frantically against my chest. I’d practically latched myself onto her. Ignored my family. Skipped a practice because they could fuck themselves, and barely did what was necessary for Cosa Nostra. We’d lain in her bed last night while I soaked in the sound of her voice and her brilliant tangential thoughts. As I held her, I ran my hands over her skin, petrified I’d forget how soft it was, the slope of her hip as it dipped to her ribs.

      She’d asked me my dreams, and her guileless hope threw a momentary chink in my cynicism. But I let her ask me question after question, let her determinedly carve out a me that didn’t belong to this world. What my dream home would look like. What club I’d play for. Where I’d travel. How many babies I wanted.

      I’d answered those respective questions vaguely. A house something like this. Anywhere that speaks English or Italian. Somewhere warm and quiet. None.

      My real answers I kept to myself, because every single one I’d pictured with her, and telling her that would only confuse her and come out like a guilt trip.

      A house that you can move through and not once feel inconvenienced or uncomfortable.

      A team whose style I like and won’t make me live far apart from you.

      Travel to any place where you’re topless on a beach, with no one nearby to see what’s mine or hear you scream in ecstasy.

      One. Seven. I don’t care. As long as they’re ours.

      She’d tapped her finger on my chest like I wasn’t being straight with her, like she knew I was miserable behind my firm smile and practical diversion tactics that spun questions back on her own life. About that future of hers that I couldn’t be sure I’d see. Someone had to give her shit when she was being too stingy with her rent budget, poke her to make real plans to holiday, as she called it, with her near-sister and only trusted friend, Elodie.

      “What about you?” I’d asked.

      She’d shrugged and bit her lip. “I think it depends a good bit on my partner. I can’t say I like marriage. It strikes me as an oppressive institution that fails more than it succeeds. Though long-term partnership? Children? Maybe one day.” She’d set her head on my chest and sighed. “I never really thought about it, before you Zed. If left to my own devices, I’d say I’ll turn out an old maid in a biolab.”

      I’d kissed her, stroked her hair. And prayed that I’d be able do what I needed to ensure that alternative never became reality.

      It was five days until she graduated. Until I promised myself and her that I’d let her go, for the time being. She’d been accepted to a prestigious program in London—a research-based PhD for public and global health that was lavishly funded and crammed with people who loved the intersection of medicine, science, and humanitarianism as much as Nairne did. It was a perfect fit.

      And even though I was happy for her, I still couldn’t get the weight of dread in my chest to dissolve. My promise to her as she slept on Christmas Day haunted me. There was no way she could know how hard I was trying to get out and make my way to her without it hurting her and burdening her with worry and guilt. But without telling her my intentions, was I risking her moving on? When I got out, would I be too late?

      My cell rang and I knew that tone.

      “Nella.”

      “Turn on the television.”

      We always talked matter-of-factly, so I didn’t think anything of her terseness. I found the remote in my living room and pointed it at the screen over the mantel. Antonio, being handcuffed and shoved into a car. Fraud. Racketeering. Alleged murder.

      “Jesus,” I muttered.

      “It’s out of our hands, Zeddo. I’ve called the capos to a meeting to elect the new boss. Be there tonight—eight o’clock.”

      I stared dumbly at the screen. This didn’t make sense. In all my covert talks with law enforcement lately, I hadn’t heard a damn thing about this. No word of Antonio being under investigation. We agreed sometimes I should be kept in the dark about highly sensitive shit so that I didn’t run the chance of slipping up. That was one plausible explanation. But even so, Nella sounded too calm, too…unsurprised by this turn of events.

      “Nella, what did you do?”

      She chuckled and I heard her hit her cig. “Now, Zeddo, what kind of thing is that to ask me?”

      Nella knew I ran our businesses in a way that didn’t disgust me, but she had no idea how deeply I betrayed our world to make it so. I could hardly explain that the feds didn’t tell me they had enough evidence to pursue this path. So, I had to suspect her influence through other channels.

      “We both know you hated him. It’s not unreasonable to ask if you had something do with this.”

      Nella laughed again. “’Tonio didn’t need anyone’s help damning his soul to a life behind bars, Zeddo. He did that just fine himself. Eight o’clock, caruccio.”

      The line went dead.
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        * * *

      

      Lupo’s was as familiar to me as my own home, but it still gave me the creeps every fucking time I walked in. It was déjà vu whipping open that door to a room of men who rarely gathered in one place, just like the very first night when I’d come and doomed myself. Cigarette and cigar smoke, the scent of burnt espresso grounds, the clink of tiny cups against saucers, and the melodic ricochet of Italian hit my senses and made my stomach turn.

      Nella stood and wrapped her arms around me when the door slammed shut. Chanel No. 5 and cancer sticks. I hated that she smoked, but I’d long since given up trying to convince her to quit. I’d given up trying to convince her to make better choices about a lot of things, actually. I’d learned what areas in which I could bribe and strong arm her into complacency, and otherwise stopped caring.

      “Zeddo. You look handsome, gnocco.” Her fingers sunk into my suit and she brushed my shoulders clean of some lint. “Tonight is very important for you and me. Are you ready?”

      I glanced over her shoulder to the room. Many of the men smiled at me and tipped their heads. Others were pressed together, hunched over conversation. Convincing each other how to vote. Who to choose. My chest tightened in anxiety. My eyes found Nella’s. Caramels. Rich and deceptively light. There were so many contradictions in Nella, I never knew who I had in my grasp, which side would win out with her—the greed or the tiny sliver of goodness.

      “Ready as ever.”

      Nella kissed my cheek as she breathed in deeply. Then she leaned away and patted my cheek. Her eyes were still fastened on mine, but she directed her voice to the room. “The meeting begins now.”

      Voices quieted. When Nella turned, I stepped to the side, at the edge of the line of tables, arms crossed and showing her the respect the underboss got, especially when the boss was gone.

      “Our leader has been compromised,” Nella said. She strolled back and forth across the space, red stilettos clacking on the hardwood. “My informant says hope for his acquittal is unwise. Authorities have damning evidence on the hit Antonio unilaterally put out on an Irish mob leader, Bill Donnelly.” A sea of grumbles on that interrupted her. “I know. It angered me, too. This is why we have procedures, processes by which we approve, and sanction behavior taken on behalf of our syndicate. Antonio was…reckless. And it cost him. Whomever steps into his place must demonstrate themselves worthy of your trust, capable of judicious and prudent action that does not expose us to unnecessary attention.”

      The men mumbled appreciatively. Nella exhaled and smiled slowly at the sea of capos. “Write your choice, set it in the dish. Bruno will tally them.”

      I rubbed my eyes with my thumb and forefinger as I spoke up. “Why are we voting? You’re next in command. It should be you.”

      Nella nodded politely. “Thank you for your vote of confidence, Zeddo. But there is talk among the capos. Disagreement.” She shrugged as she pulled a cig from between her cleavage and lit up, like it didn’t piss her off to her bones that her succession was being questioned, because she didn’t have the right equipment and the capos were sexist pricks. But she didn’t fool me. Nella was livid even as she spoke calmly on her exhale. “So, we vote.”

      I wasn’t idiotic enough to ask who else was in the running. So, I stood there for a long moment, trying to figure out how to discourage the men from voting for me without being seen as openly disinterested. They knew I was unambitious, but outspoken antipathy for leadership in this situation would offend them at the least, if not raise outright suspicion. Unless I couched my deference for the role in a plea of fidelity to the natural next in line.

      “Nella.” I cleared my throat. “There is no disagreement in me.” I stepped forward, kissed her cheek, and went to Bruno’s table. Scribbled her name in wet, black ink and tossed it open into the crystal bowl. “And I should hope our capos will find themselves in my position as well.”

      I walked away and waited, hands in pockets as each man stood and voted. Bruno’s eyes tracked each man to each paper in the bowl. He was a real idiot about a lot of things, but the man had a photographic memory, and he knew I’d want an exact reckoning of who’d voted which way.

      When the final paper was dropped, Bruno immediately began unfolding and flattening them, until two distinct piles formed. One was decidedly higher, and my heart pounded as I recognized the flourish of a cursive Zed on its top.

      Bruno counted like they were cards, with a lick of his thumb. Turned and stacked them to the side, then moved to the other. I stood there, watching my life tunnel into the single moment I’d dreaded most. I couldn’t be the boss, the heartbeat of the body I was trying to poison. I was supposed to be escaping. It was supposed to be Nella. It had to be Nella.

      Bruno snapped the pile down and glanced up at me. And when he did, I knew I was doomed. Nella’s gaze flicked from him to me, and fire danced in her amber irises.

      “It’s Zeddo.”
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      When I heard the lock turn in the middle of the night, my heart thundered in my chest. I scrambled for the light. Rationally, I knew it was likely Zed. He was the only one with a key to my place. But PTSD overrode the higher rational function of my brain. I still feared being much less able to defend myself than I once was, since the Dark Days in Paris.

      I heard footsteps down the hall and didn’t recognize them. Zed’s gait was even, almost neurotically rhythmic. These were sloppy and slow. My throat tightened and I rifled through my nightstand for my small knife, the only weapon I kept.

      “Who is it?” I called out.

      The footsteps froze. When he cleared his throat, I sighed in relief. I knew that gravelly sound.

      “Just me, innamorata,” he slurred. The door swung open and he stood there, grimacing in the lamplight. “Can you turn that thing off?” He swayed in, hand pressed against the wall.

      I stared at him, using the light to scan his body for injury or his damned firearm unsafely tucked on his drunken person. “Where’s your gun? I don’t want you to hurt yourself.”

      He hiccupped and waved. “Left it in the car.”

      “You drove here?” I sat up in bed. “Zed, you’re blitzed. How could you?”

      He squinted at me with one eye. “I didn’t drive here, N-Nairne.” He hiccupped again. “I said my gun’s in my car. My car’s at Lupo’s. Where I just got e-elected”—another hiccup—“boss.”

      A roaring in my ears took over. This wasn’t supposed to happen. Images of throttling Nella flooded my mind. I’d never thought myself particularly violent, but I had an easy time picturing beating the piss out of her for this. She was meant to have been named boss. She’d said they’d likely pick Zed unless they had incentive otherwise, because while some capos didn’t mind a woman in charge, a good number of them still did. So, I’d given her months and plenty of money to make sure that he wasn’t chosen. What the hell had she done?

      I tried breathing deeply as Zed swayed again and scrubbed his face. “Can you please turn off that light?” he grumbled. “It’s giving me a headache.”

      “I’d say it’s probably the extraordinary amount of alcohol you consumed, Zed, that’s making your head hurt.”

      He chuckled inside his hands until they fell. “Always a spitfire.”

      Maybe Nella had a plan. Maybe the election was just a cover and she had some way of extracting Zed. I had to call her and demand an explanation.

      Zed dropped onto my bed with a groan and stared up at the ceiling, still grimacing from the light. “Your room spins very nicely. Clockwise, which is how I prefer it.”

      I leaned over him and loosened his tie. “Rooms always spin clockwise for me too when I’m tanked.”

      His eyes drifted shut, dark lashes fanned out, and his face relaxed as I turned off the lamp.

      “See?” he said. “We’re perfect for each other. Like a fairytale—the ones my mom used to read me. Real fairytales. Brothers Grimm. Morbid and sad. None of that Disney shit. The prince gets stuck in an evil forest, and the princess crosses the sea and never comes back.” He yawned. “No happily ever after.”

      I unbuttoned his shirt, and somehow managed to haul him upright so I could take off his suit jacket, which reeked of smoke.

      “Maybe that isn’t the end of the story,” I said quietly. “Maybe the princess finds a way to rescue the prince from the clutches of evil.” I pulled off his shirt, kissed his shoulder, then stroked his hair.

      “Some princes can’t be saved, Nairne.” He dropped back and sighed as his face began to fall with sleep. “And I’m one of them.”
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      “Jesus. Christ.” Zed sat up slowly. Held his head between his hands and glared around the room. When his eyes found me, they slowly raked down my body like he couldn’t help but enjoy the view, even with a bloody monster of a hangover.

      I sat at the desk in my room, wearing lounge clothes and my nerd glasses as he called them. He’d insisted that he was going to have his way with me wearing just them one of these days, and a little sinking feeling hit my sternum that he hadn’t. Now he only had a few days left, and he likely wouldn’t be free to make good on his promise.

      “Good morning,” I said, trying to sound cheerful, despite the circumstances.

      He grimaced. “Your voice hurts my head.”

      “I’ve been told that before. Some people really can’t tolerate a Scottish accent.” I jerked my head toward the pain relievers and water I’d left for him. “Take those.”

      “Thanks.” I watched his Adam’s apple with the same fascination I’d always had, as he threw back the pills and drank the entire glass of water. He set the glass down quietly on the table, like any noise pained him. “I have to shower. You still have those clothes I left last time?”

      I stopped typing long enough to point at the top drawer of my dresser that I didn’t use because it was too high for when I was in my wheelchair. “Yep. In there.”

      He kissed me gently on the cheek, then yanked the clothes out and disappeared into the bathroom. The water turned on and I pictured him under its hot spray trying to process what had happened last night. He had to be in shock. I was in shock. And I needed answers.

      I craned back in my chair and listened for the shower curtain to snap open and shut. When it did, I pulled out my phone and dialed a number I’d committed to memory. It rang and went to voicemail five times before Nella picked up.

      “I said only in emergencies.”

      “This is one,” I hissed. “You promised me—”

      “Fragola.” Nella sighed. “It’s taken care of.”

      “You and I have different understandings of what that means. Is he safe?”

      “Madonna Mia, you’re irritating. I love Zeddo. He’s my gnocco. Yes, he’s safe.”

      “I want your word.”

      Nella laughed. “You want a criminal’s oath? Fine, you have my word, whatever that means to you.”

      Water splatted and echoed in my bathroom, that uneven crash of water being rinsed and shook out. Zed never showered long, and I didn’t have much more time.

      “I want to see you. I need to know what’s going on.”

      “You’ll see me soon, fragola, and when you do, all will be clear.”

      I opened my mouth to respond but my phone beeped to silence, signaling the call had ended. I snapped it shut and tossed it aside. “Shit.”

      “What?” Zed stood there, towel around his hips, shaking water out of his ear. He always did it after his shower—the right one. Another little thing I’d miss.

      I smiled and turned toward him. “I’m trying to meet my advisor one last time, make sure all my work gets transferred over to London. They ran into an issue.”

      He wiggled his finger in that right ear. “I’m pretty jealous of that guy. He’s seen a lot of your lovely face this past month.”

      Zed didn’t know my advisor was fifty-five, with six children and mad love for his wife of twenty-three years. It was much more fun to keep him picturing whatever dashing competition he had in his head. “Not any longer. Today’s my last day. Just have to finish these edits and I’m done.”

      I was about to ask him if he wanted to talk about last night when he set a hand on my shoulder and leaned over, squinting as he read. “What is this?”

      I stared at the screen rather than meet his gaze, which I felt boring into me. “A speech.”

      “I can see that. For what, Nairne?” He leaned closer, and the fact that his cock was behind only a towel and right next to my shoulder didn’t escape me. I reached back and stroked over the cotton, but he caught my wrist immediately. “Nairne?”

      I glanced up. “My valedictorian speech.”

      His face lit with a slow and genuine smile. “Why am I just hearing about this now?”

      “It felt like boasting. I didn’t really know when to bring it up.”

      Zed whipped off his towel and tortured me with a very beautiful view that he immediately took out of my reach. He stepped back and into sweatpants, then efficiently tugged his hoodie over his head. “The moment you found out would have been ideal.”

      Before I could say anything, he scooped me out of my chair and carried me to bed. When he laid me down, he leaned over me and lifted my shirt. “I’m very upset about this,” he whispered against my stomach. One kiss right where sensation began to be uneven for me. It was intense and I jolted. Another kiss along my pelvis as he yanked down my leggings. “I could have been gloating for weeks now, and now I only get four days.”

      I laughed until it was a moan, as his mouth started torturing me. “I’m sorry, but wait, I want to talk about—”

      “Shh, no talking right now. Unless there’s anything else you’re keeping from me, fragolina?” His tongue danced over my clit as he sank two fingers inside me.

      “Oh, god.”

      He turned my hips and spanked my arse. “You know better than that. No god here, innamorata.”

      I nodded and didn’t bother arguing or smart-mouthing him, because what he was doing had me on a fast track to orgasm. I moaned again as he sucked my clit then released it with a pop.

      “Tell me who you were talking to while I was in the shower.”

      “My advisor.”

      I lied well when I felt I had a good reason. Always had. I had no answers for what Nella had done and telling him the truth of my communication with her would only enrage him and possibly thwart my efforts. He had enough to deal with this morning, since his world had only worsened. He was ruler of a kingdom he was hellbent on destroying.

      His hands paused and he stared up at me like he was scanning me for tells of dishonesty.  “You’re either telling the truth or you’re a damn good liar, and if I weren’t about to be very late for practice, I’d have made this torture.” He tugged down his sweats and sank into me.

      “What are you doing, Nairne? What are you up to?”

      I scratched my nails down his back. “Loving you.”

      “Goddammit, Nairne.” His touch was perfectly rough, wrapped in tenderness. “Tell me.”

      He wasn’t going to give up, so I told him enough to quiet his worry. “I promise I’m simply trying to understand your world. To love you in it while I can. That’s all.”

      “Anything you need to know, I can tell you. Whatever you’re doing, stop. And stay away from Nella. No more, you understand?” He drilled into me brutally.

      “Fuck’s sake, Zed.” I ached and I loved it.

      “Promise me.”

      “I promise!” I pressed my face to his chest and let the tears disappear into the soft fabric. Smelled the rainstorm scent of his body. Four days to lose myself in this, until he was no longer mine. Four days to try to make sense of what had happened in my plea to buy his freedom. It wasn’t enough. It wasn’t even close.
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      I left Nairne in an orgasmic haze with plenty to think about in terms of keeping me in the dark. She’d met Nella. Then she was being coy on the phone. I just couldn’t figure out what she was doing. Being hungover as hell didn’t help my thought processes. My brain felt like sludge and I was infuriatingly confused and worried.

      I sped to practice to burn off the last of the alcohol I’d drowned myself in. Being elected boss was my worst nightmare come true, and had required liquor-induced oblivion. I could hardly think about it without wanting to vomit. I’d done everything right, played my hand perfectly to support Nella as leader, and it had blown up in my face anyway. Electing me boss. It was goddamn unacceptable.

      “Muffin!” Lucas shouted.

      I lifted a hand in hello, jogged onto the field, and started my warm-up laps. Lucas was in goal, taking shots from one of the assistant coaches. He dove to the right for a pretty spectacular save, then chucked the ball he’d just caught straight at me as I rounded his net. Almost nailed me in the junk but my quick reflexes saved me.

      “Not today, Lucas.” I shook my head and jogged off. Warm-ups were when I settled into mindlessness and tried to zone out of my circular thoughts. While my thoughts were circular at the moment, they were hardly mindless, as I tried to figure out what Nairne was messing in. And how I was going to dig myself out of this fresh level of hell I’d found myself. How I’d make my way to Nairne like the unapologetic lovesick man I’d turned into.

      I doubled back to Nella. She obviously wanted to be boss. She’d been angry last night. She was as power hungry as it got, and it had been her right to step in Antonio’s place. If I could find some way to ensure she was leader, without drawing the capo’s anger in my direction, I might have a chance. But if Nella became boss, much of my work would unravel. My setup benefitted her, but she would never do it my way long term because she was greedy and much less scrupulous than I was. Within the window of time between passing her the power and the feds’ takedown, she couldn’t do too much damage. Still, it was a lot of conditions and a huge amount of risk.

      Lucas’ long, sweaty arm hooked around my neck and yanked me against him. “Zeddy, you look awful.”

      I ducked out of his forceful chokehold, and was sorely tempted to shove his lanky ass right into the water cooler. I restrained myself, though. His tactics might grate on my last nerve, but he was asking because he actually gave a shit about me.

      “I’m tired.”

      He jogged alongside me, eyes on his feet as we took a lap. “Nope. Try again.”

      I ran a hand through my hair and exhaled heavily. “My life’s an absolute fucking mess.”

      “That’s the spirit.” Lucas glanced at me seriously. “Listen, Zed. I know we don’t talk about it, but I’m not an idiot. I know you’re tangled up in some terrible shit. Is this to do with that?”

      “Without getting into specifics, yes, it’s got everything to do with that. I need to get out of it, sooner than I’d planned.”

      Lucas turned to face me and jogged backward, keeping pace. “What’s made you move up your timetable?”

      I laughed dryly as I did some high knees. “What you predicted last fall. I fell in love. And my former M.O. became intolerable.”

      He grinned and I spun to run laterally, to get away from his smirk at a time like this. Lucas mirrored me and I rolled my eyes. We had to look ridiculous, facing each other in a sidestepping dance down the field, but neither of us cared.

      “So, you’re set on following Mac, and to do that, you need out sooner than originally planned. What’s preventing you? Is it money?”

      Lucas was loaded. A decade playing for the Premiere League and coming from a well-off family meant he’d never had to worry about finances. But he was grounded about it, and besides his Aston, he was shockingly frugal. He was also generous, and it was implied he was offering whatever he had, even though he knew I shouldn’t be hurting for cash either. We both slowed, turning off the sidelines at midfield, and jogged toward his net again.

      I shook my head as we stopped. “I don’t think money’s going to get me out of this. It’s politics, relationships.”

      Lucas peered at me curiously while he bent to grab his water and squirted some into his mouth. He tossed the bottle my way. “I have to say, Zed, I think for the right price, almost anything can be solved by money. You sure you’re not underestimating someone?”

      I shot some water into my own mouth, then smacked the cap shut and threw it aside. I thought well when I dribbled, so I flicked a nearby ball up onto my thigh and started juggling before volleying it to Lucas. Money was definitely Nella’s love language, but could it buy me her cooperation and goodwill? Whether or not money was my answer, Nella was the next logical step in getting out.

      “Maybe. If I could buy myself out, I would.”

      Saying it out loud sent adrenaline surging through my body. I’d been so careful to minimize talk of it to Nairne, because I couldn’t ask her to wait for me. It was dangerous if she decided to stay on my behalf. And emotionally unfair to her if she didn’t stay. She would be left burdened with guilt and worry. So, as far as appearances went, I’d had to make a show of letting her go. She’d needed to stay in the dark about my methods for getting out of this, regardless of my timeframe.

      That she’d paid Nella a visit, been weird about a phone call, was ample evidence for how wise my instinct was to keep her ignorant of the details. This morning Nairne had fessed up with a dissatisfactory degree of clarity, implying her woman-to-woman talk with Nella was simply an aim to help her better understand my world. It was an incomplete explanation and I was beginning to suspect Nairne was fishing around for a solution to the problem of my current predicament. Which was a recipe for disaster.

      In short, Nairne’s actions were well-meaning, imbued with love, but ridiculously unsafe. I couldn’t afford for her to stay around this increasingly volatile situation and compromise herself any further. She needed to graduate and be safely stashed in England, while I figured out how to  be free, once and for all.

      Lucas returned my volley and backed into the net to take some shots. “Come on.” He gestured. “Let’s have a go.”

      I took a shot on him, and Lucas punched it away. “So, you get out. Then where do you go?”

      “Where Nairne goes,” I answered automatically.

      He grinned. “And where’s that?”

      “England.”

      “Mate, are you following me? You don’t have to pretend it’s all about Mac, you know.”

      Lucas’ contract was up in just a few weeks. Then he was flying home, picking up his family’s business, and diving into that craziness, because he was about as good as Nairne at slowing down and enjoying leisure time.

      “Don’t let it get to your head,” I said wryly. I juggled, then shot, doing a scissor kick.

      Lucas punched it away.

      Logistics swarmed my head. All variables I’d had in motion were no longer at the rate they needed to be. I had to move Dad and Teo as soon as humanly possible. Get the nonprofit in good hands. Molly could take over. She was Mom’s best friend, and next to my immediate family, Molly knew Mom best. She’d see the organization met my mother’s goals and thrived. Then, I had to sever my contract, finally let my agent here actually take a look at the offers I’d had thrown at me from abroad for years.

      I’d planned on the takedown handling Nella for me, by seeing that she and I ended up on opposite sides of bars, where she’d be safely locked away, along with her rampant greed and lack of morals about how she made money.

      Shooting a few more on Lucas released pressurized anxiety from my ribs, as I tried to think how I’d put it to Nella. I couldn’t reveal my true cards of planning to escape until everything else was in place, my family safe, Nairne gone, the nonprofit secure. First, I had to convince her to take my place, and uphold the system.

      Why hadn’t I done all this sooner? Because earlier in the process of the takedown, it would have resulted in a complete regression, which was unconscionable. Nella wasn’t nearly as interested as I was in avoiding the heavy hitters—weapons trafficking, prostitution and pornography, among others. When she became boss, she wouldn’t be able to resist those lucrative economies for long. But if the takedown was close, my focus could be minimizing the dangerous time between Nella’s power and her fall from it.

      Problem was, the takedown could happen soon, but not definitely. And if I put Nella in power preemptively, the moral value of what I was contemplating tipped from defensible to damning.

      “What are you scheming, Zeddy?” Lucas yanked the bottom of his shirt up to wipe the sweat dripping in his eyes. Even for June, it was hot as hell, and I was already pouring myself.

      I scrunched my face in thought. “I got really shitfaced last night, and now I’m hungover and trying to think about how to get out of my situation without overanalyzing the ethics of it. And I’m fucking overheating.”

      Lucas squinted as he chugged his water again, then shook it when he seemed to suspect it was empty. “You called last night, do you remember?”

      I shook my head.

      “I couldn’t understand you, given the fact that you were absolutely gazeboed, but you assured me you weren’t driving, and you said something about your life being over. I texted the lovely Mac and not long after our chat, she assured me you were comatose in her bed.”

      He came over and dropped his voice. “I don’t know the details of what you’re facing, but I’ll say this. Whatever ethics you’re hung up on, I’d politely encourage you to tell them to sod off, if they keep you from living the life you truly believe in and want.”

      I glanced out over the field, which echoed with the scuffle of cleats on turf, and the periodic crack of shots being taken. “My entire adult life, I haven’t lived like that, Lucas. I’ve done what I thought I should. Thinking beyond that feels…indulgent, wrong. Except for when I think of losing Nairne, then it feels very, very right.”

      Lucas nudged me. “Then that’s what you listen to. How you lived in the past may have seemed clear and correct, Zed.” He toed a ball in front of himself and cracked it from thirty yards out. I watched it sail through the air and drop neatly inside the goal. He turned back to me and grimaced into the sun. “But don’t let fear of the unknown, of following your heart, deter you from wading into murkier territory. Just because something has clarity doesn’t mean it’s right. And just because something’s brimming with contradictions and gray areas, doesn’t mean it’s wrong. Listen to your gut, and bloody follow it.”

      He smacked me on the back and walked off, then turned and grinned at me over his shoulder. “Then ring me when you get to England, won’t you?”
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      Hull, Massachusetts. One of those old-as-god little strips of coastal land that the Pilgrims crashed into and barely survived. Hell of a view, but shitty soil for agriculture. These days it was home to luxurious beachfronts and New England “cottages” that were so expensive and enormous that calling them cottages sounded pretentious, not to mention absurd.

      Nella had a place that was actually cottage-sized. It’s where she’d brought me the night I became consigliere. It’s where we’d always come to scene. For me to learn how to be who I’d become. An identity that I’d found myself increasingly distancing myself from since meeting Nairne and envisioning a world beyond the strict dichotomy of power and vulnerability.

      Right before George Washington Boulevard became Nantasket Avenue, I peeled right and took the sharp horseshoe turn that brought me under an overpass and onto her road. Spruce and evergreen, peppered with pink bursts of redbud and golden hickory trees flanked the unpaved path. I’d driven the Land Rover. It took the bumpy terrain easily, because fuck if I was dragging the Ferrari through this mud. When I wrenched the car into park, I caught the tang of salt air that never left Hull and watched the breeze shake a towering row of white firs nearby.

      Nella sat on her steps in a leopard print robe, dark shoulder-length hair uncharacteristically messy. She exhaled a plume of smoke and tapped the ash into the yard. I stared at her, and though she didn’t turn to look at me, she’d seen me.

      “What do you want, Zed?”

      Her voice was hoarse. I slammed my car door shut, shoved my hands in my jeans, and walked up. “I’ll tell you what I don’t want. To be boss.”

      She sniffed and took another drag of her cigarette. When she exhaled, she patted next to her on the steps. “Sit.”

      I did, my knees double-cracking as I joined her. “You’re better suited to the role. We both know it’s not for me.”

      “Then what will you do, Zeddo?” She bit her nail, and her cigarette unfurled smoke idly from between her fingers. “You can’t abdicate the role without causing an uproar.” Her eyes met mine and they were wet with unshed tears. “You’d have to leave.”

      “Possibly,” I hedged.

      Of course I’d have to leave.

      “But let’s not worry about that for now,” I said. “I want to focus on how we get you before the capos and explain why you and I work better with you occupying the senior position.”

      She shook her head and irritation boiled inside me. She should be all over this—I was handing her the keys to the kingdom—and instead she was sulking, pulling up the drawbridge that I was sprinting across toward freedom. “What, Nella?”

      She shrugged, sucked on her cig. “It won’t be that simple.”

      “Why not? If it’s a matter of money, I’ll pay you whatever you need to take over and simply keep it how I have. I just can’t be boss—”

      “I don’t want your money, Zeddo.” Her free hand interlaced with mine.

      I stared down at it and felt dread tightening my throat.

      She exhaled shakily. “Is that really all you want, not to be boss? I know you’ve always done this life reluctantly, but you’re good at it, gnocco. And you seemed to settle in.”

      “It’s not who I am, Nella. It’s who I had to be.”

      “What about la fragola?” Nella grasped her glass of wine that was on her other side. She drank deeply from it and set it down.

      Fuck. Was she onto me?

      “What about her?”

      She smashed her cigarette into the earth. Her hands came together, and she stared off at the ocean. “Do you love her?”

      I had to lie, even though denying what Nairne meant to me felt like speaking a curse.

      “She’s a good fuck, I’ll give her that. But drives me crazy. We’re not compatible material.”

      Nella laughed quietly.

      I caught her chin and tipped her face to me. “Why?”

      Her caramel eyes were shining with tears. “Because I love you, Zed. I always have.”

      Nella was incapable of love, an emotion predicated on empathy and sacrifice, connection and trust. What she meant was she wanted me to be hers, to control. Because that was the extent to which she could experience attachment to someone. I had plenty of experience truncating my feelings to that limited range. But unlike Nella, I’d chosen that as a coping mechanism rather than not being capable of it. Then came Nairne, and god had she gloriously obliterated my M.O.

      I stroked Nella’s chin with my thumb, tried to placate her with my touch. “I know. And you’ll always matter to me, Nella.”

      She shook her head and a tear spilled over. “No, Zed. I don’t love you like you love me.”

      My hand dropped. “You don’t mean that. Etto, he’s—”

      “Etto and I are good to each other. I don’t love him. He gives me something I need, but he isn’t the one man I’ve ever trusted.”

      My heart sank. “Nella, I don’t…”

      “Stop. I don’t want to hear it.” She turned away again, and pulled out another cigarette. Lit up and exhaled. When she spoke, her voice was flat, and she stared at the sea. “All right, Zed.”

      “All right?”

      She tapped her cig against her lips. “We’ll go to the capos. Try to talk them into letting us switch places…” She inhaled, then blew up to the sky. Grey clouds moved in as a late spring storm gathered over the shore.

      I watched her caramel eyes dart back and forth, like she was searching the heavens for an answer she couldn’t find.

      “Thank you, Nella.”

      She laughed softly, turned my way. “I could never say no to you, Zeddo.”

      Her hand curled around my neck as she pulled me toward her. “Kiss me? For old time’s sake.”

      I froze, then peeled her hand off my neck. “I can’t, Nella.”

      “Why?” she snapped. Her hand landed hard on my chest. “You say you don’t love her, but since you met her, you barely come near me, you shirk my touch.”

      My jaw ticked. “I wanted to respect you and Etto. You two became exclusive, and—”

      “You’re lying. She means something to you, this little no one with nothing but brains and naivete about saving the world to go on.” Nella scoffed and sucked her cigarette violently. “When did you become so foolish? Someone good like her could never love someone like you, not if she really knew who you were.”

      Nella wasn’t entirely wrong. I wasn’t worthy of Nairne. My story was complicated and definitely messier than Nairne deserved. But Nairne loved me for who I was. She actually knew roughly what I did, the grey areas and soiled corners of my life, and she still wanted me.

      Nairne’s love had obliterated the façade of my low expectations for life and shown me a world we could experience together, one that was infinitely more dazzling. The difference between Nairne’s impact on my life and Nella’s could not be clearer in that moment, as Nella condemned me to my worst view of myself.

      I took her face in my hands, kissed her cheek. Only because she was suspicious of what Nairne really meant to me and she had to be disabused of that very legitimate conclusion. “I told you, she’s a convenient lay right now. Just because I don’t love you the same way, doesn’t mean I love her.”

      She pulled away, eyes searching me. “You promise?”

      I stood, toed a rock in the dirt, and lied between my teeth. “Yes.”

      She smiled and stood as well, wrapped her arms around my torso. I squeezed her hard once and swallowed my revulsion, until I released her.

      “Ciao, amore.” She blew a soft kiss as she tightened her robe around her. The breeze picked up and whipped violently through the trees as the temperature dropped rapidly.

      I took a good look at her and backed away as the sky darkened. “Ciao, vipera.”
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      “Every year technology brings us closer to accomplishing our most ambitious of goals.” I stared up from my speech at the field of green, feeling my legs begin to shake with the strain of standing. Then I caught four handsome men not far back in the seats, two older, two younger. One face beamed with a sensual pride behind black shades and dark waves that kicked up in the June breeze.

      I continued, most of it from memory. “From enterprise to medicine, to climate science and mathematics, the world is ours to improve with the skills we have learned here. Studying at MIT has, for me, only underscored education’s imperative role in shaping my values and dreams as a global citizen. I was captivated by the scientific potential—made possible only by highly developed technological systems and theories—of sequencing the human genome. With this development, researchers have an unprecedented tool by which to better analyze mechanisms of disease that ravage developing countries. Such targeted sequencing will allow us to create new drugs and vaccines with significantly less risk, and thus expense. This is a lifechanging possibility.”

      My advisor nodded and a sea of claps cut through the hot air. As they quieted, I continued. “It is my hope and belief that all here graduating today have found this segue between training and conviction. Our values are nothing if they are not born out by action. Our morality is silent if it is not practiced in this one fleeting life we are given. May these years of learning, our trials and errors, and the insight they have conferred, be unforgettable. May we never turn back from the path of intent and purpose we have set ourselves on here.”

      Applause erupted again. The dean stepped up to me and hugged me hard. “Well done, lady,” she whispered in my ear. When she pulled back, she proudly handed me my diploma.

      I caught a camera flash and stifled the panic response it still caused. Froze my smile as I held myself for a cascade of photos, until finally the clapping died down and I could sink into my chair, relieved of the anxiety of speaking publicly, standing without falling on my arse, and braving cameras.

      The ceremony moved quickly, and through it, Zed stared at me. He still had his sunnies on, shielding his eyes, but I felt his gaze, caught his smirk as he shifted in his seat and crossed his arms, his biceps straining against the fabric of his crisp, blue button down.

      I begged off extra ceremonies, shook hands with the necessary people, and made my escape. Zed loaded me into his car and drove us in companionable silence to his childhood home, where Brando and Gianno had made a big feast to celebrate. We ate, talked easily, and it was bittersweet, as I looked among these men knowing soon I’d lose all but one of them.

      But the day wasn’t over, because next we were headed to the first health clinic that had been completed. Zed drove us smoothly toward Mattapan, where he had to cut the ribbon. And I was expected to speak with some reporter wanting to interview me when she made the connection between my commencement speech earlier in the day and my involvement with this project.

      “Your speech was good, Nairne. I’m proud of you.”

      I smiled tiredly as my eyes slid shut. When he wasn’t navigating like a Formula One racer, Zed’s driving put me to sleep. “Thank you. I’m glad you were all there. It meant a lot to me.”

      I heard the smile in his voice as he clicked on his blinker. “Your Italian entourage.”

      “Quite. I got a number of jealous looks with you handsome fellows surrounding me afterward.”

      His hand landed over mine, warm, calloused. “You okay? You look a little under the weather.”

      For being an expert worrier, Zed did remarkably well at not fussing over me. He knew enough by now to grasp how spinal cord injuries could cause finicky complications, though, and he liked to check in.

      “I’m fine.” I yawned. “Just ready for a few weeks off before it’s back to work.”

      “You know, reasonable people don’t ask to start their semester early, Nairne. They take this thing called a vacation. It’s allegedly very good for one’s well-being.”

      I laughed and blinked my eyes open. “Who ever said I was reasonable?”

      His hand squeezed mine, then released it.

      We parked, I used my wheelchair because I was knackered, and we made our way to the entrance. Zed talked briefly because Tony begged him to, and he did brilliantly. He didn’t love public speaking, but he was good at it. Serious, smiling occasionally. His voice warm and clear.

      I sat politely to the side, next to the other board members and Tony, listening to Zed while a cooling breeze danced over my skin. My eyes drifted shut for a minute as I savored it, and when I opened them, I blinked rapidly to be sure they weren’t tricking me. Nella stood at the edge of the crowd, large sunglasses obscuring her face, yet I recognized her easily.

      Zed finished and people clapped. When he stepped back, he leaned my way. “What’s wrong?”

      “Need the lavvy, that’s all.”

      He frowned. “I’ll come with you.”

      “No, it’s all right, Zed.”

      I backed up and went inside the building before he could follow me, and found the restroom, one which I’d ensured had accessibility. I flicked on the cool water and splashed it on my face. As I’d expected, Nella had followed me—I’d heard her stilettos clacking along the tile. The door soon swung open, then thudded shut.

      Nella bolted it behind her and before she could speak, I jumped in.

      “What the hell happened?” I asked. “I paid you ten thousand dollars to ensure Zed wasn’t chosen.”

