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			Chapter One

			The good thing about public transportation was that it ran more reliably than Bonnie’s beat up Ford Focus.

			The bad thing?

			New Orleans’s Transit Authority didn’t run on-demand. Which was going to make for a slow getaway on her return trip home later this afternoon. Definitely not ideal when you were trying to escape the nightmare neighborhood you grew up in.

			Bonnie leaned against the bus’s hard plastic seat back, crossed one jean-clad leg over the other and took a good gander at her fellow travelers. At mid-afternoon on a Monday, Line 80 didn’t have a ton of passengers, but the ones on it looked like they all needed three solid days of nothing but sleep.

			Well, everyone but the guy in the dirty gray coveralls at the back of the bus. He’d been stretched across three seats and out cold since she’d gotten on near her apartment in Tremé. Whether he was drunk or just hiding from the quick January cold snap that had hit yesterday was a toss-up. But so far, nothing had made him budge. Not even the painful screech of the bus’s brakes at every single stop.

			Twelve of them, to be exact.

			At this rate, Bonnie was going to have permanent hearing loss before she got where she was going.

			As if the bus driver had heard her snide thoughts and taken them as a personal attack, he hit the brakes and sent another fresh squeal ringing from under the chassis. The passengers had barely righted themselves from the sharp forward jolt when he opened the doors and droned into the microphone, “Louisa and Abundance Streets.”

			Bonnie sighed and stood. “Home sweet home.”

			She’d murmured the snarky comment under her breath, but the middle-aged woman who’d been trying to keep two energetic young boys in line piped up before Bonnie could make the front door. “Look at it this way. From here, anywhere you go is up.”

			With a sharp laugh, Bonnie made her way to the pavement and hefted her backpack higher on her shoulder. The lady wasn’t wrong. For a neighborhood called Desire, it was a long, long way from what anyone would consider desirable. More like a country town that had been forgotten and left idling in the seventies. A few tiny houses dotted what had once been a fully populated area—some mostly well-kept and surrounded by chain-link fence and others falling apart. In between many of them were empty lots, the homes that had once stood in the average-sized plots now well overgrown with weeds big enough to rival trees. The only new structure in sight was a decent-sized church surrounded by baby Crepe Myrtles.

			The driver revved the engine and the bus trundled away, leaving Bonnie two blocks and a fruitless conversation away from her escape. Crossing the street, she ducked her chin deep in the collar of her jean jacket and forged into the crisp wind. “I have got to get my car fixed.”

			The walk to Clouet Street was over in no time, and the sight that greeted her was the same as it always was—Dad’s Chevy parked a little off the tiny driveway, the gate to the chain-link fence left open and the trash can that never left the front curb close to overflowing. The house itself was basically a double-wide that had taken on permanent airs and was painted in the drabbest tan color known to man. Once upon a time, the oak trees in the front and backyard had added a homey feel to their lot, but these days they’d gone so long without trimming they all but hid the house from plain view.

			She rounded her brother’s Triumph motorcycle blocking the sidewalk, jogged up the cement stoop and—sure enough—the front door was unlocked.

			Inside, the living room was all shadows and disarray, the blinds drawn tight against the clouds outside and all kinds of bills and junk mail scattered over the coffee table and couch. No lights were on in the kitchen either, but at least a little light streamed through one uncovered window. She headed that direction and opened her mouth to call out a hello, but stopped dead in her tracks when her dad’s voice bellowed from his room at the end of the hallway.

			“Boy, you’ve got shit for brains! What the hell were you thinking?”

			Well, guess that answered where everyone was.

			She changed directions and started clearing a pile of motorcycle magazines off the couch.

			Her brother Kevin’s response wasn’t intelligible from the living room, but the tone behind it was reminiscent of all the other lectures her brother had endured over the years. She’d bet his hands were jammed in the pockets of his jeans, a scowl on his face and his face flushed just like all the other ones before, too.

			The irony of those lectures was that Dad was often just as guilty of doing whatever it was Kevin had done (and then some). Hence, the reason Kevin had to fight so hard to keep from blowing a gasket.

			Ah, the joy of family.

			She plopped onto the couch, unzipped her backpack and dug out the stack of medical bills she’d spent the last week juggling and pleading over. Might as well settle in and get her ducks in a row while the two of them duked out whatever needed duking. Better that than getting in between them. She’d learned that lesson the hard way shortly after her mom had died when she’d tried to referee a drunken fistfight.

			“Enough!” Kevin’s shout was loud enough someone could’ve heard it from the street. “You can call me whatever the hell you want, but if you think Bonnie’s gonna have enough to bail you out with Pauley, you’re out of your mind.”

			Bonnie’s head whipped up from the stack of bills in her lap so fast her spine cracked. Pauley? As in Pauley Mitchell?

			She tossed the bills on top of all the other trash on the coffee table and stalked to her dad’s room. She hadn’t even fully reached the end of the hall before she jumped into their conversation. “Do not tell me you’re racking up another balance with that shark again. Do you have any idea how long it took me to get your last debt paid off?”

			Both men whipped their attention toward Bonnie, eyes wide and jaws slack.

			Translation: they were both guilty as hell about something.

			Her dad recovered first, shook his head and took on that blustering bullshit demeanor he used whenever he wanted to sweep something under the rug. “Got nothin’ going on with Pauley you need to know about, little girl.” He aimed a warning look at Kevin, then waddled toward her in that painful looking gait that plagued him these days. He palmed her shoulder when he got close enough and steered her down the hall. “Come on. I’m so damned tired of this bedroom I can’t see straight. Let’s get you settled and you can tell me what you’re here for.”

			As if he didn’t know. The only thing her brother and father wanted to talk to her about these days was money. Not surprising since she was the only one who could hold a job for more than a few months at a time. Or, in Bonnie’s case, two or three jobs.

			Still, one didn’t throw snark in the face of a dying man, so she pretended to fall for the nicety and sat her ass back on the sofa.

			Her dad wasn’t quite as quick getting settled, the swollen gut that came as a byproduct of his failing liver just one of the sad realities he had to face. “Now,” he said once he was in his recliner with his feet up. “Tell me what brings you here.”

			Seriously? They were going to dance around this? Usually he was all get-in-and-get-out with money business so he could get back to sipping whiskey on the sly. “Um, bills?”

			Her dad—or Buzz as his buddies called him since he was always on the search for a good high—waved her comment off and smiled. “No more with the bills. Those high-and-mighty assholes have already said they ain’t givin’ me a transplant. No point in either one of us bailing water with a thimble anymore if I’m just gonna kick it in the end. Now...tell me how that new job is coming.”

			New job?

			Which one? Answering phones at the TV station, or the dive bar where the owner had practically handed over managing everything? And how the heck he’d call either one of those new considering she’d been doing both for over six months was a stumper.

			“Well, uh...” She dared a glance at Kevin, who’d lifted one of the blinds and stared out at the empty lot next to the house like all the answers to the universe were gonna roll in any second. “The TV station is good. I sit on my butt, answer the phone and don’t let crazy people through the front door. It’s easy money so long as I don’t lose my shit with anyone.”

			Her dad laughed. Or tried to. It came out as a mix of a cackle and one hell of a smoker’s cough. “Public relations. You were always good keepin’ people in line. That’s why we rely on you like they do.”

			Rely on her? From her side of the coin she’d call it taking advantage of her. But hey—she’d never found the courage to tell anyone in her family no, so who was she to complain? “Yeah, they don’t call it public relations. They call it a receptionist. But it’s a desk job and I haven’t had a fight break out yet. Can’t say that for most nights at the Dusty Dog.”

			“Oh, yeah.” From the look on her dad’s face he’d forgotten all about the bar gig. “How’s that place doin’ anyway? Last I heard, that rusty old bastard who bought the place was about to go belly up.”

			Okay. Something was seriously wrong. Dad wasn’t the conversational type. Not unless he was trying to sugar someone up for a con.

			Bonnie gave up pretending and aimed her attention on Kevin. “You wanna tell me what’s going on?”

			Kevin shot their dad a nasty look then bit out, “Like he said. Nothing.”


			Nothing her ample white ass. She was just about to say as much out loud when Kevin muttered something she couldn’t quite make out under his breath and stalked to his coat thrown across the well-worn club chair. He reached underneath it and pulled out a slim, shiny laptop. “Here. I brought your computer back.”

			“Hallelujah and praise the Lord!” She was on her feet and cradling the hand-me-down MacBook Pro Cassie had given her several months ago in less than a heartbeat. “I was starting to think you’d pawned it.”

			Kevin scoffed at that, moved his jacket out of the way and dropped into the seat. “You gonna pile on and give me shit, too?”

			“I don’t know,” Bonnie fired back, easy-as-pie. “Depends on what Dad was giving you shit for.”

			“Nothin’ you’re gonna get involved in,” her dad answered before Kevin could. “If the two of you were smart, you’d steer clear of all that techno mumbo jumbo. It’s all gonna backfire on the lot of us one of these days and then what are you gonna do?”

			Bonnie ducked her head to hide her smile and smoothed her hand over the top of the computer. Prepping for Armageddon or just a good old-fashioned technological revolution had been her dad’s favorite topic since Kevin had first shown him the internet. That said, he’d never put one iota of effort behind his Prepper ideas.

			Rather than give her dad any more to chew on, she focused on Kevin. “I still don’t get why you needed a Mac. What was wrong with that new Windows machine you got last year?”

			Her dad grunted and wiggled in his recliner.

			Kevin cleared his throat and sprawled a little deeper in his chair. “I just thought I’d try my hand at doin’ some app front ends. Lots of demand for people who can do that kind of work—especially stuff that goes on an iPhone. Can’t do that with a Windows machine.”

			“Yeah? How’d it go?”

			Kevin rubbed the back of his hand across his nose and aimed his answer at the coffee table. “Not my kinda gig, apparently. Gonna have to stick to networks and databases, I guess.”

			“Or you could stay the hell out of all that nonsense and get yourself a real job like your sister,” their dad said.

			Kevin clearly wasn’t done with the arguing. “Just because I don’t clock in and out of some dead-end, boring-ass corporate gig doesn’t make it nonsense.”

			“Oh, right,” Dad said. “It’s not nonsense. It’s the thing that’s always landing you in deep shit.”

			Mmm. Fair point. What Kevin called networks and database work, most other people referred to as hacking.

			Kevin shrugged the comment off rather than debate it and focused on Bonnie. “A word to the wise—I turned location services off on your computer. If you’re smart, you’ll keep it that way.”

			“What the hell’s location services?” Dad said.

			Bonnie chimed in before the two of them could start going at it again. “It helps you find your computer if you lose it or someone steals it.”

			Dad snapped his attention to Kevin. “That true?”

			“Hell, yeah, it’s true. Phones, too. It’s the way things work today.”

			“Well, that’s bullshit.” Dad flicked his hand toward her computer. “You do what your brother says and keep that location thing off. Government’s got no business messing in your affairs.”

			Bonnie raised both hands in surrender. “Fine. Fine. I’ll leave it off. Now can we focus on these damned bills so I can get back home and enjoy my one day off?”

			Her dad crossed his hands over his swollen belly. With the blind Kevin had raised, the jaundice in his skin was even more evident. “Already told ya. Not gonna worry about bills and medicine and doctor’s appointments anymore. Gonna live my life the way I wanna live it with the time I have left. So, don’t go giving me any grief about it.” His stare slid to Kevin and he added, “Not either of ya. Understand?”

			No. She didn’t. Not even a little bit. She’d already lost her mom to booze and partying. Just sitting back and accepting her dad giving up wasn’t even remotely in the cards.


			Outside, the muted rumble of a car pulling up and idling in front of the house made its way through the thin living room window. With their house being the last one on the dead-end street, that meant her dad’s buddies were rolling in early to help him get his drink on.

			“Are you kidding me?” Bonnie said, twisting for a peek behind the blinds. “It’s barely after three o’clock in the afternoon.”


			Before she could get a glimpse, Kevin shot to his feet, knocked her hand aside and looked for himself. He straightened and shot their dad a look that was all business. “It’s them.”

			“God damn it, boy. I told you this wouldn’t be good.” He folded down his footrest the way a gunslinger stowed his gun, stood as quick as he could and waved toward the hallway. “Get Bonnie out of here.”

			“She can’t leave. If they see her, she’s fucked.”

			“Then get her to my room. Hide her in the gun closet. I’ll stall.”

			“Are both of you out of your mind?” Bonnie interjected.

			Rather than answer, Kevin snagged her laptop, shoved it in her backpack and manhandled her down the hallway. He lowered his voice as they neared her dad’s room. “You gotta be quiet, Bonnie. No fucking around, all right? Not a single fucking word no matter what.”

			“Are you for real right now?” Bonnie twisted as much as his pushing allowed and tried to look in his eyes. “What the hell is going on?”

			“Nothing you need to know about.” He jerked open the closet’s bifold doors, slid the clothes aside and opened up the gun closet. The hidey-hole where her dad once kept his illegal firearms was a simple unfinished cabinet with now empty gun racks, but the outside blended with all the rest of the paneling in the room. Kevin shoved her inside and paused only a moment. “Promise me.”

			A knock sounded on the front door, and Kevin’s already pale face blanched a deeper shade of white. In all the years she’d known her brother and through all the crazy trouble he’d gotten himself into, she’d never once seen so much fear in his eyes.

			Bonnie swallowed hard and pulled her backpack tight against her chest. “O-okay.”

			Lips mashed tight together, Kev gave her a sharp nod and closed the door.

			The hangers scraped across the metal rod and the bifold doors whispered back into place.

			What the ever-lovin’-hell were the two of them up to?

			What they’re always up to, her conscience whispered back to her. Doing things outside the way the rest of the world lives and then ending up with their asses in one sling or another.

			Voices sounded in the living room, but her heart pounded too hard for her to hear. A sickly sweat built along the back of her neck and her spine.

			God, she was sick of this crap. Her whole damned life she’d done her best to stay in the shadows and out of the messes her family created. Why they couldn’t just have normal jobs, pay taxes and lead calm lives like everyone else was beyond her. Everything had to be a party. A scheme, or the next great con.

			The voices grew louder, her dad’s gruff take-no-shit tone volleying back and forth with another one she didn’t recognize.

			A second later, something cracked. A heavy thud against wood followed by scuffling and grunts. The clatter of the metal screen door against its frame.

			Then quiet.

			Painfully terrifying quiet.

			But she kept her promise and waited.

			And waited.

			Her legs trembled with the need to move, and her forearms where she clutched her backpack tight ached.

			Where the hell were they? She had to have been in the cramped space at least thirty minutes. Maybe more. It sure as shit felt like more. If whoever it was was gone, why didn’t they give her the all-clear?

			What if they can’t come get you?

			All too easily, the grunts and scuffles she’d heard replayed in her head.

			If you think Bonnie’s gonna have enough to bail you out with Pauley, you’re out of your mind.

			No way.

			Pauley and his goons weren’t the types to bust heads. More like B-grade loan sharks who annoyed you into paying outstanding debts.

			Unless Pauley was out of options and was tired of her dad’s crap. Yeah, Kevin might be able to hold his own with someone out to rough him up, but Dad didn’t have a prayer of sticking up for himself.

			One thing was for sure—someone was going to have to stick their neck out and figure out what to do next. Per usual, no one else was showing up for the job.

			With a deep inhale and a slow exhalation, she eased her backpack out of the way and felt for the release latch in the dark. The cold metal was a welcome brush against her fingertips, but the tiny click that came as she slid it aside felt gunshot loud.

			She paused and listened, the air from her father’s bedroom swooshing through the tiny crack she’d created and gently stirring whips of hair against her face and neck.

			But other than that—nothing. No movement. No voices. Just an absolute void of activity.

			She nudged the door just wide enough to slip free and ducked beneath her father’s clothes. One painstaking step after the other, she rounded the unmade bed to the open bedroom door. A peek down the hallway showed absolutely nothing but the tan shag carpet that should’ve been replaced five years ago and a beam of overcast light from the side window Kevin had uncovered.

			Sticking close to the wall, she tiptoed forward, pausing at the two bedrooms along the way to glance inside. Her heart pounded and her lungs clamored for air as if she’d sprinted a mile. At the corner where the hallway opened up to the living room, she hesitated, closed her eyes and braced. Whatever was on the other side, she could handle. She’d had more than ample training dealing with crap like this her whole life. This was just another drop in the bucket.

			She pressed one hand to the wall and leaned forward...

			Nothing.

			Not a single soul.

			But the bills and junk mail that had littered the coffee table were all over the floor and her dad’s recliner was turned at an odd angle. The front door had been left open just a crack with only the screen door keeping the cool January air at bay.

			So, what? They just left her here? Forgot she was hiding in the closet?

			No, her family was crazy and unreliable as hell, but they weren’t so callous as to leave her behind. Not unless they were drunk, anyway. Which had been known to happen a time or two growing up when a special school event had clashed with a roaring party.

			With a sharp huff, she slid her backpack off her shoulder, sat it in front of the end table and went to shut the front door. The last thing she needed was someone else unexpected showing up while she tried to figure out what the heck was going on.

			She shoved the door flush with the jam—and froze.

			Was that blood?

			Reopening the door to let in the light, she shifted for a better look.

			It was blood. A decent-sized streak of it that carried across the door jam and was roughly the same height as her dad. A quick check outside showed two fat drops on the stoop as well.

			Her stomach lurched and a mangled cry lodged in her throat. She slammed the door shut once more, threw the bolt and scrambled well out of reach.

			This was bad.

			Very bad.

			Wiping her hands on her hips, she paced to the open side window, scanned the street outside and pulled the blind back down.

			Okay. She just needed to think things through. Figure out the right thing to do.

			“The cops,” she said to the empty room. “Everyone calls the cops.” She hustled for her phone in her backpack, pulled it out and fired up the screen.

			Um. Tiny problem, hot rod. This is your dad and Kevin we’re talking about. You call the cops and there’s no telling what trouble you’ll bring down on them.

			She stared at the phone a beat longer, punched the button to put it back to sleep and dropped into the spot she’d cleared out for herself on the sofa. Even if she did risk it and call the cops, they’d probably rope her into the mess as well—guilty until proven innocent and all that.

			Hell of a predicament when you couldn’t call the people who handled shit like this for a living. Talk about your damned if you do/damned if you don’t situations.

			Jaw clenched, she planted her elbows on her knees and glared down at the bag lying between her feet. Cops weren’t an option. Kevin’s buddies weren’t an option. Neither were her dad’s. The only people she knew outside her family’s friends were good law-abiding people who’d be scared to death to step foot in this neighborhood.

			She let out a slow, steady breath and forced the muscles in her shoulders and neck to relax. Between the open zipper of her backpack the corner of the laptop Cassie had given her peeked out, the brushed aluminum an almost space-aged touch compared to everything else in the room.

			Hold up.

			Maybe there was a non-law-abiding option.

			Not Cassie. She was as good and sweet as they came. But Cassie’s new man Kir and those badasses he ran with were rumored to be mobsters. Russian ones at that. Surely one of them would know what to do in a situation like this.

			Of course, she’d have to call Cassie to get one of them to help, and calling Cassie meant exposing the ugly side of her life. Not an ideal plan considering how far she’d gone to hide it from her new friend. Even if she dared to let Cassie see where she hailed from, didn’t calling on the mob always end with a debt being owed?

			She stood, paced to one side of the living room and back, all the while eyeballing the blood smeared on the ivory paint around the door. There had to be another option. Something that fell between bringing cops into the equation and making deals with mobsters.