      She glared at me. “I used it to ensure Antonio got what he deserved.”

      “And none of it to buy your position?” I pressed.

      She pointed a blood-red fingernail at her chest. “I shouldn’t have to pay people to earn their fidelity. I gave my men the opportunity to choose me because I am their natural and right leader.”

      I sighed and scrubbed my face. Negotiating with narcissistic sociopaths was just about more than I had energy for at the moment. “And yet, they didn’t.”

      She practically snarled as she fished through her cleavage and pulled out a cigarette.

      “Nella, you can’t smoke in here.”

      “I’ll do what I fucking want, fragola,” she muttered around the cig as she lit up.

      I waved away the smoke and backed up.

      “How are you getting him out?”

      She smiled as she exhaled. A fist banged on the door.

      “One minute!” I yelled.

      “Nairne, open the goddamn door.” Zed’s voice.

      “Zed, I’m fine. I’ll be right there.”

      “You have five minutes, Nairne MacGregor, before I come back and rip off this door.” One final slam of a fist and I heard his footsteps fade.

      Nella stared at me for a long, silent minute as she sucked her cigarette to ash at an alarming rate. Then she lobbed it into the sink where it hissed as it hit residual water. “He loves you.”

      I swallowed. “No, he doesn’t. I told you, we’ve just had a nice time. Though I obviously want to help him. I care about him.”

      “How much?” She dug a new cigarette from her cleavage, lit up and exhaled like a dragon through her nose. “Enough to let him go?”

      “What?”

      “Give me your phone.”

      My hand went reflexively to where I kept it wedged between my thighs. “Why?”

      She flicked her ash on the tiles and walked toward me. “I’m proposing an amendment to our deal.”

      I wheeled away from her. “I’m not negotiating with you. I paid you ten thousand dollars and you still managed to fuck it up.”

      She smiled faintly, as her eyes danced over my face. “You are very young. Pretty, in your way. And you’re tenacious. I can see why he loves you.”

      “He doesn’t—”

      “Now, don’t insult my intelligence, fragola. I’m not blind. I told you I’d free him, and in my own way and time, I will. Just not for you.”

      I opened my mouth to verbally eviscerate her, but she cut me off.

      “If you love him,” she said, “let him go.”

      “And if I won’t?”

      “I’ll have him so brutalized he’ll be unrecognizable to you.”

      Pain radiated in my sternum. “You’re insane.”

      “Perhaps.” She shrugged. “But if he can’t be mine, he can’t be anybody’s. Go through that door, and take the cab waiting outside the back entrance. Leave, never make contact with him again, and he’ll live. Now give me your phone, fragola.”

      My hands shook with disbelief as I held my mobile. “Why do you want it?”

      She ripped it out of my hand, drowned the SIM card in a sink of water, then tossed the wrecked technology in the rubbish bin. “Because he’ll try to contact you. He needs to believe you’ve forgotten him.”

      I stared between my demolished phone and her. “We don’t mean that to each other. We’re just friends, Nella. I want him to have a better life, that’s all.”

      “Good. Then you’ll have no problem leaving a friend behind. Friends are replaceable. Your great love is unforgettable.” She smirked as she unlocked the door, then glanced into the hallway. Seeing it was clear, she leaned against the door. “Which is why I’m keeping mine. Goodbye, bella.”
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      After exactly five minutes, I ran back inside and found the bathroom empty. Dialed Nairne’s cell phone over and over as my chest constricted. Every time it said the number was no longer in service. I moved through the mass of people, searching for a head of auburn hair, knowing it would be that much harder to see her because she was in her wheels. You lost someone in a wheelchair quickly—no head poking out of a crowd—and I panicked, shoving people aside and trying to spot her.

      I made it through the bodies to the sidewalk and glanced wildly around. She was nowhere. Then I spun and ducked because I felt someone standing at my back.

      Nella.

      She threaded her hand through my arm as I straightened. “Zeddo. What a lovely speech that was.”

      I yanked myself away and searched her eyes. “What are you doing here?”

      “Why wouldn’t I come?” She stepped closer. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nairne. I can’t find her.” I turned around and searched the crowd some more. “She just disappeared, and I can’t find her.”

      “Oh, Zeddo…” She sighed. “La fragola and I encountered each other in the ladies room, and she did say…” Nella bit her lip and stared off. “Well, no, never mind.”

      “What, Nella?”

      “She asked me to tell her about who you really are. She said she needed the truth from someone who knows you…deeply.”

      I swallowed thickly. Nella and I had a history, which Nairne knew about. But there was plenty that I’d sanctioned in our work together that, spun unfavorably, might morally repulse Nairne. There was a raw ache in my chest at the thought that she’d actually been horrified by what Nella had said. But when I pushed past my initial fear, it was hard to believe Nairne would leave without confronting me.

      “I have to find her,” I muttered. My hands searched my pockets for my keys and phone and found them again.

      “I think she’s gone, Zeddo. And believe me when I say this—it’s for the best.” Her kiss on my cheek disgusted me and I pulled away, though it didn’t seem to bother Nella one bit. She looked alarmingly self-satisfied. “Take some time, but soon we need to have that meeting. I can only play boss while being denied the title for so long. It’s not good for my ego, you understand?”

      I stalked off, trying to move past my anger and think logically. Nella was playing her cat and mouse game, the details of which I couldn’t tell yet. She’d come here strategically, perhaps having doubted my word to her that Nairne was a temporary partner only, that I had no plans to try to escape this life and follow her. Somehow she’d come between me and the woman I loved, and that was the wrong fucking move.

      I was shaking with rage, but before I did a single thing about my fury, I had to make sure Nairne was safe. Nella was too good of a liar for me to trust that Nairne was all right. I had to know that for myself. But how could I be sure of it when I couldn’t contact her?

      When I got to my car, I found a tiny piece of paper pinned under the wiper. I recognized the neatly scrawled letters immediately.

      Gadzooks.

      Air burst out of my lungs. Her safe word. She was safe then?

      If she’d taken the time to put my mind at ease, then she wasn’t running off on me, was she? God, I was lost. If I only knew what had passed between Nairne and Nella when they met. That’s what I got for not being a pushy asshole. If I’d acted like the old Zed, I would have goddamn demanded Nairne tell me everything, and I would have known exactly what I needed. This was where passivity in a relationship while still in the mafia got me. In the dark and compromised.

      So, now all I could do was take a shot in the dark and hope I was accurate. Say Nella, who clearly still felt threatened by Nairne despite my efforts to dissuade her, had threatened Nairne off somehow. If so, and Nairne had complied, what could I do? Without the ability to contact her, how could I reassure her that I’d find her? Ask her to wait and trust me, to allow me to explain anything that Nella might have misrepresented?

      “I can’t do this.” I ripped at my hair, slammed a fist into the brick wall of the building. God, I could choke Nella, the fucking psychopath. I’d tried to be so careful. To shield Nairne and keep her hidden from this life, and still it had managed to tear us apart and leave me scrambling for leverage to bring us back together.

      I needed someone who could take the brunt of my fury, because if I punched a wall again, I was going to shatter my hand. I texted Teo to meet me at his gym.

      His response came quickly. “I’m in. Haven’t had the pleasure of kicking your ass in much too long.”
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      Teo was tall, had two inches on me easily. And he was strong, but not as built as I was. Given those factors, we were close enough to be fairly matched.

      When I got there, the hum of fluorescent bulbs cast everything in grey light, and the smell of sweat and vinyl soothed me. Abruptly, I was shoved from behind. I pivoted, swung, and knocked a punch into Teo’s shoulder.

      He pulled me against him for a back-smacking hug, then shoved me off. “You smell like your lady. What’d she do, douse you in her perfume?”

      I lifted my undershirt to my nose and sure enough, it was her scent—ocean air and a garden. “Well, actually—”

      “Jesus, no.” Teo waved a big hand, looking pleading. “You ever hear of a hypothetical question? Because it always applies with you two. You’re freaks with each other. I don’t want to know a damn thing.”

      “Well, consider yourself lucky then,” I answered bitterly. I ripped off my shirt and stuffed it into my duffel bag. “She’s gone, so there’s nothing to scar you with now.” Just saying it felt like a physical blow to the sternum. I needed real hits and blows to ground my pain, so I threw my shit down and headed over to our ring.

      Teo followed. Gave me a sideways glance while we stood shoulder to shoulder, wrapping our wrists. “What the hell happened? I thought she was leaving tomorrow. Didn’t you have this whole night planned out—”

      “I did. Then Nella fucked with it.” I cracked my neck side to side.

      “How?”

      “I think she threatened Nairne. Or threatened me to Nairne. The bottom line is she’s separating us. Nella said she told Nairne about my past. She wants me to think Nairne was put off by what she said, and I don’t know, perhaps that’s possible, but that doesn’t feel like Nairne to me. She’d give me a chance to explain myself.”

      Teo frowned. “Nella caught on to you two. And now that you’re trying to leave, she’s trying to lock you in.”

      I sighed. “I think so, yeah. Because Nella’s a sociopath who wants power and control. And I’m her favorite toy.”

      “You’re sure Nairne’s gone? Did you go to her house?”

      I glared at him. “What kind of dumbass do you think I am? I banged on her door, checked her windows, might have slipped in to be sure.” She’d taken my key back yesterday to return to her landlady, so I’d had to do a little break and enter, wiggling her kitchen window open and sneaking in for a cautionary check just in case. The place had been empty. “She’s gone.”

      “What could Nella have said that you think might scare Nairne away?”

      “About Mom.”

      He balked. “What? Why haven’t you told her that?”

      I focused on a strip of fabric that wasn’t tight enough around my wrist, and pointedly ignored him. Because he’d rip me a new asshole when I explained that I’d been too scared.

      Teo sighed. “Fine, we’ll work this out vintage style.” He swung himself over the ropes and jumped into the ring.

      Suited me fine. I’d beat the shit out of him while I got everything off my chest. We circled each other, fists up. I moved in, and Teo jabbed. I ducked, then swung at him.

      He slipped, avoiding my cross. I lunged at him, ducked another jab, then took a cross I hadn’t seen coming. Fucking one-twos. The familiar tang of blood flooded my mouth.

      He smiled, the little shit. “Don’t make me knock it out of you, fratu.”

      We swarmed each other, exchanging shots and a few counter-punches, the thud of hits and the guttural noise of contact ringing in the gym.

      “Why. Wouldn’t. You. Tell. Her?”

      I nailed Teo with a hook that glanced his ribs.

      “Shit!”  He doubled over, then snapped up.

      “If I told her, that would give her the opportunity to reject me for it. I didn’t want to risk losing her love when I thought it wasn’t mine to have forever.”

      Teo came at me and I ducked his cross. “If you really don’t think Nairne would understand, you’re short-changing her. You love her, and when you love someone, Zed, you trust them. You were being a pussy, letting your fear of her disapproval muzzle you. Guess what, fratu, it wasn’t wrong. What you did was merciful. Nairne would understand that, and now you’ve possibly lost the opportunity to explain it to her.”

      “You think I don’t realize that?” I went at him hard. “I do love her, and look what trying to love her and do the right thing has cost us both.”

      I pulled back, panting. “All I want to do is throw my clothes in a bag and chase her down this minute. But if I leave now, that’s wrong, isn’t it? Selfish. To want to disappear before the takedown happens. What if my early exit blows the operation or endangers Nairne?”

      I shoved Teo, forcing him to defend himself and come back at me. “What does that make me, Teo? Some asshole who just follows his dick and says fuck the consequences.”

      His face scrunched as he ducked my punches. “You just said yourself you love her, that you want to redirect your life toward sharing it with her. That’s not following your dick. That’s following your heart, you idiot, which believe it or not, you do have, and you’re well within your rights to pursue.

      “Let’s think this through. How long until they say they might be able to complete the raid?”

      “A month, but it’s incredibly temperamental. A hundred factors have to line up. Jesus, Teo, it could be years.”

      He threw a few fast combinations I barely dodged. “Fuck it, Zed. You’ve done exponentially more than they could have ever asked. You’ve endangered yourself for years playing this game. You’ve made this takedown possible within their lifetime. It’s enough already.”

      Could I do that? Say screw the possibly negative long-term consequences of backing out preemptively? “Teo, it’s irresponsible. I’d be leaving a mess when I’ve helped us get so close to cleaning it up.”

      “So you do everything you can to speed up the process.” Teo paused, set a gloved hand on my shoulder. “You keep Nella in check, right?”

      “Yes,” I answered slowly. He knew this.

      “What if you stop? Let her set up a bad deal, a big one that ropes in a bunch of other assholes the feds have their sights set on.” Teo swung and I ducked. “Would that accelerate things?”

      “Possibly.” There was only a chance it would give the feds what they needed, and it was risky. It was why we hadn’t done something like it already. Because when you gave greedy crooks free rein, shit got dirty and dangerous, quickly.

      But the stakes had been raised for me, and the risk finally felt commensurate with the reward. And authorities might agree with me. If it was just briefly letting off the breaks to see how fast Nella could crash the train, it could be worth a try. It was definitely at least worth running by my contacts, to gauge if the time was right. “If I do this, you and Dad have to go before it happens—”

      “Zed, don’t worry about us.”

      “Like hell I won’t,” I snarled.

      He sidestepped my lunge easily. “I’ve got it under control, fratu.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Sweat ran down my face and burned my split lip. Teo grinned and wiped his forehead with his arm. “It means we’re entertaining private offers on the house and we’re set for a nice long holiday in Genoa with the family—god help me—until we figure out getting in the same country as you. Just worry about yourself, because you’re going to be out of a job, Zed. Your agent put some discreet words out to UK clubs, right?”

      “Yeah.” I wiped my face with the inside of my elbow. “But the job’s secondary. What matters is that you two are safe.”

      “We will be. Worry about Nella, work on that scenario with the feds. Then get the fuck out of here, and fix it with Nairne.”

      I sighed heavily. “God, how is this my life?”

      “Really shitty circumstances and unbelievably bad luck. Now it’s time to get past this, Zed. Don’t wuss out on me.”

      I glared at him. “You think staying here would be me wussing out? Like this is the easy road? That I’ve enjoyed wasting my fucking life on unapologetic criminals and two-timing schemes?”

      He threw up his gloved hands. “What the fuck have you been doing this last decade then, Zed?”

      “Fuck you,” I spat. “You have no goddamn clue what it’s been like for me—”

      “That’s because you wouldn’t let me. You shut everyone out and turned into a miserable, angry asshole. ”

      I snapped. Did a leg swipe that sent Teo clattering to the ground, but he sprang up quickly and came at me. We devolved into brawling, throwing wild punches at each other, until he got me in a headlock. Doubled down against his ribs, I swung ineffectively at him from my trapped position.

      “I want my brother back,” he said.

      I chopped down on his forearm, but he didn’t budge.

      “I want the old Zed. The one who told good jokes. Who fucking smiled and laughed, and ran and painted, not to escape pain but to feel good.”

      I kneed him hard in the thigh, enough to slacken his grip so I could stand up and shove him away. We were both panting, spent. Teo leaned over and rubbed the Charlie horse I’d given him.

      “I’m sorry you lost the Zed you knew, Teo. I lost him, too.”

      He sighed. “I want you back for your sake, not just mine. I want you to be safe and happy, Zed. I know you did the right thing in the moment, protecting Dad, stepping in his place. But Jesus, has it been costly. So cash in, fratu. And get the fuck out.”

      I bit my cheek because my eyes stung, and my chest burned with inexpressible emotion. I felt scraped and hollowed out by exhaustion that was always tinged with anxiety. Sick of this life and completely overwhelmed with what I had to do now to be free of it.

      Teo straightened and slapped a hand on my shoulder, then spoke as if he’d read my mind. “You are Zedekiah Lazaro Salvatore. When you set your mind on something, you make it happen. You’ll figure it out. And you’ve got me, right by your side.”

      “Yeah.” I smiled half-heartedly.

      Teo shoved me in the back, then dipped out of the ring. “Time to blow some shit up, Salvatore style. I’ve been waiting years for this.”

      I groaned and he laughed as he shouldered open the locker room door.

      “Come on, fratu. This is gonna be way more fun than you think.”
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      We sat in the kitchen at Lupo’s, just like so many other nights. Nella smoking, twirling an aperitivo in its tiny glass. Me throwing back Chianti while I listened to her plot and scheme. Nice thing about narcissists—they’re open books. They’ll talk your ear off about themselves if you just shut up and listen.

      Historically, Nella was somewhat careful about what she told me, because she liked dabbling in shit I didn’t approve of. However, her newfound unbridled power seemed to have obliterated what little compunction she had for being secretive. She sat there, laughing and speaking freely about what made her heart beat—cold hard cash, and the power to do whatever she wanted with it. Smiling easily, she touched me affectionately. Now that I’d stayed as promised and Nairne had been out of the picture for almost a month now, she felt confident I was hers.

      Not completely confident, though. I still found bugs like the pen I had months ago. A tie clip Nella gave me—how dumb did she think I was? In return, I paid a discreet government official to come in the guise of a cleaning lady. She’d “sweep” the place, and every time she found a few transmitters, always in new locations. I left them, because if I had nothing to hide from Nella, as Nella needed to think, I’d have no cause to be checking for surveillance or to remove them. If I did anything, it would be a red flag. So, I continued to use burner phones to text only, and met with government contacts at Logan airport under the ruse of an in-depth TSA check after I’d come back from my last few games. They’d use a bug fryer and we’d have a wholly inadequate amount of time to get me up to speed before it would end. Then I’d be back to the possibility of being surveilled by Nella.

      My paranoia had ratcheted up to the level that I didn’t trust myself to be safe anywhere. I tried texting Nairne’s number a handful of times, but it never delivered, and when I contemplated calling her university, begging to speak with her, all I could think was what might happen if Nella found out about my ongoing relationship with Nairne—or what I hoped we’d have, once I found her.

      Even with the safe word she’d left me, with my hopes that she was waiting for me from a safe distance, I couldn’t deny that Nairne’s silence didn’t hurt. Why wouldn’t she even try to communicate with me? She was an ocean away already. Would a text reassuring me be so impossible? Even if it came through my brother or Gianno? Even if she worried about Nella?

      “You’re quiet tonight, gnocco.” Nella sipped her Amari and set it on the stainless steel counter with a quiet clink.

      I finished off my wine and set it down next to hers. “Just listening.”

      She smiled and smashed her cigarette in its ash tray. “You’ve always been a good listener.”

      When her hands slid through my hair and tugged, I stilled myself and made a concerted effort not to recoil. I couldn’t afford for her to think anything other than what she had these past few weeks—that I’d accepted my fate, by her side.

      After I’d run it by them, my contacts relayed what Teo had suggested, and whomever was masterminding this takedown was all over it. A plan was in place, and I’d been reassured it would unfold soon. So, I knew the general outline of what would go down, but neither where nor when exactly. That was my request, because I had too many logistical balls in the air to trust myself not to drop the most important one. This way, I had the least likelihood of slipping up or raising Nella’s suspicion.

      My cell buzzed and I pulled it out. After I read Bruno’s text, I snapped my phone shut and pocketed it.

      “They’re ready.”

      Nella smiled slowly as she stood and swept up her purse. “Time to do business, Zeddo.”

      I drove because Nella was horrible behind the wheel, and because it was my fucking car. Windows down and the June air tunneling through, warm and muggy. The first day of summer. Which was also Teo’s birthday. We’d observed it yesterday, before he and Dad flew out last night, a red-eye straight to Genoa.

      I parked us near the docks and scanned the landscape. Memories hit me, one after the other. Teaching Teo to skip stones, climbing rocks with him along the harbor as Dad and Nicky fought in Italian while they thought we weren’t listening.

      It was surreal to think so much of it would soon be a shadow of its former self—as this syndicate, its crooked influence on the city took over. With a decade’s worth of intel from me, as well as the government’s own heavy undercover work, the feds were finally poised for an East Coast takedown that would involve the arrest of over one hundred members of the New England and New York mafia.

      When the takedown happened, I’d be brought in for appearance’s sake to be questioned, my formal statement made, then released. That’s what they’d promised, since, while my record certainly wasn’t spotless in the eyes of the law, I’d been an invaluable informant since day one.

      I breathed in the air, saved the memory of the water. Once this was over, I could never come back. Neither could Teo or Dad. I’d broken omertà—silence and fidelity—to Cosa Nostra. The penalty for that was worse than death. It was the death of your loved ones, then your own demise after you’d seen everyone you loved eliminated. Stepping foot on this soil after I’d defected would be suicidal, because current players might be swept away soon thanks to me, but the game would never cease to exist. Some fresh blood would step in soon enough, start the madness all over again, and I’d still be persona non grata. Forever on the Boston mafia’s shit list.

      I breathed deeply, comforted that Dad and Teo were far away, protected by family and an ocean’s distance. That Nairne was completely off this syndicate’s radar, tucked away in London.

      Nella’s hand slipped in my arm. She steadied herself as she hiked up her dress and checked her thigh holster. The fabric fluttered past her gun as she smiled at me with a cig between her teeth. She lit it and her eyes blazed as the cigarette burned to life. “How many times have we done business like this. It never gets old, does it?”

      I nodded distractedly, scanned the water and identified the ship. The ship was bigger than I’d imagined, and it was close. But my ears pricked to a new noise. The quiet creep of a vehicle rolling along asphalt. I glanced subtly toward the road leading to the docks and saw nothing. Bruno came around from the side of the building along with Frankie, mumbling as he flicked his cig to the ground and stomped it.

      Bruno and Frankie had come from the opposite direction of the engine noise I’d heard, meaning someone else was here. Unfortunately for me, since I was flying only marginally less blind than all the other crooks around me, I couldn’t be sure just who our third party was. I just had to cross my fingers they were the good guys.

      The boat docked and Nella released my arm as she strolled ahead. My eyes narrowed as I stared into the night. It was a new moon and the sky was cloudy. Harsh overhead lights near the water left everything outside their conical reach in pitch black. The darkness rendered nothing, no insight into the noise.

      “Zeddo?” Nella gestured me toward her.

      I joined her, shook hands with the captain, and told the crew where in the building to unload. Bruno and Frankie boarded and disappeared below deck, and like the crackle of ozone before thunder, I sensed something was off. Nella walked on the boat, poked around and admired a few crates as they surfaced. Bruno and Frankie hoisted more crates, then dipped below again.

      “Why aren’t you coming?” Nella stepped back onto the dock and strolled my way.

      “I get seasick. Hate the rocking motion.” I did, but I also had a bad feeling about that boat.

      “Don’t you want to inspect the cargo?” she purred.

      Her nail slid down my arm. She’d been coming on hard, and though I’d been trying to respond to her enough not to raise doubts, I couldn’t muster anything enthusiastic at the moment. The hair on the back of my neck stood up and I peered toward the edge of the light’s reach, away from the boat.

      A number of things happened in rapid succession. It started with a swarm of men appearing out of the darkness—firearms trained on us. I raised my hands slowly, palms wide open. Nella just stood there and sucked on her cigarette, but I knew where her free hand was—right over her gun.

      “Do what they say, Nella.”

      Her eyes darted to the half-dozen officers who had their automatic rifles pointed straight at us. “There’s no way they should have known. I changed locations at the last minute.”

      I sighed and glanced over at her. “Well, apparently we didn’t fool them, so put your fucking hands up before they put those firearms to use.”

      “I said hands up!” an officer shouted.

      Nella let her cigarette fall to the ground, and with the kind of reflexes that didn’t seem humanly possible for a chain-smoker in four-inch heels, Nella ripped her gun out of her holster and had it pointed at my throat.

      Six rifles clicked and trained on her, as the tip of her gun pressed against my jugular.

      “Make one move and I’ll put a bullet right through his neck,” she growled.

      Water slapping against the boat. The hum of crickets in the grass nearby. Sounds amplified in my head as the enfolding scene suspended in time. This would be a really shitty time to die. After all I’d gone through, to lose the new life I’d worked so hard for, right when I stood on its threshold. I breathed in slowly and told my pulse to slow the fuck down.

      “Nella,” I whispered. My eyes slid to look down at her. “Don’t do this.”

      She laughed bitterly and shook her head. “I should have told you the same thing, long ago. But here we are, because of you.” The gun pressed harder into my throat.

      The far-off hum of a motorboat cut through the silence of our standoff, but Nella’s gaze didn’t stray from me or the officers.

      “I want a plea bargain in writing,” she yelled. “In the next three minutes or he dies.”

      The motorboat sound drew nearer, and I watched as the apparent leader of the officers whispered something. One of them backed away and slipped into the darkness.

      “All right, we’re getting someone here,” he said. “But we need more time than that.”

      I swallowed, feeling my pulse slam against the pressure of her gun.

      “They value you,” she whispered. “If you were just another criminal to them, why would they care whether or not I blew your brains out?”

      “My voice box, actually. You need to get about eight inches up to blast my grey matter.” I cleared my throat. “You know the feds. They like things tidy. A hostage situation doesn’t look so good.”

      “You sold us out,” she hissed. She cocked the gun. I watched her eyes water and spill tears. “I loved you.”

      “You never loved me, Nella.” I smiled wryly. “Clearly. This is how you treat someone you want to control. Not love.”

      The motorboat sound kept growing and two officers shifted their location when Nella’s gaze was locked on me. “I taught you what love was. It is control. You’re just like me, but you’re too stubborn to admit that.” She pressed the gun harder into my throat. “Not that it matters anymore. You’re dead to me. You’re a dead man, Zed.”

      The engine’s sound grew to a roar, then cut abruptly from somewhere fifty feet over my right shoulder. Voices made a commotion and the sound of metal being slapped on metal rang in the night. A few of the officers trained their eyes and guns toward it.

      “This is for Billy!” the voice yelled. A thud, then the distinct beep of a timer. The motorboat engine roared to life again and began to fade.

      That got Nella’s attention. I took the moment to shove her back sharply, and she tipped, rolled down the angled gangway onto the boat just as someone bellowed, “Get down!”

      The sky lit up in an explosion of flames and sound that kicked me back to the asphalt. Another explosive crash, and a wall of hot light blinded me. I army-crawled along the ground as my head pounded. Finally, I scrambled upright. The whole vessel snapped flames and billowed smoke as the contraband ammunition caught quickly and fired. Somebody dragged me back as shrapnel and projectiles flew from the boat.

      “What the fuck just happened?” I asked. “Wait, did he say Billy?” I turned and tried to shake the ringing out of my ears. “Did you see the boat, what was on it?”

      The officer grinned at me. He was one I knew—I recognized him now under the dock lights. “Four leaf clover. You aren’t the only one willing to work with Uncle Sam.”

      “You mean, this was it?”

      He nodded. “Can’t say much more, but it was all coordinated. We’re getting incoming radio now with each cell and individual raid completed.”

      The ringing in my ears dulled enough that I began to hear just that, the click and burst of voices, radioing confirmation to the officer who’d led this specific operation. Some names I recognized. Others I didn’t. My head was pounding, and concentrating on the radio communiqué became too much.

      I groaned and massaged my head, which was throbbing from where it had made impact with the pavement. Watched the boat glow like a funeral pyre tall on the water. Then I remembered Teo saying it was time to blow shit up, and the possibility that my baby brother had corroborated with the Irish side as well as the feds made me want to vomit then drop into a dead sleep. But it had worked. I couldn’t believe it. It had actually worked.

      The officer hoisted me up and shook his head. “Heck of a family feud to be in the middle of.”

      I managed a nod and scrubbed my face as he clapped my back. “Let’s get you down to headquarters.”

      Never in a million years had I thought I’d be asking to be taken to jail. “That’d be great.”
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      Nearly four weeks ago, I’d watched Boston fade to a splash of tiny lights and coastal shadows, hoping I was making the right choice. Nella was insane—that much was obvious. And she wanted Zed, all to herself. If she couldn’t have him, she’d have Zed nearly beaten to death. Such violence struck me as diametrically opposed to her need to possess him, but framed by the lens of sociopathy, I understood the method to her madness. To Nella, this was exactly the way the world should run—revolving around her wants and desires, with no consideration of anyone else’s welfare, even if they were someone as important to her as Zed. He didn’t need to be whole or healthy to be satisfactorily hers. He just needed to be hers.

      Instinctually, I knew taking her words seriously was the right move. I’d learned the hard way before that underestimating someone’s madness could cost you dearly. Didn’t mean it made leaving Zed in the dark easy. In a moment of genius, I’d scribbled our safe word, hoping that he’d find it first and know it was me, telling him I was all right, that we were all right. And I’d had to leave it at that.

      Nella had made me unreachable. Ripping out my SIM card and demanding immediate departure meant I couldn’t get a new mobile until I was in the UK, and after I did, it wouldn’t be the same number Zed, or any of the Salvatores for that matter, knew. That said, I wasn’t completely stuck. I had Zed’s, Teo’s, Brando’s and Gianno’s numbers memorized. I was just too cautious to even try to involve and possibly endanger any of them. I had no clue how far Nella’s reach was, or what she might do if she found I’d contacted any of them about Zed. I’d settled for telling Gianno I’d made a switch to a UK mobile after my move, and had kept our conversations steered to our personal relationship and far from discussion of Zed.

      But nearly one month of silence was painful, and who knew what Zed thought. And then I’d torture myself, imagining him hurting and confused by my abrupt and enigmatic departure. I’d pick up my mobile, type in his number. Then I’d delete each digit slowly, berating myself for indulging my need to know he was okay, only to risk that he’d be horribly hurt because of my carelessness.

      When I’d gotten to London, I’d taken the first few days to settle in, as my boxes came via air mail. But after that, I’d started panicking, worrying, sitting around with no work to do and thinking the worst about Zed. So I’d sweet-talked a professor into letting me start even earlier than we’d agreed, filled in for a pregnant researcher for whom working with live viruses was unsafe. The study was tapering to an end, but I got to run a few weeks’ more trials, then complete her report before I began my own work. I was glad for the excuse to keep myself busy as I fretted.

      As always, my studies and research were my sanity keepers in an existence that otherwise felt unpredictable and painfully arbitrary. I bent over my microscope, examining a genetically attenuated strain of Escherichia coli bacteria wiggling across the slide.

      “Wee buggers,” I muttered. The study was exploring the possibility of engineering a vaccine for E. coli, so I was assessing the test strain to see if it could carry a sufficient number of antigens that would make it effective. The results so far weren’t promising.

      The only other person in the lab who also apparently didn’t value a summer holiday looked over at me through his goggles. Christopher, was it? I was terrible with names.

      He dabbed his nose with the inside of his elbow and looked at me. Smiled and slid his goggles up to his forehead. There was something unsettlingly familiar about him. As if he reminded me of someone I already knew, and I couldn’t figure out who it was.

      He smirked. “You don’t remember me, do you?”

      I froze. “From where?”

      “From here. I’ve been working with you for nearly three weeks now.”

      “I’m sorry, I’ve been a bit preoccupied. Remind me of your name, please?”

      He stood back and pulled off his gloves, then dumped them in the biohazard bin. “It’s Christophe.”

      Damn it, I’d been close.

      “Care to have lunch with me?” He stepped to the sink and started scrubbing his hands.

      My stomach growled right as I was about to say I hadn’t an appetite. He peered at me over his shoulder, eyebrows raised. “Now you can’t even lie about how hungry you aren’t.”

      I dropped my eyes and went back to my microscope. “My stomach talks a lot, but I’m all right, thank you.”

      “Femme têtue,” he grumbled.

      Stubborn woman, he’d said. I stopped and glanced up at him. “Je parle français, Christophe.”

      The water shut off and he turned, drying his hands while wearing a wry grin. “Perfect,” he continued in French. “Then we can enjoy a beautiful meal speaking a beautiful language.”

      My stomach growled loudly again, and it made both of us laugh. I gave him a stern stare as I pulled off my gloves and tossed them. “Just as friends.”

      “You’re so confident I was looking for something more?”

      “No.” I shook my head as I leaned away to wash my hands. “I just like to be very clear with any man I have a meal with. Not a date.”

      Christophe pulled off his lab coat and leaned a hip against the work station. “A rare and wondrous thing—a woman who speaks plainly.”

      I was using my arm crutches and I had to do a little fenagling to get my lab coat off. Christophe came around and pulled it down my sleeves. He felt warm and close and it didn’t seem just friendly.

      When I craned my neck to look at him, he was staring at me intently. He had hazel eyes that reminded me of Teo’s and unruly brown hair. He was handsome, but I knew it in a sort of abstract sense, like looking at a well-done painting that was aesthetically pleasing but empty of emotion. When I looked at Zed, it was seeing an evocative masterpiece.

      “You had to tell me you weren’t interested.” He sighed. “Now I’m dead set on convincing you otherwise.”

      I laughed and threaded my hand through the cuff of the arm crutch again, then tossed my lab coat on the stool. “Don’t tell me, you’re one of those men who wants whatever he can’t have.”

      His eyes glimmered as he pulled the door open. “Apparently it runs in the family. I’m a direct descendent of Le Marquis de Sade.”

      “Now you’re just trying to intimidate me.”

      “Is it working?”

      I laughed as we stepped onto the lift. “Not one bit.”
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      “Even with a scientific understanding of metabolism, I have to say I’m flummoxed. I don’t know where you put it.” Christophe dabbed his mouth and tossed his napkin aside. His eyes slipped along my body. “You’re very slim, and you ate more than me. You’re still eating.”

      I shrugged and smiled as I took another bite of my pasta. It wasn’t anything close to Zed’s homemade. “My appetite’s erratic. I eat when I’m hungry, and I don’t when I’m not.”

      He smiled, switched languages as he set an elbow on the table and leaned in. “How do you know French?”

      I took my time chewing. “My au paire. She spoke to me in French until I was school age.”

      Christophe shook his head. “Your vocabulary is too sophisticated. That cannot be all of your exposure. You’ve lived in France.”

      Drinking water bought me time. On principle I didn’t discuss the Dark Days, particularly with virtual strangers. “My friend’s Parisian.” Switching to English made me feel like it gave me footing in the conversation. “We speak French to each other, and I’ve got a flair for languages.”

      His eyes narrowed. “You’re lying, and now I’m curious why you wouldn’t just own up to having lived there.”

      The waiter came with our tab and I snatched it before Christophe could. I set cash inside it and scooted my chair back as I avoided answering him. “I’ve told you where my French skills came from. Your choice not to believe me.”

      Christophe frowned at me, then said something, but I didn’t hear it. My complete focus was on the television inside the restaurant, where a face I knew as well as my own filled the screen.

      “Oh, my god.” I shot up as quickly as I could and walked into the pub. When I got to the bar, I asked them to turn it up. The man making drinks shook his head but put on captions for me.

      Zed looked like absolute shit. Dark circles under his eyes, a bump on his forehead, and a brush burn over it. He had a suit on that looked dirty and rumpled, and he was being shielded by a wall of security as he left a police station.

      “Oh, I heard about this. Came on the news early this morning.” Christophe was close behind me and I inched away from him, toward the screen, trying to read the words. Raid. Criminal takedown.

      “What time?” I asked weakly.

      He scratched his chin as he thought. “I want to say around four or five? I was running on the treadmill and it was all over the networks. Largest federal raid of the mafia all along the northeast coast of the US. Apparently, there was a massive explosion, too. A bomb that was retribution from the Irish mob for the assassination of their leader a few months ago. The stuff of fiction, non?”

      My heart raced. Five at the latest this morning, he’d first seen the news. Now it was two in the afternoon. Seven hours. Was Zed on a plane out of the city? What if he was hurt? A little banged up and exhausted, but he’d looked all right. I had to call him, because if the raid was over, that meant Nella was in jail, and that meant he was free.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. My voice was thin, and I felt dizzy. I shook my head and tried to clear the stars that danced in the corner of my vision. “I have to go.”

      Christophe’s hand gripped my upper arm. “You look faint. Sit.”

      “No, please.” I tried to wrench myself free, but his grasp was tight. “I’m just…I need to go.”

      Christophe scraped a chair back. “Sit, ma chere.”

      I started feeling more lightheaded. I dropped down after all and took deep breaths as I held my eyes shut. When I opened them, Christophe was watching me curiously.

      “Who is that man to you?”

      I ignored his question and rubbed my temples. “I feel better. Let’s go back to the lab.”

      He shook his head. “You still look pale. Sit a minute more, then we’ll talk about leaving.”

      His highhandedness didn’t make me smile like Zed’s did. It was oppressive and pushy. “I’m always pale. Now, please let me stand.”

      With a sigh, he helped pull back my chair. I stood, feeling clear-headed, and walked out of the pub. When I got outside, I leaned against the wall and pulled out my mobile.

      “You’ll excuse me, Christophe. I need to make a call. I’ll see you back at the lab.”

      He shoved his hands in his pockets and stared at me. “I’ll wait. I don’t feel right leaving you when you’re unsteady. I’ll be right over there.” He gestured toward a bench down the street. “Come find me when you’re done, and I’ll escort you back.”

      I was already halfway dialing Zed’s number and agreed absentmindedly. “Fine, thank you.”

      My hands shook as I brought my mobile to my ear and heard the line ring. Once. Twice. The third time, a ringtone nearby sounded, and I startled at the coincidental timing. The line rang again and once more the ringtone went off.

      Rainstorms. Wet earth. That sharp clear scent that filled the air. A familiar hand clasped over my phone and clipped it shut. Eyes like the sea, weary, and glowing.

      I gasped and couldn’t see past tears. His hand grasped my jaw and he kissed me. Teeth clacking, tongues tasting. I moaned into his mouth. He fisted my hair and kissed me harder, until our foreheads met, and he pressed his lips softly to mine again.

      “Ciao, fragolina. Miss me?”
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      I’d tortured myself, watching her lunch outside with some pretty boy fucker who dressed like he followed fashion trends a little too closely. He leaned her way often, intimately, and when he sat back, and undressed her with his eyes, I nearly threw my espresso across the street.

      I was down a few blocks from where her research building was, planning to surprise her after I got a little caffeine in my system and a fresh dress shirt that wasn’t covered in gunpowder and Nella’s perfume. How that scent still clung to me, after three hours in the police station, then marinating in seven hours of stale airplane air, was beyond me, but it did. Like the stink of her corruption, and its twisted imprint on my life.