			Stopping mid-path, she planted her hands on her hips and glared at the bloodstain. Really, the only other options were to walk away and leave her family to fate, or to venture out on her own and figure out what happened—neither of which were likely to generate results.

			She can’t leave. If they see her, she’s fucked.

			Right. Another problem if someone was watching the house.

			Her gaze slid back to the MacBook.

			Funny. The slick device Cassie had gifted her with after her man had hooked her up with a newer and more powerful one to further her photography work was probably the most valuable possession Bonnie owned.

			Including her broken down car.

			Cassie hadn’t asked for a single thing in return. Had just said she liked hanging out with Bonnie and wanted to pass some goodness along to a friend.

			No strings.

			No agendas.

			Just a smile and a hug before she’d gone off to a photo shoot.

			Of all the people you know, she’s the least likely to judge.

			Part of her wanted to believe the thought. Part of her was too tainted by the two-faced people who’d marched in and out of her life.

			The fact of the matter was, the only family she had left was missing. And, from the looks of things, they hadn’t gone peaceably.

			She palmed her phone once more and fired up the screen.

			A knot lodged at the base of her throat, and her blood buzzed like she’d had nothing but caffeine for days. She scrolled to Cassie’s number and tried to ignore the way her thumb shook over the keypad. She hit the call button, lifted the phone to her ear and muttered to the room, “Swear to God, if my fucked-up family ruins the one good friendship I’ve got, I’m gonna kill ’em both myself.”

		
	


		
			Chapter Two

			Thick coats and scarfs? At only forty-five degrees?

			Roman shook his head, steered his Ford Raptor past the elegant historic homes on either side of him and chuckled at the two boys walking down his pakhan’s block. If they needed coats when it was this warm, they’d never make it in Mother Russia. Their January temperatures averaged highs in the mid-twenties at best. And the nights?

			Brutal.

			Stinging cold. Especially when paired with a bone chilling wind.

			He steered his truck into Sergei’s long drive only to find the men assigned as guards outside the restored estate equally bundled up, their hands buried deep in their pockets.

			Ah, well. Who was he to judge? If all the natives of New Orleans had to endure was a periodic kiss of winter, then so be it. They and their city had offered him a new life. A fresh start with a family he could be proud of. If they needed thicker layers to bide a short cold snap, then he’d buy every man in his crew a Russia-worthy parka.

			He put the gearshift in park, killed the engine and headed inside, sharing quick greetings and nods with the men stationed along the way. One step in the back door, the scent of whatever Olga was making for dinner hit him—rich spices with a bite that made him wish he could forgo the four hours of work ahead of him in exchange for a seat at his vor’s table. While the kitchen itself stood empty, voices sounded from the dining room beyond, the laughter that went with one of them unmistakably belonging to Sergei’s son, Emerson.

			Roman headed that direction, a warmth that had nothing to do with central heating spreading beneath his ribs with each step. His pakhan was truly a blessed man. His brother, Kir, as well. In the time since they’d laid roots in New Orleans, both of them had found exceptional women. Exceptional happiness. And while he knew better than to ever hope for the same himself, he took great satisfaction in watching his brothers from the sidelines. Sergei and Kir were good men. Wise men deserving of such blessings.

			Exiting the cozy dining alcove adjacent to the impressive kitchen, he strode into the formal living room. The silk curtains and plantation era furnishings gave a nod to days long past, but Sergei’s wife, Evette, and Kir’s new bride, Cassie, were all modern-day family as they bracketed Emerson at the table.

			He’d barely laid eyes on the lot of them when both women shrieked in unison and jumped back from whatever they were looking at.

			His first instinct was to reach for the gun stowed beneath his suit jacket, but he checked the instinct as soon as Emerson’s delighted cackling registered. “What is going on?”

			The abrupt question from an unexpected guest—particularly one of his size and in so gruff a tone—might have startled most people, but the trio merely noted his arrival and offered warm, welcoming smiles.

			“Roman! You missed it!” Emerson stood, pushed his chair back with his knees and waved Roman closer. “I’m making a volcano for my science project and it just exploded.”

			Halting behind Emerson and Evette, he peered over their heads.

			Indeed, there had been an eruption. One that had exploded from a muddy mound and reeked of soap and vinegar. “It looks very...messy.”

			Both women shot him wry looks, the likes of which expressed their humor at his lacking word choice.

			Emerson didn’t care. Just started wiping up the excess threatening to make its way off the thick cardboard base and onto the table’s gleaming surface. “Being messy is the best part.”

			“That’s a matter of opinion,” Evette said, handing over a fresh wad of paper towels. “I’m pretty sure your daddy paid three fortunes for this table, and I’m not gonna be the one that tells him we have to have it refinished.”

			“Ha!” Cassie was already engaged and doing her part to contain the red lava oozing in all directions. “Like Sergei would care. He’d be more inclined to double down and see if he could make a volcano twice as big.”

			She wasn’t wrong. Emerson might be Sergei’s son through circumstance and subsequent adoption only, but one would never know it by the way he doted on the almost nine-year-old. “And why are you making a volcano, moy zaychik?”

			Emerson wrinkled his nose at the endearment. “I’m not a rabbit. And it’s my science project. I have to turn it in on Friday, but wanted to practice once before school.”

			Roman refused to debate the rabbit part. Anyone who’d seen how somber and serious the child had been when he’d first come into their life would not only agree, but also celebrate Emerson’s liveliness now. “An educational endeavor.” He nodded to Cassie and Evette and backed away. “I believe you’re correct. Sergei will demand a chance to demonstrate his support of higher learning.”

			“And there’s my reason for getting this cleaned up before he and Kir get home from Houston!” Evette grabbed the roll of paper towels and glanced at Roman. “Have you heard from them since they landed?”

			Roman nodded. “Just before they went into their meeting. Assuming negotiations stay on track, they should make their six o’clock fight with no issues.”

			From the side of the room, a cell phone rang, the muted sound coming from the purse perched on the elaborate buffet table.

			“Oh!” Cassie said, wiping her hands and hustling toward the buffet. “Maybe that’s Kir.”

			Roman hoped it was. While the concrete company merger between Sergei’s Louisiana holdings and the Texas company would mean more income for the family as a whole, keeping up with local ventures alone had Roman working double his normal hours. If he wanted to have time to visit St. Patrick’s before dark, he’d need to get a move on. He looked to Evette and lowered his voice so as not to interrupt Cassie’s conversation. “I’m dropping today’s receipts on Sergei’s desk. Do you need anything before I go?”

			Before she could answer, Cassie’s sharp voice cut across the room, drawing everyone’s attention. “Whoa-whoa-whoa.” She shook her head and stared at the floor. “Back up and say that again a little slower.”

			Instincts honed on the streets of Russia flared in an instant, a heightened prickling against his skin and muscles poised for action. Evette and Emerson ceased their cleaning and narrowed their attention on Cassie as well.

			It couldn’t be Kir on the phone. His long-time brother-in-arms was as calm and collected as they came. Particularly when speaking with his bride.

			The frown on Cassie’s face deepened. “You’re sure they’re gone?” Her eyes widened and her body got straight and stiff. “Are you okay?”

			Emerson looked to Evette.

			Evette looked to Roman. “What’s going on?”

			Roman didn’t know, but he was damned sure going to find out.

			“Okay. Okay. Hang on.” Cassie dug in her purse and pulled out a small notepad. “Give me the address again.” She pulled the lid off her pen and tossed it onto the buffet. “4738 Clouet Street?” A pause. “Okay, give me about twenty. I’ll be there as fast as I can.”

			Oh, no she wouldn’t. Roman knew which parish Clouet Street was in and hell would freeze over before he let his brother’s bride anywhere near it.

			Cassie punched the end button on her screen, threw her phone in her purse and hung it on her shoulder, seemingly oblivious to her avid audience. “Hey, guys. I’m sorry, but I’ve got to go.”

			Roman was in her path before she could take three strides toward the kitchen. “Where do you think you’re going?”

			She tried to go around him.

			He side-stepped and blocked her again.

			“Would you stop it!” she said. “I need to help a friend.”

			“Your friend lives in Desire. You’re not going anywhere near that neighborhood.”

			Cassie’s head snapped back. “Says who?”

			“Says me. And your husband. And your vor.”

			“Oh, boy,” Evette murmured. She cleared her throat and tapped Emerson on the shoulder. “Kiddo, how about you run upstairs and wash that clay off your hands. Momma needs a minute to talk sense into your aunt and uncle.”

			Emerson eyed Roman and Cassie with a mix of mirth and concern, but clearly wasn’t about to argue with his mother because he gave up his chair and headed toward the stairs, wiping his hands on a towel along the way. Just before he ducked out of sight, he paused and offered, “Don’t be too mad at him, Cassie. Uncle Kir wouldn’t like it if you went somewhere bad while he’s gone.”

			Uncle Kir wouldn’t like it if she even thought about going to Desire alone, whether he was in town or not.

			“Go,” Evette said with a wave of her hand. “And try not to get mud everywhere.” Not waiting for her son to hit the stairs, Evie faced Cassie. “Now, back everything up and tell me who this friend is.”

			“Not you, too,” Cassie said.

			“Oh, yeah,” Evie fired back. “Definitely me. Maybe once upon a time I’d have thumbed my nose at caution and gone wherever I wanted, but I learned firsthand how my ties to Sergei can be used against him. You’re in the same spot with Kir. That means you gotta think before you act.”

			“I have guards.”

			“Yeah. So did I, and me and Emerson still nearly ended up on a boat headed for Mexico with a crazy lady out for revenge. Or have you forgotten that little escapade?”

			Given the flush that spread across Cassie’s face, the kidnapping that had happened only six months ago was still fresh in her memory. “No, I haven’t forgotten.” She faced Roman. “But this isn’t some whacko out for revenge. This is my friend Bonnie. She needs help.”

			“What kind of help?” Roman said.

			Cassie threw her hands up. “I don’t know the details. She was really agitated and sounded scared to death. Said someone had shown up at her dad’s house and she thinks they took her dad and brother.”

			“She thinks? How does she not know for certain if she was there? And why would they leave her alone?”

			“Again... I didn’t push for details, but Bonnie is a good person. A little on the private side maybe, but good, and she’s helped me out a time or two. If she asks for help, I’m going to give it to her.” She planted her hands on her hips and zigzagged her attention between Evie and Roman. “And don’t either of you tell me you’d do anything different.”

			Evette pursed her mouth to one side as if the truth tasted uncomfortable on her tongue. “Is Bonnie the one you invited to Girls’ Night Out a few months ago and she didn’t show?”

			“Like I said, she’s super private. I invited her to Lizzy’s concert a while back and she didn’t come to it either. God only knows why, because she’s really cool. She just doesn’t seem to like group things.”

			Evette glanced at Roman, then aimed a concerned stare at Cassie. “You sure it’s just her being shy?”

			“She works at the TV station. She’s not some covert female plant designated to lure me into a trap.” She looked to Roman, an almost frightening resolve settling on her face. “You’re not going to stop me. I’ll take my guards and I’ll check in along the way.”

			“No,” Roman said with a finality that surprised even him. Especially, since the diversion he was about to create for himself was going to put him even further behind than he already was. “I will take you. We will see to this Bonnie person and then I will bring you back here.”

			“You will?” The smile his pronouncement earned him not just from Cassie, but from Evette as well, made his likely rescheduling of his visit to the orphanage tonight worth it. Cassie shot forward, wrapped him up in a bear hug, and murmured against his chest, “Thank you.”

			She pulled away just as fast and tugged his arm. “Now let’s go. She sounded really scared.”

			Evette winked at Roman and paired it with a knowing smile. “Sounds like you’d better hustle, Mr. Teddy Bear. Just be sure someone calls me with the details so I don’t worry.” She turned, surveyed the mess on the table and sighed. “I’ll be here recovering from my son’s scientific endeavors.”

			The drive to Desire took closer to half an hour than the twenty minutes Cassie had promised, the flood of people who worked in the Garden District and French Quarter crowding the streets and highway as they made their way home to outlying parishes. Cassie stayed mostly quiet through it all, periodically texting her friend Bonnie and chewing her lower lip.

			Roman exited 610 onto Louisa Street. “Have you told her you’re bringing someone?”

			Cassie shook her head. “No. I didn’t want to freak her out any more than she already is.” She frowned at the windshield for a moment then swiveled her attention to Roman. “You know, I’ve never understood why she’s been so guarded and careful about where we meet. I’ve invited her over to mine and Kir’s place and offered to meet her at her place, but she always counters with coffee shops or restaurants. You and Evette both freaked about where she lives. Do you think that’s why she’s so hesitant? Because she’s afraid of what I’ll think?”

			“You said she was at her father’s house. Not her own.”

			“Hmm.” She went back to staring at the windshield. “She did say that. Maybe she lives in the neighborhood, too, though.” With a sigh, she glared at the red light stopping them from finishing the rest of the drive. “I know she’s super careful with money. A lot like I had to be before I met Kir and started my own business.”

			“Nothing wrong with being careful with money.” Roman knew that better than most and, unlike Kir and Sergei, still had a hard time justifying frivolous purchases even with enough money in the bank that he’d never spend it all.

			Regardless, before the day was out he’d know more about this Bonnie person than she knew about herself.

			They passed a baseball field and basketball court on their left, both filled with kids and surrounded by rusty chain-link fences that rose six-feet high. Just beyond it was a newly built church.

			Two blocks to the west and they turned onto Clouet Street. Where the other houses on the block seemed somewhat cared for, the address Bonnie had given them seemed mostly forgotten. Especially when paired with the overgrown empty lots next door and across the street—one of which only had a cement stoop and a crumbling foundation where a house once stood.

			Roman turned his truck around and parked beneath the huge oak overhanging the street. He grabbed Cassie’s wrist before she could open the door. “You will follow my instructions.”


			Cassie pinched her lips together, but nodded. “Fine. But don’t go all Neanderthal on me. And no scowling either. She sounds upset enough.”

			To that he grunted, checked the surroundings for any sign of suspicious activity and opened his door. Of all the days that required he wear a suit, this was the least convenient. Unlike Kir and Sergei, he much preferred jeans and T-shirts for daily wear. Attire that was far more suited for a neighborhood like Desire.

			He opened Cassie’s door, helped her from the truck’s elevated height and stayed close to her back as she hurried to the front door.

			Two fat drops of dried blood dotted the landing.

			Cassie noted them just seconds after Roman did and sidestepped them both. “Well, that looks suspicious.”

			Indeed, it did. Enough so Roman questioned his wisdom in bringing Cassie at all.

			Before he could voice or act on the thought, the front door opened and a woman at least a foot shorter than him pushed the storm door wide. Her wary gaze landed on Roman first and, for a moment, she seemed to reconsider answering the door. She swallowed hard and looked to Cassie a heartbeat later, stepping aside to let them in. “Hey. Thanks for coming. I didn’t know who else to call.”

			The husky rasp of her voice was as unique as her features—deep auburn hair that brushed her shoulders, big moss-green eyes that mirrored much life experience and freckles across the bridge of her button nose and cherub cheeks. A remarkable face. Not in the classic definition of beauty, perhaps, but unforgettably intriguing.

			Cassie wrapped her in a hug. “Hey, that’s what friends are for, right?” She backed away, but anchored her hands on Bonnie’s shoulders. “Have you heard anything from your brother or dad?”

			Bonnie’s gaze slid to Roman. She took two steps backward and jammed her hands in the back pockets of her jeans. “No,” she said, finally giving Cassie her attention. “Not a word.” She cleared her throat and glanced again at Roman. An awkward response that said she was either deeply intimidated or had significant social issues. “Sorry. I don’t mean to be rude. I just thought you’d bring Kir. Or maybe one of those guys who are always following you around.”

			Well, that explained the rattled behavior, at least.

			“It’s okay,” Cassie said. “I should have introduced you. Roman, this is my friend Bonnie Drummond. We met at the television station before they canned me.” She motioned to Roman. “This is Kir’s brother, Roman Kozlov. I mean—not his actual brother. But—” She held her hands up in front of her. “You know what? Never mind. It’s confusing. Kir’s in Houston on business, but Roman was with me when you called, so he volunteered to come along.”

			Volunteered was a gross misuse of the word. Left without other, more palatable options was more accurate.

			Apparently, Roman’s face said as much because Cassie frowned up at him, the unspoken message on her face riddled with feminine warning. She cleared it quickly, though, and motioned Bonnie to the sitting area strewn with mail and magazines. “How about if we all sit down and you can tell us what happened?”

			Bonnie didn’t budge. Just nibbled her lower lip and watched Roman with all the anxiousness of a cornered doe planning her escape.

			Roman cocked an eyebrow and held his place as well.

			“Oh, good grief, you two.” Cassie settled in the one spot on the couch not littered with paper. “Bonnie, sit down. He’s harmless, I swear.”

			“Him? Harmless?” Bonnie shot them both a disbelieving look. “That’s like calling a pit bull a lap dog.”

			He shouldn’t have reacted to the retort. Should have kept his wicked chuckle and icy grin at bay, but the unguarded and snappy observation was too keen not to appreciate.

			Not to mention, deadly accurate.

			Cassie rolled her eyes and threw up her hands. “Okay, then. Harmless to us. That is, unless you keep looking at him like he’s got three demon heads. Then he might spook you just for fun.”


			With one last considering toe-to-toe evaluation of all six-foot-four of him, Bonnie rounded the sitting area and perched on the edge of the chair farthest away.

			“Good,” Cassie said. “Now, tell us what happened.”

			“Um...”

			Taking pity on the woman, Roman paced the room, noting every detail. Unlike the rest of the furniture, the recliner sat askew. A handful of bills and envelopes lay scattered on the floor. Two possible signs of struggle. Though, either could have simply been founded in disregard for tidiness as well. Everything else seemed perfectly normal, albeit worn and sparse.

			Roman opened a window blind along the far wall and studied the empty lot outside. Not a soul stirred on the street. In his periphery, Bonnie planted her elbows on her knees and rubbed her hands together, making the stack of beaded bracelets on each of her wrists delicately clink against the silence.

			“I came over to talk bills with my dad,” she said. “I’ve been working with the people at the hospital and arranged some payment options so he can get another treatment scheduled.”

			Cassie cocked her head then twisted it like she was replaying their arrival. “Where’s your car? I didn’t see it outside.”

			Bonnie grumbled. “Down for the count again, so I took the bus.” She shook her head. “Anyway, when I got here, Kev and Dad were yelling at each other. Dad called Kevin a shit for brains. Not sure why he called him a shit for brains—though, I gotta admit, with Kev it could be anything—but then Kevin threw something back about me not having enough money to pay Pauley back this time.”

			“Who’s Pauley?” Cassie said.

			“Pauley Mitchell. A loan shark Dad’s used to get out of scrapes for years. Calling him a loan shark is really kind of a stretch. He’s more like a pawn shop owner without a storefront. If you don’t pay him, your shit starts disappearing until you fork over the money plus interest.” Bonnie paused only a beat, but the anger in her voice when she spoke again was fresh. “Took me six months to get his last debt paid off. I swear to God, if he’s in with that loser again, I’m gonna shoot him.”

			A spunky woman. One apparently not afraid of speaking her mind and who didn’t mince words when she did—so long as he wasn’t the one staring her down. Her father sounded like a wastrel, though. A user. No man should rely upon a woman for money, let alone his own daughter.

			Roman pulled the blind back in place, turned and paced to the tiny kitchen adjacent to the living room.

			“So, your dad and Kevin were going at it,” Cassie said. “Then what happened?”

			Bonnie ran it down while Roman studied the rest of the house and the surrounding views outside. How someone had showed up in front of her father’s house and her brother hadn’t wanted her presence known. How they’d hid her in a gun closet at the back of the house and the heated exchange she’d overheard. The raised voices that had escalated to some kind of physical exchange and subsequent silence.

			Confident no one was watching the house, Roman stalked back to the living room, stood near Cassie and casually tucked his hands in the pockets of his dress pants.

			“And then you came out and everyone was gone?” Cassie said.

			“Yep.” Bonnie waved at the recliner. “The only thing different was that chair knocked out of whack and the blood on the door.” She shoved to her feet and paced the width of the room. “It doesn’t make sense. I mean, Kev’s always getting into something, and brawling is an any-day occurrence around here, but something about this feels wrong.”

			She turned and made a lap in the opposite direction, fisting her thick hair on the top of her head as she went. The action lifted the hem of her jacket, giving him an admirable few of how perfectly her jeans molded her ass.

			An exceptionally nice ass.

			One a man could savor and appreciate in the most tactile fashion.

			Cassie cleared her throat.

			Roman shifted his attention to Cassie and found her narrowed, assessing gaze on him.

			Not good.

			Doubly not good if she drew too much into what she’d seen and hatched any of the matchmaking plans she and Evette were known for.

			“Why didn’t you call the police?” Roman asked as a means of diversion.

			Bonnie startled at the question. As if his deep voice had jerked her free of her tangled thoughts and rudely dropped her back in reality. “With my family?” She planted her hands on her hips. “I was afraid I’d make whatever this is worse. Knowing my luck, Kev would go from being kidnapped to locked up in jail. Plus, the cops would drag me into everything. I stay squeaky clean for a reason, thank you very much.”

			An interesting comment. Telling in a way he doubted she even realized. “And why is that, Miss Drummond?”

			She dipped her chin and glared at him the way an irritated librarian would an over-noisy visitor in her quiet halls. “I’ve got a brother who’s only skirted jail time by a miracle and a dad who thinks conning people out of money is an easier form of income than holding down a job.”

			“And your mother?”

			Bonnie straightened and squared her shoulders. While her voice was no less confident, there was the slightest quaver behind it. “She went out with a bang. Got loaded at a party and wrapped her car around a tree when I was sixteen.”

			Fascinating.

			Her pain was right there, swirling behind those beautiful eyes. But she was fearless in owning where she’d come from. Regal as any queen defending her territory. Confident in the battles she’d survived.

			The silence in the room thickened and the weight of Cassie’s stare registered beside him.

			He hazarded a glance.

			Sure enough, her attention was solely rooted on him, a deep and almost frightening level of consideration swimming behind her sky-blue eyes. A soft smile tilted her lips for all of a moment, then she stood and anchored her purse on her shoulder. “Well, you don’t have to worry about your brother and your dad,” she said to Bonnie. “We’ll help you find them.” She swiveled toward Roman and cocked her head, her words sweet, but a devilishly unspoken dare written on her face. “Won’t we, Roman?”

			And there it was. His matchmaker stepping into the ring and making her play.

			A wise man would take evasive maneuvers. Would give them the truth and point out how few clues there were to work with. How any search could last hours or even days, and that there was no guarantee what shape her family would be in when found—if they were found at all. At the very least, a delay in commitment until Kir and Sergei could weigh in guaranteed a healthy distance from the fiery redhead.

			But the worst enemies were always the unknown ones, and if someone was strong-arming people in New Orleans—no matter what neighborhood they hailed from—his pakhan needed to know about it.

			Bonnie watched him from across the room, her hands stuffed in the pockets of her jacket and her mouth drawn tight.

			It was a kissable mouth. Even pinched with apprehension, doubt and uncertainty, her lips were full and undoubtedly soft.

			But more than that, he was captivated by her demeanor. The unabashed expressiveness in the way she moved. The openness of her expressions and the strength in how she carried herself.

			This woman had seen much in her short lifetime. Likely much more than she’d openly shared. He was sure of it. If she meant something to Cassie, then what was the harm in giving her the benefit of their resources? Particularly, if it brought a bully to bear.

			He dipped his head to Bonnie then shifted his attention to Cassie. “Da, sestrenka. For you and your friend, we will find them.”

		
	


		
			Chapter Three

			She’d lost her damned mind. Or at least had temporary insanity—probably induced by too much adrenaline. One of the two had to be the problem, because Bonnie had sure as hell never been known to let her mouth run rampant the way it had in front of Roman and Cassie fifteen minutes ago.

			Perched in the middle rear seat of Roman’s supped-up truck, Bonnie stilled her jiggling knee for the third time in five minutes and stared out her window for any sign of the massive Russian. “What’s he doing, anyway?”

			Cassie twisted from the front passenger seat, the length of time it took for her gaze to come into focus making it seem she’d been somewhere else entirely. “Who, Roman?” She scanned the front yard and shrugged her shoulder. “No telling. Maybe looking for clues? Or he could just be making sure the place is all locked up.”

			Now, that was funny. Almost impossible to laugh at considering the anvil sitting in her stomach, but funny, nonetheless. “There’s nothing in there worth stealing. My family’s more the transitory type when it comes to possessions.”

			See? There it was again. Her mouthing off and sharing shit she’d held back for most of her life.


			Cassie didn’t seem to notice. Just twisted in her seat and cocked her head to one side. “So, what do you think about Roman?”

			That he’s huge, hot and could probably make Satan piss his pants.

			Before the uncensored answer could jump past her lips, she rearranged her backpack lying across her thighs. “He seems...nice.”

			“Nice?” Cassie echoed back with open disbelief. “That’s it?”

			Okay, he’s intimidating as fuck and somehow made me blurt out all my family’s dirty laundry in less than three sentences.

			Also not a wise confession.

			“Well, what do you want me to say? My mind’s all screwed up after the day I’ve had. He could have polka dots and a unicorn horn sticking out of his head and I’d probably have missed it.”

			Liar.

			All right, fine. So, she’d taken a healthy inventory. He was at least six-foot-four, for Christ’s sake, and packed more muscle than that slick black suit of his had a prayer of hiding.

			And those tattoos at the base of his fingers and on the backs of his hands...she had no clue what they were or meant, but they were sexy AF.

			Cassie’s face sobered. “I’m sorry. That was insensitive of me. I know you’re worried about your brother and dad, but I’ve wanted you to meet my family for so freaking long, I got carried away.”

			Roman prowled into view from the far side of the house, his cell phone held to his ear and his face pinched with concentration.

			Cassie followed Bonnie’s gaze out the windows, noted Roman’s trajectory toward the truck and lowered her voice. “You have to admit, though. He’s pretty handsome.”

			Bonnie shook her head. “Handsome belongs on guys like Hugh Jackman and Orlando Bloom. That guy’s got badass motherfucker written all over him.”

			Cassie’s head snapped back in surprise just as Roman opened the door and climbed into the cab.

			Great. More verbal diarrhea. Though, she had a feeling Cassie didn’t take the comment the way she’d intended it. To Bonnie’s mind, Roman’s mega short dark hair and tightly cropped beard was hella hot, and he could probably sharpen a knife on the hard angles of his jawline. His eyes were killer, too. Hooded in a way that made you have to really work to figure out what color they were.

			And for the record, she’d put in the effort.

			Gunmetal gray.

			“We’re headed to your house now,” Roman said to whoever was on the phone. He ended the call, slid the device into the interior pocket of his jacket.

			“To whose house?” Bonnie asked before he could start the engine.

			“My pakhan’s home.” He pulled his seat belt into place. “You’ll be safe there until my men and I have time to do more research.” He turned enough to meet her gaze. “Give me your address.”

			“How about if you just drop me off at the Orleans Avenue exit off I-10? If we get out of here with no one following us, I can be out of your hair.” It was bad enough she’d had to drag Cassie out to see where she’d grown up. Adding her own squalor into the mix wasn’t high on her list of desirable ideas.

			“You don’t know who took your brother and father,” Roman said. “How do you know they won’t be waiting for you where you live?”

			A valid point.

			“You’re not a bother,” Cassie said. “I told you I’ve been looking forward to you meeting my family. So, let Roman do his thing and I’ll introduce you to Evie and Emerson. They’ll love you.”

			Now, that part she wasn’t so sure about. Yeah, if Cassie liked them, they were probably cool. But not everyone took to a girl like her. “Don’t they live in one of those multi-million-dollar places in the Garden District?”

			“Yes.” Cassie cocked her head. “So?”

			“So, I’m kinda the proverbial bull in a china shop don’t you think?” She waved to Roman and Cassie. “I mean, look at the two of you. You’re all duded up and I’m in jeans, a tank and boots. Not to mention I’m prone to dropping f-bombs.”

			“You don’t say fuck at the TV station,” Cassie said.

			“Sure, I do. I just wait until no one can hear me.”

			“But I bet you check it around kids.”

			Well, that was fair. But didn’t everyone?

			Cassie kept going. “And Roman in a suit is a rare thing. On any other day, he’d be in jeans, too, so that’s a moot point.”

			“A what point?”

			“Moot,” Cassie said.

			“You see?” Bonnie said to Roman as if Cassie had proven her point. “I don’t know what moot means. I’m not cut out for the Garden District.”


			Roman didn’t miss a beat, his deep voice and thick Russian accent making his words come out like a proclamation. “You will go with us and, when we get there, you will give me your address.” He scanned Cassie, then Bonnie in the backseat. “Seat belts. Now.”

			“In the backseat?” Bonnie said—again, without thinking.

			Roman cocked that same daring eyebrow he’d used on her in the house.

			This time it didn’t work, and her sass got the better of her. “Seriously? A mobster enforcing seat belt protocol?”

			A faint gasp stirred from Cassie, but Roman’s expression lightened. Not a smile by any stretch, but something about his eyes said she’d almost earned one.

			He shifted enough to anchor one arm on the back of his seat and the other on the top of the steering wheel. Without a tie, the action stretched the opening of his shirt enough to show some kind of script tattooed high on his sternum with more artwork just below it. “Whoever took your brother and father appear to be gone, but I cannot guarantee no one is watching. If they are and they choose to follow us, I’ll be inclined to lose them. I’d rather not have your body bouncing around the backseat to distract me.”

			Fuck, but she wanted to see the rest of that ink. Especially on the backdrop of his rich olive skin with all that muscle beneath it. Talk about a sweet canvas.

			“Miss Drummond,” he said.

			The humor in his tone hammered through her distraction enough to shake her from her thoughts.

			Shit.

			Totally busted.

			This time he did smile, though it was closer to a wolf’s grin. “Are you going to buckle up?”

			“I think I should have done that about an hour ago,” she murmured mostly to herself, then reached for the belt.

			He waited until she was situated, then nodded and faced forward. Starting the truck, he checked all around them, then put the gearshift in drive. “One more thing, Miss Drummond,” he said with his eyes on her in the rearview mirror. “We prefer bratva.”

			“Huh?” Bonnie glanced from Roman to Cassie.

			Cassie chuckled, but also looked utterly delighted. “He’s messing with you because you called him a mobster,” Cassie said over her shoulder.

			“Um.” Okay, it had been a crass thing to say. Not to mention founded on newsroom gossip—even if he did fit the image perfectly. “Sorry. I’m snarky on even my best days, but today’s been a killer.”

			Shit.

			Bad word to use.

			“I mean, not a killer literally. But I’ve had better days.” She ground her teeth together and gave up keeping her nervous jiggling knee in check. “I’m just gonna shut up now.”

			Cassie giggled, a light and carefree sound that seemed off-kilter with the rest of Bonnie’s day. “Girl, you crack me up. But I told you—it’s all going to be okay. We’ll figure it out.”

			Roman drove them out of the parish and onto I-10, his gaze alert and constantly shifting for signs of being followed. Cassie, God love her, made it her mission to set Bonnie at ease through all manner of casual questions. What had been going on since they last talked? How was her dad’s health? Had anything interesting happened at the station?

			All of which garnered the same answers as usual—not much, still awful and nothing would ever top Cassie leaving the dog-eat-dog world of reporting to marry a hot Russian.

			Under other circumstances, the light chatter might have actually uncoiled some of the tension knotting her stomach. But every time she dared a glance at the rearview mirror, she’d catch Roman looking at her with those awesome gray eyes. The man didn’t even have the grace to look away and act guilty when she caught him either. Just held her stare a second longer than was comfortable before going back to focusing on the road and weaving between cars on the highway.

			Yep. Total badass.

			Which was unfortunate, because every badass she’d ever known had also been a complete jerk—a fact she’d learned by falling for them and getting screwed over in more ways than she could count.


			Just off the Pontchartrain Expressway, St. Charles Avenue bustled with ten times the cars and people they’d left behind in Desire. “So...umm... Roman. How long are you thinking your research is going to take you?”

			Surprisingly, he kept his eyes on the road. While he didn’t actually smile, his voice sounded like he found her hysterical. “As long as it takes, Miss Drummond.”

			“You know, you can call me Bonnie.”

			His eyes cut to the mirror. “Very well.” He hesitated only a moment, but the heat behind his eyes made her feel like she’d just handed over her nonexistent virginity. “Bonnie.”

			Whoa.

			Way too much testosterone for such a cramped space. Maybe she should roll down a window and stick her head out before she got any stupid ideas.

			Eyes back on the road, Roman turned off St. Charles. Within blocks they were in a whole new world. Elegant homes lined up one after the other, their mix of Victorian and plantation architecture holding the modern century at bay. Wrought iron gates lined many of them—some as high as six feet and others no taller than her thighs. Massive oak and cypress trees stood like sentries in every direction. If it hadn’t been for the seat belt she’d put on, she’d have likely had her nose pressed to the window just to savor it all.

			Ahead, one in particular caught her eye. Where all the others were nestled close together, this one had extra land on either side. Ivy grew on the tall iron fence that surrounded it, with only the double gate at the center free to see through.

			Roman slowed in front of it, giving her time to gawk up at the tall windows that lined the front and the white columns between each one. The place was so majestic looking, she halfway expected Scarlett O’Hara to come sweeping out the front door in one of her big Southern belle getups.

			She’d thought he’d slowed to give her time to appreciate its beauty.

			But then he turned into the driveway.

			“You’re kidding me,” Bonnie said. “Your boss lives here?” Rather than give him time to answer, she focused on Cassie. “A football team could live in this place. How many bedrooms does it have?”

			Cassie frowned and unbuckled her seat belt. “Seven, I think. But it’s pretty homey inside and super cool.”

			Two men appeared from the back of the house, high-stepping it toward the truck. Two more watched from the wide front porch.

			Cassie popped her door and one of the two men who’d been in such a hurry to get to Roman’s truck opened it wide. “Well, don’t just sit there,” she said to Bonnie. “I texted Evie on the way over. She’s excited to meet you. Hop out so we can show you around.”

			The man helped Cassie down, shut the door behind her and opened Bonnie’s. “Hello, Miss Drummond. Can I help you down?”

			Fuck.

			This was so not her neck of the woods.

			Roman’s rumbling voice sounded from the front seat. “I will see to our guest, Abel. Thank you.”

			Abel jerked a quick nod and shut the door before Bonnie could get herself in gear.

			“No, no.” She unhooked her seat belt and skootched toward her now blocked escape. “It’s all good. I’m fine. Abel can—”

			“Bonnie.”

			He’d barely put any volume behind her name, but her body and heart both jolted at the sound of it. She hesitated with a hand on the knob, all the snark and overshare that’d kept her mouth flapping since she’d laid eyes on him drying up in an instant.

			He aimed a pointed look at her hand then met her gaze once more. “You will wait, and I will help you out. Understand?”

			She nodded. Which was laughable considering the real thing she wanted to do was put her head between her knees and take a whole lot of steady breaths until the growing panic inside her decided to chill.

			He got out and rounded the front of the truck.

			Off to one side of the driveway where a path led toward the back of the house, Cassie stood and chatted with the two men who’d come to meet them.

			But her eyes were on Bonnie, a Cheshire grin on her face if she’d ever seen one.

			Too fast, Roman was at her door. The air swooshed out as he opened it, her breath rushing out with it. Other men would have been looking up at her with the truck’s raised height, but as tall as he was, he was eye-to-eye with her. Rather than offer a hand as Abel had, he moved in closer and lowered his voice. “Do you value your friendship with Cassie?”

			The question caught her off guard, the steel behind his words shaking off some of her fear. “What? Yes, of course. Cassie’s a solid person. Kind to her core.”

			He dipped his head in agreement. “A treasure. As are the rest of the people inside. The house is just wood and stone. Don’t let a shiny exterior cloud your perceptions of what’s truly valuable.”

			Valuable.

			A treasure.

			Words she’d never once affixed to any single person in her life. Definitely not to herself. But Roman clearly meant it—whether as an encouragement or a warning not to hurt or endanger the people he cared for, she couldn’t be sure.

			Goose bumps lifted along her arms and torso, and for a second, she considered scrambling back for more personal space.

			But then she focused on his eyes. On the challenge burning behind them.

			He offered his hand, palm up.

			She swallowed hard, relinquished the death grip on her backpack in her lap and placed her hand in his.

			His fingers closed around hers, the sheer size of his hand overwhelming and the heat of his touch sinfully potent.

			He’s just helping you down. Not tugging you into bed, dumbass.

			Maybe not. But damn, the contact felt good. So did the crackling power that radiated off him.

			He tugged her forward, and she put one foot on the running board. She shifted to step the rest of the way down and the backpack she’d completely forgotten slipped off her lap. She grabbed for it, knocking her whole body off center, and her foot slipped.

			The next thing she knew, she had both feet on the ground and was nearly plastered shoulders to hips against Roman, one of his arms firm around her waist and his free hand holding her backpack.

			“Easy, malen’kaya koroleva.” The hand he had planted low on her spine skated upward, making every nerve ending in its wake come alive. “Take a moment.”

			A moment? As rock solid as he was, the only thing keeping her from wrapping her arms around his torso and hanging on for dear life was good old-fashioned mortification. And he smelled delicious, too. A mix of some sexy soap or cologne, freshly starched shirt and one-hundred percent man.

			Good grief, how long had it been since she’d gotten laid?

			Seven months, twenty days and roughly sixteen hours. Right before you found out that last asshole charged up your one credit card.

			She cleared her throat and firmed her shaking hands against his chest, grateful the truck’s door had blocked most of her clumsy exit. “Sorry about that.” Taking a shaky step back, she hazarded a look at his face.

			Focus.

			Pure concentrated focus.

			All of it lasered firmly on her.

			And not like he was annoyed either. More like he was struggling to understand something that eluded him.

			Um, yeah. Probably trying to figure out what the hell possessed Cassie to hang out with you.

			Bonnie held out her hand toward her backpack. “I got it.”

			He stayed perfectly still, his study of her so intent it was all she could do not to fidget.

			She reached for the bag and tugged it from his hand. Or tried to, for all the good it did her. “Seriously. I’m good.”

			He nodded, though it looked like he was answering some internal dialogue rather than agreeing with her claim. A second later, he stepped back and motioned her forward, but kept her backpack. “After you.”

			Two steps out from behind the truck door, the cold January air and a trio of curious stares hit her all at once. The men in particular seemed shocked and agog. Though, they schooled their expressions quick enough when Roman moved in closer to Bonnie’s side and pressed a hand to the small of her back.

			Cassie noted the action, too, and a sly smile crept onto her face. She moved in close to Bonnie’s free side as soon as they were close enough. “You okay?”