      Nella had played it perfectly, encouraging Antonio’s hit on Billy, then locking the boss up before he could rat her out, all while playing innocent. Knowing it would engender chaos and distrust. She’d sold him out and been stupid enough to think she wouldn’t get caught in her own web of deceit.

      I wanted to be sorry she was dead, that I was indirectly responsible for it. When I’d shoved her off, I’d only been thinking about surviving, getting out of being at gun point. But I couldn’t deny that knowing she was gone was a deep, unquestionable relief. I was bitter and spent from nearly a decade of straddling two worlds, culminating in a whole month of anxiously not knowing when or if my defection would get me anything other than caught and killed before I could be free, let alone reunited with Nairne.

      Nella had tortured me by taking Nairne away. Separating us. Pawing me around like a mouse the cat just couldn’t decide whether to devour or liberate. Now that I was finally going to live, outside the confines of that existence, I was stunned from the manipulation. Burned the fuck out. And pissed. Because this was where it got me. Sitting alone in a poorly executed English version of a trattoria, covered in explosive particulates, starved for a woman who hadn’t dropped me a line in nearly a month and was enjoying an al fresco meal with another man.

      Grappa in one fist, espresso in another, I’d fumed. I needed the alcohol to quell the rage in my system and the caffeine to keep me vertical after an all-nighter. Nairne looked so fucking good. She’d walked with her crutches from down the street, and while her legs were always a little slow to follow her lead, she had a grace and rhythm to her gait that was new to me.

      She obviously was strong and healthy, and I was happy for her. But fuck, nearly a month with nothing, no explanation. And then after last night, nearly dying and then answering questions about shit that I never wanted to think about again, I had to catch her sitting with some guy who wasn’t horrendously ugly or over sixty. Which meant he was a threat.

      When she’d slipped inside the pub and then come out looking upset, fumbling for her phone, I’d dared to let myself hope it was to call me. Then it was, and I’d momentarily forgotten how hurt and confused I was about her silence and that fucker’s proximity to her. I could have answered her call, but the look on her face, the worry and emotion, had me sprinting down the street until I could see the sun turn her hair copper and catch a downwind breeze that carried her flowery ocean air scent.

      After that was hazy. I’d kissed her and felt my body blaze awake. Tasted her and remembered what it was to possess that mouth, to grope her lean waist and haul her flush against me. When she’d moaned, it evoked a flurry of memories of that sharp tongue. The shit she gave me the very first time I saw her. The challenge she’d lashed my way outside Henderson’s telling me that she’d never be mine.

      She’d always been mine. To love and protect and cherish.

      I’d asked her if she missed me as she pulled away, dark lashes clumped with tears. Her exhale was shaky. Her hands weren’t free to touch me, since she had to steady herself. She reached for a chair. Practically fell into it, unthreading her arms quickly from the crutches and pulling my face to hers when I sat, too.

      “How did you find me?” she asked.

      I slid my thumb over her lips. “I have my ways, innamorata.”

      She shook her head. “No more of those ways, please. Tell me you’re free.”

      I nodded slowly. “I am.”

      “God, Zed,” she cried and pulled me closer. “I’m so happy for you.” She sat back and grasped my shoulders, sniffling as her eyes searched my face. “Think of what’s ahead for you! Club tryouts, travel. No more double life. Where are you going next? Where are Teo and your father?”

      “Italy,” I answered. “They’re in Genoa.”

      Her face flickered with an emotion that was too fast for me to catch before she smiled cheerfully and threaded her fingers through mine. “Of course you’ll go there. Juventus? Or I suppose Milan? Inter or A.C., either would be brilliant.”

      I stiffened. “What?”

      “What do you mean, what?” She scrunched her nose in confusion. “I’m talking about what clubs you must be considering, given you’re heading to Genoa.”

      I pulled my hands away. This wasn’t going one bit how I’d planned it. First some fuckface having lunch with her, now her talking about me moving to Italy like it was nothing.

      I couldn’t articulate how painful that thought was. The idea that my presence was optional to her, that possibly she’d met someone else and moved on. Then I caught the asshole watching us unsubtly from a bench down the sidewalk. “When’d you meet him?” I jerked my head down the street to where he sat.

      She frowned, following the direction of my glare. “Zed.”

      I leaned my elbows on the table and interlaced my fingers. “Nairne.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      I shrugged. “I’m going by appearances. And by the fact that I haven’t heard from you in almost a month, and you’re talking nonchalantly about me signing with clubs that are nearly one thousand miles away.”

      She glared at me. “You think I’m seeing him.”

      “If there’s anything more involved than that, I really don’t want to know. Not that I’d be surprised—”

      Her slap cracked across my face before I even finished. Normally, I would have caught her hand on the upswing, but I’d been awake for thirty-six hours after nearly getting killed, being thrown across a parking lot by an explosive, and answering for eight years’ worth of quasi-criminal dealings. In short, I was not in top form.

      “You bastard,” she croaked. “I’ve worried for you. Agonized over you. You come strolling in, see one moment and assume the worst.” She raised her hand again and this time I caught it. “You bloody brute.”

      I held her wrist and tried to quell the emotion in my own voice as I leaned forward. “Correct me if I’m wrong.”

      She shook her wrist in my grasp and blinked away tears. “I’m not defending myself to someone who can’t possibly consider an alternative.”

      “I’m sorry.” I pulled her close. “What am I missing? Why haven’t you answered me? Why didn’t you call? I find you, and you’re with some man who’s—”

      “Nella said she’d have you hurt badly, Zed!” Nairne hissed, yanking her arm away. “I tried to pay her to unseat Antonio and take over so you could escape, but she was more of a megalomaniac than I thought. She played me, took my money, then planned to keep you for herself. Then when she realized you were determined to get out, she threatened to harm you if I didn’t leave.”

      My heart pounded. Paying Nella? Bargaining with her? That meddling spitfire. I knew she’d been up to something, but I couldn’t have possibly imagined she’d do something so rash. I wanted to kiss and fuck her senseless, beg her to explain to me how she could do something so dangerous.

      “What the hell were you doing, brokering deals with criminals behind my back?”

      She wiped her eyes furiously as they teared up. “I was trying to help you as I best could, because you wouldn’t let me otherwise. Then after all that effort, she threatened you and said I had to leave. What could I do? She’s insane—”

      “Was.” I sighed, rubbing my forehead as the puzzle pieces fell into place. “She’s dead.”

      “What?” Nairne’s voice was quiet and thin. “W-what happened?”

      Her fingers slipped over the bump on my head, worry temporarily erasing her anger. I grabbed her hand and interlaced our fingers, and that seemed to remind her just how pissed she was at me, because she tried to tug them away again. I held tight and talked.

      “The raid had a complication. Retribution for my cousin who Antonio had killed. A bomb. It was a mess. And I’ll speak more coherently about it once I’ve made you come, taken a long shower, and fallen asleep anywhere that doesn’t involve upright airplane seats and colicky babies.”

      “You’re not sleeping with me,” she huffed. “Not after your spectacular entrance with its accusations painting me as some two-timing whore who couldn’t possibly have a logical reason for her odd behavior.”

      “I’m sorry.” I sighed. “You’re right, it was the shittiest thing I could have said. I’ve been insanely stressed, and I missed you, and I couldn’t think of a reason why you wouldn’t answer, unless you were angry with me or over me. Then when I find you, you’re with some other guy.”

      “A colleague!” She threw her hand up. “Zed, I’m in biomedical research. Unfortunately, that is still a vastly male-dominated field. You’re going to have to get used to me spending time with other men, assuming I ever let you back in my life, let alone my bed after this—”

      “Woah.” I held up a hand. “There are no conditionals here—no ifs. I’m yours, and you’re mine. I just spent three and a half weeks walking the razor’s edge of incriminating myself and singlehandedly dropping enough information to put a hundred Don Corleones in jail for the rest of their lives, so I could find you and get us right back where we belonged. Together.”

      Her eyes searched mine. “You did, didn’t you.” She ran her hand along my cheek, sighed as she smiled wryly. “You’re here safely. We should be celebrating. But instead we’re bickering because you have a gift for pissing me off with your hotheaded words.”

      I grasped her jaw, kissed her hard. “You’re right, and I’m sorry. I should have cooled the fuck down before I spoke…and if I had the adequately poetic words to communicate how much you mean to me and how much I regret what I just said, I would say them. But you’re a woman won by action, Nairne. By promises kept, and faithfulness, and I have held myself to that. Everything I have done has been for this moment, to be free. To be with you.”

      I searched her eyes and kissed the corner of her mouth, the tip of her nose, the soft curve of her cheek. “Forgive me.”

      She smiled and kissed me back. “Yes.”

      I sensed someone standing at around four o’clock. I had a guess who it was, and I wasn’t giving him the time of day.

      “Is there a problem?” he asked. He had a French accent. Of course he did.

      “Nope, you can move along now,” I answered. I stroked my thumb over Nairne’s lip and kissed her again. She let me, then pulled back and lowered my grasp as she glanced up at him.

      “Christophe, I’m fine.”

      He stepped closer and I tensed like a coil, ready to spring. “Doesn’t look like it.”

      I wish I could say I handled it like a calm gentleman, but he was the straw that broke the camel’s back. I stood and grasped his shirt front, then yanked him to me. We were practically growling at each other, eye to eye. “She said she’s fine. Now get the fuck away from her.” I shoved him back roughly.

      Then he made a very stupid mistake. He swung at me. I slipped right and he flew forward. When he stood, I threw an uppercut that nailed his jaw and sent him reeling backward.

      “Zed!” Nairne screamed. “Stop it!”

      I turned toward her and threw up my hands. “What the hell, Nairne? He just tried to slug me.”

      She sighed. “He obviously doesn’t know what he’s getting himself into.”

      I had to smile at that, because anytime the woman stroked my ego, it was like she was stroking something else. “What are you saying, innamorata?”

      She rolled her eyes then turned her attention to him. “Christophe, please don’t. This is my—”

      I was preoccupied with her backhanded compliment, so I wasn’t prepared for his punch straight to my stomach. Air whooshed out of me, and I coughed it away, lifting him by his shoulder and throwing a hook that knocked him to the ground.

      “Stop distracting me,” I wheezed. “Just let me beat the shit out of the guy, then we’re going.”

      “Nope, I’m leaving. The both of you are being insufferable.” Nairne stood and gave us a wide berth as the asshole crawled upright and took another swing at me.

      I dodged it and caught him as he almost hurtled into Nairne, then threw him up against the wall of the pub. “You and I are not done, but I want her right now way more than I want to beat the shit out of you.” I shoved him against the wall again, grabbed my jacket and jogged after her.

      “Nairne, wait!”

      I caught up to her quickly. “Innamorata,” I coughed. The punch still had my stomach in knots. “Hold up. This got off to a very bad start.”

      Her pretty head of long auburn hair shook in exasperation. “I should have known. You can take the man out of trouble, but you can’t take the trouble out of the man.”

      She stopped at the intersection, waiting for traffic to pause, and I stole the moment to grab her waist and kiss her neck. “Don’t deny it, fragolina, you like my trouble.”

      Nairne sighed and tried not to smile at me. “I really am a masochist, aren’t I?”
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      Going back to the lab after that was out of the question. I was too angry, Zed was making demands, and Christophe was unquestionably banged up but would likely finish the day and nurse his wounded ego. If I went back to do work, Zed would follow, and if Zed followed me there, I could see it now—those two rolling around, causing an expensive wreck of thousands of pounds of lab equipment as they brawled like boys.

      “Men,” I grumbled.

      Zed chuckled against my skin. I stuck the key into the front door of my flat and rattled the lock. Of course it wouldn’t budge for me. My hands were shaking because Zed’s lips were on my neck, his hand rubbing my arse emphatically, and the lock stuck to begin with.

      He wrapped his hand around mine and wiggled it some more, until it swung open. I lost my balance and tumbled forward, but Zed slipped an arm around my waist and scooped me against him. He kicked the door shut and lifted my legs so that they wrapped around his waist. I shook my arms out of my crutches until they clattered to the floor, before he slammed me against the wall and kissed me so hard my lip stung with a bite.

      I gasped as the familiar circuit of pain and pleasure lit up my clit. I was aching and his cock rubbing up against me with our trousers between us was torturously insufficient.

      “Shit, are you all right?” His hand went to my lower back. “I’m being too rough.”

      I bit his lip back. “Never.”

      He shifted and moved my hips against him, and it still wasn’t enough.

      “Where’s your bed?” he said against my lips.

      I jerked my head toward the futon. My flat was small because London was expensive, and though I had a healthy chunk of cash left even after paying Nella, I was cheap. I wanted to be close to the School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine, while finding an accessible place that didn’t cost a fortune. It hadn’t been easy.

      Zed glared at the daybed, then around the space. “What the fuck is this shoebox?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Please don’t start pissing me off again. I’m actually really in the mood for you, and if you criticize my flat or my choices, I’m going to lose that desire very quickly.”

      He begrudgingly brought this eyes back to mine. “After sex, we’re having a conversation about this.”

      I groped his cock through his trousers, and he threw his head back. “Just shut up and fuck me,” I said.

      “Oh, innamorata, you gotta watch that mouth.” He laid me on the bed and immediately turned me over. His hands hoisted my hips up as he dragged my slacks down to my knees.

      Staying up on all fours by myself was hard. I could do it, but it made me tired. Zed knew this and held me one armed, as his other hand, warm and calloused, slid down my arse and over my entrance. His breath tickled my ear. “This might be your kitchen, your dining room, and your living room, but it’s also the bedroom. And while we’re in here,”—his hand lifted and came down with a perfect crack—“you don’t talk to me like that, or there’ll be hell to pay, my spitfire.”

      I groaned and leaned into his palm as it whispered over my sensitive skin.

      “Look at you.” I heard his belt unbuckling, the slide of his zipper, and I clenched in anticipation. “Absolutely perfect.”

      His cock slid along my entrance, and I cried out when it hit my clit. “Yes,” I moaned.

      When he drove into me, I let out a noise that wasn’t strictly human. Nearly a month without sex had left me unused to the roughness I craved, and pleasure burst like a flower from the bud of pain.

      “Fuck.” He groaned. “So tight.”

      I glanced over my shoulder. “Believe me now?” His brow creased in confusion. “I wouldn’t be this way if I’d been sleeping with my lab mate like you assumed.”

      Zed dropped over me and held me tight to him. Warm lips kissed the shell of my ear. “God, Nairne, I’m sorry. It was awful of me.”

      “Doubt me like that again, and I will never forgive you,” I whispered.

      He stilled, smoothing my hair back from my face as he kissed me gently. “I won’t. I promise.”

      He pulled out, turned me over, and drove back into me, lifting my knee so I was open wide, and he could bury himself deep. He rocked roughly, right against my clit. I raked my nails down his chest, scraping his skin, and he shuddered.

      “Ah, fuck, Nairne. Again.”

      I scraped his skin until he had claw marks down his abs, and he slammed into me. His lips crashed to mine, tongue swirling and tasting me, as his body filled mine, fast and brutalizing.

      His cock was stretching me. My arse stung from the spank, and my clit was sensitive. It should have been too much. But like always, pain fused into a new, heightened current of pleasure that burned across my breasts and surged down to my sex. Time blurred, becoming a slippery construct I had no sense of. Who knew what passed—minutes, hours—but eventually the edge of release had my body shaking.

      “Oh, god, yes. Yes.” I shook as a tsunami of an orgasm flooded me.

      Zed crashed roughly, groaning my name as he came. He collapsed onto me, kissing me hard, and rubbed my clit patiently for another orgasm that somehow he knew I needed. I panted as he pressed us together, while his tongue tasted every corner of my mouth. I came on a silent scream, groping for his hand because another touch and I’d die.

      “No more,” I whispered.

      He kissed me gently on the corner of my mouth, then brought his fingers to his lips and tasted me. “I’ll always want more with you.”

      I exhaled unsteadily and kissed him back, slid my fingers through his dark waves that had grown a little longer. “I know. One of the many reasons I love you.”

      His smile was sunlight—bronzed skin, bright teeth, those ocean eyes roaming over my face. “Nice to hear.”

      I shook my head. “You know I love you. How could you ever doubt it?”

      He kissed my neck, then trailed his way down to my breasts. “Your body always speaks volumes, fragolina, but I love your words. I love it all.”

      When his mouth found my clit, I grasped his hair and tugged roughly. “Zed.”

      His eyebrows lifted. “You have a word, innamorata. If you’ve got a problem, use it.” He slid his tongue along my slit and plunged inside. I shivered as a wave of arousal washed over me. “Otherwise, I’ve got a very sweet cunt to eat out, and I plan to take my time enjoying it.”

      “Bloody hell,” I cried.

      “Nope, that’s not it.” His words vibrated against my skin and sent my hips ratcheting up.

      “Oh—”

      He paused, beautiful eyes trained on me.

      I sighed and tugged his hair again as I smiled. “Don’t stop.”
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      Zed pushed the last of his full English breakfast around his plate, then dropped his fork. He barely looked up and the waitress came right over, because she was a normal female, and Zed was a god in a white linen button down, dark sunglasses, with tangled bitter chocolate waves that flicked in the summer’s late morning breeze.

      “Espresso?” he asked.

      She shook her head, silent with nerves.

      “Latte then. Nonfat, please. And thanks.”

      She left, cheeks bright red. I smashed beans onto my toast and added a piece of sausage. “You’ll be lucky if she can remember her own name, let alone your order.”

      He ignored that, like he did the attention or mention of other women when he was with me. It was as if they didn’t exist, and I liked that more than seemed sensible.

      “You look good, fragolina.” His eyes slid over me. “Been doing your PT?”

      I nodded as I chewed a massive bite of beans, bangers, and toast. “Had to do something while I worried about you. And it’s not like I could pull long hours—the lab kicks you out after seven, which is ridiculous.”

      His eyes narrowed as he crossed his arms. “No, that’s reasonable. You need a little more balance in your life.”

      “Oh, Christ. Here we go.” I decided not to row with him about work-life balance and instead sipped my milky tea. I did miss MIT a bit, the park near my flat in Brookline, but it was nice being back in the UK. Here tea was made right, real breakfast was served, and I didn’t constantly have to explain my idioms. I sipped my tea again. Rich. Fragrant. Expertly brewed.

      Zed thanked the waitress as she set down his coffee. He held the saucer in his hand and sipped, looking dashingly European. My heart felt heavy and warm. I’d never understood how a muscle could feel love, but in that moment, I knew it was true.

      “I want to talk about the future,” he said.

      My tea caught in my throat and I cleared it loudly. He rolled his eyes as he sipped his coffee again. “I swear to god, you’re allergic to it.”

      I took a bite of toast and chewed maniacally. It still didn’t dislodge the catch in my throat. “To what?” I whispered.

      “Uh, intimacy. Plans. You know, adult relationship things.”

      “Zed, it’s not that. It’s simply…”

      “What?” He set his coffee down with a clatter.

      “You only just got your get-out-of-jail free card. Literally. And you’ve never had your own time to experience your life how you want it. I’ll restrict you, immediately tying you to me and my life.”

      Elbows on the table, he rested his chin on his hands. A perfect equilateral triangle. “Tied to you in what way?”

      I blushed and buried my face in my teacup. “Seriously.”

      His foot caught my chair and dragged me closer to him. “Did I hear you wrong amidst the dozen orgasms I gave you all night, when you said that you love me? Why would I want to be apart from you?”

      A few older women at a table glanced over their shoulder at us, looking a little scandalized but mostly curious. I leaned in and wrapped my hand around his.

      “Yes,” I said quietly, “and I’m not saying I don’t want to be yours, or be each other’s, Zed. I’m simply saying I want you to live your life however suits you, and trust that if that means departing from mine for a little while, we’ll find a way to make our two paths converge. I want you to be free, because I love you.”

      “I’ve waited long enough for what I want, Nairne.” He cupped my face, slid his thumb along my cheekbone as his eyes searched mine. “And I’m really tired of having other people and circumstances dictate what my life is going to be like. Maybe that sounds immature, or short-sighted. If it is, I guess I need a little time to childishly do whatever the hell I want.”

      I swallowed. “That’s what I’m encouraging.”

      “No.” His thumb drifted down and traced my jaw. “You’re encouraging me to do what you think I should want.”

      Was I? Perhaps I was.

      “Do you want to be with me?” He said it evenly, free of emphasis or pressure.

      It rushed out of me. “Of course.”

      “Then it’s settled.” He kissed me once, gently, and smiled. I remembered the first time I’d seen his handsome features transform from burdened to joyful. At the pub, the night he’d met Lucas and I’d been out with Elodie for my birthday. How rare that genuine grin of unbridled joy had been. Not anymore.

      “So, you’ll just stay here?” I asked. “That’s really what you want?”

      “My home is gone,” he said. “My family’s a thousand miles away. And it’s exactly what I want. I need a breather from responsibility to anything besides you and your well-being and me and mine. I’m signing with an English club. I’m buying a dope-ass flat that I’d really like you to move into, and then I’m pleasuring your body until you’re senseless. Indefinitely.”

      The eavesdropping women gasped nearby.

      “Zed,” I warned as I jerked my head their way. Everything he said made my heart pound with excitement, then settled in my belly like a fine whiskey, heady and warming. I wanted to be with him, but I still couldn’t shake the worry that he was giving up or curtailing his dreams to accommodate the rigidity of what I’d chosen, its constraints on our logistics as a couple.

      “You’re not limiting me. I’m not curtailed. The UK is a great fit for me. A team I like, a language I speak. You, here. I don’t give a shit about anything else, Nairne.”

      “Did I say all that out loud?”

      He nodded, traced his lips along mine. Feathered kisses on my cupid’s bow, the corner of my mouth, while his hand slipped beneath my dress under the table. I didn’t stop him.

      “I’m keeping my flat,” I muttered against his lips.

      “Like hell you are.” His fingers snuck inside my knickers and stroked me.

      “I’ll stay with you most nights, but I need my own place. And believe it or not, you do, too, Zed.”

      Two fingers sank into me and I bit my lip.

      “Somewhere along the way, we lost the dynamic. You’re telling me my business, fragolina, and it’s really starting to piss me off.”

      “I like to think of it as healthy conflict, Zed.”

      He shook his head and kissed my neck. “I want agreement. I want yes, Zed.”

      I turned and gave him my lips. “No, you don’t.” I kissed him once more. “You want me.”
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      Hitting womanhood in France under the spotlight of footballer stardom, and the socialite attention that Elodie and I garnered was not a typical teen experience. In France, if you were rich enough to get into elite clubs, you were old enough to drink. Obscenely expensive whiskey, fine wine, absurd gambling and dares. Nights that turned into mornings, full of dancing and groping, covert bathroom fucks, and morning after pills.

      I hadn’t been a saint. With my family gone, I’d been answerable to no one, and Elodie was my partner in crime and best enabler. She drank us all under the table and danced the longest, sang the loudest, and if you got her tanked enough, she’d start playing virtuosic piano pieces. The woman could bloody play.

      In that time, I hadn’t any serious, committed relationships. Then I’d gotten injured and shut down. And then I’d gotten hot and heavy with biomechanics and molecular design, multivariate calculus, and human systems. Enter Zed. Though he was outside my experience with both the duration and exclusivity we agreed to, we’d felt…manageably reactive at first. Our exposure to each other had an expiration date, a definite closure to our explosive dynamic. But then we went from a contained flame to a four-alarm fire.

      It was the point when you stood back and watched the consuming burn with an acceptance that all the water in the world wasn’t going to quell the inferno. And not only that it wasn’t going to, I didn’t want it to. I’d been cold and lifeless too long, and when Zed had sparked with me, made me fight and cry and feel again, there was no going back. I hadn’t wanted our connection to end, to fade to a dying ember, an echo of a once glorious blaze. I still didn’t.

      Now Zed was free, and he’d come to England, like it was so natural, so matter-of-fact. Signing with an English club, buying a flat. Extending an open invitation to move in. Zed lived by his instinct, like he’d internalized some intrinsic life compass that directed his every move as autonomically as his brain kept his lungs breathing, his pumping heart steady.

      I didn’t understand it one bit. But I liked it. Loved it actually, as I loved him. I just had no clue what I was doing. We’d obliterated the old formula—closed system, timed exposure, finite variables. I had no sense of the conditions, the context to optimize our success. I didn’t know what factors to throw out, or what environment would allow us to flourish while still preserving my own independence and sense of self. I didn’t play around in my lab, why would I in life? I needed a tutorial or something.

      I stared at the ceiling in his bedroom and drummed my fingers on my chest.

      Zed sighed and pulled me to him. “I can hear you thinking.”

      His bed was a lot more comfortable than mine, but mattress quality didn’t change that it was sunrise, so that meant I was awake. “I’m trying to figure it out.”

      “What?” he mumbled sleepily. His cock poked me, and I glanced over at him. He smiled but kept his eyes shut. “Why don’t you work on this while you’re spinning your gears.” Hot and velvety, sliding over my hip toward my entrance.

      “Zed, wait.”

      His eyes cracked open as his features turned serious. “What’s wrong?”

      I sighed and turned on my side. Zed fixed the pillow between my knees under the blankets, then straightened to look at me.

      “What if I’m bad at this?” I whispered. “I’ve never done a long-term relationship before.”

      Zed’s brow creased. “How could you be bad at it?”

      “I don’t know how to sustain it well, how often I should push you away to do what you need or take time for myself. I feel like I’m navigating this blind.”

      His hand slipped a loose hair behind my ear as his eyes searched my face. “Nairne, you realize I have as much experience as you, right?”

      I snorted and he rolled his eyes.

      “I don’t mean sex,” he said. “Not that you’re far behind me, from what you’ve said about your wild teens. I mean relationships.”

      He said that, but Zed had pursued me, and even when we’d blasted beyond the confines of our original agreement, he’d taken it in stride, with that enviable internal compass of his. I felt like I had no such thing. I had what he meant to me, in this moment, and a fervor not to lose it paired with a fear that I didn’t have what it took to preserve it.

      Birds chirped outside and the breeze rattled the windows as I looked into his eyes. They crinkled as he smiled at me. I’d never seen him smile so much.

      “I suppose,” I said through a small grin.

      Zed kissed me slowly as he slid his hand over my breast and rolled my nipple between his fingers. “Only two days in, and I’m really getting used to this you-in-my-bed-each-morning thing.” He slid into me and interlaced our fingers. I felt warm and full, and I sighed.

      “Morning sex.” He groaned. “Best way to wake up.”

      I laughed. “Better than coffee?”

      “Fuck coffee.” He bit his lip and held himself inside me. “God, the things I’m gonna do to you today—”

      Three loud bangs from the hallway startled us.

      “Are you expecting someone?” I asked.

      Zed glared over his shoulder. “Hell no. I’ve got security downstairs with strict instructions not to let anyone up. Besides, no one even knows I’m here yet. Now focus.” He grasped my jaw and kissed me.

      The banging returned and I pulled away, peering over his shoulder. “Obviously someone’s there.”

      Zed dropped his head. “Obviously I’ve lost my touch. Used to be as soon as my cock was in you, you were singularly focused.”

      More banging.

      “Zed, I’m not screaming my orgasms when you’ve got someone right outside your flat.”

      He lifted my hips and hit an angle that never failed to make me boneless.

      “You’re not, huh?” Zed smirked.

      “Oh,” I gasped.

      “That’s right, now—”

      Bang. Bang. Bang.

      We both groaned. “Clearly somebody needs to see you.”

      He swore and pulled out. “I’m telling you, no one—”

      “Zeddy!” Lucas’ voice came muffled from the front door. “Stop styling your hair and answer the bloody door.”

      Zed’s eyes went wide. “No fucking way.”
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      Lucas and Zed were each on their third muffin while I dunked a chocolate croissant in my coffee. After a bunch of back slaps and mumbled talk that I caught from the bathroom as I did my morning routine and dressed, they sat in the kitchen over pastries Lucas had brought, and coffee Zed had made. Zed told Lucas what had happened. He’d told me once already, but it still gave me an adrenaline rush listening to it.

      “Christ, Zed.” Lucas sat back in his chair. “You could have got yourself killed.”

      Zed nodded as he sipped his coffee, then set it down. “I’m looking forward to a nice long stint of boring life.”

      I rubbed his back gently. “Absolutely. Uneventful is on the agenda.”

      Zed squeezed my hand and pointed the last bite of his muffin at Lucas. “How the hell did you get up to the apartment?”

      Lucas nabbed an apple from the fruit bowl in the middle of the table, and crunched into it. “I’m royalty in England, Zed. No one keeps me out.”

      He frowned at Lucas. “I’m giving that security guy a talking to. And how’d you even know I was here?”

      Lucas folded his arms and sat back with his apple. “You’re not the only one with subversive means to information, Zeddy.”

      “Not anymore.” Zed grinned and sipped his coffee. “God, it’s surreal.” He turned toward me, slid his thumb along my jaw. “I get to just play soccer and be with you.” I couldn’t help but smile when he said it.

      Lucas shifted in his seat like he was uncomfortable. He often seemed to suffer around demonstrations of affection. Zed turned his way. “I can’t wait to see you as miserable as I am.”

      “Oi!” I lobbed a hunk of croissant at Zed’s head, but he turned and caught it in his mouth.

      “Miserable, as in lovesick. Head over heels. Wrecked.” He leaned over and kissed me. “When this guy finally falls, it’s going to be incredibly gratifying to watch.”

      Lucas rubbed the back of his neck and glared at Zed, until he faced me, and his features brightened. “Let’s ignore him, Mac, and talk about you. What lies ahead for the next Madame Curie?”

      I laughed. “Thankfully no radioactive experiments. University still. Probably forever. I’m in the same area of focus, in the research PhD track at London School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine. Working on developing world vaccines still.”

      “Taking it easy, I see.” He smirked.

      “Actually, this weekend I am. I’ve got to get going now, meeting a friend.” I kissed Zed’s cheek. “Talk tonight?”

      Zed frowned at me. “Where the hell do you think you’re going?”

      “I told you last night, El’s decided to come in for the weekend because she quit the club, and we’re going out and getting trollied.”

      “Well, you must have been doing something to distract me when you said that, because I don’t remember a damn thing about this.”

      I smiled deviously as I gathered my phone and keys into my bag.

      “You’re not getting trashed in public without me, Nairne,” Zed said matter-of-factly.

      By Christ, this man. “You have absolutely no say in what Elodie and I do, Zed, and—”

      “Hold on.” Lucas put up a big hand, then flicked a finger between us. “Who’re you talking about?”

      Zed frowned at him. “Nairne going out with Elodie.”

      “Is that the curly-haired goddess? The one who was at the hospital when you fell, Mac?”

      I tilted my head at him. “Yes, but how would you know? Did you meet her?”

      Lucas smiled. “I did, though it was entirely too brief. Where’d you say you’re going tonight? I might insinuate myself.”

      I’d never known Lucas to date. He’d told Zed he wasn’t getting into anything in the States because he’d had plans to leave at the end of the season. And right now, I didn’t particularly like the predatory glint he had in his eyes.

      “Well,” I hedged, “perhaps some other time you can see her. She’s going through a lot at the moment, and I want her to myself.”

      “I’m wounded, Mac.” Lucas frowned. “What do you take me for? A Casanova?”

      “If you don’t, you should,” Zed said. Lucas smacked him in the chest.

      I shrugged. “It’s nothing personal, Luc. I just want her to myself this time. Now, you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to catch a cab and be going.”

      “Nairne.” Zed sighed and scrubbed his face with his hands. “We need to iron out a few things. One, you can’t just catch cabs. It’s not safe enough. I drive you or you drive with me. Two, you’re not going out, all over London without someone keeping an eye on you.”

      “You’re adorable.” I bopped his nose with my pointer. “I’m going out, and I’ll be with Elodie. I catch cabs whenever I bloody well please, and if you try to stop me, I’ll bite your knob the next time you stick it down my throat.”

      “Christ woman.” Lucas shuddered.

      Zed glared at me. “Nairne. Hear me out.”

      I folded my arms as I sat back in my wheelchair. “Go on.”

      “You need security if this is how you’re going to be.”

      “How’s that?”

      “Staggeringly independent.”

      I snorted. “Yes, well I’d say it’s a core quality of mine. But I don’t have security.”

      Zed sighed, then bopped my nose this time. “Now you do.”

      “What?”

      Zed stood and pulled his phone out of his pocket, mumbled something about “girlfriend” and “mental health hazard.”

      Lucas covered his mouth to hide his smile as Zed walked out of the room dialing.

      “Tom?” he said into his mobile. “Yeah, I’d like to get started today… Yeah, sooner than I thought… What can I say, you’re wiser than me. And man, I’m telling you right now, you’re going to be earning your money with this one.”

      Lucas laughed out loud at that and patted my hand. “You know he’s only taking the most basic and essential precautions, right? You’re going to be flooded with photographers soon. It comes with the territory, and you’ll be glad for the buffer.”

      I scowled toward the bedroom where Zed was. Lucas was right, but Zed’s approach was irritatingly autocratic. “Bastard.”

      “Love is a smoke made with the fume of sighs,” Lucas recited. “Being purg'd, a fire sparkling in lovers’ eyes.” Then he took another bite of his apple and smiled as he chewed. “What is it else? A madness most discreet. A choking gall, and a preserving sweet.”

      “Bloody Shakespeare.” I sighed as I threw back the last of my coffee. “Accurately describing the torture of love since 1590.”

      Lucas laughed. “By no coincidence, his first play was Taming of the Shrew, so scholars say.”

      “Ooh,” I said, “so much innuendo in that one.”

      “Yes! So many brilliant ones. What, with my tongue in your tail? nay, come again, Good Kate; I am a gentleman.” Lucas and I laughed. “Torture’s the exact word for love. But at least there’s Shakespeare and poetry for it. That helps.”

      Zed walked back in looking satisfied, which only made me angrier. “Poetry?” he said. “Never touch the stuff.” He stole the last of my croissant and popped it in his mouth. “I speak a different love language fluently though, don’t I, fragolina?”

      I rolled my eyes as I backed up and spun toward the door. “I’m leaving. Bye, Lucas. Now call my driver, Salvatore. I need a day empty of testosterone and filled with alcohol.”

      Zed laughed. “So long as you’ve got security escorting you, your wish is my command, innamorata.”

      I threw open his door and steered down the hall toward the lift. “Overbearing, highhanded brute.”

      Zed caught up with me. “I heard that.” He bent and kissed me hard, then pressed the lift button. “Remember, Nairne. I play to win. And when your safety’s in question, I don’t lose.”

      The lift opened and we went in. When the doors slid shut, Zed glanced over at me. “We haven’t done it in an elevator before.”

      “Fat chance.”

      “Woah. What are the rules? Whenever, wherever.”

      I laughed. “Those terms ended as of June 3, per our original agreement. Remember, Zed, I play to win, too. And when your libido’s in question, I always have the upper hand. Laters, love.”

      I’d like to say leaving him gaping in the lift wasn’t highly satisfying, but it was.
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      Tom Evans was my new bulky shadow, with whom I shook hands outside Zed’s flat as we were introduced. I didn’t like the idea of needing to be tailed all the time or chauffeured, but the man handled London traffic like a pro, and he didn’t mind driving in silence, so he had that going for him.

      Lucas’ warning about the inevitable surge of press echoed in my head. He was right. When that time came, Tom would be useful. But Tom also couldn’t shield me entirely. Eventually, I’d be captured on camera, my features rendered clearly. Anxiety flooded my system when I worried about the implications of photographers, being once again recognizable and locatable. But could I hide forever? Wasn’t it cowardly to avoid the joys of life with Zed simply to mitigate its risks, too? He’d been so brave, fighting his way out of his circumstances. I could be bold and fearless like him.

      When Tom escorted me to my little flat, he glared around as critically as Zed, huffed and poked at the windows, mumbling about insecure points of entry, at which time I shooed him out.

      “I’ll be right outside your door, ma’am.”

      “Oh, god, Tom, you can’t call me that. I’ll age before your eyes. Nairne will do just fine.”

      He scowled again. “I don’t feel comfortable with that. You’re my client. We can’t be on a first name basis.”

      “Mac?” I tried.

      He shook his head. “Too informal.” He wrinkled his nose. “Also too masculine for a lady like yourself.”

      “Oh, she’s no lady.” Elodie chimed in from behind him.

      Tom whipped around and barricaded us from reaching each other. “You are?”

      “Her best friend, silly.” She smiled. “Now may I get by? I need a Nairne hug.”

      Tom glanced over his shoulder for my approval, and Elodie ducked under his arms and into mine.

      I kissed her hair and breathed her jasmine perfume. “Welcome to the other side, my friend. You’re officially free of clauses, contracts, strict diets, and long-distance running.”

      Elodie raised a triumphant fist as we both shouted, “Olé!”

      Tom was trying not to smile when I caught his eye. Elodie rolled her suitcase over to the daybed.

      “We’re fine, Tom, really,” I said. “This is Elodie Bertrand, my best friend—”

      “Try only friend,” she teased.

      “I’m selective. I have…female acquaintances. I just don’t call them friends. And you see how many female friendships you form when you’re surrounded by men pipetting bacteria who can’t even look at you without blushing crimson.”

      Elodie snorted and started fiddling with the lock to her luggage.

      “Anyway, Tom, she’s staying for the weekend.”

      Tom nodded curtly. “Thank you for apprising me. I’ll note that Ms. Bertrand is allowed access to and from the premises.”

      Elodie lifted an eyebrow as she looked between Tom and me. “What’s with the security?”

      I waved a hand. “I’ll tell you once I’m drunk enough and not wanting to bash Zed in the head for it.” I turned toward Tom. “Do you need anything before you go out? A water, or can I brew you a cup of tea?”

      “No, ma’am. You shouldn’t be serving me.”

      “It’s Nairne, and why not, when you’re serving me constantly, ensuring my welfare?”

      Tom scrubbed his neck and backed away. “It’s just not done, ma’am. And besides, I’m being paid to do this.”

      I sighed. “All right, Tom. Well if you change your mind, just ring me. But I’m warning you, pretty soon we both might be absolutely rat-arsed. My tea-making goes downhill at that point.”