			“Depends. Does being embarrassed as hell count?” She slowed as soon as the backyard came into view. “Holy cow. That’s a whoppin’ sight if I ever saw one.”

			The pool wasn’t an Olympic size by any stretch, but it also wasn’t a tiny thing either. Laid out in a simple rectangle, there were neatly trimmed hedges, fancy sculptures and flowers that probably shouldn’t even be alive this time of the year surrounding it.

			“I know, right?” Cassie said, urging Bonnie toward the raised patio with its stone balustrade and fancy outdoor furniture. “When we get over this cold snap, we’re having some friends from Dallas down for a barbecue. You should come.”

			Roman and the other men fell back a few steps and let the two of them go head.

			Bonnie lowered her voice. “Ease up there, missy. I’m pushing my social quota just stepping foot in this neighborhood. Plus, I’m pretty sure your idea of a barbecue and mine are polar opposites.”

			“Oh, I don’t know.” Cassie paused long enough for Roman to open the door for them both. “If yours involve beer, a ton of food and men beating their chests for most of the afternoon, then we’re probably pretty close.”

			Hmm. That did sound like a normal barbecue. They probably had those fancy IPA or imported beers and ate steaks instead of on-sale, pre-made patties from Walmart, though.

			Rather than follow them in, the two men lingered outside on the patio. Which was kind of insane, because the kitchen that greeted them was big enough to house a whole football team without anyone touching shoulders. Warm taupe walls reached to at least a ten-foot ceiling and the granite countertops were thicker than any she’d ever seen before. The room was broken into two halves—a cooking area with an island in the center and a breakfast counter to one side with barstools tucked beneath it, and a dining area with a bay window that overlooked the backyard. A farmhouse table sat centered in the middle of the space.

			A rotund woman just a few inches shorter than Roman stood near the island surrounded by stainless steel appliances more appropriate for a five-star restaurant than a house. She looked up from whatever she was stirring, a wisp of gray hair falling from her tight bun. She locked onto Bonnie first, then Cassie behind her, and finally on Roman. The sharp declaration that followed held a Russian accent even thicker than Roman’s. “You brought guests.”

			Heat blanketed her back a second before Roman’s hand settled on her shoulder. He answered back with just as bold of a reply, but every word was in Russian.

			The woman’s shrewd gaze cut to Roman’s hand and up to Bonnie’s face. A tiny smile tugged one corner of her mouth, a fact Bonnie was pretty sure rarely happened given the deeply etched frown lines on her forehead. She gave her attention back to Roman. “As you say. Now introduce us.”

			Bonnie murmured to Cassie. “I don’t get it. What did he say?”

			“Beats me,” she whispered back. “I only know the sexy stuff and the dirty words so far.”

			Roman shifted to her side and motioned to the woman. “Bonnie, this is Olga. She came with Sergei from Russia and manages his kitchen.”

			“Yeah, I kinda gathered that from the accent and the chef’s clothes.” Bonnie hustled forward and held out her hand over the counter-height bar that separated them. “I’m Bonnie Drummond.”

			For a moment, Olga stared at Bonnie’s outstretched hand like she’d offered a pig’s foot instead of a handshake. She got herself in gear pretty quick, though, and returned the gesture. “Welcome to our home. You will stay for dinner. Tonight, we have gumbo.”

			Oh, she’d picked that up the second she walked in the back door. Any native Louisianan could pick that dish up on scent alone. And what was it with people telling her what to do instead of asking? Maybe it was a Russian thing. “I appreciate it, but you don’t need to do that. I’ll head home just as soon as Roman gives me the all clear.”

			“You will stay,” Roman said, his tone a little lighter than Olga’s, but still formed as a directive. He shifted his focus to Cassie behind her. “I have calls to make. You will not leave without your guards.”


			Cassie gave him a mock salute and an even sassier, “Yes, sir!”

			He looked to Bonnie and held out his hand. “Give me your phone and your address.”

			“My phone?”

			“It’s a security thing,” Cassie said, moving in closer. “First order of business is shutting down tracking options. Trust me. Been there. Done that.”

			“But what if my dad or Kev try to call me?”

			“Then I will answer,” Roman said. “You will not.”

			“Geesh.” Sighing, Bonnie motioned to the bag still in Roman’s hand. “Side pocket.”

			Roman lifted it like it weighed nothing, snatched the ancient device she’d bought secondhand from a bar customer and stuffed it in his coat pocket. “What else do you have?”

			“Come again?”

			“Other electronics. What else do you have?”

			She dipped her head toward the bag. “Just my laptop, but I’ve got the location services turned off already. So it’s good.”

			Ignoring her completely, he unzipped the backpack and slid the shiny Mac free. “Better not to assume. I will check it. Now your address.”

			“Is please in your vocabulary?”

			He cocked that infernal eyebrow again.

			“Fine.” Actually, not fine. But at the moment she couldn’t figure out an alternative for wiggling out of the situation she’d created by calling Cassie for help. At least not without looking like a complete asshole. “St. Ann’s apartments. Corner of North Prieur and St. Ann Street.”

			“Which unit?”

			“104C.”

			A whole lot of calculation seemed to move behind his eyes. Whether he was plotting the physical location in his head, or just committing the information to memory was anyone’s guess. He jerked a hard nod. “You will stay. You will eat. You will be safe.”

			With that, he turned and stalked toward the wide arched opening at the far end of the kitchen.

			“Anyone ever told you you’re bossy?” she said to his back.

			Olga and Cassie both cackled in unison, but it was Cassie who answered. “Get used to it. They’re all like that. But you really don’t want to pass up Olga’s gumbo. Nothing bad comes out of her kitchen, but she’s taken to Cajun food like nobody’s business.”

			Setting dishes out on the table, Olga huffed out a sound somewhere between agreement and appreciation.

			“You’re here!” A young boy a little over four feet tall scampered into the room, his dirty blond hair a little shaggier than most boys his age. He hurried to Cassie, wrapped her in a hug for all of a heartbeat, then stepped back and beamed a huge smile up at her. “I aced my math test so Mom said we get to go to that new ice cream place after dinner.”

			“The one where they super-freeze it on the metal table and roll it up like straws?” Cassie said.

			“Yeah. The Freezing Cow.”

			“You’re not going anywhere if you don’t show good manners,” said the woman who’d strolled into the kitchen behind him. Dressed in an oversized ballet pink sweater, skinny jeans and white Keds, she looked like she’d hopped out of a Gap clothing ad. Especially, with her dark hair cut in one of those stylish pixie’s that somehow managed to look messily perfect.

			Smiling, she steered her son toward Bonnie. “Sorry. Ice cream seems to trump general politeness in this house. I’m Evette Petrovyh, but most people call me Evie. This is my son, Emerson.”

			“Nice to meet you,” Emerson said, offering his hand just as nice as could be.

			Bonnie shook his outstretched hand. “I’m Bonnie.”

			“That’s a pretty name,” he said. “We don’t have any Bonnies at school.”

			“Yeah, I haven’t met many either,” she said. “Not exactly a go-to name unless your dad has a thing for Triumph Bonnevilles.”


			Emerson’s eyes got super wide. “You’re named after a motorcycle? That’s cool!”

			Okay, the kid got points for knowing motorcycles. Though, only a boy would think it was cool to be named after one. “Emerson’s a killer name, too. Sounds super smart.”

			“Okay,” Olga said from her place at the stove. She turned, wiped her hands on a towel and motioned to the small table now set for dinner. “Dinner is ready. Everyone sit.” Her gaze cut to Bonnie and a wry smile tipped her lips. “Please.”

			Evie volleyed a confused looked between Bonnie and Olga. “Did I miss something?”

			Cassie shook her head, latched onto Bonnie’s arm and guided her to the table. “Just Bonnie getting a dose of Russian bossiness and her calling Roman on it.”

			“Oh, that,” Evie said like such behavior was a run-of-the-mill occurrence. She pulled out a chair on the far side of the table, sat and zeroed in on Bonnie. “Good for you pushing back. Those guys mean well, but sometimes they’ve got the sensitivity of a gorilla.”

			Olga made her rounds, spooning out generous portions into china bowls that were probably the same vintage as the house.

			“So, you’re still at the television station, Bonnie?” Evie asked, buttering up her cornbread.

			Wow.

			Cassie wasn’t kidding about Olga’s gumbo. It was the bomb. A perfect blend of spices with a ton of andouille sausage, chicken and shrimp. She nodded and swallowed down the bite in her mouth. “Yeah. Just during the day on weekends, though. I’ve got another job running the Dusty Dog.”

			Emerson giggled at that. “What’s the Dusty Dog?”

			“A pub over in Tremé,” Evie answered before Bonnie could. “Me and some friends used to go there for karaoke before you were born.” She turned her gaze to Bonnie. “They got a new owner right?”

			Bonnie wasn’t sure what startled her more. The fact that this classy chick actually knew about any pubs in Tremé, or that she’d actually stepped foot in the Dog. “Um, yeah. About a year ago. Nearly ran it in the ground in the first three months, but its rebounding now.”

			“Probably because he hired you to manage it,” Cassie said.

			Evie nodded sagely, spooned up a bite of gumbo and blew across the spoon. “Food and bars are tricky businesses. My friend Dorothy’s made it through recessions, floods and murder, but it’s been sketchy at times.”

			“Where’s she work?” Bonnie said.

			“Dorothy’s Diner over in Mid-City.”

			“No shit?” she said before she could check herself. She winced as soon as her comment hit air and looked to Emerson. “Sorry, kid.”

			Emerson grinned back at her. “You’re not gonna teach me anything new. You should hear Mom when she gets on a rant.”

			“Hey, there,” Evie scolded playfully. “Don’t be ratting me out with company.” Still smiling, she dipped her head toward Bonnie. “I like your earrings and your bracelets. I’m a jewelry fan, too. Where’d you get ’em?”

			Heat rolled up her neck and across her cheeks. The turquoise and carnelian beaded pieces she’d put on this morning were some of the first designs she’d done. Definitely nowhere near as intricate as the wire designs she’d been trying to fashion in the last month. “I made ’em.” She wriggled her right wrist where her mom’s silver bracelet hung alone. “All except this one. This was my mom’s.”

			“You make your own jewelry?” Cassie put her spoon down and straightened toward Bonnie. “You never told me that.”

			Bonnie shrugged. “I don’t wear as much at the station. I do good to come up with outfits that won’t make the HR lady fire me. Figure it’s better not to push it with homemade fashion.”

			“Ever thought about making more for a side hustle?” Evie asked.

			She had actually. Had even had people at the bar ask her for custom pieces more times than she could count. But every time she started to dig in and give it a shot, fear got the better of her. “It’s not real jewelry. At least nothing anyone would pay for.”

			“Oh, I don’t know,” Evie said. “I’ve talked to a few ladies over at the Farmer’s Market, and they make a killing on the weekends with tourists. None of their stuff looks nearly as nice or creative as what you’ve got on.”

			Boy, Roman hadn’t been wrong calling these people treasures. She’d expected them to be distant or painfully polite at best—not friendly and personable.

			Yeah, don’t go getting any ideas. This is a one-and-done deal. It’s not like they’re gonna be coming for tea at your place. I mean, where would they sit? On the floor?

			Too soon, her bowl was empty. If she hadn’t already felt like a street urchin crashing a glitzy restaurant, she’d have asked for seconds and licked the bowl clean both times.

			Quick muted footsteps traveling down a stairway sounded through the wide opening to her right, followed by clipped heel-strikes on the hardwood floors.

			Roman appeared a moment later and strode toward the table, her laptop pinched between his fingers. His gaze lingered on Bonnie all of a second, something she couldn’t quite identify registering in his expression before he addressed Evie. “I’m taking Sergei’s car and picking him and Kir up at the airport. We’ll be home after we’re done with business.”

			Evie touched his forearm, not the least bit intimidated by his all-business demeanor or the way he towered over her. “Better you than Mikey picking them up. He ended up at the wrong terminal last time and I don’t need my man cranky when he gets home.” She nodded in Bonnie’s direction. “Don’t worry about Bonnie. We’ll take her with us to get ice cream after dinner.”

			“With your guards,” Roman said.

			Rolling her eyes, Evie waved him off. “Like you need to lecture me on that score. Of course we’re taking the guys.”

			Roman smiled and held Bonnie’s laptop up between them. “I could not detect any tracking software and, as you said, location services are off. What do you use it for?”

			Bonnie shrugged. “Not much really. Mostly just surfing the net and checking my email.”

			For a good two or three seconds, he just stared back at her as though considering his next step, but finally dipped his head in a short nod and slid it in front of her. “Do not let it out of your sight and do not reenable GPS.”

			The lecturing tone would have pissed her off on any other day, but something he’d said to Evie derailed her irritation. “Hold up. I thought you were gonna check my place so I can go home. I don’t wanna crash Emerson’s ice cream thing.”

			The weird expression moved across his face again—somewhere between exasperation and bemusement. “If it becomes necessary, yes, I will check your apartment.” He reached inside his suit jacket and pulled out a gleaming new iPhone. “Until then, you will use this for any calls you need to make. Mine and Cassie’s numbers are already in it.”

			Bonnie stared at the device pinched between his fingers. “You’re giving me a phone?”

			“I’m loaning you a phone. For your safety. Yours will stay with me. If you need information off it, text me and I will send it to you.”

			“You know,” Cassie said, finishing up a bite of cornbread. “You might as well take it. You’ve already learned how far arguing goes.”

			Boy, that was the truth.

			She gently took the shiny gadget and the screen lit up as soon as she turned it toward her face. Not a single scratch marred the surface. “Do I need a degree to run this thing?”

			“You figured out the computer I gave you,” Cassie answered. “Pretty sure you can handle a few screen swipes and flipping through contacts.”

			A freaking iPhone.

			And he’d handed it over as casually as a toothpick.

			She swiped the screen and a host of apps flashed back at her. Her brain picked that second to finally filter through all of Roman’s comments. “Hold up. What do you mean ‘if it becomes necessary’ to search my apartment. Have you learned something about Kev and Dad?”

			His mouth twitched as though sorely tempted to smile. “I mean, whether or not a visit to your apartment will be necessary depends on what happens after I pick up my brothers.”

			“And what is it you’re doing after you pick them up?”

			This time he did smile, the edge behind the slight tilt of his lips both thrilling and terrifying. He stepped back from the table, buttoned his jacket, and started toward the door. The gravity of his answer as he left rang heavy as a gavel. “I’ve located where Pauley Mitchell lives. The three of us will be paying him a visit.”

		
	


		
			Chapter Four

			A family full of drinkers, thieves and con artists.

			Roman leaned against the fender of Sergei’s BMW and watched for his pakhan’s arrival through the terminal’s glass walls. While Kir hadn’t had sufficient time for a complete background check before boarding in Houston, he’d found enough about Bonnie’s family to paint a very shaded picture. A mother with a string of petty theft arrests who’d crashed her car into a tree while intoxicated and high. A father with even more arrests—most tied to brawls and public intoxication—and a brother with a questionable hacker-for-hire reputation.

			But for Bonnie? Not a thing out of place. Steady grades in high school until she dropped out mid-semester her senior year. A GED completed two years ago, but no college records. Meager tax returns filed. Zero dings on her limited credit and a bank account with steady deposits.

			Of course, the withdrawals against her account had been steady, too. No doubt to cover her father’s debts.

			For the life of him, he couldn’t factor how Bonnie fit into it all. Either she was legitimately a straight shooter in a family of thieves and cons, or she was equally shady and the best hustler he’d ever seen.

			He uncrossed his arms from his chest, jammed his hands into his pockets and forced his shoulders to relax. No, she wasn’t a hustler. Genuine fear, the likes of what he’d seen in her eyes when he and Cassie had first arrived and again when she’d surveyed Sergei’s estate, was impossible to feign. He’d forced that fear onto more souls than he could count. Watched as each of them acknowledged their death was at hand and that he would be the last face they looked upon.

			He was the enforcer.

			The reaper without benefit of a scythe or a hood.

			On the other side of the glass wall, two figures emerged from the crowd, both clad in suits and striding unerringly toward the exit.

			His brothers.

			As ever, Kir was a light and affable presence next to Sergei’s dark menace, but both of them stood out from everyone else. Commanded those milling in their paths to part without a single word or look shared.

			They were the only two people in this country who knew the extent of the crimes Roman had committed. Of the evil he was truly capable of.

			And they accepted him anyway.

			For that and for the families they’d built and shared with him, he’d kill or die for either of them.

			They exited the building, and Roman straightened from the car. He opened the back door for Sergei as they approached. “A good flight?”

			“As good as commercial travel can be.” Sergei slid into the backseat. “I’ve grown accustomed to Trevor’s charters.”

			Kir chuckled and opened the front passenger door as Roman rounded to the driver’s side. “I have a feeling we’ll be talking to our brothers in Dallas about a Louisiana expansion soon.”

			It would certainly make things easier. With how often Evie and Cassie visited the Haven women, Trevor’s crew was making monthly flights in one direction or the other already. Roman snapped his seat belt in place and fired up the car.

			“So,” Sergei said as Roman exited the loading zone and steered them toward the highway. “Tell us more about Cassie’s friend. Why are we involved?”

			Roman glanced at Kir. “We’re involved because our brother’s bride was intent on helping her friend without realizing the danger. Either I intervened, or I risked her going alone.”

			Another man with their background might have grumbled. Might have uttered a sexist comment on the lacking wisdom of females in general or vowed to make her see the light.

			Kir smiled instead, a purely delighted grin that said he’d expect nothing less of his woman. “She is fearless when it comes to those she considers one of her own.”

			“They are close?” Sergei asked.

			Kir shrugged and studied the passing landscape outside his window. “Cassie would like that to be the case. She’s invited her to a few events with Evette, but Bonnie always refuses. Only agrees to meet her for coffee or very casual dinner when it’s just the two of them.”

			“She’s ashamed.” Sharing his thoughts aloud only solidified his instinct. Yes, she’d been understandably agitated and afraid after her father’s disappearance. Had been shaken and nervous upon seeing Sergei’s home. But there’d been something else underneath it all. An emotion he hadn’t quite been able to identify.

			Until he’d seen her sitting at the dinner table, her spine painfully straight and her face pinched with longing.

			He knew that look.

			Had felt the emotion that went with it many years ago. An aloneness and sense of endless inferiority that had beat upon his soul and soured him until the only thing left inside was blackness.

			But then Sergei had found him.

			He pushed the ugly memories of his past aside and focused on his brother in the rearview mirror. “Her father’s home is in disrepair. The neighborhood he lives in is dangerous and depressing. Her apartment is in Tremé off St. Ann, and she works two jobs with nothing to show for it.” He paused a moment, remembering all too well what it was like to be someone with nothing when those around him had everything. “Compared to the life Cassie lives now, her own would seem dismal.”

			Sergei sighed and stared out the window next to him. “What lies on the surface is seldom what’s found underneath.”

			His vor would know. Like Roman, he’d learned young how to steal food and anything he could sell to survive while his father drank his life away.

			“Kir tells me her family leaves something to be desired,” Sergei said. “I don’t do favors or business with drunks and thieves. They offer nothing in return but lies and risk.”

			“But Bonnie’s got no record,” Kir volleyed back. “Cassie says she steers as clear of them as she can and wants to make something of her life. If Cassie believes in her, then so do I.”

			Roman kept his eyes trained on the road ahead, but the weight of Sergei’s stare behind him was impossible to dismiss.

			“And you?” Sergei said. “What are your thoughts on the girl?”

			That she had confidence and street smarts. That she had a keen mind just waiting to be put to good use. “She could use our help. If not to find her family, then to break free of her past.”

			“An interesting observation for someone you’ve just met.”

			It was. So much so that even saying the words out loud had startled him. But he couldn’t shake the way she’d looked up at him when he’d caught her. How she seemed to fit sitting at the table with Evette and Cassie, even with the haunting hunger on her face.

			And then there was how she’d felt against him. How her breath had turned raspy and her fingers had tentatively splayed across his chest.

			No. Those memories couldn’t be indulged. Not with him being who he was. As painful or repulsive as she appeared to view her own background, it was nothing short of a fairy tale compared to the things he’d done. “It took you mere minutes to decide to help me.”

			A low chuckle sounded from the backseat. “A fair point, moy brat.” He paused only a moment. “You say you’ve located this so-called loan shark?”


			Roman nodded. “Pauley Mitchell. He lives about a mile from Bonnie’s father.”

			“Very well,” Sergei said. “Let’s pay Mr. Mitchell a visit.”

			

			Located in the northwest corner of Desire just before Gentilly Terrace Parish took over, Pauley Mitchell’s home was a far cry nicer than Bonnie’s father’s. Not much bigger, perhaps, but up to date and well lit against the night to show its white paint and cheerful green trim. Two red chairs sat on either side of the modest picture window.

			Roman parked the car and the three of them strode to the front door. Per usual, Sergei took point and knocked on the front door.

			Inside, a masculine voice barked out “MaryAnn! The door!”

			“You get it,” a woman said. Presumably MaryAnn. “I’m busy.”

			“Woman, answer the damned door!”

			Sergei hung his head and shook it.

			“Sounds like a splendid couple,” Kir murmured.

			The door jerked open and a dark-haired woman in her mid-to late forties swept each of them with an irritated scowl. The frown quickly shifted to something more akin to caution. She must have deemed Kir the least threatening of the group, because she aimed her question at him. “Can I help you?”

			“You must be MaryAnn.” The way Kir said it, one would think he’d heard a million fond stories about her. He held out his hand. “My name is Kir Vasilek. My associates and I are here to talk business with Mr. Mitchell.”

			“You wanna talk business with Pauley? Here? It’s eight o’clock at night.”

			Clearly, Sergei wasn’t in the mood to fuck around, because he answered in a deadly tone guaranteed to stop any further protest in its tracks. “Will that be a problem?”

			MaryAnn’s gaze slid to Sergei, and she edged backward at least a foot. “Um.” She glanced over her shoulder toward the hallway. “No. Of course not. If you’ll wait here, I’ll go get Pauley.” She started to close the door.

			Roman stopped her with a single hand before she could close it completely.

			Sergei clasped his hands affably in front of him and offered her a chilling smile. “Better to leave it open. We wouldn’t want Mr. Mitchell suddenly slipping out the back door when we’ve taken the time to pay him a personal visit.”

			MaryAnn’s eyes widened and her jaw slackened. “R-r-right. Let me just.” She turned and hustled toward the hallway. “I’ll get him.”

			She disappeared into the last room on the right.

			Pauley’s voice followed right behind it. “Woman, what are you—”

			“Pauley, shhh.” And then nothing else from MaryAnn. No doubt because she was recounting her run-in with the mysterious Russians at her front door.

			“Think he’ll run anyway?” Kir asked too low for anyone but the three of them to hear.

			Roman held himself poised to act just in case, but shook his head. “The woman was too shaken. She’s not used to business being brought to her door. I doubt Pauley is either.”

			Silence blossomed in the night, broken only by the drone of cars on the highway. Finally, a balding man in an undershirt, dress pants and no shoes poked his head out of the room MaryAnn had ducked inside. He frowned then stepped the rest of the way into the hall. “Can I help you boys?”

			Not the best first impression he could have made. The only person breathing in this world who’d dare call Sergei boy to his face was the man who’d all but raised him—his own vor, Anton Fedorov.

			Per usual, Sergei kept his cool and did little more than cock his head. “No invitation to join you inside, Mr. Mitchell?”

			Carefully padding forward, Pauley took their measure and smoothed his hand over his slightly paunched belly. “Not generally a good practice to let strangers in your home. Not in this part of town, anyway.”

			“Well, then,” Sergei said. “Allow me to introduce myself.” He held out his hand. “I am Sergei Petrovyh.”

			Recognition flared on Pauley’s face and, for a minute, Roman thought he might try to slam the door in their face and lock himself safely inside. He swallowed hard and shook Sergei’s hand instead. “Pauley Mitchell.”

			“Yes, I’m aware, as I came specifically to your home.” He motioned to Roman and Kir in turn. “These are my men, Roman Kozlov and Kir Vasilek.”

			Pauley dipped a short nod. “And how can I help you?”

			“Business, Mr. Mitchell,” Kir said with one of his most charming smiles before Sergei could lose his patience. “A matter better conducted in the comfort of your home rather than in plain sight. You are a businessman, are you not?”

			Pauley puffed up his chest, the nudge to his pride pushing fear and common sense out of the way. “Yes, yes. Of course. Come in.”

			Sergei prowled inside, openly surveying the seating options in the modest living room. An evergreen sofa geared more toward comfort than style sat flush against one sidewall, a smallish ivory armchair more appropriate for an office or a hallway was placed near the window, and a well-used recliner was aimed at the flat screen mounted on the wall. An ancient coffee table that looked heavier than anything else in the room sat between them all.

			Unbuttoning his suit coat with a casualness that belied his focus, Sergei sat in the recliner like it was his own and crossed one leg over the other. He waved toward the tiny chair opposite the recliner. “Please, Mr. Mitchell. Have a seat.”

			Roman stood to Sergei’s right and clasped his hands in front of him. Kir mirrored the stance to Sergei’s left.

			Pauley looked from Sergei to the tiny chair, clearly aghast that his throne had been usurped by a stranger. He covered the response quick enough, though, and mimicked Sergei’s pose. Which looked utterly ridiculous on a barefoot man in his undershirt. “So, you want to talk business.”

			“Yes,” Sergei said. “I understand you’ve been known to extend financial assistance to individuals. There is one in particular I’d like to talk to you about. One who is very close to a friend of mine.”

			To his credit, Pauley managed to keep his expression passive, but the quick assessment of Roman and Kir at either side of Sergei and the calculation behind Pauley’s eyes telegraphed all manner of concern. “I’ve done short-term loans for people from time to time, sure. You know—for friends.”

			Sergei inhaled slow and deep, the sound that of a man searching for patience and coming up short. “I’m afraid that’s not what my men learned. They tell me you’ve got a respectable business developed and make a tidy profit on the interest you charge.”

			Pauley fidgeted in his chair. “You said you’ve got a particular customer in mind?”

			Sergei shifted his head slightly toward Roman.

			“Jack Drummond,” Roman answered for him. “He goes by Buzz.”

			The shift in Pauley’s demeanor was instant, all signs of calm and caution evaporating beneath his scowl. “That son of a bitch?”


			“Yes,” Sergei answered dryly. “That one.”

			“Not sure who your friend is, buddy, but if they’ve got ties to Buzz, your best bet is to tell them to walk the fuck away. Never met so big a cheat in my life.”

			“So, he does currently owe you a debt?”

			“Fool that I am, yeah.”

			“And you want what’s owed to you.”

			“Damn right.”

			“Bad enough you’d be inclined to abduct him and his son from their home this afternoon?”

			Pauley opened his mouth, ready to throw out another emphatic answer, then fully registered Sergei’s question and frowned. “Say what?”

			“This afternoon Buzz Drummond and his son were taken from their home. I want to know if you were the person that took them.”

			Genuine surprise pushed Pauley’s eyebrows to where his hairline should have been. “Me? Why the fuck would I want to do that? Easier to steal his truck again than put up with that asshole one-on-one.”

			Truth.

			If he’d been lying, he’d have had an entirely different set of tells, but Pauley met Sergei’s gaze dead-on when he spoke. “You tellin’ me someone nabbed that idiot?”

			“And his son,” Kir added.

			Pauley scoffed and reclined as much as the chair would allow. “You sure it’s Buzz they’re after then? ’Cause that boy’s got a string of people he’s pissed off. Ever since he got into computers in high school he’s been gettin’ into things he shouldn’t. Buzz coulda just been in the wrong place at the wrong time. Or hell, maybe the two of them hooked up on some con and whoever they tried to pull it on decided to fight back.”

			“You say that like you’re intimate with their history,” Sergei said.

			“Well, yeah. Buzz and me went to school together. Go way back. He never did think rules applied to him. Neither did his wife, Joleen. Peas in a pod, those two. Born to screw the world and everyone in it every chance they got.”

			“And their apples didn’t fall far from the tree?”

			“Not with Kevin. Boy’s smart as a whip. Got all A’s in high school and didn’t even try. Heard he did good in all his tech classes, too. But common sense? Ain’t got a damn lick of it.” He paused a moment and his gaze narrowed. “Don’t know much about Bonnie, though. Quiet girl. Seemed to mostly stay to herself growin’ up. Cut out of her daddy’s house before she graduated.”

			Instinct prickled along Roman’s shoulders and his gut clenched. “Why?”

			“Beats the hell out of me. Probably ’cause her daddy was an asshole. Always was a short-tempered son of a bitch, but after Joleen died, he drank twice as much and fought every chance he got. Least up until that liver of his decided to fight back.”

			Sergei nodded then looked to Roman and Kir in turn. When neither of them added any additional questions, he stood and buttoned his coat. “You’ve been most helpful, Mr. Mitchell. I’ll look forward to doing business with you in the future. Let’s start by you providing a full accounting of all past and current loans. Roman will be your contact going forward.”

			Sputtering, Pauley stood and, unwisely, blocked their departure. “Why the hell would I do that?”

			“Because I told you to.”

			“You think I’m just gonna hand over everything on my business to a bunch of high-falutin’ foreigners? Are you out of your mind?”

			Sergei prowled forward, the menace pulsing off him jumping exponentially in mere seconds. He paused, not quite nose-to-nose with Pauley but well into his space and lowered his voice. “As of today, we are no longer strangers. You loan money to people in this city. Foreigner or not, this city is under my protection. So, we will either be business partners, or we will be adversaries. The choice is up to you.”

			Not pausing for an answer, Sergei started forward once more, and Pauley scrambled out of his way.

			Roman and Kir followed, but Roman paused and handed the shell-shocked man a card on his way out. “You have three days to gather your records. I’ll be in touch.”

		
	


		
			Chapter Five

			Bonnie had heard once that the casinos in Las Vegas piped extra oxygen into their gaming areas to keep people happy and throwing their cash around longer. Maybe the good people of the Garden District had done something similar and found a way to fill the atmosphere with a whole lot of fairy dust and happily-ever-after juice. It was the only explanation she could think of for seeing this many happy people all at one time in one tiny space.

			On every wall of The Freezing Cow, little Post-it notes in varied colors wavered each time the front door opened. And wow, was it opening a lot. The place was packed and all so people could watch staff members spread ice cream out on a cold metal surface just to roll it up and turn it into a fancy work of art.

			Fortunately, her four-man crew was near the back of the line, which meant she had enough time to figure out what the hell she was supposed to order. She’d have had an easier time learning how to crochet than she would figure out the menu on the massive chalkboard overhead.

			Evie, Emerson and Cassie each stared at the options, every now and then calling out a topping or combination that sounded interesting. The two guards they’d brought with them sat at a table in the corner, but kept a watchful eye on their charges.

			And didn’t that drive home the extent of what she’d gone and gotten herself involved in. Yeah, she’d known the rumors about Kir and his brothers and had seen the guards following Cassie around before she left the TV station, but somehow the long game and the consequences of her actions hadn’t factored as vividly when she’d been buzzing on adrenaline this afternoon.

			You should’ve caught the streetcar when you had the chance.

			Bonnie adjusted her backpack and forced herself not to look at the now empty track through the storefront’s glass doors. She’d sure as hell contemplated hopping on the St. Charles ten minutes ago. It’d come for a stop outside the ice cream shop just as they’d been piling out of the car. It damned sure would be more comfortable than standing in what appeared to be the happiest ice cream shop on earth and pretending to fit in.

			But how would that have gone?

			“Hey, Cassie. I really appreciate you and Roman riding to the rescue today, but I’ve thought about it and I just don’t think the mercenary approach is for me. Thanks for the trip to Wonderland. Gotta run now!”

			“Hey, Bonnie,” Emerson said. “What are you gonna get?”

			To her left, Evie and Cassie twisted and raised both eyebrows, both waiting for her answer.

			Bonnie tried to laugh off her awkwardness, but it ended up sounding like she’d gotten something stuck in her throat. “Kid, I got no clue. What are you getting?”

			“Either the Evil Berries with chocolate syrup and strawberry sauce, or the Cookie Monster with chocolate syrup, peanut butter and caramel.”

			“Oh, my God.” Evie shook her head, but her smile was a fond one. “Maybe I should have waited until the weekend before we did the ice cream trip. You’re not gonna sleep until midnight with all that sugar.”

			Jesus. These people were really freaking nice. Funny. Supportive. Friendly. The closest she’d ever gotten to treats growing up was the chips and dip her mom put out for impromptu parties.

			Emerson ignored his mom entirely and wrapped his hand in Bonnie’s. “You want me to help you pick something out?” He pointed to the board. “You can either just get a plain flavor, or get one of the special kinds they’ve got up there. Then you pick three extra toppings.”

			She couldn’t talk. Could barely even breathe. Emerson’s hand was so tiny in hers. So warm. And he didn’t seem the least bit shy about the action he’d taken.

			But damn—he’d completely shaken her whole fucking world.

			He motioned to all the Post-it notes around them. “Those things are special creations other people have come up with mixing and matching. I’m gonna put one of mine up there after I see how it tastes.”


			Special creations.

			Toppings.

			Fuck, she was never gonna make it through this night.

			She cleared her throat—or at least tried to—and squeezed Emerson’s hand. “How about you order for both of us? You get one. I’ll get the other.”

			The smile he hit her with would’ve knocked her over if he hadn’t been holding her hand, and the tightness behind her chest threatened to snuff out her heart altogether.

			Cassie leaned in close and splayed one hand between Bonnie’s shoulder blades. “You okay?”

			Hell no, she wasn’t okay. Okay was a fresh iced tea when it was August and 105 degrees outside, or someone tipping you with a scratch-off lottery ticket and finding out you just got a free tank of gas. Spending a night with nice people and getting a glimpse of the good life when it was only going to disappear in hours was nothing short of cruel. “A little overwhelmed, if you want to know the truth.”

			She chuckled at that and wrapped her arm around Bonnie’s waist. “Believe it or not, I absolutely get it.”

			Bonnie doubted that. Just looking at Cassie, she could see how she’d fit in with the people around her. This lifestyle. She was pretty. Stylish. Always knew how to make people feel comfortable. The same held true for Evie.

			The best Bonnie could claim was a decent skill for talking drunks out of driving and a willingness to pull out a baseball bat if it meant breaking apart a late-night brawl.

			Minute by minute, they made their way to the front of the line. Everyone placed their order except for Bonnie, who waved Emerson toward the cashier in her place. Evie, Emerson and Cassie all watched the staff behind the plexiglass doing their thing with the ice cream on the cold metal tables, but all Bonnie could do was soak in the crowd.

			The families.

			The couples.

			A few college students palling around on a weeknight.

			And, of course, a few badass guards watching from the corner table.

			Sorry, Bonnie. My parents say I can’t hang out with you anymore.

			Did you hear about her mom? She was so shit-faced she plowed into a tree and bit it.

			You don’t want to mix with her and her family. Bad blood, the lot of them.

			God, she was pathetic. Twenty-five years old and she was still replaying the old cuts she’d been dealt in high school.

			But every single word they’d said was true.

			She’d come from trash.

			It didn’t matter how long or hard she tried, her roots kept her locked in place.

			“That’ll be $30.50,” the cashier said.

			Before Bonnie could shake the stupor of her thoughts or the shock at such a high tab for ice cream, Evie handed over two twenty-dollar bills.

			“Oh, hang on.” Bonnie slid her backpack off her shoulder and unzipped the front pocket. “Let me get you money for mine.”

			“Don’t be silly,” Evette said, waving her off. “You’ve had a hell of a day. The least we can do is treat you for dessert.”

			No hesitancy. Not so much as a blip of concern on the amount of cash changing hands or any indication of how vastly the scales of give-and-take were out of balance since the minute she’d met them. Still, the offer was a huge plus. She could hit Taco Bell for a full-size meal twice on a seven-dollar savings. “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

			She reached for her order when the lady who’d made it handed it over—four pretty rolls of ice cream with sauce artfully drizzled over the top of it—and followed everyone to a table near the guards.

			Her stomach churned, not the least bit interested in the treat in front of her, and her mouth felt like she hadn’t had a drop to drink in days. Despite the chilled wind sweeping through the front door every time it opened and the coolers that kept the ice cream nice and cold, a clammy sweat blanketed her back.

			Evie, Emerson and Cassie chattered about their selections, oohing and ahhing over how good everything was.

			8:45 p.m. showed on her watch.

			Three more minutes and another trolley would stop just outside the ice cream shop. Granted, she’d only get three-quarters of the way to Tremé on the St. Charles, but it’d be better than sitting here waiting for her nerves to swallow her whole.

			She kept her head down and forced a tiny bite.

			“Do you like it?” Emerson asked.

			The best she could do was nod and focus on keeping the food down.

			Her knee started bouncing under the table, and her breath got so shallow the room around her got a little hazy.

			“Bonnie, are you okay?”

			It was Cassie’s voice, the volume of it low and private, but carrying genuine concern.

			She couldn’t do this.

			She’d been wrong to call Cassie.

			Wrong to step outside what she knew and bring good people into her mess of a life.

			She pushed her ice cream toward Emerson. “Sorry, buddy. I can’t eat this. It’s good, but you gotta finish it.”

			Before he could ask why, she turned to Cassie. “Listen. I really appreciate you coming today.” She glanced at Evie then back to Cassie. “For dinner. For everything. But I can’t do this.”

			She stood, grabbed her backpack and threw it over her shoulder.

			The guards perked up, ready to move.

			“Do me a favor,” she said to Cassie. “Just let me go. Don’t worry. I’m good. I promise. I’ll even text you when I get home. Just tell those guys to chill, okay?”

			“But Bonnie—”

			“Please don’t. You’re all awesome. Really. I just—” Feel like a complete imposter. Like someone’s going to show up at any moment and throw ice-cold water on me. “I need to go.”

			She turned, hustled out the glass door and toward the empty tracks.

			Right on time, the trolley clanged its impending arrival, the soft glow of the St. Charles marker at the top of it as close to comfort as she’d felt in hours. She hopped on as soon as it stopped, paid the fare and plopped down on the side bench.

			Her pulse hammered in her throat, but her lungs finally pulled in a decent gulp of air.

			Outside the window Cassie, Evie and Emerson stood in front of the ice cream shop, a guard on either side.

			But they weren’t following her.

			Just watching and letting her go exactly as she’d asked.

			That’s good. It’s better that way. Cleaner. Less pain and disappointment.

			She hugged her backpack tight against her chest and pulled in another deep breath. The same clamoring panic that had threatened to consume her still crawled beneath her skin, but the dark edges that had clouded her vision began to abate.

			The trolley jerked forward, slowly pulling away from its stop.

			Maybe it was cleaner this way. Safer for everyone.

			But she couldn’t help thinking she’d just made the biggest mistake of her life.