      Elodie laughed as she strained to lift her massive luggage. It sank into the mattress while she unzipped it and dug around madly. “Guess what?” She reappeared from a mess of clothes and shoes she’d unloaded, double-fisting two long-necked bottles. “I brought wine.”

      Tom smiled like he was trying not to be as amused as he was. “Very good, ma’am.”

      I shut the door and bolted it to satisfy him, then poured us two glasses. We sat, Elodie on my daybed and me in my wheelchair with my legs on the daybed, and got ourselves well on our way to tipsy.

      The ceiling wasn’t spinning when I stared at it. That was a good sign. “What are you going to do now?” I mused. “Take some time off before Maman and Papa suck you into the business?”

      Elodie sighed as she stared up at the ceiling, too. “I don’t know. It’s certainly what they’re expecting, and who else could do it? There’s just me…”

      I leaned forward and patted her leg. “That’s not really an answer. And just because you could take over their business, doesn’t mean you should. What do you want, Elodie? What will bring you joy?”

      Elodie shook her head. Her pretty chestnut curls swayed along her shoulders as she sighed heavily. “What a question to ask me. I don’t know.”

      “What will fulfill you?”

      Her sapphire eyes landed on me. “How did you know? How do you still know and trust so readily what you’re meant to do with your life? How you’re supposed to live? You’ve always been so sure.”

      I frowned in thought as I picked up my wine and had a sip. “I don’t know. I just identified what interested me academically, what I cared about morally, and where those two intersected. Then I set to accomplishing it.”

      She sighed. “See, that’s wonderful. And you make it sound so easy. But for me, it’s not at all. I went into footie, because I was good at it and felt I should, and now I’m to go into our family’s business because I have to, as sole heir. That’s the way I’ve always seen it.”

      My glass caught sunlight and refracted it into a prismatic splash of color along the wall. How easily a simple alteration in the lens could drastically change perspective.

      I squeezed her hand. “Elodie, that’s not how you’ve always seen it. It’s how you’ve been shown it. You can live differently. When you picture your ideal job, what are you doing?”

      She closed her eyes and rested her head against the wall. “Making workplaces more equitable. Better diversity and inclusion of minorities, gender, ethnicity, and the like. Too many offices are full of stodgy entitled white men.”

      “There you have it. Diversity and Inclusion Officer.” I clinked my glass with hers. “Now go after it.”

      She threw back the rest of her wine, emptying the glass. “But that’s not my world, Nairne. I’ve been told in no uncertain terms by my parents. And if I want my life to be different, I’ll have to leave the one I know. I don’t think I can abandon my family and their hard work.”

      “Their hard work, Elodie, exactly. It’s for and about them. And they don’t get to guilt you into taking over. Would you follow your own path if they supported you?”

      “Of course, but they don’t.” She groaned as she sat up. “They’ve made it clear what’s expected of me. And until I find a spine like yours and stand up for myself…” She grimaced. “Merde, what a horrible thing to say!”

      I laughed and set my wine down because I was laughing too hard. “Elodie, you didn’t mean anything by it.”

      She looked so horrified it just made me laugh harder.

      “It’s not funny, Nairne! It was very insensitive of me.”

      “Give me that.” I snatched her wine glass and filled it generously. “You need to get tanked, because if you can’t laugh about that, then clearly we are not far gone enough. Drink up, darling. The day is young!”

      She laughed and shook her head. “I’m going to regret this.”
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      “All right.” I gasped. “We are not eighteen anymore.” A shiver racked me as the shot went down. Drinking whiskey neat was one thing—and the only way to drink it, mind you—but shots were a different animal. And they brought out the animal in Elodie.

      “I’m freeeeeee,” she sang. We were at that point, the chatting, nonstop dancing part of the night, wherein Elodie became an adorable liability.

      And it was dinnertime. I hadn’t really thought the timing through. I knew she needed to blow off steam, and I also knew I’d made plans for dinner with Gianno, who was trying to give me space while still making an effort to regularly speak on the phone and find time in person. He was retired, loaded, and liked to travel. When I’d invited him to visit—which was before Elodie’s life more or less went off the rails when she abruptly quit playing professional footie for reasons we still hadn’t quite unpacked—he’d jumped on it.

      When I’d asked him whether he minded Elodie joining us, Gianno had been so easygoing and gracious. “Of course, tesora. Any friend of yours would be a joy to meet.” He strolled into the restaurant that minute, and found us, eyebrows raised in good-natured amusement as he saw the state of affairs.

      His kiss on my cheek was gentle and soothing, before he sat down and directed himself to my friend. “You’re Elodie.”

      She stopped singing to herself and shut one eye as she tried to focus on him. “I’ve been told so, yes.”

      Gianno laughed and ordered a wine and something else I didn’t catch from the waiter before turning back to us. “Elodie, how would you like to eat something, bella?”

      “Good luck with that,” I muttered. She was obstinately stubborn about not eating once she started drinking.

      Elodie shook her head petulantly. “Thank you, but I’m not hungry. I’d like more wine, though.”

      Gianno smiled and discreetly pulled her glass away. “Eat first, wine later.”

      Elodie frowned. “I don’t like you very much right now, even if you are awfully handsome.”

      “Oi.” I smacked her shoulder. “That’s my father.”

      Gianno’s smile widened. I hadn’t said father out loud before. I returned his smile and sipped my whiskey self-consciously.

      Elodie squinted between us. “Huh. You do look alike. Same eyebrows and cheekbones. But N-Nairne”—she hiccupped—“has that beautiful Scottish skin and hair. I think her eyes are a bit like yours…” Elodie leaned forward and tried to whisper but mostly just hissed it loudly in my ear. “What’s his name again?”

      “Gianno,” he offered. “Giancarlo, but everybody calls me Gianno. And she has the shape of my eyes because, but for their color, mine are the same as my mama’s. Nairne has her nonna’s eyes exactly. It was the first thing I noticed when I found her.”

      My face grew warm when he said it. Like it was the best and most wonderful thing to find me. “I do?”

      “Yes!” Gianno pulled out his phone and scrunched his nose as he pressed buttons. “Oh, damn these contraptions. I can’t find a picture. But I’ll send you one on email soon.”

      I squeezed his hand. “Thank you,” I whispered.

      He smiled and squeezed back. “Of course!” A giant bowl of pasta with cream sauce, peas, and pancetta was set in between us. Then rustic bread and a salad.

      “Gianno, this place doesn’t serve Italian food.”

      He smiled as he scooped heaps of cheesy pasta onto Elodie’s plate, then mine. “Any place serves Italian food, if you know how to ask nicely.”

      Elodie groaned over her pasta as she twirled a forkful, took a monstrous bite, and chewed happily. I bumped shoulders with him. “And by ask nicely, you mean, pay a fat wad of quid, don’t you?”

      Gianno shrugged as he forked his pasta and took a bite. Then he grinned over at me. “I can’t tell you all my secrets, yet, tesora. Then I lose my air of mystery.”

      “I don’t want you to be a mystery,” I blurted. “I want to know everything.”

      Gianno paused and set down his fork quietly. “I want that, too, Nairne. I just didn’t want to stifle you, push too much too soon. But mimma believe me, I want nothing more than to bring you home and introduce you to your cousins and your aunts and uncles and your nonna. To show off my beautiful, brilliant daughter. But they can be a lot. They’re loud and a little overwhelming, even for me. I like my quiet home, and my time alone, so I understand. Do you think you’re ready for all that?”

      I smiled and blinked away unexpected tears. “Yes, Gianno, I think so.”

      He set a hand on my back gently. “We’ll plan it then. For now, eat, too, eh? You’re too thin. You need some hips, for when you and Zeddo have lots of babies. He was four-and-a-half kilos when he was born, did you know that?”

      I choked on my pasta because marriage and babies were about twenty-five steps down the line from where Zed and I were. We were barely surviving the try-not-to-kill-each-other while semi-cohabitating phase. The idea of pushing a nearly five-kilo child out my lady bits on top of that was absolutely terrifying.

      He patted my back softly as I cleared my throat and drank half my water. “We’re not quite there yet, Gianno.”

      He shrugged. “Not my business. You two aren’t getting any younger, though. And I want babies to hold.”

      I laughed and rolled my eyes. “You’re as bad as Brando.”

      Gianno smiled widely. “No. I’m definitely worse.”

      Commotion near the door broke our conversation and I looked over to catch camera flashes and the maître d’ backing some paparazzi out the door. Two tall men had entered and made their way to the VIP area where a pianist played covers. When we’d passed it on entering, I’d noticed an ornate bar with copper tiles and glittering lights. Velvet cushions and lots of posh people enjoying genuinely good music in an atmosphere that struck me as marred by the self-satisfaction thickening the air. I always felt it around people who were out to be seen for seeing’s sake.

      I’d been in that world, and I didn’t miss it one bit. For some reason, because I had no idea whether they wanted to be among the upper echelon or if it was simply a publicity requirement of their career, I felt pity for the blokes. They couldn’t just meet their mates for a pint without being hounded. They had to keep up appearances at fancy bars rather than sit among the plebs if they wanted. One of them turned and glanced in our direction. Ours eyes locked and his widened.

      “Lucas?”
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      If I had to summarize my day, it sucked. After Nairne left and I kicked Lucas out, I’d only had practice and conditioning since it was still pre-season. After practice, I lifted and ran some more because I wasn’t worn out enough. Then I ate my weight in food from the pub nearby, which was probably the highlight so far, seeing as they nailed a super-rare burger. While I ate, I’d tried to watch a cricket match on TV. Horrible bastardization of American baseball.

      I’d driven home, showered, and found myself painfully hard because I couldn’t stop picturing Nairne in the shower. That woman’s body was sin when it was dripping wet, with her long auburn hair dark and plastered over her breasts. The way the water ran down her fair skin in rivulets and slid over her ribs and hips. I knew rubbing one out paled to her—the last month had been ample reminder of that—so I’d turned the water cold until I was shivering. But while it relieved my hard-on, I felt completely miserable without her.

      So, I made myself a pizza because mixing dough from scratch and smashing tomatoes for sauce was pretty cathartic when trying not to compulsively worry about your girlfriend, who had a complex about taking practical safety measures.

      Which brought me to sitting on the couch, flipping through channels because I was too pissed to read, and I needed a distraction. British TV was thus far underwhelming. I chucked the remote on the chair and scrubbed my face. Responsibility and oppressive to-dos had consumed my life in Boston. I’d had so many damn balls in the air at once. This new solitude was uncomfortably unstructured, a cavernous opening that Nairne had implied I needed to enjoy?

      Why? It wasn’t like I had an identity crisis on my hands. I knew who I was, what I valued. And now I could live that more honestly, without compromising my beliefs or being pulled in a hundred directions trying to hold my ethics intact. I knew myself, and unlike a lot of unlucky fucks, also did what I loved. Playing soccer, a beautiful game of collective effort that I was damn good at. And who didn’t like doing something they were good at?

      I simply wanted to share that with her, and receive what Nairne wanted to share with me. To experience life together without the copious drama we’d weathered thus far. Which was why Nairne inspired me and drove me nuts in equal measure. The woman challenged me like it was her life’s calling, blasting through my rationales for behaviors, pushing me further to pursue possibilities in my life choices.

      Yet I valued doing the same thing for her. She had her career on lockdown. She didn’t need anything from me on that front, except my open ear and genuine interest in hearing about her day and her work’s progress. But when it came to closeness, openness, intimacy, and communication, I’d pushed her as she’d pushed me. Demanded her honesty, strove to earn her trust.

      And with that depth of love and relationship came intense vulnerability. At that moment, I felt like a straightjacket of worry was binding me, choking me of air. She was off being independent and partying it up, with her wild-child friend, all gorgeous and drunk. And with just one burly guy I’d hired to keep her safe. One guy wasn’t enough.

      “That’s it, I’m going.” I stalked to my room. Threw off my sweats and Sox tee. Stepped into jeans and tossed on a dress shirt. I was halfway through with the buttons when my phone rang, and I launched across the room to grab it.

      I sighed in relief when I saw it was just Lucas. “Baby, I know you miss me, but we just saw each other this morning. I need a little space.”

      “Ha-ha. You’re adorable. Listen, I’ve got news you won’t like.”

      My heart thundered against my ribs. “What?”

      “Mac’s here with that sensational friend of hers—”

      “I know, Lucas, she told me. You were there. The ladies are out painting the town. Tom’s with them, right? They’re not alone?”

      He sighed. “That’s exactly it, mate. They’re not alone at all. Some dishy bloke’s sitting there, wining and dining them.”

      Red. Crimson red colored my vision. “Where the fuck’s their security?” I growled.

      “How would I know? I don’t know the fellow. Should I look for him?”

      I ran a hand through my hair and tugged violently. “No, just tell me where you are.”

      “Harmonia—that posh piano bar. Kai’s got a thing for the woman who plays and—”

      “Lucas, that’s irrelevant. Focus. Where the hell is Harmonia?”

      “We drove right by your flat actually on route. It’s in Fitzrovia. On Mortimer.”

      That was half a mile away. “I’ll be there in five.”

      Wallet, phone, keys shoved in pockets. Down the elevator. A three-minute sprint due east, and I came right up to the bouncer. Lucas must have told him I was coming, because I was waved through. I scanned the place, finally caught a fiery mane of hair, one bobbing head of curls, and…

      Gianno?

      “Jesus.” I sighed in relief, then immediately ducked into the foyer, out of view. Nairne hadn’t seen me, and I didn’t want to piss her off, making her think I couldn’t relax enough to let her be while she was out having fun. Even though I’d been warring with exactly that before Lucas called.

      Tom came up behind me, looking distraught. “Everything all right, sir?”

      “Tom, please. Just Zed.”

      His jaw ticked. “Mr. Salvatore, I can assure you, I was very careful about letting him join them. You had him on her cleared persons list, and Ms. MacGregor told me to expect him. I tried to text you just so you’d know, too, but my reception is shit here.”

      I clapped his shoulder. “No worries. It’s fine. I just had a misunderstanding with a friend, which I’m going to sort out.”

      Tom and I parted ways and I found Lucas easily. He was in the swanky lounge with some lady sitting on the arm of his chair trying really hard to get his attention. And failing miserably. He was staring at the wall and holding a gin and tonic.

      I toed his foot until it knocked his knees uncrossed. “It’s her dad, you idiot.”

      Lucas’ eyes met mine and widened. “Shit, Zed, I’m sorry.” He sat up and shooed the woman away. “Go on, dove. I’m sorry, but I’m not in the mood. Go on, find someone younger.” She sulked away and I sat in her place on the arm of his leather tufted chair.

      “So, thanks for the dead-sprint. I only practiced for two hours, ran ten miles, then lifted for an hour. I needed a good evening high-intensity work out.”

      He laughed dryly and looked me over. “I am sorry. He seems awfully young to be her father.”

      I shrugged. “He looks good for his age. But he’s never been married or raised kids. Dad says that’s how your fifties look when family hasn’t sucked it out of you.”

      Lucas laughed again and drank deeply from his gin and tonic. “I’d imagine so.”

      A waiter came by and took my order for a beer.

      “You look sad as shit, Lucas. What gives?”

      He spun his tumbler on the arm of his chair and stared off. “Being back is…trickier than I thought. A lot’s changed in nearly four years.” He tipped his drink and finished it. “But not enough.”

      “What’s that mean?” I took my beer from the waiter and nodded in thanks.

      “It means I’m still a paycheck and a status symbol for any bird who comes my way. I’m weary of it.”

      “Ah.” I took a pull from my beer and set it on my knee.

      His brother Kai was nearby, making eyes at the pianist, who was returning the favor. Although Kai was handsome, too— looked a good bit like Lucas—nobody was hounding him. But at least four other women were staring at Lucas like he was a piece of meat. It was who Lucas was that made him so alluring.

      I knew all about it. One of the many things I loved about Nairne when we met was she didn’t give a shit about my paycheck or my ability on the field. She hated publicity and thumbed her nose at social status. Nairne liked me for me. Shockingly.

      Lucas sighed and rubbed his forehead, as his gin and tonic was replaced with another by our waiter.

      “Hey.” I shoved his shoulder.

      He glanced up at me. “Hm?”

      “You’ll find her. Or she’ll find you. There are lots of women out there who aren’t empty-brained gold-diggers. Give it some time.”

      “Zed!” said a French-accented voice.

      I turned to peer over my shoulder.

      Elodie stood next to Nairne, who was laughing while popping wheelies. Her tongue was stuck out in concentration and her cheeks were rosy with the flush of a few whiskeys. I launched up and walked over to them.

      “Hey.” I shoved her push rims down and pressed my lips along the shell of her ear. “No wheelies when you’re drunk.”

      She opened her mouth, probably to tell me to piss off, but I took her mouth before she could. Soft and warm. Kissing her was like the first deep breath after surfacing from underwater.

      She smiled when I pulled away, then glanced up at me suspiciously. “Highhanded nonsense. Why are you here?”

      “Long story.” I scrubbed my hair. “Lucas wasn’t sure you guys were all right, because he didn’t recognize Gianno.”

      Nairne laughed. “Ah yes, Lucas and I did make eye contact before he dropped into the VIP lounge. As for Gianno, I promise he was completely chivalrous. He’s paying the tab now actually.”

      “Lucas?” Elodie squinted past my shoulder to spot the man in question. “Is that the tall fellow from the hospital who made me feel like une petite fleur?”

      “I’m not sure,” I answered slowly. “How about we get you two home, and we can figure out the details tomorrow.”

      “Everything all right?” Lucas stepped up behind me and peered down at Elodie.

      Elodie swallowed loudly as she stared at him and started to sway. “Oh, dear.”

      “Steady.” Lucas caught her.

      Nairne frowned between them and folded her arms. “She’s fine. Now, come on, El.” Nairne pulled Elodie onto her lap, and somehow, with her badass upper body strength, wheeled them around toward the door. “Goodnight, lads. Tom will text you when I’m back, Zed. Love you.”

      I felt mad she was leaving, mad she didn’t kiss me goodbye—yes, okay? I liked being kissed goodbye—and mad she wasn’t going to be texting or calling me later. But then she said those two little words that never failed to scare the shit out of me and send me soaring at the same time.

      So, instead I lifted a hand in goodbye and swallowed my crappy attitude. Nairne had a friend who’d been there for her, and who loved her. I could let her have one drunken, debaucherous night without meddling, couldn’t I? I just might need some alcoholic help.

      I turned toward Lucas. “Okay, let’s get shitfaced.”

      Lucas was still staring in the direction of Nairne and Elodie, scrubbing his mouth. “Exactly what I was going to say.” He clapped a hand on my back. “Though here on this side of the pond, we say pissed or trollied, all right, Zed? Time to get you thoroughly indoctrinated.”

      His hands smacked together as he leaned on the bar. “Two shots of tequila, for the gentleman and myself.”

      “Oh no.” I waved my hands. “Tequila and I don’t get along.”

      Lucas laughed. “Yes you do, Zeddy. You become a very liberated dancer, and usually misplace your pants. And I mean that in the British sense.”

      The shots appeared before us and I glared at the bartender, who blushed and avoided my eyes, then blinked flirtatiously up at Lucas.

      “You have undue influence,” I said. “Now the shots are on the bar, and if I say no, I’m wasting it.”

      Lucas picked his up and handed me mine. “You’re very scrupulous, Zed. Waste is abhorrent. You should drink it.”

      “My values have gotten me into some pretty terrible circumstances recently.” I sighed, clinked it with him and threw it back. Shuddered, then groaned as another shot appeared on the bar. “I don’t think this is going to turn out any different.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Eighteen

          

          

      

    

    







            Zed

          

        

      

    

    
      Whatever bird that was outside, I wanted to murder it. I’d left my gun in Boston though, and with the exception of wanting to pick off the squawking menace outside the window, I hadn’t missed the thing. I’d hated having a firearm on me whenever I’d needed to. Hated that I’d had to aim, Dad behind me with arms crossed, at a target’s head and heart.

      It did something to a person, systematically practicing, visualizing, eliminating another human being. And I could be an asshole—demanding, particular, always ready for a good fist fight—but I wasn’t a killer. Until I’d had to be. And I still hadn’t told Nairne.

      Who, speaking of, was underneath me, her fingers sliding through my hair. I cracked my eyelids open, knowing sunlight was going to feel like ice picks puncturing my eye balls.

      I groaned and burrowed into her stomach.

      Nairne laughed quietly, but never broke her fingers’ rhythm through my hair. Which felt really good against the thudding headache building in the back of my head. Goddamn tequila.

      “You and Lucas upstaged Elodie and me, I think,” she whispered.

      I stared at her. Wide green eyes like emeralds. Auburn hair that turned sable brown in shadow and a fiery red as the sun touched it. She had her glasses on and I had a death grip around her waist like I’d made a pillow of her torso and passed out. Elodie slept faced away from us, and it looked like I’d pulled Nairne as close to the wall as possible, away from her.

      “We got pretty trashed, but it was worth it. He and I haven’t blown off steam like that in…”

      “Ever?” Nairne offered. Her scalp massage didn’t stop. “I can imagine. You had to be responsible and careful back in Boston. I’d assume the occasion when letting loose was either plausible or safe was rare.”

      I groaned in agreement.

      My throat had gunk, my head felt like a jackhammer was rattling inside it, and I needed a shower. Why not spill my saddest, darkest secret when I had a raging hangover and nothing in my stomach? I felt like shit anyway. It felt apropos. I turned my face and kissed her wrist as her hand made another pass through my hair. “I need to talk to you. Shower with me?”

      Nairne’s hands paused. “Talk? Everything all right?”

      “Yeah.” If I were honest, I would have said hell no.

      “All right.”

      I picked her up and carried her to the bathroom. She asked me to set her on the toilet and I held my breath, waiting for her to kick me out like she always did. But she didn’t. I turned on the water and peeled off my clothes. Checked the water and felt it was still frigid. European plumbing didn’t offer hot water fast.

      “Bollocks,” she muttered.

      I turned over my shoulder and saw her leaned over. I knew Nairne preferred to self-catheterize at least three times a day to avoid the possibility of an accident or infection. She had scant sensation with her bladder and found pissing herself mortifying. Morning, lunch, bedtime, and then she’d go on her own in between if she’d drank more than normal.

      She turned and threw a thin plastic tube in the wastebasket next to the sink, reached behind her and ripped open another. When she did, I saw her hands were shaking.

      “Nairne?”

      She hunched over again, focusing on her task, but I heard her sniffling. Then she turned again after a minute and threw it at the trash. Covered her face, sat back against the commode’s tank, and I knew she was crying.

      I was on my knees, hands sliding up her thighs before I took her face and pulled it to look at me. “Fragolina, talk to me. What’s wrong?”

      She started crying harder, and I wrapped my arms around her. “Shh, Nairne,” I whispered into her hair. I rocked her softly back and forth in my arms, careful not to tip her off the toilet. “Tell me.”

      “I think I’m shaky from drinking. I can’t…” She palmed away tears.

      I filled in the blanks of what she wasn’t saying. Stood up to wash my hands at the sink. “Why don’t you try one more time and…maybe I can help steady your hand, so you can get it inserted. I have a better angle than you.”

      She sighed. “All right.” I watched her rip open the package, noted how she picked it up at the far end, tipped it up and used two fingers to hold back her labia.

      I knelt down, felt my brows knit in concentration as I took her hand in mine and steadied her, helping guide the medical grade plastic tube right inside. As soon as it was in, she sighed in relief as I kept inserting it until she whispered that was far enough. I pointed the funnel end down into the toilet bowl, then gently released her hand.

      She smiled at me, a small rallying smile. I stood, and when I did, she tilted her head up.

      “Is it weird that I want to kiss you right now?” she said. She laughed nervously and shook her head.

      God I really wanted to. Because her letting me help, now knowing this corner of her reality, made me feel insanely closer to her. I grieved for her that she had to negotiate all these additional nuisances to avoid complications with her spinal injury, but I was grateful that one of those tasks wasn’t a barrier between us anymore. I kissed her, held her jaw, and tasted her. Fuck, I loved her.

      When I pulled away, I happened to glance down, and saw urine dark and tinged with blood. I felt my heart pounding in concern. “Nairne—”

      She peered down. Groaned. “Well, that explains it.”

      “What?”

      “This is what it looks like with a UTI. Which would account for feeling off and having the shakes.”

      “You have a doctor you can call?” I leaned to test the shower water and it was plenty hot.

      “Yes.” She laughed dryly. “On speed dial. I’ll ring her after the shower.” She removed the catheter and I watched her technique, filed it away for future knowledge. Then she tossed it in the trash and spun toward the sink to wash her hands. Flicked the water off her beautiful hands then peered up at me. “Help me in?”

      I did. I held her like a bride and kissed her, as she slid her damp fingers through my hair and smiled against my mouth. Carefully, I set her on her shower chair. Stepped under the spray and sighed at the heat massaging my tense muscles and the bliss of seeing Nairne naked and glistening with water droplets. She ran her hands through her hair to get it wet, arching her back as she did. Water-darkened hair plastered against her high, full breasts. The soft swell of her hips, and those long legs. She had no clue how beautiful she always was to me.

      Nairne eyed me critically as she squeezed water out of her hair and found the shampoo. “Thought you wanted to talk. Looks like”—she cleared her throat and looked straight at my hard cock—“you’re in the mood for something else.” I took the shampoo bottle from her hands and stepped behind her.

      “Ignore that. It’s what happens when you’re naked and I see you. Always will.” I clicked open the bottle and squirted a generous glop of herby shampoo that smelled like her. Snapped the lid shut and set it down. “I do want to talk.”

      As I worked the shampoo into her hair, I tried to think about how to reveal the last standing part of my fucked up past that Nairne didn’t know about. When we’d begun our relationship, I’d told myself she only needed the parts of me that were relevant to our present, not the moments of my past that could sully the precious corner of time I’d expected to share with her.

      Then, of course, slowly, as I fell for her, I’d let her in, told her my story, page by page, until Nairne knew my childhood foibles and family anecdotes. My screwed up dynamic with Nella, and some of my worst moments in Cosa Nostra. Except for this one chapter that I’d kept hidden, because Teo was right—I’d been scared.

      But if we were going to make a future together, interweave our narratives as I hoped, she had to know the whole story preceding us. She deserved that. And I needed to find my balls and fucking own up to it. There wasn’t a good or pleasant way to put it. It was sad and dark, and she was either going to hate me for it, or not. No amount of rhetorical gymnastics was going to save me.

      Nairne groaned quietly as I scrubbed her scalp. I reached for the detachable shower head and used it to rinse next. As I watched lines of lather roll down her hair like waves crashing on the shore, I took a deep breath and told myself to get it over with already.

      “What did Nella say to you that day?” I asked.

      Nairne glanced up at me. “Told me I had to leave without a word. Threatened to hurt you if I didn’t. That’s all, Zed.”

      So Nella hadn’t spilled my secret. I’d figured as much since it seemed Nairne would have brought it up by now. I took comfort that Nairne would hear the truth from me.

      “There’s something I was worried she’d said. And I’m glad she didn’t, so I can, but…” I sighed. “It’s not an easy story, and I’m not…”

      “Zed, it’s all right. Just tell me.”

      I exhaled slowly. “Right. My mom was in a lot of pain at the end. The cancer had spread to her lungs, which made breathing hard. She’d have these episodes, gasping for air and hacking. Said she felt like she was drowning.”

      I reached for the conditioner and Nairne grabbed my wrist. Held my arm against her steadily beating heart and kissed it. “I’m sorry.”

      I nodded, pulled my arm way, then flicked open the lid and doused my palm in a pile of conditioner for all of Nairne’s thick hair.

      “One day toward the end, Dad had to go in for some meeting at the hospital. He was on leave technically, but he was a big wig and they needed him for something. Mom was having a good morning, so he went. I was on duty, which meant I’d sit with her, read to her and talk.”

      Nairne’s hand came up to her face and wiped a tear, or shower water from her eyes. I didn’t know which, and I kept going.

      “She asked me something.” My hands paused from working in the conditioner. “She asked me to help her end her life if it got to be too much.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you, Mom.”

      “You won’t. You’ll be freeing me from pain, Zed. Your father’s too blinded by love to see what I need. And Teo’s too young still. You’re my strong one. My Zedekiah. You know your name means ‘God is just’? I’m asking you for that merciful justice, though I know that’s not fair to you, but I can’t die like this.” Two twin tears rolled down her cheeks.

      I thumbed them away, then kissed her cheeks. “I’ll do it, Mama. I won’t let you suffer.”

      Nairne’s shoulders stiffened and she turned to face me with an unreadable expression. “Did you?” she whispered.

      I glanced down at my hands. The shit they’d done. “Yes.”

      Nairne exhaled heavily. “Tell me.”

      I brought the showerhead down to rinse her hair again.

      “She said to me ‘It hurts so much, Zed. And sometimes I can’t find air. I don’t want to die like that.’ She’d looked at me so desperately, and Nairne, I do believe in euthanasia, but my own mother? I didn’t want to do that. Staring into her eyes that she’d given me, knowing I’d be the one who caused her last breath. I had enough sin on my hands by then.”

      I put the showerhead back and stepped around her, grabbed my own shampoo, but she grasped my wrist again. “Sit,” she whispered.

      So, I did, at her feet, leaning my back against her shower chair. She squeezed shampoo onto my hair and started scrubbing.

      “I can still hear her sigh of relief. That’s what I hold onto.”

      “Zed.” She rinsed my hair and her touch still felt loving and gentle. Like I hadn’t scared her away. “I don’t know what to say. That’s an impossibly hard thing to be asked.”

      I couldn’t hear her condemnation if it was there. But I had to finish, get it off my chest, and see it through. “Four days later, she woke up really agitated. She was out of it and taking these horrible labored breaths. Dad was holding her, just crying. Teo sitting at her feet crying, too. Her face…wasn’t peaceful.” My voice broke and I cleared my throat, shook the water out of my eyes.

      “Then she came out of it. Incredibly lucid. Gestured Teo to hug her. Whispered something in his ear that made him cry and squeeze her tight. Then she turned to me, and when I held her in my arms to say goodbye, she just said two things. ‘I’ll always love you. Please, now.’”

      I sighed. “Since our conversation, I’d read. I knew how much was needed to be fatal. So, when Dad was absorbed with whatever she was saying to him, once she got quiet”—I took a ragged breath and stared down at the water streaming like tears toward the drain—“I raised her dose to exactly that. She fell asleep a few minutes later and didn’t wake up.”

      Nairne’s arms closed around my shoulders as she pressed her lips to my hair. “I’m so sorry, love.”

      My laugh was empty. “Why? I’m the one who has everything to be sorry for. I’ve kept this from you for the better part of a year that I killed my own mother—”

      “You didn’t, Zed, and you know it.” Nairne’s voice was firm and sharp. I craned my neck and looked at her. “You did the merciful thing. You honored her request—”

      I turned more fully to face her. “The request of a woman addled by cancer drugs and fear. What if I ended it before she was ready, took away moments she wanted?”

      Nairne shook her head. “You don’t get to decide that. She was an intelligent and courageous woman. She knew what she was asking. And she trusted you.” Nairne’s eyes spilled tears. “She knew that you’d keep your word.” When she kissed me, I tasted absolution. “You did nothing wrong, Zed. Have peace.”

      I breathed in her air, took her mouth, and believed in forgiveness.
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      What a bloody morning. I’d decided to do my morning self-catheterization in front of Zed, because I’d been privately deriding myself for being so proud, keeping him out. I wasn’t ashamed of my physical needs and differences since my injury, but hiding it from him somehow implied that.

      Of course that meant, given my luck, I’d have problems cathing. Then he fell to his knees, held me so tenderly, asked how he could help before watching and learning with devoted attention. I’d let him help me. And he’d done it without making me feel like it compromised the equality of our partnership.

      And then he’d confessed his most painful secret. Zed trusted me with the truth of his mother’s death, and I fell a little more in love with him. Because, though he’d given me so much already—deep trust, a powerful presence that was as passionate as it was protective—he’d never made himself vulnerable like that before me. Given me his heart to protect and care for in the way he insisted on doing for me. He’d risked my judgment, and he’d set his head in my lap and let me comfort him.

      That guilted me. I had my own secret to entrust to him, and waiting on it wasn’t making it any easier. I had to tell him, and soon. But like any secret, it got harder to confess the longer I waited. And I’d waited too long.

      Zed was…temperamental. And this news would unequivocally upset him. First, I needed fresh air and a nap after our late, heavy breakfast to make up for my wild antics and short amount of sleep the day before. I’d spill my secret later and send Zed flying off the handle then, when I was fed and rested.

      We picked up my antibiotics from the chemist’s and I swallowed them down immediately, because UTI’s were unfortunately a chronic issue that I had to keep in check so that they didn’t become more serious. Then Elodie, Zed, and I made a quick trek to the park near my flat, where trees and grass were that saturated green of deep summer, flowers exploding in bright borders of crimson, buttercup, and violet. A merciful breeze had convinced countless families, lovers, and friends to lounge in the blazing sun along with us. It licked along my skin just enough to make the heat survivable.

      Elodie and I sprawled lazily on a blanket and fell in and out of sleep, as I stared at the carded wool clouds. Long flat strokes of creamy white, soft and gossamer. Zed lounged, too, propped on an elbow next to me with the Outlander book I’d given him. His warm chuckle punctured the quiet and I cracked an eye open, breathless as I looked up at him. The sun beamed overhead, and its golden rays bounced off his dark hair. He laughed again quietly and bit his lip.

      Damn Gianno, talking about babies. I didn’t want babies. I had a disobedient body and a research to-do list longer than my forearm. Twenty-one-year-old biomedical engineers didn’t get themselves in the family way when their PhD program was just getting started. They buckled down on their studies, married themselves to their lab, and came up for air four to six years later.

      And Zed was just starting a stunning European football career. He needed time to focus on his game, to travel and win championships and celebrate. Not to mention, babies needed committed parents. People who could promise to stay together and not holler and fight-fuck as a means of resolving disagreements. We were horribly unqualified on that front, so far.

      No babies. None.

      I had to be ovulating. That was it. Because Zed smelled extra good. And when I looked at his misbehaved bitter-chocolate waves, I thought about fat little ones with his same head of gorgeous hair. Those sparkling sea eyes and dark lashes. That stern temper, and bizarre sense of humor that usually shocked then made me belly laugh.

      Zed snapped his book shut and tossed it behind him. “If you keep looking at me like that, I’m going to have to throw you over my shoulder and take you in the nearest circumspect place.”

      I blushed and shielded my eyes from the sun as I stared at him. “I’m ovulating.”

      His eyebrows scrunched. “Okay,” he said slowly. “But you’re still on birth control, right?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yes, Zed. I just meant it’s why I’m looking at you like I’m in heat. It’s because I am in heat.”

      He laughed and took me by the jaw as he kissed me. “Got it. Just keep popping those little pills each day, and we’re all good.”

      “Would it be that horrible?” I bristled.

      His eyebrows shot up. “You’re asking me this? Miss saving-the-world-through-science who’s wading in live viruses each day?”

      I sat up on my elbows. “You’re deflecting.”

      “I’m not. I’m saying you obviously wouldn’t want to be knocked up right now.”

      A frisbee came soaring our way and Zed somehow anticipated it perfectly. He caught it and sent it zooming away from us. I frowned at him and tried to quell the irrational rage coursing through me. “You haven’t answered my question.”

      Zed groaned as he sat up. “You being pregnant right now would not be…horrible.”

      He said it like it would be horrible.

      I stared at him, trying to unpack the unfamiliar unreasonableness of my feelings. Logically, pregnancy wasn’t convenient for either of us. Hell, I didn’t want it. But I wanted him to tell me that he’d like it with me. That if I were pregnant, he’d be happy.

      This was why relationships were the piss. The massive amount of mental energy you spent worrying about what someone else thought of you, how much they wanted you, what was a deal-breaker. I was being ridiculous, and it had lots to do with sky-rocketing estrogen and progesterone levels that had my body aching to conceive and my prideful mind raging that he didn’t want to do it. It was madness, and while I loved being a woman, I hated the fact that my sensibleness sometimes felt a little enslaved to my monthly hormonal shifts.

      “Forget it,” I mumbled. I fell on my back and glanced over at Elodie. She’d gotten wrecked last night, so it wasn’t surprising she was still tired and sleeping so deeply.

      Zed sighed and scrubbed his head. “Nairne.”

      “Seriously, Zed, please just drop it. Forget I ever said anything. I don’t want to get pregnant with you anyway. It would be horrible.”

      His head snapped my way. “I’m sorry, what?” He leaned over me and pinned my wrists down. “Having my baby in you would be horrible? Why the hell is that?”

      I stared at him flatly. “It wouldn’t be your baby in me. It would be our baby, then my body would singlehandedly make it. It would be horrible timing. Also, you’ve a terrible temper. When I have wee ones, one day, I want them even-keeled and calm. Rational little creatures, just like their mum.”

      He snorted and let go of my wrists. “They’re coming from you, fragolina, they’re bound to be hot-headed.”

      “Then I suppose I’ll have to settle down with an easy-going fellow. Some nice deferential chap. The gentle, quiet type that likes foreign films and makes pavlova.”

      He straddled me and pinned my wrists down again. “Not funny.”

      I shrugged. “Just calling it like it is. Wouldn’t want to inconvenience a less willing father-type.”

      Zed shifted and pulled me over him. We had to look like we were in a wrestling match, but he didn’t seem to give a shit about what might come of people observing it. I was too angry with him to care either. “You’re never ending up with anyone like that. And you hate pavlova.” His hand crept down my back and cupped my arse. “You like assholes and dark chocolate brownies.”

      I smiled but tried to hide it. “Do not.”

      “I don’t like lies, innamorata.” He bit my lip as he kissed me. “And I won’t listen to you talk about anyone else but me knocking you up one day.” His eyes searched mine. “You’re confusing me. You run hot and cold. You have this grand plan for yourself, then you’re pissed I’m not saying I want to ruin it with sticking a baby in you right now.”

      I sighed and dropped my forehead to his. “I’m tired and hormonal, and we’ve never talked about it, and Gianno said something last night that just planted a seed—”

      “Oh, Jesus, between him and Dad. You have to ignore them, Nairne. It’s an Italian thing. Babies are life to them. Just pretend like he’s asking you when you’re going grocery shopping. Smile, say soon enough, then change the subject.”