		
	


		
			Chapter Six

			Roman wasn’t a slave to schedules or plans. In his world, events and strategies were too prone to go astray. A wrong word spoken to the wrong person. A desperate, ill-thought-out action taken in the heat of the moment. A new rival who thought they had what it took to infiltrate an established area. Any of them could shake an established peace between vors and turn a quiet day to chaos in seconds.

			But today...

			Today was beyond what even he could fathom.

			Parked on the corner of St. Ann and North Prieur Street, he soaked in what details around him he could with the dim streetlamp burning overhead. To his right, an industrial building that had once housed some kind of a business sat with plywood over its windows and doors. A string of weathered white duplexes with iron bars on the windows stretched one after the other on his left and old power lines zigzagged overhead.

			But it was the row of apartments up ahead that held the bulk of his attention. A two-story brick structure that had been painted gray with red trim and resembled an old-fashioned motel from the outside. Compared to the rest of the block, it was aged, but tidy.

			Unlike his day had proven to be.

			First the call from Bonnie.

			Then the interlude with Pauley.

			And finally, the text from Cassie advising him that Bonnie had gone home.

			He sighed into the quiet and glared at the ground floor unit labeled 104C. Part of him wasn’t surprised she’d run. Was actually more surprised at how long she’d taken to bolt.

			But another part of him was disappointed. Not to mention worried he’d misread her. Even Sergei had questioned the wisdom of continuing any efforts to help her when he’d learned Bonnie had run.

			The comment had earned him a sharp rebuttal from Evette. “I’m telling you, the girl was having a panic attack. I know. I’ve had a few in my day. You can’t just leave her hanging with her dad and brother missing. Helping people is what you’re supposed to do.”

			He’d pulled her close and cupped the side of her face. “We can only offer a hand to those in need, liubimaja. We cannot force them to take it.”

			His pakhan was right. No matter the hardship or situation, people didn’t change until they’d truly reached their breaking point.

			And yet, here he was.

			Ignoring the responsibilities that had stacked up from his errant day and fully intent on knocking on Bonnie’s door. If, for no other reason, than to assure Cassie and Evette that she’d made it home safely and let Bonnie know Pauley wasn’t behind her family’s disappearance.

			The real unknown in his dead-end errand was how she’d respond to his checking in and, if she’d truly had a panic attack, what had triggered it.

			He killed the truck’s engine and got out. From one of the duplexes, the muted but steady bass of someone’s music thrummed into the night, mingling with the clipped strides of his footsteps on the cracked asphalt. At almost eleven, the temperature hovered just above freezing and, from the wood smoke lingering in the air, someone had deemed it cold enough for a fire.

			Outside Bonnie’s door, he paused. No sounds came from inside, but the light was on, so he assumed she was still up. Either that or she was too spooked from the day to sleep with the light off.

			He knocked on the door.

			More quiet followed, but after a few moments the blinds shifted just enough for someone to peek between them. They clattered back into place and Bonnie’s voice sounded from behind the door. “I’m here, and I’m fine.”

			Stubborn woman. She truly had more regal attitude than she knew what to do with. “You will forgive me if I insist on confirming that with my own eyes.”

			In the silence that followed, he could easily imagine the same exasperated expression he’d already earned through the course of the day. The lock slid free a heartbeat later, and she opened the door. “See? All good?”

			Oh, he saw. And in great detail. The jeans, jacket and boots from earlier in the day were gone, replaced with fuzzy gray fleece pajama bottoms with whimsical white stars and a simple white tank that clung to her full breasts.

			He forced his gaze to her eyes. When he spoke, his voice was painfully low and strained. “You forget, malen’kaya koroleva, it was you who called for assistance today. You cannot blame those you called upon for following through and ensuring your safety, even if you do not think it’s necessary.”

			Even in the shadowed entry, her flush was unmistakable as was the guilty flash behind her eyes. “That’s fair.” She relaxed her grip on the door and ducked her head. “I didn’t mean to run out like I did. I just... I don’t know. Got a little overwhelmed, I guess.”

			It was a start. Not enough, but a start. “Cassie and Evette assumed as much. What they didn’t understand was what triggered your reaction.”

			“It doesn’t really matter, does it?”

			“It does to them.” And to him as well, if he was honest.

			She sighed and studied the doorjamb. “Your family’s really nice, okay? Everyone will be a lot better off if I keep my shit out of the equation.”

			“Says who?”

			Her focus cut to his face, a wealth of fire, pain and disappointment swimming in her green eyes. “Says pretty much anyone who’s ever come into contact with me.”

			An interesting choice of wording. As if she’d been tried and judged for the sins of her family many times over.

			The smart thing to do was walk away. Simply tell her what he’d learned from Pauley, bid her good night and never step foot across her threshold.

			But the way she’d looked at him when he’d caught her was burned in his mind. The lush press of her body against his unforgettable.

			He splayed his hand on the door instead and pushed it wider, crowding closer.

			“What are you doing?” she stammered as she stumbled out of his way.

			“Coming in and gauging just how safe you are in this environment.” The living room was sparse, to say the least. An old gray futon with too thin of a cushion sat against one wall and a gooseneck desk lamp was centered on a plastic milk crate beside it. There was no television. No source of music. Only white walls in need of fresh paint, worn tan carpet and weathered blinds. Every inch of it was clean, though.

			“You know, most people call someone barging in without being invited breaking and entering.” Despite her comment, the thud of the door closing sounded behind him.

			“I did not break anything, and if you were truly alarmed you are wise enough to scream and attract attention from the neighbors.” The adjacent dining space held a simple folding card table and two folding chairs, the surface of the table covered in clear plastic tubs and Ziplock bags full of beads and strings and pamphlets. The flier on top read Delgado Community College—Medical/Clinical Assistant. He faced her and found her glaring at him with her arms crossed at her chest. “You want to study medicine?”

			Her gaze cut to the table and her mouth firmed a second before she marched forward. She snatched the brochures and stuffed them under one of the clear plastic containers. “I don’t know what I want to do. Stop being nosey.”

			“Nosey is part of my job.” He flipped the light switch to the tiny galley kitchen, but nothing happened. “Why does your light not work?”

			She shoved his hand away from the switch and stepped between him and the kitchen. “Because I don’t have a ladder, so I have to wait on the landlord. Now, you’ve seen I’m okay. You can go.”

			Bohze, but she was cute. More so when she forgot her fears and unleashed her attitude. Few and far between were those who stood up to him. It was intoxicating. So much so, he found himself eager to see what other things he could do to provoke her.

			Undaunted, he took the three strides it took to reach the bathroom and flipped the light switch there. It worked, showing a simple clear plastic shower curtain, a pale pink towel hanging neatly to one side of it and the most basic of necessities. Again, all clean and perfectly neat.

			“Are you for real? You’re checking my bathroom?”

			“No. Confirming the rest of your lighting is in order.” He flipped on the light to her bedroom right across from it. A bed covered in a soft blue comforter and a simple desk along one wall took up most of the space, but all manner of hand-drawn pictures were tacked to the walls.

			No, not pictures. More like designs, some on sketch paper and done in great color and detail, and others on anything from receipts to napkins. “What are those?”

			“Sketches.” She reached behind him and flipped off the switch. “Now, get out of my room. Tell Cassie thank you again for bringing you today, but I think it’s better to handle things on my own.”

			He fought the smile building inside him and strolled to the middle of the living room. “You believe you have the means to find your family on your own?”

			“Well, it sure beats having some bossy Russian saunter in my house like he owns the damned place. I’ve worked my ass off to make my own way. Missing dad and brother or not, I’ve got boundaries.”

			He doubted that. If she did, she’d have told her father to pay his own debts and would be able to afford at least more basic necessities than what he’d seen tonight. “You’ve been on your own for some time, have you not?”

			“Since I was seventeen, so you can bet your ass I can take care of myself.”

			“You are twenty-five years old, yes?”

			“Yeah, what of it?”

			He cocked his head. “That’s eight years. I’m surprised you haven’t gathered more belongings.”

			She glanced away, and this time when she crossed her arms it seemed more as a means to protect herself than anything based on defiance or anger. “I did have more things.”

			“What happened to them?”

			Her mouth screwed up in a wry pucker and she aimed a sharp glare at him. “I had a job and my ex didn’t, that’s what happened.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“It means he moved out and helped himself to what he wanted while I was at work one day, then racked up one hell of a balance on my credit card before he skipped town.”

			The muscles in his arms and torso tensed and the deadly calm that came when any target stepped into his crosshairs whispered over his skin. “His name.”

			Her eyes widened for all of a moment, then narrowed again with realization. “Oh, no.” She planted her hands on her hips and shook her head. “I’ve got enough problems without adding a guilty conscience to the list.” She waved him toward the door. “I’m good. I’m sorry I sent everyone on a wild goose chase today, but thank you for your time.”

			She wasn’t good.

			She was eking by at best and letting people who didn’t seem to value her good heart and determined nature to walk all over her. Or at least that’s how it appeared from his point of view. And whether or not she willingly gave him her ex’s name, he’d find it. “Do you not want to hear what we learned from Mr. Mitchell?”

			Her bravado melted almost as fast as it had ridden in to save her. “You actually talked to him?”

			“I told you we would.”

			The sheepish expression she’d given him at the door rushed back in place, but she held his gaze. “I assumed you’d change your mind after Cassie told you I bailed.”

			“You’ve assumed many things about me and my family today, malen’kaya koroleva. Perhaps you should reevaluate the things you believe to be true.”

			In the light of her apartment, her blush was beautiful. A charming pink against pale skin that made her cheeks seem even rounder and her freckles that much more prominent.

			Rather than cause her more discomfort, he got to the point. “Pauley does not have your brother or father. Nor does he know who might have them. Though, he did seem to suggest that whomever was at your father’s house was more likely there for Kevin.”

			Sad acknowledgment swept across her face, the expression of a woman with far too much experience in the realm of disappointment. “Yeah. Probably not a long shot to think that.” Her gaze slid to the side before she nodded, squared her shoulders and lifted her chin. “Thanks for trying and for coming here to tell me.” She lifted one shoulder in a defeated shrug and tried for a wry smile. “I still think you’re a bossy dude and overbearing, but I can see why Cassie likes you.”

			Such bravery in the face of hopelessness. While he might question the motive that had pushed her to relinquish their help, there was no question she’d do everything in her power to continue forward on her own and take whatever lumps life dealt her.

			“Likewise.” He inclined his head. “I wish you the best.”

			With that, he turned for the door. He had it open and was one step past the threshold when Bonnie’s voice cut from behind him. “Oh, wait!”

			She disappeared into her room and came back seconds later holding the phone he’d given her. “We should probably switch back.”

			So tied up in his errands and the aftermath of Bonnie’s departure, he’d all but forgotten her worn out phone in his pocket. He took it out and handed it to her. “Keep the phone I gave you. Forward your old number to the new one. Keep the old one turned off.”

			She glowered up at him like he’d lost his mind. “I can’t keep a phone like that! It’s worth over a grand!”

			He glanced at the phone in her outstretched hand then back to her. “Then you have a choice. Sell it as you please, or use it to replace your old one as a means to stay safe. It’s your call, malen’kaya koroleva.”

			Tempting as it was to linger and ensure she locked the door behind him—or better yet, give into temptation and find other more carnal ways to make her more agreeable and see reason—he forced one foot in front of the other.

			“Hey!” she called out behind him.

			He stopped, turned and waited.

			She stood just outside her doorway, the backlighting of her apartment accenting her delicious curves. “What’s that mean? The malen’kaya koroleva thing you keep saying?”

			He couldn’t have stopped his smile if he’d wanted to. She was every bit a kitten bent on feeding its curiosity only to find itself in a mess of its own making. On top of that, she’d pronounced the phrase for little queen exactly as it should have been, her husky voice uttering the words of his mother tongue perfectly. “You have your secrets, Bonnie. I think I’ll keep mine as well until we can negotiate a trade.”

			She wrapped her arms around herself and smoothed her hands up her bare arms, whether to ward off the chill beating against her, or simply to ground herself.

			“Good night, Bonnie. Lock the door behind you.”

			He stalked to his truck, ears peeled for the solid clunk of her door falling shut and the flimsy zrring of her bolt sliding home. By the time he opened the driver’s door, her light was already off, but he could have sworn a shadow moved behind the curtain.

			The roar of his truck’s engine against the night rivaled the frustration roiling in his gut. Bonnie Drummond was definitely an enigma. Alluring with those big cat eyes in that unique shade of green and the sensual way that she moved. Wholesome with her freckles and her unguarded smile when one managed to catch her unaware. Street-smart and understandably cautious, yet also clearly willing to bend over backward for those she loved.

			He put the truck in drive and pulled onto the street. Two blocks away, the traffic light turned red.

			Helping people is what you’re supposed to do.

			Actually, it wasn’t what they did. At least not the only thing they did. They ran businesses. Many of them. Most of which were on the up and up, unlike the life he’d left behind in Russia.

			But when they did help others, they came with a cost. Favors required paybacks. Debts owed and expectations set.

			The memory of the day he’d first met Sergei flashed vibrant in his mind. The thick gray skies. The stinging cold against his skin. The throbbing of his knuckles and the wild thrum of his heart. He’d earned the latter two beating a bully who’d refused to back down to an unconscious heap.

			And Sergei had watched it all. Had followed Roman back to his orphanage, introduced himself and later taken him under his wing.

			All without a single thing asked in return.

			The light turned green.

			Roman hesitated for all of a second, swung the truck wide and circled back the direction he’d come. In another minute, his truck was parked at a different angle, well hidden in the shadows from prying eyes.

			He checked his watch, drew his phone from his pocket and dialed one of his men.

			Luke answered by the second ring. “Yes, sir?”

			“St. Ann and North Prieur Street. There’s an alley that runs beside the apartments at that intersection. Meet me there at midnight. Be prepared to stay on watch until I send relief.”

			“Got it. I’ll be there in thirty.” He hung up as fast as he’d answered, which was exactly why he’d chosen Luke for this assignment. He never asked questions and had no compunction at following orders.

			Any orders.

			Roman killed the truck’s engine and settled in, his gaze rooted on Bonnie’s door. “You might not want our help, malen’kaya koroleva. But you’re getting it anyway.”

		
	


		
			Chapter Seven

			Only 10:30 p.m. at night. The pretty blue neon surrounding the Bud Light clock on the wall was the only pretty thing about the Dusty Dog, but right now all it did was luminate a very ugly truth—three days of double-shifts in a row was a stupid fucking idea. How the hell she was going to walk all the way home after close tonight, she didn’t have a clue.

			Bonnie wiped down the bar and checked the drinks of those lined up on the other side. One positive at least—Friday nights were busy enough she didn’t have enough time to worry about how bad her feet hurt. At least not until she was walking out the front door.

			Definitely need to get that damned car fixed.

			“Hey, Bonnie.” Trixie sidled up to the bar and slid her tray toward Bonnie. At five-foot-two with a decent body and an emo school-girl flair, she was a favorite with the male patrons. Especially when she rocked the short plaid skirts and put her bleach blond hair up in pigtails like it was tonight. “Need two Crown and Cokes and one Jameson.”

			Bonnie checked the round table tucked in the farthest corner of the bar. The Dusty Dog’s lighting was always kept dim to hide how beat up the place really was, but that particular corner was especially shady. A good fit for the three assholes hogging the space.

			Lowering her voice for only Trixie to hear, Bonnie cautioned, “This is their seventh round. The last time they hit that number, an innocent customer ended up with a broken jaw. They might have been dead if not for my trusty baseball bat.”

			Trixie eyed the Louisville Slugger propped in the corner, then shrugged and pulled a stack of bills out of her apron. She thumbed through them and smacked her gum. “They keep tippin’ me tens every time I bring a round, I don’t care how many they drink.”

			Bonnie finished up the round as ordered and stacked the full glasses onto the tray. “Mmm hmm. Just know if they get rowdy on your watch and you didn’t cut ’em off before it happens, it’ll be your last night and those tips are gonna be the only thing you go home with.”

			“You can’t do that!”

			“Sure, I can.” She slid the tray toward Trixie and forced a matter-of-fact smile. “Gotta have some extra money to offset the medical bills I have to pay when those idiots decide to revamp customer faces.”

			The scowl on Trixie’s face mirrored every uppity bitch Bonnie had ever known in high school. “Fine. After this round I’ll cut ’em off. But I’m tellin’ ’em it was you who made the call, not me.”

			She reached for her tray, no doubt ready to flounce off and give the assholes an earful of how awful it was to work here, but froze a second later. Her eyes widened and an entirely different glint blossomed behind them. “Holy hell, would you get a look at them.”


			Before Bonnie could turn for an assessment, the steady rumble of the Dog’s patrons dimmed as if NOPD’s finest had just ambled through the front door.

			She turned, braced to pull out every permit she’d finally gotten current or to frog-march whichever idiot they were there to cuff out the front door—only to lock stares with Roman Kozlov. “Motherfucker.”

			“You know them?” Trixie murmured behind her.

			Them.

			Right. Because Cassie and Kir were with him. Not that her insides seemed to care about that particular detail with the intense look Roman was giving her. And good God Almighty, he had on jeans, black Jacoby boots and a deep green T-shirt that put every inch of his solid torso on display. “Sort of.” She motioned Trixie to the knuckleheads in the corner. “Better get them their drinks. You keep staring at the new victims like that they’ll get jealous and drop your tips.”

			The truth was, the idiots were probably too shit-faced to focus as far as the door by now, but the last thing Bonnie needed was Trixie’s gossip-loving ears anywhere near the trio headed her way.

			Perched on the barstool right in front of her, one of her regulars dazedly gaped at Roman pretty much the same way everyone else was. Bonnie nudged his arm hard enough he nearly wobbled off his seat. “Hey, Leo. How about you scoot down a few, yeah?”

			It took a few stammers and hard blinks before Leo’s mind seemed to catch up with her request, but he eventually stood and staggered to a new spot. “Yeah, right. Good idea.”

			Good idea, indeed. Because neither Roman nor Kir looked like they were in the best of moods. Even Cassie, who was able to paint a smile on anything, was sporting a pinched expression.

			“You three get lost?” Bonnie said as they reached the bar. With Kir in a fine gray suit and Cassie sporting ivory leggings and a fancy looking sweater tunic, they certainly looked lost compared to everyone else. “If you’d have given me some warning, I’d have fished out the Lysol and Febreze and given that stool a once over. Leo’s not known for exceptional hygiene.”

			The quip managed to knock the worry off Cassie’s face and Kir managed a half-cocked smile, but Roman’s scowl only deepened.

			She sucked in a bracing breath and scanned the lot of them. “I doubt the three of you were lookin’ for a new Friday night haunt, so what brings you to the Dusty Dog?”

			Cassie looked to Kir.

			Kir cocked an eyebrow at his wife that said, We’ve already had this discussion.

			Roman just kept glaring at Bonnie. It’d sure felt like they’d parted on decent terms the other night, so either he’d had a shit day, or he hated the hellhole around him.

			Cassie scoffed and slid onto the barstool Leo had vacated. “You haven’t answered my texts or calls, and we were worried about you.”

			Well, of course she hadn’t answered any texts or calls. Four days hadn’t done a damned thing to make her feel like less of an idiot for asking for help and then saying thanks, but no thanks six hours later. “Not much to tell. Been working my ass off so I can get that stupid car of mine fixed.”

			“No word from your dad or Kevin?”

			“Nope. Not a thing.” She dared a glance at Roman.

			Yep, still doing his laser-beam glare.

			She cleared her throat. “I called all Dad’s friends. All Kevin’s friends. No one’s seen or heard from ’em. No hospital check-ins. Nothing at the police station. Just....nothing. For all I know, they’re perfectly fine. It’d be just like those goobers to turn a bad deal into some freakish gold mine and end up sucking down frou-frou drinks on some private island somewhere.”

			“What makes you say that?” Roman said so sharply the woman right next to him jumped.

			Bonnie smiled at the girl and waved her back to her own business. “Hell, I don’t know what I mean. Maybe just wishful thinking. Better that than entertaining the alternative. The truth is, it’s beyond me and out of my hands, so I’m just trying to accept things the way they’ve always been—crazy.”

			Cassie sighed. “I’m really sorry, Bonnie. Kir and Roman have been looking for leads, too, and haven’t found anything. We were hoping you might have something else for them to go on.”

			She frowned up at Roman. “I told you I’d handle it.”

			Not the least bit ruffled, he smirked back in response. “So, I recall. Though it appears you’ve made no progress, and I did not agree to drop it.”

			“You’re nuts,” she said to Roman, then shifted her attention to Cassie and Kir. “Seriously, there’s no point in y’all getting involved. Doesn’t look like there’s anything for anyone to do anyway.”

			“You’re my friend,” Cassie said. “Your family is missing, and I want to help you. We all want to help you.” Her gaze narrowed and roamed Bonnie’s face. “And from the looks of things you could use that help. How much sleep are you getting?”

			Between jumping at every noise outside her apartment and the hours she’d been keeping at work, about an hour and a half each night. Not that she’d admit that out loud. Avoiding Cassie’s eyes, she grabbed a few empty lowball glasses and started washing them. “’Bout the usual. I’m just worn from shifts the last three days. Worked three doubles in a row—which kinda worked in my favor since my landlord finally got off his ass and decided to fix some stuff in my place this week.”

			“She is also still walking to work,” Roman said to Cassie, all matter-of-fact.

			Bonnie snapped upright. “How do you know that?”

			Roman smiled back, all smugness. “Because you just said your car is not fixed and it’s not in the parking lot.”


			“And how do you know what car I drive?”

			“Do you think I would commit family resources to assisting you and not know basic facts, malen’kaya koroleva?”

			“Hmmph.” Not the most powerful retort, but it beat gaping up at him the way she wanted to. She stacked the glasses in the drying rack, wiped her hands on her bar towel and pinned her attention on Cassie. “You guys gotta let this go. God himself hasn’t kept my family out of chaos at any point in my life. I doubt any of you are gonna do any better.” She pulled the phone she’d kept in her back pocket free and handed it over. “And take this, too. I feel bad enough jerking you guys around on Monday. I tried to give it to the big lug, and he wouldn’t take it.”

			Cassie smiled.

			Actually smiled. Then beamed that huge grin up at Roman. “You told her to keep the phone?”

			He shrugged. “I did not need it. She did.”

			“Uh-huh.” A pronouncement from Cassie that sounded like she’d read a whole lot more into his response than Bonnie had. She faced Bonnie and crossed her arms on the bar like some monumental decision had just been made. A satisfied glint sparked behind her pretty blue eyes. “Well, if he says you need it, then you need it. And you’re the one who called, so you’ll have to be the one who talks him out of helping you.”

			Jesus.

			These people might be kind, but they were stubborn as hell, too. “Right. And after I get that through his thick head, I’ll round up all the government bigwigs and get the deficit sorted.” She rolled her eyes for added effect and stuffed the phone back in her pocket. If they wanted to throw around big money like confetti, so be it. At least she’d tried to do the right thing.

			Behind the trio, Trixie sauntered past and assessed Roman and Kir in turn.

			Bonnie sighed and said to Cassie, “Better watch your guys. Trixie’s eyeballing them like prime cuts of beef.”

			Cassie’s eyes widened and she spun, surveying the crowd behind her. “Who’s Trixie?”

			Kir chuckled, slid his arm around Cassie’s waist and pulled her tight to his side. “Relax, liubimaja. Any attention on me is wasted.”

			Bonnie couldn’t help it. She cocked an eyebrow at Roman and shook her head. “Looks like you’re on your own, buddy.”

			An odd look swept over his features, the same smoldering heat that had fired when she’d first opened her apartment door four nights ago. That night, he’d smothered it quickly, but now he didn’t bother to mask it. Just aimed all that tall, dark and deadly right at her. “You would not intervene on my behalf?”

			Intervene.

			For some reason, the way he said it made her brain pair the word with a very hands-on mental image. A deliciously vivid plan of attack that required a shoulders-to-toes connection and as few clothes as possible.


			Stop. Getting. Ideas. Bonnie.

			But she had entertained all kinds of ideas in the last several days. Many times over. Most stemming from that one frozen moment when she’d gotten a very tangible feel of how rock solid every inch of him was. Just thinking about that handful of seconds got her heart moving fast enough to count as a cardio routine and left her muscles quivering like Jell-O shots.


			Unable to hold his gaze without giving her thoughts away, she waved him off and made a show of checking supplies behind the bar. “You don’t need my help. Just wad up a twenty, throw it across the bar and run for it. That’s what all the smart guys do.”

			She cleared her throat and checked how her customers were doing. “So...you guys want a drink? Not exactly your kinda crowd, I know, but I gotta earn my keep.”

			Cassie considered Bonnie for all of a second. “Actually...” She looked to Kir then Roman. “Can you two give me a minute? Alone?”

			Kir and Roman traded some sort of he-man silent communication over the top of Cassie’s head before Kir kissed her temple and said, “We will wait by the door.”

			“Thanks,” Cassie said, laying her hand over his before he pulled away.

			Roman didn’t look nearly as confident in giving them alone time. Probably because he’d taken a gander once or twice at the assholes at the corner table and had the same opinion of them as Bonnie did. Still, he dipped his head to Bonnie before he turned. “Good night, malen’kaya koroleva.”

			“Hmm,” Cassie muttered as he walked away. “That’s a new one.”

			“What’s a new one?”

			“That saying. I haven’t heard it before. I’ll have to ask him what it means.”

			“Well, if you figure it out, let me know. He wouldn’t tell me.”

			Cassie’s eyes twinkled. “Oh, really?” That silly grin of hers notched a little higher before she studied the liquors lined up behind Bonnie. “What’s good to drink here?”

			“Got no clue. I’m anti-alcohol.”

			The smile disappeared, replaced with utter confusion. “You work in a bar and you don’t drink?”

			“Got a family full of people who drink more than enough and never saw a good thing come of it, so no.”

			“Hmm.” She scanned the bottles once more and screwed her lips to one side. “Can you swing a margarita?”

			“On the rocks, sure. No frozen ones, though. The machines are pricey and our folks mostly order well drinks.”

			Cassie dipped her head. “Okay then. One margarita. After you take care of everyone else.”

			“Fine.” Bonnie paused before heading to the opposite end of the bar. “But do me a favor. If anyone even looks like they’re gonna hit on you, hustle out of here before Kir can kill them. Cops are horrible for business.”

			Getting the patrons closest to her lined out took almost no time at all. Getting Trixie to stop asking questions about the hot guys by the door and get her orders out to her tables was an entirely different matter.

			“Oh, come on,” Trixie whispered while Bonnie worked. “I’m not askin’ you to set up a blind date. Just introduce me.”

			“They’re with someone.”

			“The blond dude’s with someone. The big brute is flying solo. Unless you’re hooking up with him, or something.”

			“Oh, no.” Bonnie shook her head and loaded up the last of Trixie’s orders. “I’ve had my share of badasses, thank you very much.” She pushed the tray to Trixie. “If you think you’re up for knockin’ down that tree, then you’re on your own, big girl. Have fun.”

			With a pouty hmmph, Trixie took the tray and headed off to deliver her goods, a frighteningly determined gleam behind her brown eyes that almost made her feel sorry for Roman.

			Bonnie sighed, walked back to Cassie and started on her margarita.

			Crossing both hands on the bar in front of her, Cassie leaned in and murmured, “I take it she’s not the easiest gal to work with?”

			“Ha! What gave me away?”

			“Well, for starters, you looked like you were gonna whack her upside the head with that tray a few times. Plus, you were giving her the death glare when we came in.”

			Bonnie stopped midway to sliding a straw into Cassie’s drink. “I have a death glare?”

			“Absolutely.” Cassie took the drink when Bonnie handed it over. “Though, I didn’t learn that little tidbit until you’d spent a few hours with Roman.”

			“Well, you can’t blame me. He’s bossy as hell.”

			Cassie sipped her drink and shuddered a little when the tangy mix rolled down her throat. “They all are. But they mean well. And from the looks of things, you do just fine holding your own with Roman.”

			There it was again. That mix of hope and Cheshire delight that crept onto Cassie’s face every time she mentioned Roman and Bonnie in the same sentence. Surely, she didn’t think there was any prayer of the two of them hooking up.

			Well, hooking up might not be bad. But no way was she ever going to end up with a guy like Roman. Let alone mesh with a family as tight-knit as Cassie’s. “Listen, I hope you’re not getting any ideas about me and him. I mean, he’s a nice guy—underneath all that grunt and grumble attitude he’s got going on—but there is no way in hell he’s ever gonna want to hook up with me.”

			“Says who?”

			Yep. She’d totally gone and gotten terrible ideas. “Says the girl who watched him while he got a load of my apartment. And while he combed every inch of my dad’s house. Guys like him might jump in bed with a girl like me once—maybe twice—but they settle down with...” She floundered for the right word, then waved at Cassie. “Well, with girls like you. Or Evette. Classy. Smart. Women who do something with their lives.”


			For three or four solid blinks, Cassie just sat there and stared at her. As if she were replaying Bonnie’s outburst in her head just to make sure she hadn’t missed any pertinent information. She firmed her lips a second later and rotated her drink in a slow circle. An antsy tell that any seasoned bartender acknowledged as the precursor to either a confession or one hell of a story. “Yeah, about that.”

			Yep. Confession time.

			Cassie studied her drink a moment longer then met Bonnie’s stare. “Roman told me what you said when he checked on you Monday night. That you’d somehow gotten it in your head that you’re not cut out to be around us—or that you think your family’s crap is going to rub off on us somehow. But, Bonnie, you couldn’t be farther from the truth.”

			Bonnie opened her mouth.

			Before she could get a single retort out as to exactly how accurate that fear was, Cassie held up her hand. “No—don’t even start. Not until you listen to me.”

			From near the door, Roman stared at her as if he knew exactly the conversation they were having and silently dared her to keep her mouth shut. Kir watched as well, but with a secret smile on his face.

			“Fine. Lay it on me.”

			And boy did she.

			How Evette had been a single mom and barely eking by when she’d asked Sergei for help finding a job. How she’d lost both of her parents before she was even out of high school and had gone through terrible times with alcohol before getting pregnant with Emerson. How Cassie’s family life had been anything but a picnic, with a family full of elitist scientists who thought her dreams of a career in photography were unrealistic and doomed to failure. How the only reason she’d gone into reporting was that it was the only job her parents had even remotely given her positive feedback on.

			“And you don’t want to get me started on the guys,” Cassie said. “Suffice it to say, their backgrounds make ours look like fairy tales. They might have a ton of money now and live in fine houses, but the three of them either started with almost nothing, or had a seriously crappy upbringing. We’re all just like you.”

			The muscles at the back of her jaw wouldn’t work. Couldn’t rally enough to close her gaping mouth. Probably because her brain was too busy scurrying twenty different directions and piecing together everything Cassie had said in a way that made sense.

			It couldn’t be true.

			Evette was as classy as they came. Bright. Savvy. Fashionable.

			Cassie was as well. Had been since the day they’d met.

			And Roman? She couldn’t imagine him wanting for anything. Ever. He wore a suit like he’d been born in one and commanded everything and everyone around him like it was second nature. You just didn’t learn those things on the street.

			Or did you?


			Through the ancient speakers, the playlist she’d fired up two hours ago shifted from the driving kick of Five Finger Death Punch’s “Blue on Black” to the smooth intro of Coldplay’s “Arabesque.” All around her people talked, laughed and commiserated about the week they’d left behind and the weekend ahead.

			But her brain couldn’t quite reboot. Couldn’t overcome the possibilities Cassie had planted.

			Or you’re just too smart to buy it.

			The snarky jab fueled by one too many experiences lashed hard and deep and left a stinging burn in its wake.

			“We’re having a barbecue tomorrow,” Cassie said. “Some really good friends of ours from Dallas are flying in, and I think you’d like them a lot. I want you to consider coming over. Just hang out, eat some food and see what you think.”


			Finally, her snark rallied. “You have friends flying in from Dallas? I don’t even have friends willing to drive from Desire to Tremé.”

			Cassie gave her a sassy don’t-be-a-wiseass look. “Don’t even go there. One of the guys—Trevor—has a charter jet service, so we visit each other a lot. They’re the most down-to-earth people I’ve ever met. You’d actually love them.”

			“You realize you just used down-to-earth and charter jet service right next to each other. That’s an oxymoron if I’ve ever heard one.”

			Cassie had the good grace to blush, but shrugged like she couldn’t help it. “I know it sounds weird, but if you’ll just give them a chance—come see for yourself—you’ll know I’m right.”

			Tomorrow.

			Tomorrow was a Saturday.

			“I have to work the desk at the television station.” It came out the same way she’d grapple for a life vest in a cataclysmic flood. She shoved her hands in the front pockets of her jeans and tried not to shift her feet. “Plus, I gotta swing by here tomorrow night and help close.”

			“Well, then, stop by in between. Just for an hour to say hello so I can prove I’m right.”

			An hour.

			That wasn’t too bad. She’d made it nearly six hours on Monday, and despite the fancy digs and clothes, she genuinely had felt comfortable most of the time. Maybe if she went for a little bit Cassie would leave things alone. “Let me think about it.”

			The wry grin Cassie shot her said she knew perfectly well the catch phrase meant there was a 50/50 shot she’d bail, but she nodded anyway. “Fair enough. But I’m telling you—you’ll be shocked. I sure as heck was when I met them. And in the best way possible.”

			She stood and dug around in her purse. “You remember where Sergei’s house is?”

			“That’s kinda like forgetting where the moon is,” Bonnie said. “And if you’re fishing out money for a drink, then you can count me out for tomorrow.”

			Cassie’s head snapped up. “But I got a drink.”

			“And I pretty much run this place even if the owner doesn’t pay me enough to claim the job. If I can’t get a house drink for a friend who bent over backwards for me, then something’s pretty fucked up.” She tipped her head toward Roman and Kir, who had their eyes trained on the assholes slowly standing from their table. “Go. Get those two out of here before a Clash of the Titans remake kicks in at my front door.”

			Cassie zigzagged a look between the two groups and clearly factored the same outcome Bonnie had because she snapped to attention. “Right. I’m on it.” She paused before she headed out. “Promise me you’ll think about it?”

			Oh, she’d think about it. Acting on it was a whole different ballgame, but she owed Cassie some consideration at least. “Promise. Now go. Blood’s a bitch to clean up.”

			With a giggle that was as bright as everything else about her, she hustled to the exit and strong-armed Kir and Roman out the front door.

			They’d come to check on her.

			Why that simple realization rattled her as hard as it did, she couldn’t say, but it left an unfamiliar warmth and comfort in its wake. She’d never met anyone quite like Cassie. Not growing up, or in the friendships she’d tried and failed to make living on her own. But there was something about her—an air that made you feel comfortable enough to be exactly who you were and assured there’d be zero judgment.

			Actually, Evette had been the same.

			So had Emerson and Olga.

			She’d never met Sergei, so he was hard to factor, and Kir was obviously love-struck for his woman, but Roman—Roman was something else entirely. Six-foot-four of rock solid power that probably made everyone he met think twice about stepping inside his sphere.

			So, are you gonna go to their party or what?

			A damned good question. One she wasn’t sure she had an answer for.

			But that wasn’t an answer she needed now. She still had three more hours before closing time and a whole lot of drinks to fill before the quiet of night swooped in and consumed her thoughts.


			She sighed and got back to work. There was plenty of time to mull things over. Or at least come up with a plausible reason why she shouldn’t go.

		
	


		
			Chapter Eight

			Roman exited I-10, made a cursory stop at the red light, then took a right onto Orleans Avenue. At just after three in the morning, the only people milling the streets of Tremé were those staggering home from the bar, overnight workers or troublemakers.

			He loved the night. The quiet of it. Felt more at home beneath the dark skies than he ever did beneath the sun. In the shadows, a person could more easily camouflage their secrets and their pain—much like the dim lighting at Bonnie’s bar hid the stains of alcohol and time.

			Turning onto St. Ann’s, he stretched his neck from side to side, forcing away the tension that had built since seeing Bonnie up close at the bar. He understood the need to work. To survive. But that hovel was beneath her. Was a gloomy pit of drunkenness and despair made tolerable only by the brightness of her spirit.

			But her spirit was dwindling. He’d known of the double shifts she’d worked. Had either followed her comings and goings himself, or assigned one of his men to follow her to and from work. But the distance had hidden the fatigue on her face. The despair and sadness behind her eyes when she’d spoken of accepting whatever fate had befallen her brother and father.

			He should have found them by now. Or at least unearthed some lead as to who might have taken issue with them. He’d lived and breathed the streets of New Orleans for over three years now. Had healthy ties within the NOPD and knew all the major players capable of making two grown men disappear.

			But he’d found nothing.

			That meant they were dead or they were in the hands of someone well outside his family’s territory. Neither made for a message he wanted to share with Bonnie.

			His phone rang through the truck’s Bluetooth system and Luke’s name flashed on the display. He pulled into the alley outside Bonnie’s apartment, punched the answer button on the steering wheel and checked his rearview mirror. “Where is she?”

			“Two blocks out.” From the sound of Luke’s labored breathing, Bonnie had kept a brisk pace for the walk home from the bar. “Just crossed Galvez Street. No hanging around the bar when she shut it down, and no signs of anyone on her tail except me.”

			“Good.” All around him, the streets were quiet and empty, the single tired streetlight a block away casting a sorrowful glow on the cracked pavement. “She’ll be in my sights when she reaches the church. I’ll take watch from there.”

			“You got it, boss. Same drill tomorrow?”

			The grim heaviness he’d fought all night pressed harder on his shoulders. Keeping an eye on her thus far had proven unnecessary. Had revealed no signs of danger or people that might prove useful tailing her. Perhaps she was wise to focus on acceptance. To brace for the grim reality that the last of her family was gone.

			But he hated failing. Hated that he couldn’t give her just one bright moment in her otherwise dreary world. Watching her the last four days had only confirmed her indomitable spirit. Her determination to overcome the life she’d been born into.

			She deserved a break.

			A champion.

			And whether it was wise or not, he found himself wanting to be that person.

			“One more day only.” The words felt wrong on his tongue. But avoiding reality wouldn’t change it and wasting resources on unnecessary errands wasn’t good for business. “I will have her car repaired tomorrow. Then we will leave her to her own devices.”

			Luke answered with a sound somewhere between a grunt and a chuckle. “Not gonna say I’ll miss all the exercise, but she’s been easy on the eyes at least.”

			Not the right thing to say.

			Accurate perhaps, but a stab to the protective streak he seemed to have developed and only worsened his mood. “She is not for you to appreciate. She is for you to protect. Do I make myself clear?”

			“Umm. Yeah.” A pause. “Sorry. I didn’t mean any disrespect.”