      I laughed harder and kissed him. “I’m sorry.”

      Zed pulled me against him suggestively. “You can make it up to me…”

      That uneasy feeling of being watched skittered over my skin. A shadow cast over us and I spun out of habit, flopping ungracefully off Zed. Lucas stood there, hands on hips, and scrunched his nose in distaste. “Am I interrupting something?”

      “No,” I said.

      “Yes,” Zed grumbled. He sat up, then tossed his book at Lucas right where it counted.

      Lucas caught it midway, and sat down. “Is that any way to greet your dear friend?” A newspaper landed between Zed and me with a heavy thwack. “There, muffin, you’ve officially arrived. Graced the front gossip page. Though it’s your bird who earned all the attention.”

      Nerves churned in my stomach. It was an overreaction. And rationally, I’d known and accepted that staying with Zed meant paparazzi was inevitable. But I just kept talking myself down, telling myself that my fear was irrational. It had been years since Paris. My name was different. I certainly looked different, too. Wrong country. Wrong name. Wrong job. I wasn’t recognizable. I had to believe that, or I’d go insane with paranoia again.

      Men who didn’t take no for an answer were the nightmare of all women, and when they kept following you around after they tried to drug and rape you, they made life a living hell. Elodie was the only one here who knew about it, who would make the connection between my past and how terrified the press exposure made me. Thankfully, she was still asleep, so she couldn’t bring it up, based on a reasonable assumption that I’d told Zed by now.

      Which I should have. But I’d known he’d twist it. He’d worry and get all overbearing again like he’d been in Boston, obsessive about my safety and whereabouts. He was already highly cautious by having Tom on me. If he knew my past, it would be a hundred times worse.

      I tried to smile while I sat myself up, and Lucas knelt my way to give me a hug hello.  I caught him looking over at Elodie as he sat back.

      Zed was flipping maniacally through the paper, then froze. “Shit.”

      Lucas looked between us. “Don’t tell me you were trying to keep yourselves a secret?”

      Zed sighed and rummaged through the picnic basket. “No, but Nairne doesn’t need paps swarming her all the time. She needs to be left the fuck alone, and I’m ruining that for her.”

      I picked up the paper with a shaky hand. Shots of Elodie and me at the restaurant. One by the door with Zed kissing me. My face was exposed, my features recognizable. I glanced over to Zed. “It’s not a big deal.”

      His face searched mine as he ripped the cork out a bottle of wine from our picnic basket and took a healthy swig. “The fuck it’s not. I knew this would happen. I’m like a damn albatross.”

      “Oh, come now, Zed.” Lucas tugged the bottle out of his hands and took a drink. “It’s not that bad. You’ve got a beefy bloke watching Mac. She’s perfectly safe. Trust me, I went through it with the she-devil while I was here playing in the Prem.”

      Lucas had been through a horrible break up before he left to play in the States, Zed had said. I’d never heard her name, because they refused to even say it.

      Zed sighed and yanked the bottle back. “Yeah, except the bitch-who-must-not-be-named loved the paps, Lucas, whereas Nairne—”

      I took the wine from Zed and had a long drink, then pulled it away from my mouth on a gasp. “I’m fine, lads. Seriously. Now let’s eat a picnic and stop talking about the bloody paps, eh?”

      “Cheers to that.” Lucas grinned, but his eyes were locked over my shoulder.

      Elodie was awake, staring about adorably. Her thick curls stuck out in all directions and a dandelion was caught in her hair. She stretched and blinked slowly.

      “Lord, woman,” I muttered. Her shirt was caught along her bra and I reached back quickly to tug it down before she exposed herself more. Then I turned around to frown at Lucas who’d been enjoying the show.

      “You had to go and ruin the fun, didn’t you?” he asked.

      Elodie dropped her head on my shoulder. “Feed me,” she mumbled.

      I built her a plate of food from the picnic basket and poured her a glass of wine, handing her both and earning quiet grunts of gratitude. She shoved a wedge of cheese into her mouth and closed her eyes in half-asleep contentment.

      “Merci.” She sighed happily.

      Lucas stared at her before his eyes flicked to me. “You two go a ways back?”

      I patted her messy curls and smiled. “Youth academy.”

      “Ah, you’re a footballer then,” he said.

      Elodie sipped her wine and tried widening her eyes to wake up more. “Oui. When we signed for the same team in Paris, we got a flat together. Then we dominated the league, didn’t we, ma fille?”

      “That we did. Read each other’s minds on the pitch.”

      Elodie smiled into her cup. She froze, then glanced up at Lucas. “Wait, what’s he doing here?”

      Lucas squinted against the sun as he looked at her. “Do you even remember me?”

      “That’s very rude of you. Of course I do. At the hospital, you were wearing a—” She bit her lip. “I mean, yes, vaguely. I remember you. Last night, you were being rather handsy with me.”

      “I caught you,” he corrected. “A bit of misbehaved flooring gave you trouble.”

      She smiled in embarrassment. “Yes, well, when you’re a retired footballer with nothing but financial portfolios and sore knees to manage, what else is there to do but trip on your own feet?”

      Lucas smiled wider at her as Zed rolled his eyes. “My thoughts exactly.”
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      I chickened out on telling Zed. Justified it to myself that I had security, and told myself that there was no need to kick up a painful history with no plausible bearing on the future. I had a new life here in England. It was stupid to speak of the Dark Days. It felt like if I did, it would be inviting the ghosts of my past to sully my bright new future.

      I had the centrifuge spinning and fresh plates ready to go when an over-cologned male body leaned against my workspace. Christophe smiled and folded his arms. “Shall we try this again? Perhaps without the black eye this time?”

      “Christophe, I’ve told you I’m sorry. It was a misunderstanding.” I shoved my goggles onto my forehead. “Besides, you certainly didn’t help anything, challenging him that way.”

      “I had no idea who he was to you.” His eyes searched mine. “I would say I’m still not sure based on how little you’ve said, but then I saw the paper yesterday, and by that, it’s quite obvious.”

      Zed was already a public figure. I was private. Or at least I wanted to be. That whole PR nonsense of me confirming a relationship was not happening, and I wasn’t confirming it to work colleagues either. I glanced back at my computer screen and its blinking cursor inviting me to pour out my thoughts and observations.

      “I have work to do.”

      “Come on, Nairne, you are très mince. You need some lunch to keep the meat on your bones.”

      Sighing, I threw off my goggles entirely. “If it will get you off my back the rest of the day, I’ll go eat a bloody sandwich with you. Let me just tell my man.”

      Christophe laughed. “My assailant or the man he hired to watch you?”

      “The latter,” I muttered as I typed a message to Tom on my phone. When I was done, I snapped it shut. “I should keep close so I can get back quickly.”

      He frowned. “I’m French, Nairne. I don’t rush my meals.”

      “Yes, well I’m Scottish. I’d like to sit on my arse relaxing over food all day, too, but I’ve got loads more work than I have time, and I don’t expect anyone else to do it for me.”

      “Oh.” He smacked his chest. “You wound me. I don’t expect you to do my work.”

      I rolled my eyes as I wheeled myself around and headed toward the door. “The hell you don’t. I can’t wait until the rest of the team shows up in a few weeks. Then I’ll have a buffer from your lazy nonsense.”

      He chuckled as he held open the door for me. “I’m not lazy, ma belle. I just have my priorities straight.”

      The facility was highly modern—fast lifts that gave you that zero g moment in your belly as they came to a soft stop on your floor. We made our way out of the lobby into an exceptionally sunny day for London and turned right toward a series of cafés that served light, fast lunch fare.

      After we ordered sandwiches and drinks, we took a table outside that sat in a pocket of sunshine. I faced it head-on and smiled as I felt it heat my cheeks.

      Christophe drummed his fingers across the table. “I can see your freckles coming out already.”

      “That’s generally how freckles work.”

      He stared at me curiously. “In the paper with you—was that the Bertrand girl?”

      Someone came by with utensils and poured us waters, and I borrowed that moment to think about how to answer him. “Why do you ask?”

      His mouth pursed as stared at me through his sunnies. “She looked familiar to me. Elodie’s her name, if I remember correctly. Her parents have that massive wealth management business.”

      I sipped my water and stared out at the street, watching it grow crowded with the lunch rush. “You’ve met her before then.”

      Christophe grinned and faced out to people watch as well. “You could say that. We certainly met. Didn’t do much talking, though.”

      That riddle was solved. Elodie fucked liberally. She was picky while passionate. You’d think those two formulas would be unsolvable, but Paris was an anomalous solution, home to an inordinate amount of appealing men. Apparently, Christophe had been one of them.

      “Ah.”

      He smirked. “I met her at some function in Paris for young entrepreneurs sponsored by HEC last year. You know it?”

      I nodded. HEC was arguably the most prestigious business school in Europe, and Elodie was almost done with her Master in Management degree. “I do.”

      “She looks well by the picture.”

      I cleared my throat and thanked the waiter as our meal was served. “She’s well, yes, thank you.” My sandwich smelled incredible, and tasting it bought me time to redirect the conversation. I chewed slowly, then swallowed. “So, what brought you from Paris to London?”

      Christophe looked thoughtful as he set his sandwich down. “I needed some space. My family is…a bit ruthless. My father passed away—”

      “Oh, I’m sorry.”

      He waved his hand as if it were inconsequential. “I hated him. But thank you. Anyway, he and my aunt were joint heirs of a textile company. Well, the textile company in France, really, Mercier.  The will said that upon my father’s death, I would inherit his share.” Christophe paused to drink his water, then set it down. “I was still in university, and whether it seems like it or not, I actually do like my studies, Nairne.”

      I grinned and ate another bite of my sandwich. “I know you do.”

      “I asked my cousin, who was heir to his mother’s portion of the company, if I could pay him to manage my part of the business while I finished my degree and secured a research position in France. I planned to divide my time between the textile business and this field. Figured I’d hire someone to handle the administrative minutiae and then I’d devote my energies to the relevant side of the business—the science of textile design and production, which was my father’s passion and probably the only good thing that he passed on to me.” Christophe paused.

      “Well? What happened?”

      “My cousin forced me out. Spun lies about my disinterest, and took over the whole company when his mother, my aunt, fell ill suddenly. Some sort of bizarre infection. Then she passed away last month, conveniently leaving everything to my cousin.”

      I gaped at him. “You say conveniently like you’re suspicious. Are you implying your cousin murdered his mother? For a company he was going to inherit anyway?”

      He glanced from me to the sea of people milling about. “I’m not sure. She wasn’t old. It would have been some time before he had complete control, as he likes. Perhaps my suspicion is misplaced and I’m just angry at him. We were like brothers growing up. His betrayal hurts me deeply.”

      Friends were deliberately few for me. I had no cousins that I was close to either, but the thought of what I’d feel if Elodie were to do something of that nature soured my stomach. “I’m sorry, Christophe.”

      He shrugged. “Such is life. Ç'est la guerre.”

      “But that’s not what family should do. Can’t you fight him for it, win back your rights to the company? It’s not just a loss to you personally but financially. You deserve your share.”

      A bitter laugh left him. “You don’t know my cousin. He can be cruel. He’s always had this side to him. I’m ashamed to say it, but it never bothered me much, until it was turned on me.” Christophe pushed away his plate of half-eaten food and folded his arms. “Trust me, it’s not worth it. He’d make my life hell.”

      “Sounds like he already has.”

      Christophe sighed and ran his fingers along the condensation of his water glass. “Yes.” He glanced up at me and smiled faintly. “And next month I have to welcome him here, make a show of our unity, pretend like everything is amicable.”

      “What for?”

      “He just made a very generous contribution to the Global Health Alliance and earned himself an invitation to the gala.”

      I stared at him blankly. “What gala?”

      He rolled his eyes. “You’re such a hermit. It’s the event for world health initiatives.”

      “Oh. But why did he make a contribution to it?”

      Christophe sighed. “I’m not sure. He has to have some motive. I’ll figure it out, hopefully before he finds something else to take from me… But why don’t you know about this?” He sipped his water. “This year it’s here in London, at The Lindley Hall, and our department is presenting on our research. You’ll need to be there. You should have received an email with the details by now.”

      “Well, I didn’t. And besides, I don’t do public functions like that. I’m an awkward, nervous wreck.”

      “Nonsense. You’re personable, lovely, and smart. Professor Larkin personally asked if you’d present with me on the study’s findings—says we need young faces front and center, the next generation of scientific research.”

      I laughed. “Not a chance. You present. You seem all for it.”

      “I like charity balls. I grew up going to them. Of course, they can be a lot of posturing that seems to offset their philanthropic goals, but I personally find them very enjoyable nonetheless.” He nudged me. “You must come. Preferably without that American of yours. Tête brûlée.”

      Hot-head, he called him. Funny thing was, between the two of us, I was usually the greater hot-head, but Zed certainly hadn’t shown Christophe his most rational side.

      “I’ll consider it. But I’d prefer not to present. Pick on some other unsuspecting victim from the lab, all right?”

      “I’ll convince you yet.”

      I decided to redirect us before he got any more obstinate. “So, your cousin’s coming, and you don’t know why he made this donation to get himself here?”

      Christophe shrugged. “At the least, I suspect he wants to put me in my place and enjoy the attention. He’s not a humble fellow.”

      “I still think it’s bollocks you can’t take him to court and make him give you your fair share of the company.”

      “He owns the police. The judicial system in France. Our family is old and corrupt. You can’t be a descendent of a filthy rich aristocrat, who managed both to preserve his fortune and escape execution during the French Revolution and reign of Napoleon, without having some despicable genetics.”

      “Genetics are powerful. Nature shapes us, but so does nurture. So does choice. Perhaps he could be persuaded.”

      His face sobered. “I don’t think so, Nairne. He is…he is not a good man. I see that now. And I won’t stoop to retributive action. I’m trying to be different than those who came before me. I don’t want to be a monster, and yet it does not necessarily seem that doing the right thing always yields the right results.”

      I shook my head and picked up my sandwich. “You and I both know nothing in the universe is that simple. Science proves this every day. We do what we think makes sense or will guarantee a certain outcome, and it blows up in our face. All we can do is keep picking ourselves up, learning what didn’t work, and trying again tomorrow.”

      Christophe smiled. “Oui, ma fille. As we say in France, Petit a petit, l’oiseau fait son nid, non?”

      I smiled, remembering how my favorite coach in Paris would say that. Little by little, the bird makes its nest. Perseverance. Patient dedication. That’s all you could do. That’s all any of us could do, wasn’t it?
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      In the past few months, my life had changed monumentally. I’d defected and helped bring down a huge network within the criminal underworld. I’d joined the realm of soccer that I’d always dreamed of playing. I’d moved across an ocean to a new country, and for the first time in my life, lived apart from my nuclear family.

      Most of the chaos that had fueled my anxiety, my rabid need for control and order, had been eliminated. No worries about collateral damage, hits, or targets. No grabbing my gun every time someone knocked at my door. Or so I thought.

      But then reality hit.

      Soccer players in the States, even the good ones, paled in importance compared to professional American football or basketball stars. We were respected, sure, and we had a select fan base, but we didn’t garner unrelenting photojournalist attention. Though with all that there was to my reputation back in Boston, I’d pulled more than most, unfortunately. And I’d stupidly assumed it wouldn’t be much more intense in England.

      How wrong I’d been. Photographers followed me everywhere. Crazed-looking people ran up to me, asking me to autograph personal items I wouldn’t want to see or hold if we were best friends, let alone absolute strangers. How that impacted Nairne filled me with guilt. I knew she’d always tried to live privately. Thanks to her own professional athletic career, some aspect of her life had been tarnished by interest from the press. She had a past that had suffered for being thrown into the limelight. And here I’d just heaped it on her in droves.

      I’d been trying to be less of an overbearing bastard. I was always going to boss and throw her around in bed because she came like a queen to that shit, and you bet I did, too. But I knew taking a chill pill on the whole barking orders and tracking her whereabouts for my sanity’s sake would have been nice to tone down. And to a degree, I thought I could say, and Nairne would agree, that I was successful. But because this was unfamiliar territory to me, and I spent more time away from her, traveling for games and PR, I felt myself fraying fast along the edges, as familiar anxiety tugged the fabric of my peace.

      I sprinted up the steps to my place, praying she was there like I’d asked. I needed the pieces to fall into place, and her long willowy body, that porcelain skin and wild auburn hair, spread and waiting for me.

      My hands shook as I punched in the code for my place as a mix of adrenaline and desire shot through my system.

      “Innamorata?”

      Her voice floated from the bedroom. “You can unwind your knickers, I’m here, as requested.” She said that with an abundance of sarcasm.

      I slammed the door shut behind me. My duffle bag got dumped unceremoniously in the foyer before I jogged to my room. For the first time in two days, I breathed easier.

      She might be a smart mouth, but she was mighty happy to see me, judging by the smile on her face. “Hallo, handsome.” She shifted a little and my eyes roamed her beautiful body, waiting for me.

      I ripped off my shirt, tugged down my joggers, and when I walked toward her, she reached for me and I threaded our fingers together. God, it felt good. To hold her and orient myself.

      Her eyes flicked to my cock. She smiled slowly and scooted down. The woman loved oral, giving and receiving, and I wasn’t going to complain. I let her hands go. She grabbed my ass and pulled me into her mouth.

      I grasped her hair when she opened her throat and hummed around my dick. “Jesus, Nairne.”

      Nairne was good at everything she put her mind to, and this was no exception. Another appreciative hum and a few rough pumps of her hand had me barreling toward an embarrassingly fast orgasm. She tugged my balls just how I liked, and I bucked into her. “Shit. Slow down, fragolina.”

      She didn’t. Because while she liked being bossed around in bed, she liked rebelling just as much. And that was just how I loved her. I pulled back and came on a roar all over her chest.

      She smiled at me and smacked my ass. “Welcome back, Salvatore.”

      I sighed and kissed her as I fell next to her. Cleaned my animalistic show off of her skin, then tossed the tissues behind me.

      “What are you worried about?” she murmured.

      I leaned back and stared at her. “What do you mean?”

      Nairne pursed her lips. “You’re acting like your old self, but—”

      “Worse?” I offered.

      “No, Zed, not worse. Just more…anxious.”

      I searched her eyes. “I’m anxious about you. Being chased down by the paps now that they put us together. And then that fucking creeper in your lab, and basically any other male that exists near you. But mostly the goddamn photographers everywhere.”

      She laughed and her eyes glowed as her hands reached for me, slid down my chest, and tugged at my hips, pulling me close to her. “The paps aren’t my favorite, but I can handle myself. I’m pretty good at keeping a low profile.”

      “Go on.”

      She frowned.

      “The dudes, tripping all over you,” I said. “Wooing you in supermarkets and over Bunsen burners. I need a little pep talk about those guys, too.”

      The curtains parted with the breeze and let a jolt of sunlight inside the room. I watched it ricochet off her irises and transform them from jade to peridot, the palest green. She smiled slowly and slid her cool hand up the hot skin of my arm. “I wasn’t even going to gratify that concern with a response. You know I don’t have eyes for anyone else, Zed.”

      I kissed her hard. “But you see why you need to live here, so we can have morning sex every day. Then you’ve got my smell all over you. Keeps the other alphas away. And because we both like morning sex a lot.”

      She laughed her belly laugh and it made me grin. “Sometimes you really are an animal.”

      “Clearly.”

      I was hard again, because that’s what she did to me. My cock slid against her. I nudged her thighs apart and pressed inside her. We both groaned at the contact.

      I sat back on my heels, grasped her knees, and pulled her toward me. Shoved a pillow under her, so she was right up against me. I pulled out slowly, feeling my heart race as I watched my effect on her. Her eyes fluttered shut and she breathed in shakily. I drove in and heard the air whoosh out of her. Grabbing her waist, I thrust into her with practiced intensity that wasn’t too forceful, but rough enough to scratch her masochistic itch.

      Nairne bit her lip, like she was trying to stifle her noise. That wasn’t what we did though. She was vocal and unfettered, and I’d gotten addicted to hearing every step of her pleasure unfold.

      I tilted her hips so I could swat her on the ass. Her eyes snapped open.

      “Nairne, let it out. I want to hear you.” I kept my pace and played with her clit.

      “I don’t want your neighbors to hear us.”

      “Fuck the neighbors. You didn’t care in Boston, why do you care now?” I did seem to have a penchant for thin-walled buildings, but that’s what came with occupying restored historic houses in old cities. What was the big deal? Neighbors shared walls. They could put on their noise canceling headphones, turn on the TV. Listen, for all I fucking cared.

      “You’re—” Her breath caught, and she bucked up, panting as my fingers stroked teasingly.

      “I’m what?” I let up on her clit, so she’d answer.

      “No, don’t stop.” She swallowed, grabbed my hand and put it back where it had been.

      “Answer me.”

      “You’re a famous athlete now. I don’t want the bloody papers printing about our sex noises.” She laugh-moaned as I resumed my touch.

      “See, was that so hard to answer? And please.” I scoffed. “No one’s going to do a tell-all to reporters about how loud we are. Forget about everybody else. It’s just us. Let it out.”

      Everything but her cunt’s tight grip around me relaxed. Her shoulders dropped, her head fell to the side, and her hands unclasped the sheets. She groaned then keened high and soft. That familiar, tender, undone sound made my whole body thrum.

      I touched her breasts, her clit, ran my hand along her lower back in featherlight touches that were powerfully erogenous to her. I’d been a diligent student of her body and now I was the fucking master of it.

      “Zed,” she whispered. She gripped my forearms.

      Our eyes locked and I leaned down over her, so our bodies pressed tight together. Then I kissed her until she was speaking against my lips.

      “Yes. Yes,” she chanted.

      I could feel her chasing release as I fought the orgasm that wanted to rip through me. I set my mouth to the shell of her ear, told her every filthy, beautiful thing I thought about us in that moment, and felt her start to clench around me. Nairne came as much with her mind as her body. It had taken trial and error, talks and sometimes ridiculous fits of laughter, to figure out what she needed to hear to make that happen.

      Her unhinged cries slowly tore at my control. I came and it blindsided me, detonating in the base of my spine and shooting up as sparks of light into my vision. “Shit, Nairne, I’m sorry.”

      She squeezed my arms so tight I felt them bruising. I rocked into her, trying to give her what she needed while my cock was still hard.

      “It’s okay,” she whispered. I reached between us, rubbed her clit again, and she came, screaming so loud my ears rang. Relief washed over me. I never wanted to come before her, but I did sometimes, because she undid me. I could make her come lots of ways, but me inside her, that was what she liked best, so that’s what I always wanted to give her. Just didn’t mean I always could.

      I fell to her side, gasping for air like I’d just run a marathon. I was in the best shape of my life and fucking Nairne just about did me in. Turning her head, she gave me a sated smile.

      “I squeaked it in there.” Her voice was hoarse from screaming, and she gasped for air and fanned herself. “God almighty.”

      “I told you,” I panted, “god doesn’t get the credit.”

      I stared at her. Felt my heart thundering and my body flooded with the bliss of release and love for her. My fears about life’s maddening unpredictability and her vulnerability could fuck off, so I could focus on the only thing that was truly guaranteed to me—this moment, this one, singular moment.

      I’d get used to the stresses of my new life, the parameters of what was necessary to keep her protected and me sane. We’d settle in, find our rhythm. I could do this. Make a life that required a little bit of security and vigilance, but offered so much more peace and stability than I’d ever dreamed of sharing with a woman I loved.

      Most days I still couldn’t believe I’d found Nairne. Iron sharpening iron. Volatile equals that made each other burn brighter to steady, sure heat. We felt too good to be true. Life felt too good to be true. And that’s because, I’d soon find out, it was.
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      August passed in a blur of research and studies that had morphed from steady summer exploration to frenzied fall semester research. Our lab was now full of people besides Christophe and me, and I formed at least a few work friendships with the two other females in the lab. We had to stick together in that place, but at the outset we didn’t seem to have terribly much in common beyond a love of bioengineering and nerd puns. So, I had the occasional lunch or tea with them, and mostly kept to my studies and seeing Zed when I could.

      Which wasn’t as often as either of us liked. I was drowning in work, and Zed’s schedule became packed with kicking off his season—more training, travel, and press, and an uptick in matches each week. But as much as I missed him, I didn’t mind, because he was finally being recognized as one of the world’s best. I knew it from watching him play and I’d seen the writeups in the papers, too. The accolades and admiration at how seamlessly this American had woven himself into the most graceful and fluid of England’s clubs. Praise for his stamina, his explosive speed, the precision of his passes, the consistency of his shots. Zed was crushing it.

      And he had a home match on my birthday, which royally buggered him, even when I told him it wasn’t a big deal. I had gratitude for life, of course, but could do without the ceremonial fanfare. The autumn weather that had begun to show itself in September was gift enough—a cool nip in the evening air, that loamy smell of damp earth.

      I savored the beauty of the season as I left work for my birthday evening and opted to skip being driven. This way I could enjoy the weather and the scenic streets that took me home. Tom followed a respectable pace away, hands in pockets, scanning anybody who passed me by.

      When I got to my building, Tom insisted on entering first, checking the vestibule, then waving me in. He did the same thing inside my flat, and when I got there, I froze.

      “Zed?”

      His hair was wet from a shower, and a button was off on his shirt. He’d rushed home from his game, and the place smelled incredible. Garlic, parsley, and white wine.

      “You made me birthday dinner?” Hot unexpected tears burned my eyes.

      He wiped his hands on a kitchen towel and stared at me curiously. “I’ve got her Tom, thanks.”

      Tom nodded. “Goodnight, Ms. MacGregor, and happy birthday.”

      I couldn’t break my gaze with Zed. “Thank you, Tom.”

      The door clicked shut.

      “Happy birthday, innamorata.” He leaned his hands on my push rims to kiss me, then he thumbed away my tears. “Why are you crying?”

      I sniffled and folded my arms. I was tougher than this. I didn’t blubber about emotional nonsense. About sweet gestures like birthday dinners. Or the call my father had made me earlier, the flowers he’d had delivered that sat opulent and exotic in the center of my little dining table.

      “Allergies.”

      Zed smirked. “Of course.”

      I held my arms open to him and he scooped me up, wrapped my legs around his waist. I hooked an arm around his neck and breathed his rainstorm scent. My other hand slid down his chest, felt his steadily beating heart and the hard planes of his pecs. “You’ve a button off,” I said thickly. Two traitorous tears spilled down my cheeks.

      His eyes searched mine and he kissed me again. “Couldn’t care less.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered against his lips.

      His tongue slipped into my mouth and he pressed us closer.

      “It’s crazy, how much I love you.” He ground himself against me and bumped my arse against the counter as things went from respectable to depraved as they usually did with Zed and me—very quickly.

      I finally came up for air. “I know. And I love you, too. But something’s burning.”

      “Shit!”
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      Night wind whipped my hair around as we drove, and I brushed it off my face. “Best risotto I’ve ever had.”

      Zed grinned. “A little crispy on the edges, but I saved it.”

      He really had. It had been delicious. I licked my ice cream and let my empty hand dance out the window along the air current created by Zed’s driving. “These are my favorite nights. Dusk in late summer.”

      His eyes flicked to me then back to the road. “Dessert seems to be making you pretty happy, too. Since when do you like gelato?”

      I had another lick and shrugged. “Once in a while.”

      He smirked and turned the Ferrari fast and smooth around the arc of the roundabout. “Whenever we end up going to Italy, you’ll have real gelato, preferably not in weird-ass combinations like the one you have right now.”

      I smacked his chest. “I know what I’m doing. Pistachio and lemon go together perfectly.”

      “No, they don’t.” He shuddered. “Chocolate and pistachio, yes. Limoncello, you have alone. Then a nice espresso.”

      He used his accent, like any word that was Italian couldn’t help but be pronounced so. It made me smile and I hid it behind my ice cream.

      Tom had followed us in his car to give us some privacy, but Zed had insisted on him coming, which I felt bad for, because it was late. Tom’s night switch, Marc, who did the graveyard shift either at my place or Zed’s, depending where I was, was waiting outside my flat with a frown on his face.

      I watched Zed’s eyes narrow in concerned analysis as he pulled to a stop in front of my building. “Wait here.”

      “Why?”

      “Just wait here, fragolina.”

      Zed shoved open the door and slapped it shut behind him.

      “Highhanded arse,” I grumbled. I licked my ice cream and watched them talking, Zed’s hands planted on his hips. “What are they faffing about?” I muttered to myself. Marc’s gesture answered me, as he pointed inside.

      “Ms. MacGregor?” Tom’s voice at the window made me jump and I almost lost my gelato.

      “Y-yes, Tom?”

      “I’m sorry for startling you. Can I get you anything?”

      “Just Zed, if you don’t mind.”

      Tom joined the two men and pointed back toward me. Zed came my way and leaned on my open window. “We’re going back to my place.”

      “Why?”

      He shook his head. “There’s something outside your apartment door. I’m going to have Tom drop it off at the police station and have it checked for fingerprints, and that’s all I’m saying.”

      I popped the last of my ice cream cone in my mouth and crunched. “Get my chair from the bonnet, please.”

      His jaw ticked. I had him cornered. Zed never denied me my mobility, and I knew he was sorely tempted right now. “I’ll get it for you, because—”

      “Because any time I ask for my wheelchair, you get it for me, because it’s my bloody legs, my independence, Zed.”

      “I know, damn it,” he snapped. “But you are not going upstairs.”

      I rolled my eyes as he did what I’d asked. When I transferred over, he stood in front of me. “Nairne Aileen MacGregor, stay here.”

      I wheeled over his toe just to piss him off extra and zipped past Tom and Marc, through the foyer into the lift.

      “Nairne!” Zed sprinted and slipped between the lift doors as they shut. “Jesus, can you not listen to me, for once?”

      “No.” I glared at him. “I told you when you met me, I’m not controllable material. You knew what you were getting yourself into.”

      He threw up his hands. “You’re gonna be the death of me. I have good reason for asking you to stay.”

      The lift opened and I went down the hall and froze. A delicate mermaid figurine. Her porcelain arms held a small bouquet of thistle.

      “Jesus,” I croaked.

      My heart pounded in my ears. There was a note stuck under it, and from here I could tell it was in French.

      “Don’t touch anything, Nairne.”

      I wheeled closer, and leaned over my lap to read it.

      “Je t'ai trouvé. Bon anniversaire, ma sirène. ”

      Breathing was hard. Because the handwriting was unfortunately all too familiar.

      “Nairne.” Zed crouched down and took my face in his hands. “What’s it mean?”

      “Found you. Happy birthday, my mermaid.”

      “Found you?” Zed stared down at the letter then back at me. “What the fuck is this, Nairne?”

      Shock took over and I started shaking.

      “Nairne, talk to me. Do you know who this is from?”

      I managed a weak nod. “The…fellow I told you about. The one who tried to…”

      Zed’s face darkened and he stood abruptly, then yelled for Tom and Marc, but I barely heard him.

      Pulsing lights. Bass beat that thumped in rhythm with my heart. He watched me from the corner of the club and tilted his glass my way. A snifter for brandy. Cognac, perhaps. Expensive stuff, but that wasn’t unexpected. He looked rich and he was handsome. Tall and dark-eyed. My type to the letter.

      He parted a sea of people and when he found me, he ran his fingers through my hair. “Look at this. Red as Ariel.”

      It wasn’t the first time I’d had my auburn hair tugged and been uncreatively called the Little Mermaid. But I was drunk, and he felt good, pressed up against me, hand gripping my waist hard. So I laughed and gave him my throat because I saw his eyes on it.

      He kissed the skin, bit it. I wanted his hand up my dress, his fingers fucking me roughly. I was hot and soaring from hours of dancing and too much twenty-five year whiskey. I wanted an orgasm and then ten hours to sleep it off.

      “Make me come.”

      He tsked, drifted his hand up my throat and gripped. “So demanding. A drink first.”

      He tipped his chin at the bartender, and another whiskey appeared. Then he cupped his hand over it as he lifted it from the tray and swirled it, like he was savoring a wine’s bouquet.

      I reached for it and he pulled it away.

      “You have to earn it, my little mermaid.”

      “I’m not a whore. And I’ll touch you how I want. Nothing more.”

      I slid my hands down his front, stroked him expertly and he grunted into my touch. When his eyes fell shut in pleasure, I released my grip suddenly, then ripped the whiskey out of his hand and threw half of it back.

      His eyes snapped open and narrowed.

      “Ah, we have a tease on our hands.”

      I shrugged, finished the rest of the whiskey as he yanked me back to him. And then suddenly, my senses shifted. My legs grew heavy in a way that was familiar to me now but had been foreign and alarming then. Dull, virtually numb. My mouth felt thick, jammed with words caught on my tongue.

      He smiled and scooped me into his arms. Four crystal chandeliers flickered light as I was carried under and past them. Then the ceiling spun as we turned, and he set me on a chaise. My vision was skewed but it looked like a private lounge, richly furnished with a view over the club.

      When I tried to shift off the sofa, and couldn’t, panic screamed, muffled in the back of my brain. My limbs got heavier and staying awake felt impossible. His breath ghosted over me. Cloves. Cognac. Hyperventilating, I couldn’t help but drown in the smell. I wanted to vomit.

      His hands tugged my dress up to my waist, and down to expose my breasts, then his hands ripped my knickers away. His face got closer, as his body pressed mine down into the sofa.

      Until suddenly, his face was yanked away, and he tumbled to the side.

      Elodie.

      Long chestnut curls bounced into my face and tickled my nose. I couldn’t shoo them away even if I wanted to. And I didn’t. Because those curls, meant her presence, and that meant I was safe.

      Safe.

      But not for long.
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      After I came back from talking over the news with Tom and Marc, I tossed my phone on the bathroom vanity, where it clacked and spun. I looked her over. My fragolina. She seemed tired, too thin, and stressed. Rather than let me share the incredible burden she carried because of him, she’d kept this to herself. And I’d failed to pick up on just how pervasive his effect had been on her life. I could kick myself.

      Nairne had dropped into some kind of fugue state outside her apartment that I couldn’t get her out of, until she was settled in my place, soaking in a hot bath. She’d been slowly coming out of it since. Her eyes had been fixed on a blank spot halfway up the wall. She turned gradually toward me like she’d just woken from a dream.

      “How’d I get here?”

      A ribbon of auburn dropped out of her hair clip. I picked it up and tucked it back in. “I brought you here. You were out of it.”

      Her eyes watered and she brought a shaking hand to her mouth. “I’m so sorry, love.”

      She didn’t say that often. Love. Nairne was sparse with affectionate words, so when she used them, I drank them in like precious water found in the desert.

      I gentled her cheek, and felt my own love for her dousing the flame of my anger and worry. “For what?”

      She sighed. “For not telling you everything about it. I just hate thinking about him, and I told myself it was all in the past…”

      I shifted at the edge of the soaker tub and nodded.

      “When we first started playing, Elodie and I were…wild. Young. Pretty, professional athletes—you’re familiar.” She smiled sadly. “I met a man one night. He came on strong, and I liked it.

      “I didn’t know him, but that wasn’t unlike me. I’d usually fool around with a fellow, then get some drinks, talk. If I fancied him enough then we’d go somewhere and…”

      She cleared her throat. “But this fellow, he ordered me a drink and then I started feeling very odd. He took me to some private room, and started taking off my clothes. To my credit, my brain was telling my knees to knock him in the bollocks, but my limbs just weren’t cooperating. Then Elodie ripped him off me.”

      I’d always liked Elodie. She was Nairne’s protector before I’d gotten there.

      “He drugged and attempted to rape you. And Elodie rescued you. Got you out of harm’s way.”

      Nairne stared away from me. “Yes.”

      “Jesus, Nairne. I’m so sorry.”

      This was what she’d meant when she said she’d had a bad experience with her sexuality that favored roughness backfiring on her. When she implied that she’d been compromised by a fucker who didn’t understand consent and the word no.

      He’d tried to rape her. I wanted to murder him. A hundred times over.

      She nodded. “Then for months, he’d show up wherever I went publicly. Clubs. Restaurants. The fucking shops. Walked straight into my dressing room once. Put me off shopping for life.” She splashed her face with water and exhaled raggedly. “Then it was notes. And gifts. So many fucking notes. Saying he didn’t give up easily. That he knew I wanted him.”

      “Why in the fuck wasn’t he arrested for stalking you?”

      She laughed to herself and kept staring off. “I filed complaints. He owned that club where it happened, apparently. He’s powerful. Influential. And nothing came of my legal action. As for the night he tried to rape me, I was drunk, and while he most definitely slipped something in my drink, there was no way to prove it. Elodie and I were both too drunk when it happened to get me to the hospital, and by the time we were both straight enough to go there for testing, it was out of my system.”

      “How’d you lose him?”

      She stared at the bathwater, splayed her hands so they tested its surface tension. “I got injured. Hospitals and rehab clinics are de facto excellent security I found out. Then I left.”

      “You came to Boston to get away from him.”

      She nodded. “And a host of other reasons. I had so much loss tied to Scotland, to Paris. I needed a radical change. I figured I’d start over and reclaim where I’d begun. And I needed a fucking ocean between me and that man.”

      “Who is he, Nairne?”

      She swallowed and blinked away tears, shook her head.

      “Tell me.”

      “I don’t trust you not to do something stupid,” she said.

      “I’m going to find out soon anyway, Nairne. Tom said they have partial prints. They’re running them through the system now…”

      “Won’t make a difference. He’ll walk away unscathed from it.” She said it flatly. Resigned and matter-of-fact.

      “I’m going to make him pay for what he did to you.”

      Her head snapped my way. “Don’t you dare.” She sat up and water sloshed over the tub’s edge. “This is my battle.” She jabbed her chest, glared at me. “No one else’s.”

      I took her face in my hands. “You’re so fucking wrong, innamorata. You’re mine to love and protect. Your enemies are my enemies. Your retribution is mine, too.”

      She shook her head in my grasp. “No. You’ll go off the rails on him, then you’ll get thrown in jail. It’ll only take you away from me.”

      I smiled wryly. “Give me some credit, fragolina. I did just spend the last near-decade living a double life while running a mafia syndicate, you know.”

      Her face soured. “Exactly. I don’t want my problem putting you squarely back in that place. You were miserable, Zed. And it’s against your morals. You’re not a murderer.”

      “I want to kill him, but I won’t. I’ll make him pay. I want him to suffer for what he’s done to you, to be unable to forget, the way you have. I’m not a murderer, Nairne, but I can be violent. And that man deserves violence.”

      She yanked herself away from me. “I’m telling you, it’s only going to end up hurting you and us, Zed. Forget about him.”

      “How can I? He dropped a goddamn statue that’s a memorial to his attempted rape and stalking of you, with a predatory note inside your apartment building, Nairne. Clearly, he knows where you are. How the fuck am I supposed to forget about him?”

      I stood up, paced the bathroom. “You say you’re not the controllable type, and I knew that going in. Well, you knew when you met me exactly what you were dealing with, from day one.”

      I leaned forward and grasped the edge of the tub until our faces were a hair’s breadth from each other. “I told you that I would always protect what’s mine. That I was a pushy motherfucker who didn’t take shit lying down and certainly didn’t allow harm to those he loved.”

      “Your being an obstinate arse,” she gritted.

      I pushed off the ledge and picked up my phone. I had vengeance to plan and Nairne didn’t need to hear about it. “Tough love, fragolina. It’s what I have to offer. Enjoy your bath.”
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      Tom called close to midnight and dropped the bomb that the prints were inconclusive. Which meant Nairne was the only one who had what I needed to know. His name. His face. And she was refusing to tell me.

      Unless…

      Elodie. She’d been with Nairne, she’d know. And I’d asked her to come help Nairne get ready for the charity gala tomorrow. But would she tell me? If Nairne made Elodie promise silence, would she break that confidence if I begged her to?

      I had to think that one over. I’d have to corner Elodie, then somehow try to get her to talk. Nairne would be livid. Not that it would be a new emotion at the moment. She’d gone to bed straight from her bath, obviously pissed at me. Well, I was plenty pissed myself. At her and me. All the times I’d stupidly left her vulnerable, that he could have found and hurt her.

      Yes, Tom protected her well. He was literally the best money could buy, and like everyone else who met her, he loved Nairne. He was invested in her and I didn’t doubt he’d do anything to keep her safe. But he hadn’t known to be on the lookout for anything other than your run-of-the-mill, overly friendly tool bag, or a nutso fan of mine who’d try to get to me through Nairne. A stalker, one who’d roofied and tried to rape her, was a very different predator to anticipate and shield her from.

      “Jesus.” I scrubbed my face in the shower and smacked the handle down to shut it off.

      I added up all the times since knowing her that she’d jumped when caught unawares. How uneasy she was around cameras and public spaces. My jaw clenched as I revisited her words. All the places and ways he’d made her life hell. How long had he been watching her?

      I stepped out of my shower and snapped the towel off the rack with all the cumulative irritation I had bottled up. Toweled my hair roughly and wrapped the cotton viciously tight around my waist.

      He’d tortured Nairne like she was prey. And he’d fucked with the wrong woman. He saw women as property to be tranqed and used, and was clearly a base animal. But I was the goddamn apex predator. I’d eviscerate him.

      My hands braced on the ledge of the vanity and I stared back at my tiger eyes. I could be feral again. I could hunt once more, lie in waiting and strike when the moment was right. Anything to keep Nairne safe, to free her from this nightmare. I stared into my reflection as I talked to myself.

      “Back to the old ways, Zeddo.”

      My muscles tensed as I thought about what I wanted to do. Rip him limb from fucking limb. And what I’d actually have to settle for doing. A little aggravated assault. I could afford good lawyers who’d make sure I got off easy. I’d beat the living shit out of him, warn him off her, and stick the best PI on him to make sure he stayed thousands of miles away from her.

      I watched my reflection, as water droplets slid down my unblemished skin, the opposite to my brother’s tattoo-laden body. Teo kept nudging me to get a tat, saying I should get a tiger inked somewhere vast on my body. Sharp black, no color. Told me I was all pretty and smooth on the outside, but inside, pure incisors and instinct. I’d accepted the compliment but declined the tattoo.

      “A waste of blank canvas,” Teo had said. “You should understand this better, mister artist.”

      Nairne had laughed when I told her that.

      “Panthera tigris. Largest cat species.” We’d been tangled in my bed while her fingers traced cool over my hot skin, a figure eight around my eyes then down the bump on my nose.

      I’d smiled underneath Nairne’s fingers.

      “Apex predator of course,” she’d whispered. Her voice was always smokier in the mornings and it did things to my body. I’d tugged her closer and made her notice her effect. “Territorial,” she hummed as I squeezed her soft ass and slid myself between her thighs. “Solitary but social.” When her hand had slipped down my chest and stomach then settled where I needed it, she’d told me tigers were infamously noisy maters, too.

      Staring at those cat eyes in the mirror, I brushed my teeth and spat the bad taste of this whole twisted situation down the drain. Then, grabbing my phone, I sent a text to Tom, asking him for a contact—the right expert who could help me find this guy and put an end to this, if I couldn’t coax Elodie or Nairne to open up.

      Fuck playing defense. Anticipating the attack. I was an offense player, a go-getter, always had been, and this creep had gone unpunished long enough. Telling Tom what I needed took less than sixty seconds, but it lifted one hundred pounds of worry off my chest.

      I had a plan in motion.

      Back in the bedroom, I slipped quietly under the covers and scooted myself against Nairne. Kissed her hair and wrapped my arm around her torso to pull her close. She often startled when I got into bed with her, until her senses recognized my body, my smell, and she knew it was me. Sure enough, her body went rigid for a split second before it relaxed completely on a soft sigh.

      “Zed.” She squeezed my arm.

      Nuzzling her hair, I kissed her gently and whispered that I was here, and she was safe. Because in my arms, she always would be.
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      When I woke up, I knew it was late.

      “Shit.” I scrubbed my eyes and looked around.

      I hadn’t meant to sleep in. I’d meant to wake up Nairne by having her for breakfast. Figured I’d try to torture the guy’s name out of her one last time, before I resorted to grilling her best friend, and trying expensive, private measures.

      I sprang up, scrambling for my phone, and saw I already had what I wanted from Tom. A private detective. The best out there, he’d said. It was a start.

      I threw on some sweats and a t-shirt, then dragged her birthday present out from under my bed and strolled into the living room. Nairne peeked over her black-rimmed glasses and stared at me from the couch, looking unfairly sexy. Hair knotted in a high, messy bun with a pen stuck in it. I’d had so many fantasies of smacking her book out of her hands and fucking her in just those nerd glasses. She gave me a disapproving frown. Sexy nerd to hot disciplinarian.

      There was something wrong with me. The angrier she looked, the harder I got. To top it off, she was wearing a sheer, old shirt of mine that did nothing to hide the dark circles of her nipples.

      “Good morning, Zedekiah.”

      Damn, full name status. I was in trouble.

      She placed another pen inside her book, snapped it shut, and set it down next to her. “You came to bed late.”

      I dropped onto the other end of the sofa with the box in my lap. “Couldn’t sleep. That’s why I just woke up now.” Tension was thick between us and I swallowed all the reprimands I wanted to give her about being a stubborn, obstructionist pain in my ass. “I upset you last night. I’m sorry.”

      She blinked at me. “Did you just apologize for being an overbearing arse?”

      “Yes,” I grumbled. “Now, let’s move on.” I set the black box in front of her.

      Nairne stared at it warily. “What’s that?”

      “A belated present, birthday girl. Just one, because I know you don’t like them. And there’s a point to it.”

      She stared at it still. I knew she struggled with generosity, and I could be offensively generous in her mind. She’d grown up living modestly in a tiny village, darning socks and jarring her own vegetables. Materialism made Nairne itchy.

      I sighed. “Just open your present, impossible woman.”

      She took it in her lap. Lifting the lid, she peeked into the box before she glanced back up at me in realization.

      “Masks,” she said.

      The first one was an elaborate spray of peacock feathers in shades of blue and green. Cerulean and sapphire, emerald and chartreuse, littered with sparkling flecks of gold, and long silk ribbons to tie it.

      “It’ll suit you. The blues and greens against your hair and skin.” I ran my fingers through her auburn strands to where their ends met her breasts. Clearing my throat, I nodded toward the box. “There’s more.”

      She removed the second item. A hard, glazed mask painted in tiger stripes of black, gold, and burnt orange. Its lacquered surface shone harshly against the light, and she inspected it in her hands. “Good lord, you’re going to look illegal in this.”

      I laughed quietly, taking it from her grasp and inspecting it myself. “Well, I will be wearing something else, too.”

      “A tux?”

      I nodded. “I ordered it last week. Now I have to go make sure it fits.”

      She scrunched her nose, pushing her glasses back up the bridge. “Don’t you have a handful of them already?”

      “You crazy? I’ve got an occasion to have a new tux made, I’m having a new tux made.”

      “You and your suits.”

      I scooched closer, and she didn’t punch me in the nuts, so I figured I was clear to move in. “I’m particular about my suits. I’m obsessive about my tuxes.” I kissed the hollow at the base of her milky throat.

      Her breath hitched when I added some tongue. She tasted so fucking good.

      Nairne pushed my shoulder until I had to sit back. Her eyes searched me. “You’re up to something. And I can’t stop you. But at least have a croissant and some coffee, before you do whatever nonsense you’re going to. Just promise me, no endangering yourself, Zed.”

      “I’m not endangering myself. And you could save us all a lot of time by telling me his name. Instead of hunting for it, I could stay here and have you for breakfast.”

      She yanked a pen out of her hair and sucked it seductively into her mouth. The pen disappeared deeper between her lips again before it slid out with a loud pop.

      Sweet mother of—

      “I could, but I’d rather keep you in the dark as long as possible, on the chance I can stop you from doing something imbecilic.”

      “I’m going to find him, Nairne. You might as well just tell me.”

      This was getting finished. I’d fallen asleep enraged and woken even more incensed, with a primal need to tear this man’s skin off his bones. To erase every trace of him. Because he’d violated the woman I loved. He’d tried to hurt her, then he’d made her afraid to live freely, uninhibited and trusting, in the city that had been her home.

      “Nairne.”

      She glared at me.

      “You shouldn’t have to live like this.”

      “I know that,” she snapped.

      “So why won’t you let me help you?”

      “Because you don’t know what you’re dealing with. I’ll be all right. I can handle it. We’ve got security on me.”

      “So, you’re just going to let this go unanswered. Spend your life looking over your shoulder. While I keep you front and center in the media.” I sighed, staring at my favorite subject. Wide, bright green eyes, soft full lips, and that precious scattering of freckles over her nose. “You’ve been in the tabloids for months now, thanks to me.”

      She shrugged.

      “I’m fucking pissed you didn’t tell me before now.”

      “I know.”

      I’d known she was stubborn. Headstrong. My hot-headed spitfire. And I loved her for it. But right now I wanted to fuck the stubborn right out of her and get her good and boneless, so she’d tell me who we were dealing with.

      She was resistant though. Nairne didn’t trust that I would handle this information in a way that was morally tolerable or safe for me. So, she wasn’t going to give it up.

      I took her face in my grasp. Kissed her hard and left her breathless and looking equally angry and aroused. “I’ll be back at five. We need to be there by six. Your dresses to try on will be here in an hour. And somebody’s coming to help you get all fancied up.”

      She gaped at me. “You can’t just send minions here to dress me up like a doll, Zed.”

      “Well, Nairne, it’s my place. And if you had your way, you’d go to a formal charity event in leggings and a Gryffindor sweatshirt, which is unfortunately against dress code. So yes, I can, and I have.”

      “Who is it?” she pressed.

      I strolled into the kitchen. Poured myself a coffee. Buttered my croissant.

      “Zed?”

      “Someone you know. You’re safe with her.”

      “That’s all you’re telling me.”

      I glanced up as I sipped my coffee. “Being kept in the dark isn’t fun, is it?”

      She scowled and grumbled to herself as I munched my pastry and stared at her. I’d pictured her birthday weekend being relaxing and romantic. I was going to show her off in a gown at her global health gala tonight, then take her back to my place and make love to her as many times as I could.

      Make love. The direction my life had been headed in Boston, I’d never thought I’d get to that with a woman. Fundamentally, Nairne and I had a connection imbued with an inherent intensity. Sex between us was raw and visceral. But nowadays, it held a weight and breadth it hadn’t always. Edging had morphed from torture to luxuriating. Bites became long, hard tastes chased by kisses. I didn’t just battle and take her in bed anymore. I worshipped her.

      Because I did love her. And each day I spent with her, fear built in equal measure with my feelings for her. She was an astronomical risk because of how precious she’d become to me. And now through my notoriety, I’d brought attention to her and made her discoverable to a man who’d terrorized her.

      Meaning, this was my fault. And if she thought I really wasn’t going to do anything about this stalker, Nairne had another thing coming to her. Because I loved her. And love didn’t sit back and let hurt go unanswered. Love answered. Love demanded recompense.

      I was going to find the psycho. And make him pay.
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      The mirror showed me a woman I didn’t recognize. Tall, lithe, and lovely in raw silk. A deep peacock blue that shimmered emerald green under the lights. Delicate straps and a plunging V-neck that rested flush across my chest and crossed low past my sternum.

      “It’s not too much?”

      Elodie swung her legs from the bed and shook her head slowly. “Not one bit. You look… parfait.” She kissed her fingers in the gesture of a master artisan satisfied with her work.

      I turned and saw how far the back dipped, enough to show a few inches of my surgery scar, but I didn’t mind. My scars were a sign of my strength and survival, my resilience. They said I’d lived.

      I sniffled as tears filled my eyes.

      “You goose, you’ll ruin my hard work.” She sniffled herself and smiled at me in the mirror.

      “Thank you, El.”

      She stood and kissed my cheek. “Anything for you, ma fille. You look beautiful.”

      I adjusted my grip in the arm crutches and inspected myself a little further, having a hard time finding myself amidst my hair tamed into a half up chignon and long curls, mascara and eyeliner that took my eyes from pretty to mesmerizing. It was a lot. I hadn’t looked like this since…my old life.

      The front door opened and shut, and Zed called my name, so I’d know it was him. A swarm of nervous nausea came over me. I caught Elodie’s reflection in the mirror before glancing at the door.

      “If he asks you about France, I don’t want you to tell him a thing.”

      She frowned. “Why not?”

      I racked my brain for what to say. I hadn’t told Elodie about the gift at my flat and the note, because she’d worry. And if she knew what was going on, she might be tempted to tell Zed, despite my pleas, because I had a flair for loving people who were as stubborn as me, if not more so in certain circumstances. If Elodie thought I was in danger, she’d probably break our promise and tell Zed about him.

      “Because he knows something happened, and he’s pressing me for details I’m not yet comfortable providing. I’m worried he’ll do something rash.”

      That was simply an incomplete truth, not an outright lie. Zed knocked softly before cracking open the bedroom door. Elodie’s eyes flicked to the door then back to me.

      “Promise me,” I pressed.

      She sighed, folded her arms. “I don’t like it, but you have my word.”

      Zed stepped in and his eyes flew up and down my body, as his mouth fell open. “Jesus.”

      Elodie curtsied. “Thank you. Now that my work is done, I have a midterm to write, so you’ll excuse me.” She kissed my cheek. “Let’s lunch tomorrow? I want to hear all about it. I’m not flying back to Paris until evening time.”

      I kissed her cheek. “Thank you, again. Tomorrow.”

      Elodie slipped out, and Zed looked over his shoulder at her. He was contemplating exactly what I knew he would—asking her to spill my secret and possibly tell her about the stalker’s gift and reentrance into my life.

      “Let her go, Zed. I warned her off you.”

      His gaze flicked back to mine and his jaw ticked. “She’s comfortable keeping that information from me, when you’re unsafe?”

      He stalked slowly toward me. “Unless you lied to her.”

      “I didn’t.” I raised my chin defiantly. “I gave her a partial truth. And I asked her to stay at a hotel, so she’s safe.” I’d told her it was because my place was a wreck. I didn’t want her there or at Zed’s place, should my torturer decide to pay a visit. Money wasn’t an issue for her, so it wasn’t an inconvenience. And now I could breathe easily knowing she’d be out of danger.

      “One last night, that’s what I’m giving you. Then this jig is up, MacGregor.”

      My stomach turned with nausea again as adrenaline pounded through my system. I was angry with him, because he was pushing me, and I was afraid what he’d do once he knew.

      “I want to talk reasonably about what you’ll do. I need your promise you won’t be reckless when I tell you.”

      His face softened. “Deal. You tell me tomorrow—”

      “After we come to an agreement about an appropriate response.”

      “Your terms are acceptable, innamorata.”

      The air cleared between us, and he smiled, wide and bright. He was stunning, much too handsome. For all I teased him, his tux was perfectly tailored. Black with a trim fit. No cummerbund or pleated shirt—just clean lines. Crisp white button down with black buttons, black bow tie, white silk pocket square. He’d left his five o’clock shadow because he knew I liked it, especially at the end of the night, abrading my thighs.

      His features changed as he read my face. He frowned, looked down at himself then back up at me. “What? Did I miss a button?”

      “You’re devastating.”

      Zed slid an arm around my waist. “Wouldn’t know it by your face. You look queasy. You okay?”

      I smiled faintly. “Just overwhelmed. Crazy couple of days. And you look…” I teared up and blinked in irritation at how emotional I was being. “I’m going to ruin all this bloody makeup.”

      “Hey.” He cupped my chin. “It’s going to be okay. Remember our first date?”

      I laughed. “I don’t think being brought to orgasm under the table in a Provençale restaurant is particularly forgettable. Yes, I remember.”

      He smirked. “What did I say?”

      “You’re safe,” I whispered. “With me, never doubt that.”

      He kissed me softly. “That’s right.” He dragged my mask softly over my eyes, then tugged his down as well. Growling, he leaned in and nipped my neck enough to make me yelp. “And now, Madame peacock, take your tiger to the ball.”
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      “One more guy looks at you like that, and I’m not going to be responsible for my actions,” Zed murmured. We weren’t the only ones dressed as exotic animals. The place was a jungle of dazzling gowns, ornate masks, tailored tuxedos, that all shone under The Lindley Hall’s sparkling lights. We slowly made our way from the foyer into the main ballroom.

      “Honestly, they’re probably staring at how awkward I am with these crutches and a dress.”

      He shook his head. “Yeah, no, they’re staring at you.” His hand rested proprietarily warm on the middle of my back, above my scar. “Those last two guys from your grad program definitely weren’t looking at your get-up. Their eyes were all over your beautiful face then they just landed right on your tits because of course they look phenomenal as always, and I almost lost it. It’s incredibly disrespectful to you.”

      I opened my mouth to remind him the first time we met, his gaze had taken an identical route, but he just kept going.

      “Not to mention, I couldn’t make it more obvious that we’re together. They’re still all over you.”

      “I dunno,” I said. “You could throw me over your shoulder and holler like Tarzan. That might really send the message home.”

      “Don’t tempt me,” he muttered.

      I smiled happily because I always found his territorial displays as bizarrely attractive as they were amusing. His eyes got brighter, and color piqued his chiseled face. It was a perfected formula. Zed’s handsomeness increased in direct relationship to his temper.

      “Damn it,” he said. “That’s another one. I swear…”

      He stopped abruptly as Christophe approached me, clasped my arm in his hand and kissed me in the French way, once on each cheek.

      “Amie, you look stunning.” Christophe glanced over to Zed, then did a double take, his mouth pinching critically. “You again.”

      Zed’s eyes narrowed. Coupled with the dramatic tiger mask that covered the top of his face, he looked poised to tear Christophe apart.

      “Thank you, Christophe,” I said. “You look smart yourself.” I elbowed Zed but he just pulled me closer to him and scowled, so I went on. “Did you double check the presentation’s ready?”

      “Nairne, please.” Christophe clasped my elbow again and I think it was just to send Zed’s blood pressure soaring. “I have everything taken care. All you have to do is smile your beautiful smile and say your part.”

      “We should get to our seats,” Zed said.

      Christophe smiled. “Ah, yes, we’re seated together. Along with my detestable plus one.”

      His cousin. “Is he here?” I asked.

      “Yes, and he’s as intolerable as ever.”

      Zed glanced between us. “Who?”

      “Christophe’s cousin.” I realized I’d never gotten his name, but went on. “He swindled Christophe out of his fair share of the family business and now he’s come to rub it in his face at the gala tonight.”

      “Ah. From personal experience, that sounds like a family-run business,” Zed said drily.

      “Indeed.” Christophe glanced over my shoulder and frowned. “Please excuse me.” He squeezed my arm gently again and walked off.

      “Pretty touchy-feely, isn’t he?” Zed gritted, his eyes flicking behind me as he watched Christophe strut off.

      “He’s French. It’s how they are. Can we sit? I’m getting tired.”

      His eyes snapped back to me and softened. “I’m sorry, of course. Let’s find our seats. Marc said he’d meet us with your chair.”

      While wove through a maze of tables, I caught my crutch on someone who stepped back suddenly. It startled me and nearly sent me falling, but I laughed it off. You could see the negatives in moments like those or the positives. I smiled that I was walking at all, that I had a man I loved huffing and fussing over me while muttering under his breath in Italian.

      “What did you say?” I lowered myself into my wheelchair and handed Zed my travel arm crutches to fold. They were expensive, but insanely convenient. Zed collapsed them and slid them into the little bag I had at the back of my seat.

      “Just my times tables.” He dropped to his seat. “Helps me cool off when I’m irritated.”

      I stared at him in confusion while he drank his entire water and set it down with a long slow exhale. Then Zed turned toward me and grasped my hand. “That guy back there nearly trampled you, so rather than bringing the Boston crazy out, I just blew off a little verbal steam using a trick I developed in grade school. Fourth grade to be exact. I was a bit of a hot-head.”

      “No,” I teased.

      “After I beat the piss out of Frankie Lombardi for launching a spitball at the back of my head, Sister Maria dragged me up by my ear and said next time I was tempted to answer immaturity with my fists, I needed to take a deep breath and practice my twelves.”

      “Twelves?” I frowned and took a sip of my own water. “Those are the easiest.” Seriously, who couldn’t recite their twelves in their sleep? Twos and fours all day long.

      Zed shook his head emphatically. “Fuckers still elude me. Every other number up to twenty, no problem. Fucking twelves. Anyway, it worked. I was a student above reproach for the rest of my days.”

      “Zed, I’m nowhere close to fluent in Italian but even I know what you said was not all numerical. And would probably make Sister Maria’s hair curl.”

      He smirked and brought my hand to his lips. “You would be correct.”

      Our table was empty still but for one older couple who were soft-spoken, sweet, and French. We chatted and I figured out they were Christophe’s other grandparents—his mother’s side who weren’t at all involved in the Mercier textile business drama.

      Nerves and nausea about presenting kept knotting my belly, but the heat of Zed’s strong body, his petrichor scent calmed me. His steadiness was palpable—a physical bulwark as much as it was tender feelings. His warm hand on my thigh and his arm around the back of my chair caged me in. I sank into his body like a warm bath.

      Christophe arrived at our table and sat sulkily on the other side of his grandmother. Zed smiled to himself as he took a sip of his wine.

      “You did that on purpose—sat me between you and the grand-mère.”

      He set down his wine. Squeezed my thigh and spoke against the shell of my ear. I shivered and my nipples hardened against the silk of my dress. “Yes. Because if he touched you once more, I was going to have assault charges on my record, and I think we have enough going on as it is right now, don’t you?”

      I smiled to myself as his fingers danced along my spine. He let them linger near my scar, which was always excruciatingly sensitive, a weird grafted erogenous zone that he knew lots about exploiting. I glared at him from the side of my eyes.

      “Zed.”

      He smiled innocently and kissed my hair before sitting back in his seat. Our eyes met and one thing alone crossed the wires between us. Want.

      God, I wanted him. Inside me. Whispering things in my ear and groaning like I undid him as much as he did me. He’d be gone soon again for the rigors of his schedule, and I’d be back to hunching over genetically mutated viruses and typing until my fingers ached and my eyes burned. I loved it of course, but I liked aching and burning elsewhere and for other reasons, too.

      Zed shook his head slowly. “Don’t look at me like that, innamorata.”

      I smiled innocently.

      The table filled, with one lone seat empty next to Christophe, presumably for his cousin. Dinner was about to be served, and Zed excused himself, but not before he leaned close, squeezing my hand with his. “I’m just going to use the restroom. Stay here. Tom and Marc have their eyes on you, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      Leaning in, we kissed, and he stood, making his way briskly across the room toward the hallway. I admired the athleticism and poise of his body as he strode efficiently, winding through tables and stopping briefly a few times to shake someone’s hand when they recognized him as the footie phenom he was. My eyes took in his handsome profile—strong nose and high cheekbones. Scruff that was designed to abrade my skin, and as he escaped the final fanatic’s grasp and turned toward the lavvy, I praised our Maker for Zed’s especially tight, delicious arse.

      “That derriere should be illegal,” Christophe’s grand-mère muttered to me. She managed it in thick accented English and winked.

      I turned to face her and laughed. “Agreed.”

      “Lucky girl.” She smiled, patting my hand. “I remember when Jean-Claude and I were that age. It feels like yesterday.”

      I smiled as she sighed wistfully and went on. “Love is precious. And nothing is promised to us. You must enjoy every moment.”

      I leaned her way. “Believe me, I mean to.”

      She laughed at the naughty implication and tsked. “Oh, to be young again,” she said. Her husband tapped her shoulder and we broke apart from our conversation.

      As I turned from her, I froze, assailed by a horrible, familiar scent. Cognac and cloves. Then a voice. Low, terse French. The peripheral shadow of long limbs in a fitted tuxedo as he dropped into his seat next to Christophe.

      The facts dropped like dominoes, tiles of realization snapping into another. Christophe looked familiar to me because he was related to Alexandre. I hadn’t connected them because they didn’t share a last name. Bloody idiot that I was, when it was a simple matter that the Mercier side of Alexandre was his mother and thus not the surname he inherited. Alexandre had made a sudden donation, demanded to be here on the pretense of good publicity, or in Christophe’s mind, to rub it in his face. But it had all been to get to—

      Me.

      You’d think in such a moment, when memories flooded my mind, when so many terrifying pieces finally fell into place, that I would have made a scene. Fainted perhaps, or screamed. But I didn’t. Because if that monster saw my fear, then he won.

      And I’d never let him win.

      I steeled myself and raised my eyes to meet his.
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      Dinner was being served, a flurry of china plates and sparkling wine, as I met eyes with my stalker and antagonist. Whose cold brown gaze I’d looked into too many times, accusing it, wishing him away. It had been years, but I could still picture and recognize his eyes exactly. Frigid and lifeless. They raked over me, as I tried to keep my breath steady and hide my terror.

      Alexandre was dressed exceptionally, as he had been when I met him years ago. Every piece tailored and expensive looking. His wavy hair had grown longer, now falling to his shoulders, and he sported a short beard. If he weren’t a psychopath, he’d be startlingly handsome. But I knew what kind of a man he was, so all I saw was a devil possessed with cold danger.

      He spoke in French to Christophe, who sat tense and irritable. Christophe’s gaze shifted, then  bored into me critically. Alexandre was probably saying something poisoning about me to my lab mate’s observing eye. When Alexandre stopped speaking and sat back, Christophe stood, threw down his napkin, then strolled off.

      His grand-mère looked up and frowned over her shoulder. “Where is he going? Aren’t you two speaking soon?”

      We had about half an hour, so it wasn’t necessarily alarming in terms of timing, but more in temperament. Christophe’s behavior was off. He seemed angry with me, and now he was gone.

      She turned to Alexandre. “What did you say to him? You’ve upset him.” She was feisty, that grand-mère, but Alexandre just stared at her, unenthused.

      “Don’t concern yourself, Sylvie.”

      Hearing his voice, I shuddered involuntarily. It made the hair on my neck stand up.

      When he stood, I fought the urge to startle and flee. He sauntered slowly toward Zed’s vacant seat and dropped into it, acting as if we were two old friends catching up.

      Sylvie glanced between us. “You two know each other?”

      “We met in Paris,” he said. “Years ago.”

      Her eyebrows lifted. “What a coincidence.”

      “Not particularly,” I muttered.

      “What’s that, dear?”

      Alexandre waved her away. “Nothing, Sylvie. Go back to your dinner.”

      She gaped, then shut her mouth and turned to her food.

      “It’s been too long.” His eyes roamed me hungrily and he shoved Zed’s place setting back so he had room to rest one long arm on the table.

      “It could never be long enough.”

      He reached for my hand, clasped it in his tightly. I tried to wrench it back, but he held tight and squeezed my bones so hard, my thumb and finger knuckles nearly kissed.

      I tensed and hid my discomfort while he leaned closer.

      “That is unfortunate, because I was planning on us spending quite a bit of time together. You’ve been difficult to get to…Nairne.” He shook his head. “That was quite a revelation, your real name. You would have been easier to find if you didn’t make yourself so conspicuous. But you used a different name in France. Aila. Then by the time I found you, there wasn’t a moment you weren’t smothered with men protecting you.”

      I swallowed, unable to speak. I had my physical reaction solidly walled off, but my emotions were about to break through the dam. I had to think rationally. Should I give Tom my signal? Had Alexandre done something that would incriminate him at this point, simply by being here? Because that’s what I needed more than anything—him resolutely punished for his actions against me, and thrown behind bars. Since he was on foreign soil, I might have a prayer that the police would actually detain him, rather than let him off with a slap on the hand as in Paris.

      So, what should I do? Perhaps I should wait for him take some criminally offensive measure? But that meant endangering myself, prolonging my exposure to his vile presence.

      I knew I was being surveilled by my security. They’d catch what he’d done and if he tried to hurt me, they’d get to me in time. Sticking this out might buy my freedom. I’d let him toy with me until the orchestra packed up and the floors were being polished. Anything to erase him from my life.

      When I didn’t respond he pressed on. His thumb swept over my hand while my knuckles remained crushed together. “First, you reject me that night at my club. Then you ignore me, stop coming to any of the places we mutually frequented. And then, whenever I’d find you, you’d run away. Until you disappeared.”

      When he looked up, a terrifying grin broke over his face. “Then I saw you in the papers.” He ran his free hand quickly along the back of my chair, ghosting his fingers over the exposed skin of my lower back, directly over my scar. Where Zed’s touch had lit me on fire, this violation made my blood turn icy.

      “I watched you. You’re so beautiful still. And you’re still meant to be mine.”

      “The hell I am.”

      His phone buzzed in his trousers and he flipped it open, read it. Smiling widely, he clapped it shut. “Here’s what we’re going to do. You’re going to come with me. You’ll act like we’re friends going out for some fresh air, to catch up. I know you have security here, I’m not stupid. Neither are you, bright girl. Little geneticist.” He squeezed my hand harder. “So, don’t try anything.”

      I clenched my jaw at the pain radiating up my arm. “Why on earth would I go with you?”

      His eyes widened in surprise and when I felt his grip slacken in response, I retracted my hand quickly from his grasp.

      “You’re delusional,” I hissed. “You tried to rape me—”

      “That’s a strong term. You wanted me. I could see it. But you like playing hard to get, and that Bertrand bitch kept too close an eye on you. Completely ruined it.” He shrugged. “I was merely taking what you’d offered. I don’t enjoy being toyed with.”

      “No, you just take sick pleasure in toying with others,” I snarled.

      He whistled quietly and shook his head. “You mustn’t speak to me like that, ma sirène. It’s not becoming.”

      I gritted the words out and leaned close. “You drugged and violated me, then you made my life a living hell, and now you’ve done it again. I will never go anywhere with you. You need to forget me and your sick obsession. It’s not real—we’re nothing to each other.”

      He bristled at that. “You say you don’t want me, but here you are.” His eyes scanned me. “You’re flushed and excited. You want this.”

      “What I want is for you to leave me alone.”

      Alexandre’s jaw ticked and his expression darkened to glacial rage. “You have no choice. We belong together.”

      “I belong with the man who actually loves me.”

      He smiled slowly. “Not anymore.”

      My throat tightened so violently, I could barely choke out the words. “What do you mean?”

      His eyes filled with a maniacal intensity that had my heart pounding. He whispered in my ear, “I’ve made sure he’s out of the way. It can be just us now.”

      “What have you done?”

      The evening’s host interrupted us by clapping Alexandre’s shoulder and drawing his attention reluctantly. “Mr. Dubois, I just wanted to thank you personally for the incredibly generous donation you made.”

      “It’s nothing really,” Alexandre answered shortly.

      The man prattled on and held his attention.

      I glanced up, saw Tom watching me, then observed his features transform as he read my alarm. My eyes drifted to the east wing where Zed had left for the lavvy. Why wasn’t he back yet? What had Alexandre done?

      I swiped my mobile from the table and sent Tom a quick text.

      It’s him. Zed’s in danger. East wing.

      I snapped my phone shut, as Alexandre began to turn my way again.

      The host drew his attention back long enough for me to shove the phone quickly inside my clutch.

      “I’m sorry to hear of your mother’s passing,” the host continued. “She was of course also well known for her philanthropy.”

      Alexandre shrugged, betraying a kind of unemotional nonchalance that was perfectly in keeping with his true sociopathic character. “Yes, thank you. If you’ll excuse me.” He gestured toward me, his irritation evident.

      The man took the hint, nodded politely, and walked away.

      I sat there white knuckling my clutch, racking my brain for what to do. Tom or Marc needed to go find Zed. I had to figure out what Alexandre was going to do next and how to prove his culpability in it.

      Alexandre stood up, glanced around like he was watching for signs of my security. The one place I’d been given enough space to feel free and unwatched for a night was the one occasion I wished they were hovering over me. “You want to know where your precious fellow is? Come with me, and I’ll tell you.”

      “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      He shrugged. “Fine, it’s his life you’re gambling with.”

      Fear exploded from the confines of my self-control and tore through my heart. My hand shot out and grasped his as my voice came out a threadbare whisper. “Please don’t hurt him.”

      Alexandre stared down at me in confusion. “Oh, it’s too late for that. But if you come with me, then I won’t kill him at least.”

      Zed’s life hung in the balance. And if I fucked it up now with Alexandre, Zed’s blood was on my hands.

      “All right.” Slowly, I wheeled back from the table.

      I made a hollow excuse to Sylvie about going outside with Alexandre to catch some fresh air, and peered around for Christophe, but he was still nowhere in sight. We made our way through the ballroom. As I maneuvered around tables to the periphery of the room where moving would be much easier, an idea came to me. I’d told Tom to search the east wing for Zed. Getting myself there, too, would make it easy for him get to me quickly.

      “I need the lavatory.”

      Alexandre rolled his eyes. “Please, don’t play games. I know you’re stalling for time.” He stepped closer to me and leaned down. He reeked of those disgusting cloves and an abundance of liquor. He slid his hand along my back and I involuntarily arched away from his touch. “You need to understand something, my mermaid. I am untouchable. Nothing you can do will keep me from you. So, it’s best that you simply cooperate. I’ll be happy, and your man will be…not dead.”

      “If you’re so untouchable, my taking a moment to ensure I don’t piss myself shouldn’t be any trouble.”

      “Very well. Then we’re leaving.” His voice came out short and harsh. He was getting impatient.

      Right before I got to the lavatory, Alexandre stopped me. “Your clutch please.”

      I turned, looking over my shoulder. “Why?”

      He gestured for me to hand it over. “I’m not idiotic enough to let you take your mobile in so you can call your security and warn them about me.”

      I handed it over reluctantly. Watched him click it open, ensure my phone was there, then snap it shut. I pushed the door ahead of me and maneuvered inside. I moved as fast as possible into the accessible stall and locked the door. Sat in there, while praying Tom was coming.

      I couldn’t take too long without raising suspicion, but I didn’t want to leave. Here in this quiet corner I had the illusion of safety. “Come on, Tom,” I muttered. “Where are you?”

      After a minute more, I straightened myself out and reluctantly left the stall. I washed my shaking hands, so he’d buy my excuse of having needed to piss. I tried to steady my breathing.

      Suddenly the door banged open. “You bitch! You thought you’d fool me?” Alexandre’s voice thundered in the small space and my stomach jolted. No one else was here. I was alone with him and his rage. As he lunged my way, I recoiled and wheeled back, wishing I had anything to use as a weapon. But essentially, I was helpless. Granda would be so disappointed in me. He’d taught me a woman should never go out alone unarmed.

      Thing was, tonight, I was supposed to be anything but in danger or alone. It had all gone so horribly, horribly wrong.

      I feigned innocence, hoping I sounded convincing. “What are you talking about?” I cried. “I pissed, nothing more!”

      “This,” he snapped, holding up my phone and flipping it open. It showed my text to Tom. Why the hell hadn’t I deleted it? “Alerting your security, were you?” he growled.  He struck me across the cheek.

      My head flew back, stunned, and I almost fell over sideways. I pulled myself back up as tears involuntarily welled in my eyes. “I told him that so he wouldn’t be suspicious of us. That’s why I told him about Zed, not me.” Blood pounded in my ears, and I realized there was a good chance Alexandre would seriously hurt me.

      Where’s Tom? He should be here by now.

      His face softened momentarily as he reached toward me. I flinched when he thumbed away the tears that had spilled onto my cheeks. “So beautiful when you cry. I’ll have to make you do it more often.” He dragged his thumb across my face and pressed hard into the bruise that was forming on my cheekbone.

      I cried out at the pain and tried to pull away, but I was pinned against the counter and the back wall.

      Suddenly, the door banged open and in a blur Tom tackled Alexandre’s frame to the ground. Alexandre’s head knocked into the tile with a loud smack.

      “Ms. MacGregor,” Tom huffed, tying a zip tie around Alexandre’s wrists behind his back. He was out cold, thankfully. Tom ran over to me and promptly knelt down. His hands patted down my body in professional concern. “Police just arrived. Are you all right?”

      I was shaking as tears poured down my face. “I’m f-fine. Where’s Zed?”

      “Come with me, please, Ms. MacGregor. We need to get you to the police then home, resting.”

      I yanked my arm away from him, and shouted just as I had when they wouldn’t tell me where my mam was. I felt like the four-year-old again whose heart was breaking at the words no one had the courage to tell me. “Where’s Zed?”

      Tom sighed as I stared him down, rooted to the spot. “He’s being transported to St. Thomas’. Probably there by now.”

      I swayed, and Tom grasped my shoulders. He glanced at the rarely used handles at the back of my chair. “May I?”

      I nodded silently and bit my lip to fight the urge to scream. I tasted blood and salt.

      Tom guided me out where Marc was, speaking with police officers.

      “W-what happened?” My vision was getting blurry. “I feel dizzy, I need to...” I started seeing stars and felt myself collapse forward in someone’s arms.

      “Shit,” Tom muttered. Marc pushed my head between my knees.

      “I have her,” Marc said. “Just a little faint from the shock.”

      “I got him,” Tom said. “He’s out in the loo and I need to make sure they know.”

      “Good, go.” Marc’s hand was heavy across my back, and each time I tried to lift myself, he kept me down. “Please give yourself a minute, Ms. MacGregor.”

      Slowly, blood rushed back to my head and the stars faded. New voices sounded down the hall. More police. Voices over radio coms. Sirens wailing and the noise of gathering attention. While Tom dealt with Alexandre, Marc squatted down and finally helped me sit up. I glanced down the hall opposite the lavatory and saw crime scene tape and a flock of law enforcement. “Marc, what happened to Zed?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. You alerted Tom, so I went looking for him based on where he’d headed. I found him down the hall from the men’s room, unconscious in a bloody broom closet.”

      I grabbed Marc’s suit jacket, sure I was going to go mad because no one was answering the fundamental question. “What happened?”

      Marc glanced away then back to me. “He was bleeding badly from his head, nowhere else. I saw that, and it was enough for me to know I needed to call for help. As soon as they got here, Tom radioed about where you were. That’s all I know so far.”

      I slumped forward again and sobbed. This was all my fault. For having a bloody stalker in the first place. And if I’d told Zed who Alexandre was, he could have anticipated him and better protected himself. But I’d never thought in a million years Zed would be the target in all this.

      “Please, Ms. MacGregor, let’s have you speak with the police so you can make your statement, then you can go home. You’re exhausted and understandably distraught. We need to get you back to your flat safely.”

      My head snapped up. “Are you insane? I’m not going home! Take me to the hospital now.”

      “But…” Marc began. His voice faltered as I levelled him with a determined stare. He sighed, radioing over to Tom what he was doing, and listening to Tom’s confirmation. “Dubois’s been detained for questioning, and they’re reviewing the security footage now to try to identify whoever hurt Mr. Salvatore. We’re safe to exit the premises.”

      I didn’t process the sound my wheels made as they carved through expensive plush carpet, the sea of sad faces as we left, or the wail of sirens as I transferred into the car and let Marc buckle me in. All I knew was what I didn’t—whether or not the man I loved would live.
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      I woke up to a soft hand gently smoothing hair from my face.

      “Nairne?”

      I picked my head up off the hospital bed, feeling stiff as I craned my neck and registered Elodie, standing over me.

      “I brought you some clothes, ma belle,” she whispered, squatting down next to me. “And you need to keep up your routine. Go have a shower, use the restroom and change, all right? I’ll keep an eye on him.”

      I stared at her dumbly, before I turned back to Zed’s hand clasped in mine. I’d been holding it since the moment I got there.

      “No thanks.” My voice was hoarse and threadbare.

      Elodie’s face scrunched in worry. “Nairne, please.” She rubbed between my tense shoulder blades. “Just a few minutes. You don’t want to make yourself sick, do you? You want to be strong for him.”

      I looked back over at her, knowing in some dim corner of my mind that she was right. She picked back up the pile of clothes and held them out for me. Begrudgingly, I released Zed’s limp hand from mine and dropped the clothes into my lap. I spared another glance at him and felt a sharp pain radiate in my chest.

      “This is all my fault,” I whispered through tears. I had never cried this much in my life. Not even when Mam died.

      “Stop.” Elodie took my face in her hands, demanding my eyes meet hers. “You must never, ever say that. If you do, then you condemn any woman who has ever endured a man’s abuse like Alexandre’s. What he did is not your fault. I know you don’t believe that.”

      I shook my head, crying softly. “No, you’re right. I-I just wish I could have protected him from this.”

      My eyes sought Zed, but Elodie still held my face firmly.

      “I was stupidly trying to keep Zed out of trouble,” I whispered, “but I led him straight to it, Elodie. I’m a bloody curse.”

      She stroked my cheeks, thumbed away my tears. “You’re tired and drained. I know this because it’s when your superstitious Scottish nonsense comes out. There’s no such thing as cursed. There’s good and evil. Those who do what is wrong, who are evil, and those who do what is good, who are kind. You are no curse, Nairne. You are good and kind,” she muttered, kissing my cheek while dropping her hands down to mine and grasping them. “Alexandre is evil. It’s that simple. It’s horrible, but it’s that simple.”

      I squeezed her hands in mine and leaned forward to rest my head on them. Then I sat up, empty of words and full of emotion. I nodded and backed up my wheelchair as Elodie drew up a seat in my place and took Zed’s hand in hers.

      “Go on.” She tilted her chin toward the small restroom and shower.

      “Thank you, El,” I whispered.

      “Of course. Now go freshen up. I’ll be right here.”

      I maneuvered inside the bathroom and pulled the door shut. When I looked away from the door, I caught my reflection in the mirror. I looked hellacious. My hair was matted and the makeup I’d worn last night for the gala was smudged around my eyes. My mouth was swollen in the corner and a shiner had formed on my cheekbone.

      But Zed was so much worse.

      He was lying in a hospital bed, his head wrapped neatly in gauze, intubated, with a breathing machine rhythmically filling his lungs. Various mechanisms hummed and beeped, monitoring his blood pressure, brain activity, oxygen level, dispensing medicine that kept his body stable. For now.

      A wave of nausea washed over me, and I barely managed to get myself turned toward the toilet before I retched violently. I had nothing left in my stomach, but I heaved over and over, tears spilling down my face.

      “Christ Jesus.” I sat up and spat forcefully into the toilet. Rolled myself back and reached for the shower handle, then waited to let it reach scalding. Thankfully, the shower had a bench I could sit on. After I yanked off the dress and transferred over, the water was slow to warm. I shivered as cool water ran over me, wishing I had it in me to keep it cold—I deserved to be uncomfortable, to hurt and suffer.

      The sole reason Zed lay in a medically induced coma, with a cracked skull, and a brain contusion was because some sick fuck was obsessed with me and had a delusion that if he removed my boyfriend, I would magically want to be with him. It was frightening, all the more so because it was senseless. And it could irrevocably alter Zed’s life.

      When I came out of the shower, I dressed in the clothes Elodie had picked up for me—leggings and Zed’s old Harvard jumper. I basked in it because it smelled just like him, warm and clean. After I plaited my hair, took a piss, and brushed my teeth, I whipped open the lavvy door.

      “Thank you, El.” I wheeled right up against Zed’s bed again, so I could clasp his hand.

      Elodie squeezed my shoulder as she stood and moved her chair to make better room for me. She sat back down on it, crossed her legs and interlaced her hands. Which meant an inquisition was about to begin.

      “I’ll keep it brief, because you’ve been through hell, and I don’t want to upset you: Would you tell me why you kept this situation from me?”

      I sighed. “I didn’t want you to worry. I saw no point in burdening you. He’s my problem, not yours or Zed’s.”

      “Nairne.” She smiled softly. “The people who love you in your life want to know the battles you’re fighting. We want to put on our armor, use our own weapons—our strengths and resources and insight—to fight alongside you. Next time, will you give me a chance to be there for you?”

      I palmed away tears and yanked her toward me in a hug. “I’m sorry. I will.”

      “Thank you.” She kissed my cheek then stood. “I’ll give you some time with him. Be back soon.”

      I nodded as I stared at Zed. It felt like a kick to the stomach. So I focused on how good it felt to touch him, as always. Gently, I massaged his hand, appreciating how beautiful it was—olive skin, long bones, and sharp knuckles. No one else’s hands were beautiful like this. His were meant for paintbrushes and massages, for caressing my breasts and stroking my skin. For drumming on surfaces while he was deep in thought, and dancing by his sides before he took a penalty kick. They weren’t supposed to be like this—still and heavy. Lifeless.

      I kissed his hand and rested my head on the blanket as I watched him. He looked frighteningly inanimate, and fear gripped me. I had to touch him, be close the way he liked.

      I pressed the button that lowered Zed’s bed so that it was the height of my wheelchair. Careful of him, I transferred myself over, lifting my legs up one at a time and lying on my side next to him.

      “I’m here,” I whispered into his ear. I stroked softly up and down his arm, mindful of the portal feeding him a cocktail of medicines that kept him in this sleep while his brain recovered. “I love you. After you wake up, I’ll tell you that every day.”

      I watched his chest rise and fall mechanically. I hated how the breathing tube tugged his mouth in a grimace. He looked pained. There was no peace in his expression. Was he aware at all? Frightened? Dreaming? I had to reassure him somehow.

      Gently, I propped myself on my elbow and covered his face in kisses. “Feathers, butterfly wings,” I whispered against his skin. “Fields of flowers and sea breezes. You and me dozing on the beach. Dream of that.”

      Finally, I pressed my lips to his and whimpered as I did. They were cool and still, so unlike his usual vitality and warmth. I sighed and wiped my eyes, then leaned back down. Then I kissed his shoulder, nestled against it, and made us both a promise. “All will be well soon.”

      I was exhausted, and quickly fell asleep.
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      Tom’s low voice woke me. “She wasn’t exaggerating. He’s got some kind of influence, because I can’t get anywhere with the fucking police. No explanation of why they let him go.”

      “Besides money?” Marc spat. “There has to be some way to get him.”

      I startled fully awake and sat myself up. “What did you say?”

      Tom cleared his throat, looking down at his hands, then back up. “They let him go. No charges.”

      “What?” I shout-whispered.

      Elodie leaned against the wall, arms folded and a scowl marring her pretty face. “I wish I could I say it’s unbelievable but look what he got away with in Paris.”

      Zed was in a coma—I wasn’t waking him up—but something told me he could hear me, and the last thing I wanted to do was worry him while he was drugged and helpless. I moved off the bed back onto my wheelchair, away from him.

      “He threatened me, nearly killed Zed, and was about to kidnap me for Christ’s sake!”

      Tom and Marc both nodded.

      “Yes,” Marc said, “but we can’t directly link all of that to him. It’s your word against his. And there’s no surveillance footage from the loo where he was violent with you. All footage of you two from the main room appears innocuous—one can easily assume you were two old friends catching up.”

      “But, what about Zed? He was brutally attacked. What about whoever attacked him? Alexandre obviously hired him!”

      Tom pinched his lips between his fingers. “There’s video footage of that, but the men’s faces are masked.”

      My eyes widened. “I’m sorry, men?”

      “Yes, four of them, to be precise. Not that anyone’s surprised, but Mr. Salvatore’s a bloody beast.” Tom grinned proudly before his face fell. “Three were waiting in a vestibule outside the loo. They cornered him there, but he held his own, knocked two out cold, stunned the third one, and got halfway down the hallway, but a fourth one was waiting. Heard the commotion and grabbed the fire extinguisher off the wall and—” He stopped abruptly, seeing me shrink at what he was about to say. “Well, you can infer the rest.”

      “You watched the footage? The police have it?” Elodie asked.

      Marc nodded. “Until we can tie it to Dubois specifically, there’s nothing we can do. If we could get that, I’d think it will be much harder for him to avoid charges.”

      “How can we do that?” I turned from Tom to Marc.

      Marc sighed. “I’m still trying to figure that out. Perhaps if we could trace his finances. See if we can show that he contracted these men for the hit. But this Dubois is powerful, wealthy. I’m sure all his transactions are protected.”

      I glanced over at Zed, his mouth gaping with the tube that kept oxygen flowing into his body, and a rage I’d never known before filled me. Pure unadulterated hatred, a bone-deep demand for vengeance poured through my blood and turned it to fire. And in the glowing embers of my rage, a brilliant idea formed.

      I turned back toward Tom and Marc. “I need your help.”

      Both men raised their eyebrows, looking at me warily.

      “What did you have in mind?” Tom asked apprehensively.

      “I want Dubois out. I’m who he wants, so I give him me, and get the information I need. Somehow. I have to be the one to do it.”

      They both started shaking their heads violently. “Absolutely not,” Tom muttered. “Mr. Salvatore would never allow it.”

      “Hear her out,” Elodie said.

      “Zed has a split-open head, and is in a coma because of that man. I’m not letting this go unanswered,” I said. “He does not get to walk free after this.”

      Neither Marc nor Tom budged or spoke.

      “Let me put it this way,” I pressed. “I’m ending this, with or without you. So you can either help me do this right, or you can let me go it alone.”

      Elodie’s eyes caught mine and no words needed to be said. I knew she’d help me any way she could.

      Marc muttered to himself as he scrubbed his face, cursing about insufferably stubborn women and losing his job, until he sighed wearily and looked up. “Fine.”

      Tom turned sharply toward Marc. “Are you mental? He’ll kill us when he wakes up.”

      Marc shrugged. “She’s right though. This bastard needs to be taken out. If the law won’t do its part, I will.” He glanced between us. “And I don’t doubt her—she’ll do this whether or not we help her. I want her to have the best chance at success. He hired us to keep her safe. How I see it, we’re doing just that.”

      Tom looked to the ceiling. “I’m going to regret this.” He pulled out his phone and flipped it open. “Right then, let’s figure it out.”

      Marc pulled out his phone, too, his thumbs flying madly over the keys.

      “And what in the hell are you doing?” Tom leaned his way and tried to read the mobile. “I’m contacting Sandford.”

      “Who’s that?” I asked.

      “The PI Mr. Salvatore hired already.”

      Marc looked up from the screen and frowned at Tom. “Christ, man, not him. Is he still alive even?”

      Tom scowled and opened his mouth to answer but Marc pressed on, shaking his head. “No, I’ve just the person for the job. Detective Martin’s perfect.”

      Elodie tipped her chin toward Marc’s mobile. “This Detective Martin, he’s good?”

      Marc smiled wide. “She’s the best. She’ll work with Ms. MacGregor to come up with something brilliant, I have no doubt.” He grinned at Tom, who was scowling. “Tom just doesn’t like her underhanded ways.”

      Tom stretched out his legs and grumbled. “That I do not.”

      “And fair enough. She’s a little rogue and unconventional, but we’re dealing with someone who requires an outside-the-box thinker. She has the right connections, and men like Dubois are her specialty. She’ll find him and come up with the best strategy.”

      “Good,” I mumbled under my breath. “Because I’m going to need all the help I can get.”
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      Detective Martin found him within hours of Marc calling her. A fancy place in Chelsea—amber colored lights, dark red walls, velvet cushions. A live band played and there were beautiful, scantily dressed women about. It was chic, just like the places Elodie and I used to go.

      I’d gone all out on my looks, with Elodie’s help. Short, tight number in inky black that left little to be imagined. My eyes were covered in smoky shadow, hair full and smooth. I sat in my wheelchair at one of the tables on the floor, long legs crossed, and left myself on display while twirling a tumbler of whiskey that I didn’t actually have the stomach to drink. Elodie’s chunky gold bangles on my wrists clanked together as my hand methodically moved the glass, quarter rotation after quarter rotation. I waited, knowing he’d see me, and if Detective Martin was right, he would simply try to pick up where we left off—with him, convinced I was his, no matter my response.

      I adjusted the necklace I was wearing, a long gold piece with a small pendant jewel, the center of which looked quite convincingly like an onyx but was actually a camera. Detective Martin had handed it to me, then walked me through it.

      “You’ll wear this,” she’d said, matter-of-factly as she slid the necklace across the table. “It’ll get full audio and video. As long as you keep it on, we’ll be able to get what we need.”

      I’d examined the necklace, ran it through my fingers. “You think this will work?”

      “It’s government-standard surveillance. Permissible as evidence in court. You get him to talk, and I’ll make sure he’s behind bars.”

      “He’s just going to welcome her with open arms, after she told him to sod off and had her security beat him up,” Tom had asked skeptically.

      Martin had rolled her eyes at Tom. “I know what I’m doing. Men like this are predictable—they’re self-absorbed, egotistical, and totally overconfident. They’re also completely delusional. In his mind, there is no other acceptable reality than to have her, so he’ll take any behavior that reinforces that.” Then she’d turned and looked me dead in the eye. “Use his fascination with you to your advantage, and get the job done.”

      I lifted the whiskey to my mouth and let it brush my lips. Inhaled its aroma, and smiled to myself, remembering how Zed said it all tasted like petrol. I’d laughed until my sides hurt. Thinking of Zed wasn’t wise, though, because then my emotions ran high. I had to focus and pay attention. My eyes glanced around the room casually as I finally took a drink, then set down the glass.

      No sooner had I swallowed and sat back when a surly looking fellow approached my table. “Ms. MacGregor.”

      I smiled politely. “Yes.”

      “Your company is requested in a private suite upstairs.” He passed me a note.

      Ma sirène. Seeing sense at last.

      I glanced around the room and saw both Tom and Marc in the space, their getups disguising them well. It would be comical if the whole situation weren’t so serious. Tom in a fedora and fake mustache, along with Marc’s glasses and shoulder-length wig as they ate at separate tables, reading menus and nursing drinks.

      I nodded my acceptance and followed the big fellow.

      Moments later, we rode a quiet lift that was set in the back of the lounge. The doors made a soft ding as they slid open, and we went down the hall to a door cracked open. When I moved into the room, it appeared empty. Slowly, I wheeled forward, up to the one-way glass that allowed you to look down and see the club floor. Even if I was invisible to them, Tom and Marc both knew where I was, thanks to the surveillance in my necklace, and that heartened me.

      I set my palms on my push rims and rolled back and forth. I was nervous, because plenty bad could happen tonight. What if I didn’t get enough to incriminate Alexandre? This would drag on and on and on, and Zed and I would never be free.

      I didn’t know what I’d do if tonight ended and neither Zed nor I were safe from his reach, his delusional ambition. I rested my forehead against the cool glass and breathed slowly. I wasn’t much of a praying type anymore, but I tossed one up at that moment. Asking for a turn of good luck felt like too much to ask for, so I settled for a small plea for bravery and wits.

      I heard the door snick shut behind me and I turned around.

      “Ma sirène.” Alexandre sauntered toward me, sporting a nice bruise on his forehead but otherwise looking pretty well for having been bodily tackled by Tom, who was not a slight fellow. He inspected me appreciatively, before his eyes returned to my face. “It is so good to see you. I knew once he was gone, you’d come.” He bent down, planting a kiss on my lips. I fought the very natural impulse to bite his tongue off as it slithered into my mouth.

      “You taste as good as I remember.” He stood and turned away to the bar. “Something to drink?” he asked, pouring himself a large glass of the disgusting cognac.

      I shook my head. “Thanks, no. I had whiskey already.”

      Leaning a hip against the bar, he cocked his head to the side as he lit a clove, sucked deeply, then exhaled through his nose. “Here you are. I knew one day you’d accept the truth. That we belong together.”

      I swallowed. “You were right.”

      He grinned lasciviously. “You like what I did, don’t you? How I claimed you as mine. You were a filthy girl when I met you. Nothing’s changed.”

      I dropped my eyes, hoping I conveyed bashfulness rather than the boiling rage I actually felt. When I looked up, he was staring at me hungrily, and I was once again shocked by how someone so objectively handsome could be so revolting. That’s what evil did—made even beauty hideous. He took another drag of his clove. “It’s why we’re perfect for each other, you know.”

      Egomaniacal fuckwit.

      “So it seems,” I said. I moved my hair over my shoulder, arching my chest, and I got the reaction I wanted. His eyes danced as he scanned my body, and he licked his lips as he flicked his cig over the ashtray.

      This was the moment. “How did you…decide what you were going to do? It was quite extreme.” I slid my hands from my hair to my necklace, straightening it to make sure it was pointed directly at Alexandre as we faced each other.

      “Well,” he said, exhaling smoke. “There’s a nice little backstory. It started with Christophe. He’s my cousin, you’ve deduced I’m sure.”

      He smirked, ashing then lifting the cigarette to his mouth and taking a long drag. “He fancied you. I visited him in London not long after you got here apparently, to make him sign a few more documents that secured the textile company as mine. He was so pathetically drunk, and crying about you. I didn’t make the connection of course, because I didn’t know your real name, but how he described you…it piqued my interest. So, I kept my eye on things, and then like manna from heaven, you were in the paper and it was your face and that name he’d used—Nairne,” he said derisively. “The same Nairne Christophe was wild about. By the way, your name you used in Paris, Aila, is much better—it rolls of the French tongue easily and it suits you. In fact, that’s what I’m calling you from now on. Get used to it.”

      I swallowed my disgust and plastered what I hoped read as an alluring smile. “As you wish.”

      “I do wish, yes.” He drank his cognac, watching me over the glass, before setting it down. “So, once I realized, well, it was simple from there. I had a connection to you, finally, a way to pin you down. I flew in twice, waited near the lab. Both times you were heavily guarded. Then I paid a fellow to watch you, and if you were alone, he had instructions to take you. But you were still always impossibly covered with security. So, I had to change my plan. Where could I find you, without those guard dogs smothering you?”

      He smoked his cig and exhaled steadily. “The gala. It was the perfect solution. You’d be given more space, and I’d make my move. I paid a visit to a very willing female employee in this London fundraising office, made a fat donation, and got myself a last-minute invite.” He shrugged. “From there, it was easy. Obviously, you and that interferer would be together at the event. I knew that would be when I’d free you to be mine, once and for all.”

      I needed explicit details, Martin had said. An unmistakable confession. I gestured for his cigarettes. He raised his eyebrows but pushed off the edge of the bar with a clove. I opened my mouth slowly, seductively, and watched his pupils dilate as I did. He set the cigarette between my lips and lit it for me.

      “Merci,” I whispered as I pulled the cigarette away and exhaled. I slid my hand up his thigh, before letting it drop, appalled by myself but knowing I needed to get his defenses down. He smiled and stroked my cheek, then kissed me again. I wanted to retch.

      I pulled away because if he stuck his tongue down my throat again, I really would vomit. “How did you plan to…take him out?” I took a hit of the cigarette again, and exhaled through my nose without flinching, even though it burned like hell. “I should be ashamed, wanting to hear how you hurt the man I was with—”

      “He wasn’t right for you. You don’t need to feel ashamed. You’re with the man you belong to now.”

      He was bloody delusional, just like Martin had said. I swallowed my disgust and smiled coyly. Eyed him up and down, trying to convey seduction as I sat surrounded in a cloud of smoke. He pulled a chair from against the wall and sat facing me, our knees almost touching.

      “What matters is that now, we’re together,” he said.

      I smiled as I took another long hit of the cigarette and exhaled.. His eyes raked down my body and blazed, looking hungry.

      “Well? How did you do it?” I asked.

      He stared at me, fascinated. “I set a few of my men on him.” He leaned back, tipping the chair on its back legs as he reached for another cigarette and his cognac from the bar. “Apparently, your man put up a pretty good fight, so Louis had to crack him on the head with a fire extinguisher when he got dangerously close to making an escape.”

      He chuckled to himself, lit the cig, and pulled it away. “They had instructions to beat him to death. But after he fought back, it was down to Louis, who had to settle for a good bash on the head because your security was coming.”

      I watched his cognac disappear by half as he drank deeply.

      “Seems I overestimated his strength,” he muttered. He set his drink down on the floor next to him. “But in the end, he got it good enough, non? Nothing good comes of a head injury like that, not that it matters to you anymore. Does it, you little vixen?”

      I shrugged and tried to smile demurely. “No, it doesn’t.”

      “I’m very glad you’ve come around.” His hand slid up my thigh and he gripped it roughly.

      “I am, too.” I tried to keep my body calm. I’d gotten everything I needed to nail the bastard. He was going to be in jail this time tomorrow, and now I had to get out of here in one piece. But judging by how predatorily his hand was grazing my upper thigh, it wasn’t going to be very easy.

      He kissed me hard, his hand groped my chest roughly. He looked down, appreciating my cleavage. Then his hand picked up my necklace and his fingers traced the camera.

      “I have a sort of obsession with gemstones, sirène. Did you know that?”

      My pulse skyrocketed. “No, I didn’t.”

      His breath quieted, and his face turned grim as he inspected it closer. “An unusual piece—not a stone I’ve seen before.” His cold eyes flicked up to me. “What is this?”

      “An onyx,” I answered evenly.

      His eyes scanned it as he turned the camera in his hand. “Really.” His voice was flat.

      He twisted the necklace in his hand, blocking off my airway as the sturdy chain cut into my neck. “You. Fucking. Liar.”

      He stared wildly around the room, eyeing the door then looking back at me as I thrashed at him, struggling to break his grip on the chain that was suffocating me.

      “A camera? You set me up.”

      Facing death, priorities became very clear. My entire focus tunneled into how I had to fight for my life or else drift toward the light that was slowly creeping into my vision, blocking out my awareness as my hearing faded and my body felt weightless.

      “I’ll kill you, and then I’ll fucking finish him off myself. You’ll rot in hell together, you cunt!”

      That perked me up. Not Zed. No one was hurting him. Zed was innocent in this. He deserved a happy life, even if it wasn’t with me. I locked an arm around Alexandre’s neck and threw myself to the side, off my chair, toppling to the ground and bringing him with me.

      He slammed his fist into my face, and I felt my nose break. Then his hand clasped my windpipe, and I flailed, pinned by his weight. Finally, I got an arm up and chopped across his forearms, over and over, until I managed to knock his grip loose. He’d caught me unarmed twice already in my life, but this time I’d come prepared.

      In the moment that his balance was off, I freed the small knife I’d stashed in my garter far up my thigh, and wrenched it through the air. Aimed for his shoulder, hoping to cause him enough damage that he’d be unable to choke me again. But he lunged at me that same moment, his eyes widening as my little dagger arced forward and sunk deep into his neck.

      I screamed for air as his blood poured over my hands and down my arms.

      Falling back, I gasped madly, hacking and coughing. Alexandre’s body dropped heavily onto me, his blood soaking my clothes and skin. The memory of him pressing into me years ago converged with the present of his dead weight, and I needed him off me. I tried to push him, but he was heavy, and I was tired. So impossibly tired.

      As my vision dimmed, I caught the door bursting open. Tom and Marc thundering in, Marc bending over me and yanking Alexandre back, Tom shouting into the phone, calling for reinforcements, his gun training toward the door.

      “Ms. MacGregor! Nairne!” Marc tapped my face, testing my awareness, but I drifted deeper in the water of unconsciousness, into its shadowy depth. “Shit, she’s not breathing!” His face leaned closer, then I was senseless.
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      Marc revived me. I’d asphyxiated—passed out from lack of oxygen—and the woman providing me first aid at the police station said that had Marc not flooded my body with critical oxygen, I might have joined Zed in a coma, thanks to hypoxia. I’d managed to defend myself but failed to preserve my life. Sounded like my luck.

      I gave my statement to the police, with Detective Martin and a lawyer of her suggestion by my side. They’d uploaded the video footage and it spoke for itself, not that it mattered anymore, because Alexandre was dead now. I’d need to come in for further statements and some questions sometime soon, but Martin and the officials watching the video said that my motive was abundantly clear. Self-defense.

      I couldn’t believe it. Self-defense or not, I’d killed someone.

      On the drive back to the hospital, I started shaking, as shock set in and tears poured down my face. Crying made my nose hurt but even that pain felt far off, as a surreal numbness left only the sensation of being cold and shivering. Detective Martin, though she was a woman and thus presumably taught by her culture to embody things motherly and comforting, didn’t seem to possess a nurturing bone in her body. Her pinched face betrayed her discomfort at my emotions, though she did manage to pat my hand a few times and tell Marc and Tom to hurry up.

      I’d killed someone. With my little knife that Granda gave me on my eleventh birthday.

      “A lass should always have a form of protection on her,” he’d said, placing the tiny dagger in my hand. It was sheathed in ornate stamped leather that was old and worn, but when I’d pulled the blade out, Granda leaned back. I could see the blade was sharp, and it glinted in the sun that spilled into the kitchen.

      “I dinna think I want it, Granda.” I’d turned it over gingerly in my hand.

      “Nonsense,” Nan had chimed in, setting fresh bread on the table between us, then plonking down a crock of butter. “Every Scotswoman has one, especially in these parts. Think, Nairne, when you’re alone? Caught unawares? Every woman needs to be equipped to protect herself.” Nan had patted her calf, then stood and turned back toward the work top.

      I’d gaped at my grandparents. “Nan has one?”

      Granda had waved his hand as if my surprise could not be more ridiculous. “Och, aye. Keeps it right inside her stocking.” He’d sat forward and grasped my hand. “Dinna fash, lass. I’ll teach you how to use it proper. You’ll know exactly what you’re doing.”

      “You’ll not regret it, Nairne, I promise you,” Nan had muttered into my hair as she leaned in and kissed my head soundly.

      How right she’d been.

      In the emergency department at the hospital, they ran a slew of tests to be safe, and Elodie held my hand. A doctor examined the bruising along my neck, confirmed my broken nose, which he painfully straightened out, then wrapped me in warm blankets to offset the cold of shock. I was released at that point to go back to Zed, and was relieved to find two tall Italian men staring down their noses at me when I arrived.

      Brando and Gianno. Teo sat near Zed’s bed. They had all made it sooner than I thought they would, though logically it made sense they were here by now. I’d called them as soon as I got to the hospital with Zed last night, and of course they’d taken the first flight available. But my focus had been tunneled into the task I’d had to accomplish, and I’d lost track of time.

      I knew I looked thoroughly banged up, swimming in oversized hospital scrubs and blankets since my dress had been soaked with blood, but their disapproval seemed a little much, even for my bedraggled looks. One particular set of eyes burned into me—my father’s.

      “What. Were. You. Thinking,” Gianno gritted, his jaw ticking as he stormed toward me.

      He stopped when we were toe to toe. Gianno dropped to his knees and wrapped his arms around me roughly. “You could have been killed, tesora. I could have lost you.”

      “I’m all right.” I wrapped my arms around him, stroked his hair. I had nothing more to say except what he saw in my eyes when we pulled apart.

      “You’re lucky is what you are.” Gianno stood and frowned, looking like he was swallowing a lot of other admonishing words. I could tell the conversation wasn’t over, but it was clear to him that I needed a minute.

      “Perhaps,” I admitted. He stroked my hair and backed up so I could be next to Zed. I needed so badly to touch him, to see he was still safe. I clasped his hand in mine. “I know it was risky, but this was the only way we could think to end this madness.”

      I took a long, unsteady breath and my eyes blurred with tears.

      Elodie came in and set her hand on my shoulder as she leaned down. “I think it’s time I go. You have your family here, and you’re safe.”

      I turned and hugged her. Kissed her hair. “I couldn’t have done this without you.”

      She squeezed me in a hard hug. “Yes, you could have. But I’m glad I was here to help how I could. Be well, ma fille. I’ll call soon.”

      With Elodie gone, it was me in a room full of stern Italians, staring in concern between me and Zed. Zed’s head was now free of the gauze, but otherwise he looked like death warmed over. I set myself next to his bed. Gently ran my hand through his wavy hair, which was longer than I’d ever seen it, except for the spot they’d shorn to stitch him up.

      Brando clasped Gianno’s shoulder and muttered quietly to him while Teo continued watching Zed from the other side of the bed, chin resting on his linked hands. “I’m glad you’re safe, Nairne, ” Teo said. He shook his head and tipped his chin toward Zed. “Hell of a risky maneuver, though. He’s going to be pissed at you when he wakes up and hears what you did.”

      I managed a weak laugh. “Oh, I know.” I peered at Zed, ran my hand along his forearm, then back down to his hand and squeezed. “But I don’t regret it.”

      “Nairne.” Gianno sat on the edge of the bed, folded his arms. “I’m sorry I got angry. I’m not practiced at this. You’re precious to me, and I was upset and frightened by what you did.”

      I patted his hand. “I know, Gianno. And I’m sorry I scared you. What I did was risky, but completely necessary. I couldn’t possibly let the man who hurt us both go free. Especially knowing what happened to Zed is because of me.”

      “Don’t blame yourself, Nairne. It was not your fault.” Brando looked down at me over his glasses, smiling softly. “You are brave. You risked yourself to protect your love.” He glanced over to Zed, and I saw the pain etched on his face. “I’m going to go hunt down his attending physician, settle my mind on a few things, all right?”

      All three of us nodded and returned to our vigil.
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      Brando got some answers from the team when they understood his credentials, and folded him deeper into Zed’s neurological care. His brain swelling went down steadily, which gave them confidence to bring him out, and after two days of slowly weaning Zed off the sedative, his brain activity picked up. I gasped when I felt his hand squeeze mine, causing Brando to shoot up from his seat to the machine. Narrowing his eyes, he analyzed it in true neurosurgeon mode.

      “He should come to soon.” Brando smiled with relief before his face fell into cautious concern. “Nairne, it might not be pretty, he—”

      I squeezed his hand with my free one, still dazed at the fact that Zed’s hand had flexed around mine. “I’m familiar with how upsetting coming out of sedatives can be. I’ve been through it. I’ll be all right.” I pulled Zed’s hand to mine and kissed it. “I’m just glad he’s coming back.”

      Zed’s eyes fluttered as he groaned.

      “Zed, don’t fret. It’s all right.” I kissed him gently on the cheek.

      He moaned louder, his face grimacing. The monitors started squawking and I looked over, tried to infer what I could. I was no medical professional, but I knew what an elevated heart rate was. His was through the roof.

      Brando left the room to ensure Zed’s care team came immediately.

      “Zed,” I said firmly, right into his ear. Resting one hand in his hair, I set the other firmly over his heart. “Calm down, love. You’re waking up from a coma. You got a good knock on the head and they just put you under for a bit, so you could heal.”

      His arms shook like he was trying to thrash but didn’t have the coordination to do it.

      “I’m here. Nairne’s here.” Soon the alarm stopped, and I looked up. He was dropping steadily to a reasonable range again. I sighed and smoothed his hair back. “Nairne’s here. Shh,” I whispered, kissing his cheek, then his jaw, then his neck, loving gentling touches that embodied a reality between us that didn’t require he know the time or his location. Our love was independent of any of it. I knew that. His calmly beating heart said he did, too.

      His eyes flicked open and stayed that way. Slowly, I brought myself up to my elbow so I could see him, cupping his cheek in my hand. He shifted his head ever so slightly and his eyes widened as they took me. Water pooled in them, and when his eyes shut, tears slipped down his cheeks. I kissed them away.

      He flexed his neck as if trying to figure out the ventilation. “You’re intubated right now, but they’ll get it out soon.”

      He squeezed his eyes and groaned again.

      Soon a flurry of medical professionals burst in, and with Brando’s help, I slid off the bed onto my wheelchair, keeping a firm grasp on Zed’s hand as they worked on him. He made a noise when I moved away, and the alarm went off. But as my hand squeezed his hard, he quieted, and the alarm stopped again.

      The nurse carefully removed the tube, earning a disgruntled hack from Zed as she did. A string of brief assessments by his doctor, more prodding to ensure he was breathing stably on his own, then the room dwindled to a single nurse. An oxygen canula was strung on his nose, a few monitors were moved around on his body, then the nurse slipped out, leaving Brando, Zed and me alone.

      I watched Brando, sniffling and palming his eyes as he held Zed’s hand and muttered in Italian to him.

      Zed coughed, then rasped a soft and barely discernable, “Nairne.”

      Brando sighed in relief and kissed Zed on the head. “Oh, thank god.”

      “What?” I asked worriedly.

      “If he recognizes you, can say your name already—he’s going to be fine.” He wiped his eyes again. “He’s going to be fine.”

      Looking immensely unburdened, Brando made to leave. At the door he turned back. “I’ll be nearby, if you need me.” He smiled, tapped the door, then pulled it shut behind him.

      Zed’s eyes were rimmed with exhaustion, but they locked on me.

      “Mind if I join you?” I asked.

      He craned his head gingerly and managed what you could construe as a smile. I took it as a yes and pressed the button, lowering him so I could slide on. Once I’d settled in against him, his eyes slipped closed, and his face looked peaceful.

      “Zed?” I whispered, and his eyes flicked open and slid over to me. “Can you squeeze my hand?”

      He did nothing, just stared at me for a long moment. I tried not to panic at why he hadn’t responded. Then out of the blue he smiled wider, and it was the sun bursting through a cloudy day.

      “Which one?” he croaked. His eyes slipped shut again, and he sighed in satisfaction.

      I threw my arms around him and kissed him soundly on the lips. “Cheeky bastard.”
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      If one more person asked me “does it hurt?” or “can I get you anything?” in English or Italian, I was going to punch a wall. I needed a recorded answer at this point. Yes, it fucking hurts, the back of my head was cracked open. And yes, you can. You can get the fuck out of my face.

      Apparently, withdrawal from days of sedatives made you cranky. Dad condescendingly reminded me of this when I got shaky and acted like a petulant teenager weaning off crack. Which was frequently.

      Lucas came back from the bicycling trip he’d been on in France, of all places, and checked in on me here and there. Gianno and Teo had flown back to Genoa, both satisfied I wasn’t going to die on them. Teo had promised he’d be back when I was healed and ready for a good brotherly ass-kicking in the ring. Dad had stuck around because he was a mother hen and I was his first chickling.

      When I could see straight and stay awake for longer than three-minute intervals, I got a good look at Nairne and had a fucking fit. She had a shiner on her cheek, her eyes were black and blue beneath, and her delicate long nose was swollen.

      “What the fuck happened to you,” I’d demanded.

      Nairne had stroked my jaw and smiled wearily. “I fell. Took the brunt of it on my face. I’ll be all right.”

      I knew she was keeping something from me, but for days, I couldn’t string coherent thoughts together and all I wanted to do was sleep. So, time and again, when I fixated on her bruises, even after they began to fade, I failed to get the clear answer I wanted.

      Through all that, Nairne never left, and it took over a week for me to logically reason that she was letting her education go down the shitter on my behalf. I’d told her to go back to school, but she’d just kissed me stupid until I forgot what I was irate about, then drifted off again, thanks to an exhaustion like I’d never known before.

      I remembered learning Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs in a behavioral science class in undergrad, thinking that pyramid made sense. Food. Shelter. Sleep. Essentials to sustaining human life, came first. Later, touch and human connection. But falling for Nairne had inverted that fucker on its head. What was the point of balancing the needs of survival without the fulcrum of my existence?

      Sure, my brain was scrambled eggs, and I had trouble remembering what I’d done the hour before. But without the close presence of her long bones stretched next to mine, the cloud of her sea breeze and flowery scent, the press of her slim cool fingers easing my anxiety and pain, there was no fucking point to the rest of it.

      If my initiation into Cosa Nostra had been my passage out of adolescence, this nightmare had been my segue to a wiser adulthood. Nearly dying, then waking up to the woman I loved battered and crying over me, was terrifying. And though I’d grown up watching my mother slowly dying, constantly reminding me how fragile and fleeting life was, this experience had brought it home. Nairne and I belonged to each other, and I had one thing on my banged-up brain: figuring out how to ensure that our belonging never ended.

      I was discharged. Made it into my place with more help from Tom than my pride cared to admit, but the bed was my limit. I lay there, fully clothed, and too exhausted to do jack shit about it.

      Nairne helped me tug my sweats down and off my feet before she dragged the blanket up. “Sit up, love,” she murmured, scooching my hoodie off, careful of my head as she removed the ball cap, then pulled my clothes up and away.

      Nairne kissed my cheek softly and the touch of her lips felt impossibly erotic. Her smooth skin, the swish of her hair. I became insanely aware of how close her breasts were to my chest as she undressed me. And when I cracked my eyes open, I watched her pulse beat steadily at the base of her throat, feeling uncomfortably aroused, completely inadequate to the task of pleasuring her the way I was used to. I breathed a deep hit of her scent through my nose and let my eyes slide shut again.

      “Lie back now.”

      I did as she said, sighing at how much better this was than the hospital. Everything smelled familiar, the sheets were soft, and the light was diffused and natural, not like those godforsaken grey fluorescents. Sheer relief washed over me, and for the first time in weeks, my shoulders dropped, tension unknotted at the base of my neck. God, I hated the hospital. Escaping it gave me a second, life-affirming wind. And even though right then I felt terrible and totally overwhelmed, I needed us both to know how fine everything was going to be, one of these days.

      “Come here.” My voice was hoarse and gravelly, and I knew I sounded not a little demanding as I yanked her hand my way.

      She started making some very rational statement about me needing sleep and space, but I tugged her hand harder and gave her a look that said such statements were not welcome right now. She sighed and scooted herself onto the bed.

      As soon as she was within reach, I pulled her against me and slipped my hand up her shirt, cupping one of her glorious, soft breasts.

      “Oh, fuck,” I mumbled to myself. “This is where it’s at.”

      Her hands slid into my hair and she kissed my forehead. She felt so good. I was a man in the desert, getting his first drink of water in days. Each taste just reminded me how thirsty I’d been and still was. A moan left me as I kissed her face, her jaw, her neck—nowhere in particular since my eyes were shut. I had to prioritize between looking and tasting. I couldn’t think straight, couldn’t handle my eyes absorbing every surface and plane of her body. I completely focused on the blissful sensation of touching and tasting her.

      “Zed, stop. You can’t,” she warned quietly, trying to push my hand away.

      “You stop.” I shoved her hand off. “This is my happy place, and you know that.” I resumed kissing anywhere my lips found. The hollow of her throat, the sharp edge of her collarbone, the swell of the inside of her breast. “Don’t you want me to be happy?”

      I could practically hear her eyes roll. “Impossible man. You know I do, but I also know with you, one thing always leads to another, and you’re not cleared for another yet.”

      I ignored her, moving my hand to her other breast where I focused on pebbling her nipple to a sharp point. Then I found a spot on her neck that I wanted to devote myself to. I needed her to assail my senses, to wipe out the sterile smell of medicine and antiseptic, hospital gowns and floor wax.

      It worked. I was consumed with the warm fullness of her tits, the points of her nipples as they hardened under my fingers, the smell of flowers and herbs and salty ocean air that never left her hair or skin.

      “I don’t care. I promise I’ll stop before that. I just need this, Nairne.”

      Finally, I opened my eyes, and placed my lips gently over hers, groaning with pleasure as our mouths met, warm and willing. We’d kissed rarely since I’d woken up—I was constantly being assessed or medicated or told I should sleep, and as a result I’d barely managed to get her on my lap and in my arms during my entire stay.

      My heart pounded and my dick came achingly to life. I slid my tongue along her lips, entering her mouth desperately, savoring every second, fisting her hair and pressing my forehead against hers. I could feel her trying to slow me down, but I didn’t want to.

      Suddenly, a wall of fatigue smashed into me, like I’d been hit with a tranquilizer. My hands slipped from her hair, and my head fell back on the pillow.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled, as my lids dropped heavily.

      “It’s all right. Sleep now,” she murmured against my lips. Those lips. They feathered kisses over my mouth as she smoothed back my hair.

      I drifted off, lulled by the waves of Nairne’s soothing voice and touch, with the scent of the sea, a vision of a garden, filling my dreams.
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      When I woke up, the room was dark but not inscrutable. I squinted for the shadow of Nairne’s body, but as I reached for her side, I knew she wasn’t there. A glance toward the door, and I saw it was left cracked open to allow a sliver of light and the murmur of voices to seep into the room. I could differentiate Nairne’s voice from anyone’s—warm and a little raspy. I smiled involuntarily when I heard her soft laugh. The low rumble of another voice sounded like Dad’s.

      I sat up gingerly, taking my time, and was pleased that I didn’t black out, which was pretty common when I got up too quickly these days. Scooching to the edge of the bed, I reached for the nightstand, pushed off the bed, and anchored myself from furniture to wall. Then, slowly, I got to the bathroom, all by myself.

      I fist pumped the air after that victory. But my fist morphed into a hand pressed against the wall when the floor started slanting. My antics were probably ambitious, but as Gianno used to tell me after every plateau I hit when training, chi la dura vince.

      He who perseveres, one day wins.

      When he wanted me to push through, Gianno was never one for shaming or threatening me, calling me a pussy or asking if that was as good as I had. No, Gianno set my potential squarely at my feet and made it so I could believe in myself and take full responsibility for what I would become. It was hard-ass and wise and daunting.

      And I was beginning to think Nairne’s similar streak was a genetic inheritance from him.

      “Chi la dura vince,” I muttered to myself.

      Pep talks came easiest in Italian, so I stood there and muttered to myself a little while longer. And in my boxers and bedhead, leaning on the wall and fighting the periodic dip and swell of the floor that made the bathroom feel like a sailboat more than a spa, I decided first things first. I was done pissing sitting down. I managed to pee standing like normal, though I did have to squint and stick out my tongue to stay balanced, same as when I got really drunk, but hey, I did it. Small victories.

      I leaned against the sink and washed my hands, begrudgingly inspecting my appearance. “Wow,” I spoke to my reflection as I turned my head cautiously side to side. “I look like shit.”

      After a few weeks in the hospital, I’d lost some muscle and my skin was paler than it usually was. My normal olive undertone was washed out, my hair stuck up, and when I turned far enough, I saw the spot they’d shaved away to stitch me up. My beard was kinda scary looking. Clearly, I needed a shave, but my hands shook and felt weak from just turning off the water. Shaving was going to have to wait.

      I was getting woozy standing that long, so I bent my knees slowly, realizing I had them locked, then shuffled back into the room. I found my sweats and hoodie and pulled them back on, along with my ball cap.

      Slowly, I opened the bedroom door, leveraging the wall until I turned the corner to the living room where the suspected two pairs of eyes landed on me. Dad popped up, taking my elbow and helping me over. I sank slowly onto the couch next to Nairne, who immediately reached her hand out and clasped mine tightly.

      “Thanks,” I muttered to Dad.

      He patted me gently on the shoulder, then dropped back to his seat.

      Nairne eyed me thoughtfully while gently massaging the base of my neck. “What do you think about getting away for a little while?”

      Dad leaned back in his chair, sipping a coffee and eyeing me inscrutably.

      “I…” My throat felt dry, so I cleared it, wincing when the action reverberated in my head. “I’d like that, but you need to get back to your program…”

      “Don’t worry about that, Zed. I’m on leave until next semester.” She cleared her throat and glanced over to Dad, then back to me. “I think we should go away for a bit,” she pressed. “Soon as you’re cleared for travel. Somewhere quiet, secluded from everything. What do you say?”

      Thinking was hard. And I was worried about something, wanted to address that with her, but its specifics slipped through the cracks of my memory and disappeared into nothing.

      I scrubbed my hands over my face and tried to collect the fragments of thought into a collective statement. The idea of going anywhere made me want to curl up in a ball and turn off all the lights. But staying in noisy London where shit had blown up—the paps, the stalker, the night at the charity gala—felt intolerable, too.

      “I…” I swallowed. “I want go away. Just us though.”

      Dad raised his eyebrows and hid a grin behind his coffee.

      I narrowed my eyes at him.

      “Trust me, mimmo. The moment I’m sure you’re not going to black out on Nairne any time you get out of bed or stand too quickly, I’ll be out of your hair.” He leaned forward, playfully grabbing my shoulder and massaging it. “Probably just a few more days, so long as you get good rest and don’t do anything too strenuous.”

      Nairne smiled widely, and I leaned her way, falling into her scent and warmth. I wrapped my arms around her waist, and we fell against the arm of the sofa, making her giggle. The sound made me grin because it sounded like bells and windchimes. It made me want to get the fuck out of the city and go somewhere quiet that involved me and Nairne and a bed we didn’t leave for days. Where we could talk, and I could straighten out my mind. I lifted her legs, so they were next to mine, pleased I had the strength to actually do that. Then I pulled her against me, so I was spooning her.

      I looked over at Dad who was engrossed in The Guardian. “Get out of here, old man. I’ve got my lady to canoodle.”

      Dad snapped the newspaper shut and stood, smiling. “Music to my ears. I’ve got a few museums I’d like to visit.” He stretched up tall, arching his back, and looked over his glasses at us. “Call me if you need anything. I’ll catch a cab right away if anything comes up.”

      Nairne nodded. “Of course. Thank you, Brando.”

      Dad pocketed his phone, and headed out the door.

      I sighed as I nuzzled into Nairne, already feeling sleepy again, but I want to stay awake and be with her. “I miss you,” I muttered against the smooth skin of her neck.

      She laughed softly. “I’ve not left you for weeks. What do you mean?”

      I shrugged, burying my face deeper into the soft curve where her throat met her clavicle. “You’ve been with me, but I don’t feel like I’ve actually been with you… I can barely remember anything, Nairne. It’s hard to recollect what happened yesterday, let alone the weeks I spent in that shithole.”

      Nairne looked at me over her shoulder. “I’m sorry, that was thoughtless of me. What you’re saying makes sense. You haven’t felt like yourself, and that’s made it hard to feel close to me, too.”

      “Yeah.”

      She turned and I helped her pivot her legs as well, taking the liberty of latching one over my hip so we pressed tight against each other. She raised an eyebrow at that and reached her arm underneath mine, rubbing slow circles over my back.

      “I understand,” she whispered. “You’ll get there. Try to be patient. Hopefully, by your follow-up in three days, you’ll get the okay to travel and I can whisk you away.” She leaned close and kissed me gently. It was a single chaste kiss, and then she pulled back.

      “I want more,” I growled. Slid my hands inside her leggings and cupped her gorgeous little ass. She pressed her hands on my chest.

      “Gentle, Zed, remember?” She looked at me pleadingly, her eyes laced with worry.

      I sighed. “I’ll probably fall asleep regardless. It seems to be my specialty lately.” I laughed at my own expense and Nairne ran her hand through my hair.

      “That’s all right. Mony a mickle maks a muckle,” she muttered.

      I squinted and tried to decide if I’d misheard her or if she’d dropped into one of her many languages I didn’t speak. “What’s that?”

      She smiled, continuing to weave her fingers through my hair. “It’s just an old Scottish saying. Basically means, a little bit each day goes a long way. Nan said it when I got discouraged with my studies or footie. I took it as a reminder that even if I wasn’t where I wanted to be at the moment, I could have peace that I was doing my best, working toward that goal.”

      I smiled at the similarity between her mantra and the one her father had coached me with. The one I’d just relied on to put the reins on my pity party and start the small steps toward getting myself healed and strong again.

      She curled her fingers through my hair appreciatively, and as I lay close to her, everything south of my navel ached. I told my poor dick to forget it. I had to wait for fucking medical clearance to get off. It really was the pits.

      I kissed the silky skin behind her ear, felt her breasts crush against my pecs. Fuck, how was I going to wait another week for her?

      “I need a haircut. I look like a monk right now, with that spot back there shaved away.”

      She sighed. “It makes sense. I’ll miss these waves, though. Very tuggable.”

      “Don’t worry, fragolina. My hair grows like a weed.”

      She smiled and it felt like she wanted to say something but was holding back.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      She bit her lip, slipped her fingers through my hair some more.

      “Nothing. Just looking at you. Feeling grateful you’re all right.”

      I kissed her again. Palmed her breast, one then the other. They were perfect. Full. Heavy. It had been a while since we’d been intimately acquainted, but I could swear they seemed bigger than I remembered. Maybe that’s what near-death experiences did to you—made you appreciate your woman’s tits even more than you did before. My hand slid near her rib and accidentally hit a tickle spot.

      “Zed, stop!” Another swipe sent her in a fit of laughter. She thrashed through her giggles, and her curtain of long, auburn hair flew around us.

      “Tell me what’s on the tip of your tongue.” I kissed her, tickled her more.

      “Seriously,” she gasped.

      I stopped, smoothed her hair off her shoulders and stared into those sparkling green eyes.

      I’d had an agenda, but it flew out of my head as I stared at her, fell somehow deeper in love. “You’re beautiful. Among many other things. Smart. Clever. Funny. And really beautiful. I don’t tell you that as often as I should.”

      “You show me plenty. But thank you.” She smiled at me, kissed me on the forehead. “You are, too.”
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      Our car bumped along the uneven road to the tiny town of Prestonpans, my childhood home. If I closed my eyes, I could still picture Nan hanging laundry and singing under her breath, Granda turning the earth in the garden while our wolfhounds Cináed and Conall snuffled around. Peering out the window, I saw so little had changed. Townsfolk went about their business, children played along the street, and the briny scent of the North Sea filled the air.

      Zed’s head fell to the side in sleep. He still needed more than previously, but I thought it a good sign. After all, our brains did all their processing, healing, and restoring while we rested, so every moment he slept encouraged me. His jaw was lined with a thick shadow, and his short hair was only slightly longer after one week. With his dark glasses on, his eyes were inscrutable, but I could tell he was peaceful—no fitful dreams or worries, his brow smooth, mouth relaxed.

      Each day he was more his usual self. Quick wit, deep questions. Nosey and considerate and handsy come-ons. When the doctor cleared him for everything yesterday at his check-up, I felt his eyes burning a hole in me as they turned my way.

      I laughed to myself quietly as I remembered it while drinking in his beautiful profile. He’d talked a big talk as we left the doctor, promising all sorts of filthy things that made my cheeks burn red. But when we got back, the moment his head landed on the pillow, he was snoring, albeit with a hand cupped proprietarily over my breast.

      Tom brought the Ferrari slowly to a halt in the drive and brought me out of my wandering thoughts. The house was kept tidy by Mrs. Campbell next door and looked well cared for. I paid her to air it out and manage it as landlady when I let it. The stucco had been freshly painted in the last few years, a warm cream color that contrasted the black-framed windows and slate roof. The front yard of wildflowers was a sea of colors awash with died off blooms and the last few hardy species. Magenta heather, canary gorse, ruby-red Scottish flame flower, and the humble purple thistle.

      The property was startlingly empty and quiet, and a small corner of my heart ached as it acknowledged the echoes of its old inhabitants. I’d always miss Granda and Nan—I just didn’t often allow myself to feel my sadness.

      I gently nudged Zed awake, as Tom stepped out to unload the bonnet. After we got our bags into the house, Zed wandered around, smiling to himself as he picked up trinkets and peered out windows.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      He turned toward me, holding a picture of me as a knobby-kneed girl in a metal frame. “I just never thought I’d get to see this. Your past. You so rarely talk about it.” His thumb traced over the glass covering the photo. “Sounds sentimental, but I just like seeing this part of your world.”

      I smiled. “Well, if you carry me upstairs, you can see more. There’s my room.”

      He set the picture down, scooped me up capably, as if he hadn’t still been fighting vertigo days ago, and climbed the stairs. The room had the same pale blue walls, wood frame bed with a white quilt over it. A few pictures and mounted childhood art. I smiled, watching Zed after he set me on the bed. He walked around to his side and peered out at my view, opening the window and pulling back the sheers. A brisk sea breeze drifted through, making the curtain snap and dance.

      Sighing, Zed dropped onto the bed, took my hand and stared at it. “What’s up with you? You’ve seemed off for days.”

      I balked. “I haven’t.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I know I took a knock to the head, but I know you. You’re keeping something from me, and we’re not doing that anymore. No more secrets. So tell me.”

      I couldn’t blink away from his eyes, as I tried to find my courage. “They’re not secrets per se. More so…information I’ve been trying to find the right time to share.”

      His eyebrows lifted. “Okay, what is it?”

      “Well, one thing I know you won’t like, and the other…I’m not sure how you’ll feel about it. Which one you want to hear first?”

      Zed cleared his throat, tucked one knee up on the bed while the other leg hung off the edge. His fingers ran along the stitching pattern of the quilt, and his eyes remained focused on their journey. “What I won’t like.”

      I took a bracing breath and scooted myself up, yanking an additional pillow behind my back as I stared over at him. “What do you know or remember from the night…at the gala, after you left me to use the lavvy?”

      Zed glanced up at me seriously. “Not much. I came out of bathroom, could sense something was wrong, then before I knew it, I was fending off the guys who jumped me.” His fingers left the quilt and now traced the scar on his head. “I remember running down the hallway, back toward the ballroom, positive you were in danger and worried that I wouldn’t get to you in time. Then everything went black.” Shrugging, Zed sat taller, and stared at me. “I don’t remember anything between that and waking up to you.”

      “When you asked me about him, and I told you—”

      “That he was never going to see the light of day again.” His eyes narrowed. “That better not be a lie, Nairne Aileen.”

      “It isn’t.” I needed to say more, explain what happened, but my stomach chose the moment to churn with nausea. I breathed deeply, staving off the need to vomit.

      “Hey, you okay?” Zed scooted closer to me and ran his hand over my forehead with a look of concern. “Nairne, you don’t look good.”

      I laughed weakly. “Thanks a lot.”

      “You know what I mean. You about to puke on me?”

      “I’m all right.” I squeezed his hand and took him in. My handsome brute. Rugged and beautiful with his pale eyes and olive skin. Short hair, scruffy shadow along his jaw, the fitted grey thermal and dark jeans that hugged his slightly leaner frame. And a face that was pinched with worry.

      “You’re sure?”

      I nodded. I might retch in the near future, but I needed to get this over with. “Zed, what I’m about to say, I need you to let me tell it straight through, because I’ll not tell it again.”

      He scrubbed his face. “Okay. Just say it.”

      “When they placed you in the coma, Tom and Marc were there. They told me that based on what the surveillance had caught, on what could be corroborated, the police said they didn’t have enough to detain Alexandre.”

      Zed stared at me in absolute confusion.

      “That’s his name,” I clarified.

      Zed’s jaw ticked. “I’ve tried to turn over a new leaf here. To be less of a pushy asshole, to accept and trust what you and Tom and Marc have said, which is that he’s gone and you’re safe. Part of that’s because I got my head knocked pretty good and I didn’t trust myself to be behind the wheel of all this. But my head’s a hell of a lot clearer, Nairne, and now it sounds like what you’re saying is, he got away with it.”

      I sighed. “Initially, he did.” I glanced up at Zed. “That’s why I had to do what I’m about to tell you.”
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      I told him everything. Muscled my way through to recounting the moment Alexandre began choking me, even as tears and anxiety clogged my throat.

      Zed shook with anger, fuming around the room.

      “I stabbed him. With the knife I’d hid in my garter.” I stared at the wall, as tears slipped down my face. “I hadn’t meant to, but I killed him. His blood…covered me, soaked my clothes. He fell on me and I couldn’t get him off.”

      I started shaking, trying to breathe evenly. Zed dropped on the bed and pulled me hard against his chest. “I couldn’t get him off, Zed. I couldn’t breathe.” I sobbed into him. “I killed him.”

      Zed rocked me, shushing. “You defended yourself. You fucking fought for your life. He would have killed you—” He choked on his words, squeezing me tight.

      “I killed him,” I whispered again.

      He kissed and murmured into my hair. “And you’re braver and stronger than anyone I’ll ever know.” He pulled back and stared into my eyes. “But I’m so angry at you right now, because you could have died, Nairne. You put yourself in danger and you barely fucking made it out. Why? Just fucking tell me why you risked your life!” His voice rose with each word as he stared thunderously at me.

      “There was no other way!” I cried, shoving his arms off me in anger. “You think I wanted to do that? Whore myself up for him, defenseless but for the bloody knife I got on my eleventh birthday? It’s because I love you! I had to fight for us. He’d never leave us alone otherwise. I needed evidence, every damning piece of evidence, to ensure that happened. It was the only way. Even Detective Martin said so.”

      He shook his head. “No.”

      “Zed, you’d do the same fucking thing for me, so don’t you tell me I was wrong.” I wiped tears from my eyes, glaring at him. “My love for you is no less than yours for me.”

      He shook his head again. “Yes, but it’s not the same. It’s my prerogative as the man who loves you to stand between you and harm. It’s not the fucking same!”

      I stared at him unbelievingly. “What on earth are you talking about? Some feminist you are. Of course, it’s the same!”

      He clasped my face in his hands. “Nairne, I’m a man in my physical prime. I barely made it out that night with twenty years of fighting under my belt and a body that I devote to being fit and strong. You… You’re a buck twenty, soaking wet. You throw a mean right hook, innamorata, but compared to most men, you are inarguably weaker, and you couldn’t run for help, or hide easily. It was insanely dangerous!”

      I sat there, stunned at his outburst. His chest heaved as he grabbed his head, and nothing but my sniffles and his labored breathing punctured the silence for a painfully long time.

      Finally, his hands dropped, and he spoke softer. “You are my peer, in virtually every way, Nairne. I have never seen you as anything other than an intelligent, strong, independent, and powerful woman, because that’s who you are. But there is one way only in which we are not peers, and that is physically. Even setting aside your paralysis, as a woman alone with a predatory, remorseless man, that was suicidal.”

      Eyes red with unshed tears, he pinched the bridge of his nose and shook his head at me. “You put so much more on the line when you went into that club. You are so fucking lucky that you made it out alive… There is no equivalent vulnerability I could have offered of myself.”

      I took his hand in mine. “Remember when I was recovering from my fall last winter? How you helped me physically and I didn’t want it? You said even though it looked like you were doing more, I was still doing plenty for you, too. Meeting your needs in different yet complementary ways. That we were still giving to each other equally, because we valued the unique qualities the other had to offer us.”

      He glared at me like he resented being reminded of this.

      “My body’s ability and vulnerability may not be the same as yours,” I continued, “but my love is. My behavior wasn’t any more or less sacrificial than yours could be. I had to do whatever I could to get him out of our lives, so I did it. Just as you would if our roles were switched. End of story.”

      Zed yanked me against him. “Promise me you’ll never do anything like that again.” He choked the words as he pressed a harsh kiss against my skin. “Never again.”

      I reached around his neck and hugged him tight. “No.”

      He stiffened under my touch, but I kept my arms tight around him and looked into his face.

      “Because that would require loving you with less than my whole self, and I can’t, Zed. I never will.”

      He sighed, shook his head as he held me tighter.

      “I love you,” I whispered.

      He kissed my hair. “I love you, too. And it’s the scariest thing I’ve ever done.”

      I laughed and kissed his cheek. “Welcome to the club.”

      We pulled away but his face was still searching mine. A wave of nausea crested inside me, and brought my last point of information to the foreground of my thoughts. “So, about that other thing, the one I’m not sure how you’ll feel about?”

      Zed furrowed his brow. “Nairne, if it’s all the same to you, can we save it for another day? I don’t think I have it in me for another doozy, though there’s nothing I can think of that would top what you just told me.”

      I bit my lip. “I think I need to tell you now, Zed.”

      Zed sighed and toed off his shoes before climbing in beside me. He groaned as he sank into the pillows that were propped against the headboard. “Alright, you closet sadist, what is it?”

      Reaching for his hand, I interlaced our fingers, admiring the contrast of my fair skin against his olive tone. It glowed healthily once again, golden and vibrant. I scraped my lip against my teeth and sought the right words. But of course, as emotions ran high, I couldn’t find any.

      So, slowly, I pulled our interlocked hands and slid them underneath my shirt to rest low on my stomach. Zed stared at me quizzically as I drifted his hand lower, slipping beneath the waistband of my leggings, until our hands, mine over his, rested on the gentle swell there.

      My nan once said that in the most joyful moments of life, she watched my Granda for his expression, then carried that precious memory with her.

      I took her advice, and my gaze never left Zed’s face. I watched his eyes widen, his breath hitch. Those beautiful eyes like the sea bored into me, as his hand tightened gently over my stomach. “Innamorata, are you—”

      I nodded.

      “Nairne,” he whispered in awe, eyes darting from our hands to my eyes, repeatedly. With absolute tenderness, Zed grasped my face and kissed me, deep and slow, before he pulled away.

      Scooting down the bed, he hitched my shirt up, wordless, and planted kisses softly across my abdomen. Then, head resting on my ribs, he smoothed his hand in circles over the small tender place that held our baby’s life.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Thirty-Three

          

          

      

    

    







            Zed

          

        

      

    

    
      “How far are you? When did you know?” I asked.

      I twisted my head so I was facing her once again, but I couldn’t take my hand off her belly. Mesmerized. That was the only word for it. It felt like there was a little tennis ball right above her pelvic bone. I couldn’t stop gently running my fingers over it, ghosting them across her skin, marveling at how a life that our bodies made together was growing inside her.

      Nairne cleared her throat, ran her hand across my short hair. “Eleven weeks. They ran a slew of tests after…the club. The doctors told me then.”

      “What?” I snapped up. “How could you keep it from me that long?”

      She didn’t answer, just stared at me, those jade green eyes piercing me with their sharpness. She didn’t have to answer, because I knew the answer myself. I’d hardly been a stable human being. My brain had still been half applesauce at that point. How could she know how I would have taken it? I didn’t even know how I would have.

      “Do you feel okay? Do you need anything?” I scooched up, leaning next to her so we were face to face.

      She shook her head and smiled. “I’m fine, Zed. I’m not unwell, I’m just…pregnant.”

      It was the first time she said it, and even though it was just a word, it made my entire body thrum with excitement and nerves. Finally relinquishing my hold on her belly, I used both hands to cup her smooth cool cheeks. Kissed her hard, inhaled her fragrance, soaked in the heady reality that we’d made a baby. I felt outrageously proud, even though we hadn’t been trying, at all.

      “Wait, how did you get pregnant?”

      She stared at me curiously. “Well, Zed, assuming you’re not asking about the mechanics of conception…birth control isn’t one hundred percent effective. Only abstinence is.”

      And fuck that.

      “Also, I think it was that dose of antibiotics for my UTI in July. They’re pretty good at lowering birth control’s efficacy.” She sighed. “I’m sorry. Any other time I’ve had an infection, I wasn’t feeling well enough for sex. But this one…sort of snuck up on me, and I took it shortly after we…” She cleared her throat and blushed. “We’d had a few good rounds.”

      I grinned wide. “You’re saying my super sperm knocked you up.”

      Nairne laughed while trying not to. “It’s not that simple, Zed.”

      “The hell it isn’t.” I crawled over her, kissed her hard again. “That’s my story and I’m sticking to it.” She kissed me back and my body needed her. Weeks. I’d gone weeks without her. “Nairne, you have our baby in you.” I ran my hand over her stomach and kissed my way down her neck.

      “Yes, you got to have all the fun, and now I get to do all of the work, mind you.”

      “I think you enjoyed yourself plenty, too, fragolina. But I am in awe of what your body’s going to do, what it’s done already.” I kissed her stomach and stared up at her. “We made a baby. Because of all the mind-blowing sex we have.”

      She laughed a belly laugh now and I felt her torso shake beneath my hand. Leaning over her, I pinned her under me, resting on my elbows so she wasn’t squished.

      “That funny?” I kissed her neck softly, then her chest, before sucking her ear between my teeth sharply.

      She sighed happily and ran her hands down my back until she was squeezing my ass. “A little. Not because it’s not true…” She shook her head a fraction and beamed up at me.

      She was so beautiful, auburn hair, pale skin luminous with a heathy flush across her cheeks, dark green eyes sparkling.

      Those eyes searched mine. “You’re not upset or, anything?” she asked.

      “Of course not. Why do you think I would be? Are you?” I leaned back. “When we talked about it this summer, I really did mean what I said. My hesitation was entirely about your career, your timeline that pregnancy doesn’t work for. But I want kids. I just didn’t think I’d end up having a life that was hospitable to them. It’s not bad timing for me. I’ll be twenty-eight when he or she’s born. But you’re young, with incredible goals. And it’s your body being taken over, your plans being derailed. How do you feel?”

      A tear escaped the corner of her eye and I thumbed it away. Looking toward the open window, she sighed. “I don’t know. Excited some moments. Petrified others. It’s a shock. And we’ve been through a lot recently. It’s just a little overwhelming.” She sniffled, then wiped her eyes. “And as you mentioned, bad timing. Not just my studies of course, but I wanted some time with you that wasn’t so…tumultuous?”

      “I understand that.” I glanced up and met her eyes. “Do you want the baby?”

      “Of course, Zed!” she said, indignantly.

      “Well, I don’t know! It’s the modern day, women’s rights, and all. I’m not assuming anything. I want the baby, but it’s your body. And I’d be an asshole not to at least observe the formality of having a conversation wherein I’d let you do anything other than have my baby and be stuck with me.”

      I grinned playfully and it broke through her cloudy demeanor just like I’d hoped.

      She smiled and the sun came out from behind a cloud at the same moment. “That’s now how I see it, that I’d be stuck with you.” Her face sobered. “This isn’t an ideal situation, no, but I do want the baby.”

      My shoulders fell in relief. “I know it’s shit timing, and things have been stressful, but it’s also really hot, you know,” I mumbled against her lips as I kissed her, gently.

      Her eyebrows lifted in amusement. “Is it now?”

      “Hell yes.”

      Nairne laughed hard. “Well, in that case...” she whispered against my jaw.

      Touches escalated. The intensity of the last month, of the day alone, lent a gravity and urgency, and before I knew it, I was yanking off my shirt, kicking off my boxers and jeans, and dragging down her leggings in a rapid frenzy. She ripped her shirt off and I lay against her, glorying in the bliss of bare skin on bare skin.

      “Nairne, these are bigger.” I cupped her breasts softly in my hands. “I’m not imagining it. I knew I wasn’t imagining it.” I groaned, sucking one of her soft round nipples deep into my mouth, swirling my tongue and nipping the skin.

      “They’re even more sensitive…be a little gentler.”

      Nipple play was a necessity for Nairne to get off. Her upper body was keyed up to a whole new erogenous level and I would never, ever complain about that. I could lick and bite and suck her gorgeous breasts, strum her clit for a little while, and she’d go off like a firework. If I had to traverse that terrain a little more carefully and still give her pleasure, I would do it and happily.

      I gave each rosy nipple the attention it deserved, fondling both tenderly as I ground my cock against her. “Just tell me, if anything else…”

      She nodded quickly. “I will.” She grabbed my hips and tried to pull me to her.

      “I’m steering this ship, fragolina.” I reached down, softly swirled my fingers around the silky skin of her sex, smiling when I felt how wet she was.

      “Zed.” She bit her lip, clawed my shoulders.

      I pressed myself inside her, filling her to the hilt.

      “Goddamn.” I breathed out slowly, felt my arms shake. I could come right at that moment, so I breathed a few more times, before I looked up at her. When I did, the truth fell into place inside me. I’d known for a while how endlessly I wanted her, loved her, unlike anyone I ever had. But something deepened in that suspended moment. Our bodies connected, the raging current of energy humming through every nerve of my body that fused me to her. The tiny piece of Nairne and me flickering inside her, nestled between us. It coalesced explosively as I laced my fingers with hers and kissed her sweet lips. I rocked into her and had to bite my cheek so I wouldn’t go off. Jesus, the woman undid me.

      “You’re being gentle,” she said. “You’re never gentle. I need you, Zed. The real you.”

      “I’m gentle…sometimes.” I kissed her again. “I don’t want to hurt you or be too rough for the baby.”

      “You won’t. Oh, yes,” she said as I stroked her nipple, because that wasn’t going to hurt anything.

      “You sure?” I whispered and pressed my forehead against her.

      “Yes, I promise. You won’t hurt either of us.”

      “You’re the scientist in the family. So, I’m taking that as an expert opinion.”

      I threw her arms back, pressed them down as I linked our hands. I drove in hard, watching her breasts bounce as she writhed under me. I licked and bit the underside of them, sucked and teased. Felt her body start shaking after an indeterminate time of steady strokes. She was so fucking close. I sunk my teeth into the delicate side of her neck, and she shot off into the stratosphere.

      Head back in silent joy, she throbbed around me and squeezed my cock so hard it threw me over the edge with her. I called her name, like the prayer it was to me, the devotion that expressed my love for the woman who owned my soul.
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        * * *

      

      When I blinked awake, Nairne was fast asleep, her breathing soft and even. Slowly, I sat up, grabbed the quilt we’d thrashed to the foot of the bed and pulled it up to cover her. I stepped over to the window and slid it down quietly to shut out the cooling breeze. Then I tugged on my clothes and slipped downstairs, grabbed my hoodie and our suitcases, and padded as softly as I could back up the creaky wood steps into her room.

      Once I had my sweatshirt and a ball cap on, I sank down into the rocker near the door and watched her sleep. Sitting there, rocking silently, I noticed it was single-source lighting—the evening rays skittering their long orange beams over her cheekbones, her hair, her bare shoulder that had escaped the blanket. She shifted slightly, perhaps warmer now that the window was closed, and pushed down the blanket. It barely covered her thin hips and the small patch of auburn that marked my favorite spot.

      Reaching for my suitcase, I flipped open the lid, fished out my small sketchbook and tin of charcoals. I found a fresh page and started sketching, my eyes flicking rapidly from her to the paper, which gradually took on her greyscale likeness. About halfway through, I paused, and my hand hovered over the page. I’d been so caught up in rendering her, I hadn’t even processed the change in a form that I’d sketched countless times. A tiny shadow at the base of her stomach. The smallest indication of the enormous reality that lay beneath.

      I swallowed and rubbed over the ache in my heart that felt insurmountably full of love for her. Then I brought the charcoal pencil back to the paper, and thought about what life could be, now that we’d escaped our pasts and their haunting reaches into our future. She was safe, and I was free. Two unfettered people with a new tie between us.

      A baby.

      Just a few months ago, fresh off my escape from my stilted life in Boston, Nairne had been adamant about releasing me for a season of self-discovery and prioritization, telling me to play and live where I wanted, and trust that if we were meant to work, we would. I’d pushed against that, hoping to show her that life and work in London together worked for both of us. But she still had that damn apartment, persistent about her independence and self-reliance that I wasn’t sure she’d find compatible with the notion of marriage.

      Marriage. I’d seen a good one—my parents’—cut tragically short. I’d seen plenty others fall apart. Was marriage essential? Nairne and I were modern people. We didn’t give a shit what other people thought. We lived our lives as we believed was right. Was marriage right for us?

      That was a rational inquiry, but not a personally honest one. My gut, my heart, my instinct said I desired that promise between us. To swear myself to her, pledge my body and life. Because she was worthy of a bone-deep oath. She always had been.

      But just because she was pregnant with my kid, didn’t mean she owed me anything, except the opportunity to love him or her. Would she perceive a proposal as coercive, given the baby? God, I hoped not.

      What if I could show Nairne a world in which her autonomy and strength could coexist with my adoration and protection? A home that reflected her as much as me, that afforded her space and freedom while letting us find our way as parents to a child we hadn’t been trying for, but would both figure out how to care for and love.

      I groaned as I counted the hurdles to that possibility, and set the sketchbook down. Nairne hated expense. She loathed fussing and fancy houses and materialism. She scoffed at romanticized notions of marriage, and preferred relying on scientific theories for dependability over human fallibility. What had Nairne called marriage? “An oppressive institution that fails more than it succeeds.”

      Jesus.

      And my answer to that had been to knock her up.

      After all that being in a relationship with me had dragged her through already, now I wanted to splurge enormously on a house that would be gutted and made perfectly accessible, then try to get her to marry me and settle down.

      It was daunting when I laid it all out. It wasn’t going to be easy, but nothing about Nairne and I had been from the moment we first locked eyes across a boardroom. Our volatile environments, the biproduct of our elemental pull toward each other, the sparks and clashes that came from contact. But our undeniable connection had deepened from lust and chemistry, to passionate intimacy and companionship.

      Time and again, through all the shit the world had thrown at us, we’d told the world to fuck off, and fought for each other. We were companionable equals who clashed as much as we clicked, and I knew she was the only woman I was ever meant to do that with. Marriage between us, if I could convince her, wasn’t going to be about the paper or the societal significance. It would be declaring and upholding a loving partnership that linked us as deeply as possible. Forever.

      But could Nairne feel that same way? Could she look past the trends in an unpredictable human institution and believe us capable of being one of those happy outliers? When I held my heart in hand before her and asked her to want it for the rest of her life, would she accept it?

      “Zeddo,” I mumbled to myself. “You’ve got your work cut out for you.”

      

      
        
        THE END

      

        

      
        Nairne and Zed’s story concludes in They’re a Match, Book Three of the Tough Love Series.
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