			The reasonable part of him knew that. But reason hadn’t been the foremost driver when it came to Bonnie. Curiosity, yes. Appreciation and challenge, definitely. But common sense hadn’t factored since she’d called him bossy to his face.

			She strode into view, her head down, backpack firmly stowed on her shoulders and hands jammed in the pockets of her jean jacket. A distracted pose he’d never seen on her before. Especially, not this late at night. Either she was deep in her thoughts, exhausted from another double shift, or both. Neither was wise for a woman like her walking home this late at night. “You know your assignment. Be ready for her in the morning.”

			He ended the call without another word, and the silence in the truck’s interior swelled. What was the kinder path? To let time provide the answers? Or face her tonight and state the facts clearly? Were she anyone else, he’d undoubtedly choose the latter, but the mere thought of hurting her more than she’d already suffered was untenable.

			She rounded the corner of her apartment building, headed toward her unit.

			Odd. She didn’t normally leave her light on, but a pale light glowed behind the closed blinds.

			A prickling awareness whispered across his shoulders and down his arms, and the muscles in his torso tensed. It could have been an oversight by the maintenance crew he’d coerced the landlord to send over. Or a subtle message from the landlord himself that all the repairs and improvements Roman had demanded had been seen to.

			She stopped in front of the door, keys in hand.

			Movement from the parking lot registered in his periphery, the reflection of the streetlight flashing against the glass of a car door opening.

			Not right.

			Too coincidental.

			He quietly exited the truck and rounded the tailgate, volleying his attention between the parking lot and Bonnie.

			She opened the door.

			A shadow moved behind the blinds and Bonnie’s sharp scream cut through the night.

			Fuck.

			He moved on pure instinct, his boot heels pounding against the asphalt. Quick steps registered on his right, but the more prevalent threat was directly in front of him—a thin male wearing jeans and a dark hoodie chasing Bonnie out into the street.

			Her eyes widened at the sight of him, shock and confusion at first, followed hard by relief. Her pursuer noted his presence one heartbeat too late. In three swift moves, Roman had him on the ground, his knee obliterated and his arm torqued behind his back. “Who do you work for?”

			Bonnie yelped behind him and a masculine voice shouted, “Let him go.”

			The man from the parking lot.

			A lookout for whatever job they’d been about.

			And now he had Bonnie braced in front of him as a shield with a knife held to her neck.

			A chilling cold swept through him, a flash of light against the blade drawing all his focus to where the edge pressed against her pale skin.

			Bonnie rolled high on her tiptoes, instinct pushing her to gain distance from the threat. She stared at him. Her breaths huffed out short and ragged. “Roman.”

			No more than a whisper, but the plea behind it was implicit. The terror and desperation behind her eyes reaching to the coldest depths inside him.

			The man staggered beneath her shifting weight, the bulk of Bonnie’s backpack between them making his hold more difficult to maintain. Despite his bold actions, uncertainty and inexperience were written in every line of his expression.

			“Oh, I will let him go.” Roman quickly checked the man beneath him for concealed weapons, then released him, stood and squared his shoulders. “But you will die.”


			Roman stalked toward him, slow and deliberate.

			Her captor’s hand quivered.

			Bonnie whimpered and blood blossomed at the edge of the blade. She tugged the man’s forearm, trying desperately to get away, but her eyes stayed locked on Roman.

			“She bleeds,” Roman said, not stopping. “For that, your death will be slow.”

			The man panicked, shoved Bonnie to one side and bolted.

			But Roman was faster. Fueled with fury and focused on his prey. Ready and willing to render punishment.

			One grab. One twist of the wrist and the blade was in Roman’s hand. He rammed it deep. A strike to the kidney.

			The man jerked inside Roman’s unyielding hold and his pain-filled cry rang out into the night.

			“That is for touching her,” Roman growled. He yanked the blade free, eager for the feel of the hard steel sliding home once more.

			Movement sounded behind him. Scuffles at first followed by heavy footfalls moving away fast.

			Not the man on the ground.

			Bonnie.

			The beast inside him roared, the coppery bite of blood whetting his need for vengeance.

			But he couldn’t let her run. Couldn’t risk failing her again if others watched and waited for a chance to lay hands on her.

			He let the man fall to a heap on the asphalt and raced after her, his strides eating up the distance between them in no time.

			“Bonnie!” He caught her half a block away and pulled her against him.

			She fought him, flailing and kicking for all she was worth.

			He spun her to face him. “Bonnie. It’s Roman.”

			Her movements ceased on a ragged sob. For long seconds, she stared up at him as if unable to focus, tears streaming down her cheeks. She clutched his shoulders and squeezed. When she spoke, her voice was little more than a rasp. “Roman.”

			As soon as she said it, her knees buckled.

			He caught her and pulled her against him, the tremors that rattled her body so powerful they reverberated through his own.

			A car door slammed in the distance and an engine roared to life.

			The corner where he’d left his prey lay empty.

			Not good. Especially with both of them exposed on the street without a weapon.

			He hefted Bonnie into his arms and ducked into the shadows of the boarded-up building beside them just as a silver sedan spun out of the parking lot and gunned down the street, weaving unsteadily from one side to the other.

			TIF-183.


			Louisiana plates.

			A recent model Chevy sedan.

			A lead. Finally. Albeit one earned at a high cost.

			In his arms, Bonnie wept, her head heavy against his shoulders and her gut-wrenching tears dampening his T-shirt. For all the bravado and moxy she’d shown in the time he’d known her, she was utterly gutted now. Stripped of the last of her defenses by one too many hurdles.

			Odd, how content he was to remain hidden with her in the shadows. To keep her cradled close. To keep the world at bay for just a moment longer and surround her with his strength—even if that infernal backpack she carried with her everywhere made the task that much more difficult.

			He rubbed his cheek against the top of her head, the deep auburn strands that so matched her bold personality like silk against his skin. More than anything, he wanted to press his mouth to her forehead. To nuzzle her temple and whisper sweet words designed to still her tears.

			But he was a killer. One short on pretty words and vulnerable in a tenuous situation with an innocent in tow. He inhaled deep, the light flowery scent that clung to her skin filling his lungs and testing his resolve. “Breathe, malen’kaya koroleva. You are safe, but I need to get us out of here.”

			Her sobs hitched and her arms tightened around his neck, as though just the thought of moving from the shelter he’d created rattled her very soul. “I can’t. I just—”

			“You can. You will.” Even uttering the words knifed his conscience. But he knew the streets. Knew that whomever had come for her tonight wouldn’t be long in returning. Especially given the wounds he’d inflicted on the men who’d gotten away. “Once you’re secured, I will give you all the time you need, but for now, you must be strong a little longer.”

			She hiccupped on a deep breath and rolled her head so her forehead pressed against his collarbone. With a few more sniffles behind her, she loosened her arms and lifted her head enough to nod. “Okay. I’m good. You can put me down.”

			She wasn’t good.

			More like dancing perilously close to the edge of an emotional chasm.

			But he refused to let her fall. A week ago, she might not have had anyone to keep her tethered, but now she had him. His family and their resources. He’d mentored many people over the years. Helped them find their purpose the way Sergei had guided him all those years ago. Granted, he’d only focused on boys in foster homes or orphanages thus far, but he could do the same with Bonnie.

			Starting now.

			He eased her to her feet and held her by her waist. “Steady?”

			“Yeah.” Despite the positive response, she kept her gaze trained downward.

			He tipped her face to his with two fingers beneath her chin, needing the visual confirmation as much as her words.

			Fatigue, hopelessness and surrender stared back at him, the harsh emotions barely contained within a fragile shell of pure tenacity.

			For now, it was enough.

			He checked the street. From their vantage point, he couldn’t gauge what interest their altercation might have roused among other tenants in the apartment complex, but no one stirred on the block between here and Bonnie’s building. The nose of his Ford was barely visible in the alley’s shadows, but it was enough for her to make it out. Pulling her in front of him, he pointed to it. “Do you see my truck?”

			She dashed the back of her hand against the tears lining one cheek and narrowed her eyes. “Yeah.”

			“Good. We will walk toward it together. When I tell you, you will cut across the street, get in and lock the doors.” He pressed the keys in her palm. “If anyone approaches, you will start it and you will leave. Understood?”

			She shook her head and faced him. “No. Let’s just both get in and go.”

			Even in the darkness, the line of blood where her captor had nicked her flesh was clear against her pale skin. Without thinking, he traced a path just beneath the wound with his thumb. Despite the chill, her skin was warm. Soft and delicate. “I threw the knife on the street when I ran after you. If it is still there, it is a lead. Fingerprints that might be registered in a criminal database.” Assuming he hadn’t eradicated any prints with his own and her would-be captors had left it behind. “There will be more inside your home. I have resources who can gather evidence, but I need to secure your apartment and look for the knife before we go.”

			She swallowed hard. Though, whether it was because of his touch, or the reminder of her terrifying experience he couldn’t know. “Right.” She blew out a shaky breath and gripped his forearms. “Okay. I can do that.”

			With one last scan up and down the street, he clutched her upper arm and steered her from the shadows.

			Only one block. Minimal ground to cover if he were on his own. But without a weapon and braced to cover Bonnie at the slightest hint of danger, it felt more on par with a mile.

			The knife lay near curb, just twenty feet ahead.

			Roman steered Bonnie in front of him, angled toward his truck. “Go. Now.”

			Eyes focused on the street, she took off at a jog, popped the door and locked herself inside.

			He carefully gathered the knife, mindful to only grasp the ivory handle where he’d clutched it before. Keeping it close to his side, he casually ambled toward Bonnie’s still open door. One light on the second story burned bright that hadn’t been on before, but no one stood outside and no shadows showed behind the curtains. Otherwise, the complex was eerily silent.

			Yet another aspect of her life he intended to deal with as soon as possible. As loudly as she’d cried out, she should have woken at least her immediate neighbors. The fact that no one had come to her defense was unacceptable.

			He ducked inside her apartment, removing the keys that still dangled from the lock and stuffing them in the front pocket of his jeans. As he’d expected, her meager belongings were no longer tidily stowed away. The futon mattress made up the bulk of the mess, the majority of its insides now strewn across the living room floor. The card table sat on its side with the plastic storage tubs that had sat on top now spilled all over the carpet. Her bedroom was more of the same—the comforter thrown on the floor, the mattress obviously searched and every drawer rummaged through.

			Bastards.

			It was bad enough she had almost nothing. But to see what little there was so callously disparaged and disregarded made his insides roil with fury. He would find them. Learn every detail about them and mete out justice befitting of their crimes.

			For now, though, Bonnie needed him. He searched the kitchen and found a plastic storage tub for the knife. Once sealed away, he turned off the lights, locked the door behind him and hustled to the truck.

			Bonnie sat in the passenger’s seat, her body slunked low enough only the very top of her head showed over the dash. She jolted the second he moved into her line of sight. Almost as quickly, she popped the locks.

			“Did you find it?” she asked as soon as he climbed in the cab and shut the door behind him.

			He took the keys from her outstretched hand and dipped his head to the plastic tub he’d stowed in the backseat. “Yes.” He fired up the engine, checked each way and pulled into the street.

			Silence filled the truck’s interior, broken only by the motor’s rumble and the drone of tires as they accelerated onto the highway. His preference was to contact Luke and get him on point at Bonnie’s apartment before those behind the attack could return, but Bonnie was already strung too tight. Even with her back flush against the seat, her posture was uncomfortably straight, her eyes locked dead ahead and her fists clenched tight on either thigh. She didn’t need more details rattling around in her head. Witnessing his capacity for violence had been more than enough.

			Yes, the silence was better. Less riddled with conversational landmines. Though he found himself wishing the center console between them was nonexistent. Physical affection beyond a casual interlude here and there had never been his strong suit, but he found himself itching to touch her. To hold her and stroke her hair. An utterly foreign response he wasn’t entirely sure how to process.

			He exited the highway onto St. Charles, slowly making his way along the northern edge of the Garden District toward the townhome he’d bought just a mile from Sergei’s estate.

			Bonnie didn’t budge. Didn’t study her surroundings outside as she had the last time he’d driven her here or give any indication she was aware of her whereabouts at all. Just stared out the windshield, her lips tight and her eyes glazed as though a million memories replaced her sight.

			He turned onto Eighth Street and drove the two blocks to his home. Built in the early ’80s, it kept with the same plantation style as most other homes in the Garden District, but had significantly less space than Sergei’s massive estate. Still, the four bedrooms and four baths were nothing to sneeze at. The exterior was simple—white walls and evergreen painted shutters—but the location and layout were perfect. From here, he could be at his pakhan’s home within minutes. More than that, there were very few angles that were indefensible should someone breach his personal haven.

			Rounding the street in front of the house, he turned into the alley and punched the remote to the garage door. Whether it was the drastic change in surroundings or the loss of background noise when he killed the engine that pricked her awareness, he couldn’t be certain, but she shook her head as if shaking off the fog of sleep. “Where are we?”

			“My home.” He pushed the button on his rearview mirror and the garage door trundled closed. He gave way to impulse and covered one of her fisted hands with his. “You will be safe here.”

			She studied the unpacked boxes outside her door and the tools hung neatly on the peg board above his workbench. Despite the considering perusal, she still seemed uncustomarily detached. As if her brain was online and absorbing, but wasn’t quite sure how to generate a resulting action. A reasonable reaction given all she’d been through. An emotional armor of sorts he’d seen even the most hardened men employ when an event had pushed them too far beyond what they could safely process and remain sane.

			He gave her fist a gentle squeeze before he released it. “Stay where you are. I’ll help you down.”

			By the time he opened her door, she still hadn’t moved. Only stared down at her lap as if drained of any capacity to do anything save breathe and exist. Unwilling to ask her to endure any more than she already had, he slung her backpack over one shoulder and picked her up.

			She startled at first, but settled as soon as she seemed to realize there was no threat and wearily rested her head against his shoulder. Her body was nearly deadweight as he carried her inside. As if all the fight that had been left inside her had slowly leaked onto the floor of his truck on the drive home, leaving nothing more than muscle, skin and bone behind.

			In truth, he was oddly grateful. Both that, for a small moment, she was free of her worries, and that he’d been given time of his own to hold her. To ease the burden of ineptitude and self-recrimination he’d harbored all day through the simple, unexpected connection.

			Only the most cursory lights glowed on the first floor—a small brushed steel pendent light over his sink in the updated kitchen and a lamp in the living room across from it. A study sat dark to one side of the main entry, but the glow of the old-fashioned streetlamp outside cut a wide enough swath to let him safely carry Bonnie to the second floor.

			He paused at the top of the landing. There were two bedrooms at either end, both finished out by Evette in the last year after she’d learned they were empty, but if he put Bonnie in either one of those he’d be unable to hear her.

			Decision made, he headed for the third floor and the guest room opposite his master suite. He made it all of three steps past his room when he reconsidered and backtracked to the master. Yes, Evette had done an excellent job of decorating and making his town house actually feel like a home, but his bedding was far superior to the others, and his mattress was one of the few purchases he’d gone over the top with. She deserved something comfortable. Something indulgent. And sleeping in the guest room across from her would certainly be no hardship for him.

			With only the moonlight through the wide picture window to guide him, he strode to the king-size bed and laid her out on his side of the bed. She rolled to one side as soon as she made contact with the mattress, her back to him and her knees drawn tight to her chest.

			Odd how seeing her there felt right. Perhaps not so withdrawn and curled in on herself, but just to have her there—safe and secure in his own space—eased the tension in his shoulders. Perhaps if he gave her time to sleep—to let her mind process the things she’d been through in a protected environment—she’d be comfortable enough to shed her shoes and jacket and slip beneath the covers.

			He grabbed the plush gray throw draped along the foot of the bed and covered her with it.

			For just a moment, he gave himself time to merely stand there and study her. The rise and fall of her chest with each breath. The deep auburn of her hair in the moonlight. How fragile and delicate she looked without her defenses in place.

			He would help her rebuild. Get her past whatever made her think she wouldn’t be a welcome addition to their family. Help her find a path she could be proud of and give her a foundation to build on. He’d just have to be careful to keep his distance as he did so. She’d already made it clear she wanted to live a law-abiding life. One free of questionable practices and secrets. She’d already seen firsthand tonight what he was capable of. If she ever learned just how prevalent that part of his life had been before moving to New Orleans, she’d never come within screaming distance again.

			Biting back a sigh, he stepped away from the bed and crept as quietly as possible toward the door.

			“Roman?”

			He paused at the threshold, the hesitancy and pain in her voice rekindling the need for vengeance he’d barely banked. He faced her.

			Braced on one elbow, her chin was tucked close to her chest, but the fear and desolation on her face pierced his heart. “Could you...” She pinched her lips tight and took a shaky breath. “Would you mind staying? For just a little bit?”

			Distance.

			He was supposed to keep his distance. Ensure she felt safe around him. Keep her well removed from the ugly truth of who he was and what he’d done in his past.

			But in that moment, he didn’t want distance. Wanted to stretch out beside her, tuck her close to his side and let her lean into his strength. To promise her things he had no business even thinking about. Let alone speaking aloud.

			He nodded and prowled back to the bed, angling for the opposite side so that when he returned to the guest room he wouldn’t rouse her. He piled the pillows high and reclined against them, his long legs stretching toward the end of the bed.

			Bonnie scooted closer, her position the same as before, but near enough her knees grazed his hip and he had no choice but to lift his arm and make room for her head on the pillow beside him.

			“Thank you. Just...” Her shaky whisper was all innocence and gratitude. But when she placed her trembling hand on his chest just above his heart, something in him shifted. Something fierce, yet also protective. “Thank you.”

			She trusted him.

			Despite everything—what she’d seen and what she’d felt—she’d chosen to trust him. To lower her guard and let herself be vulnerable.

			The realization rocked him. Left him stunned and shaken more than any of the dangerous situations he’d encountered in his life.

			One tiny woman.

			One spitfire who’d fought and clawed to keep herself whole and healthy despite the nest of vipers and narcissists she’d been born into had humbled him and left him speechless like no other.

			Yes. He would protect her. Help her and give her cause to believe in herself. If for no other reason than to thank her for this moment. For sharing her trust and her vulnerability with him even if it wasn’t deserved.

			As foreign and unforgivable as the act may be, he allowed himself one indulgence and smoothed his hand down the back of her head. “Sleep, moya malen’kaya koroleva. I will keep you safe.”

		
	


		
			Chapter Nine

			The sun was up.

			A simple thought. One Bonnie wanted to ignore in favor of the deep and peaceful place that held her. No tension in her body. No desire to move. Just sweet, comfortable peace.

			Resting on her side, she snuggled deeper beneath the covers, blocking the light from the backs of her eyes. God, she was warm. Cocooned with the perfect amount of weight and softness. Surrounded by a delicious scent that made her think of snow-covered forests, evergreen trees and log cabins with a roaring fire.

			Crisp and clean.

			Earthy.

			Deeply masculine.

			Her eyes snapped open and her heart jolted even though the rest of her body stayed locked solidly in place.

			This wasn’t her bed.

			Wasn’t her room.

			It’s Roman’s.

			Hoooly shit. She’d fallen asleep next to him. Had cuddled up close to him like some terrified puppy.

			And then what?

			She had absolutely zero details beyond that. Only a rapid-fire replay of all the stuff that had happened before Roman had appeared and how terrified she’d felt when she’d realized he was about to leave her alone.

			Geez. The guy probably thought she was a lunatic with the way she’d behaved. Or weak. She’d wanted to ask questions on the way home. Remembered trying to focus her mind and get her shit together, but hadn’t been able to get her thoughts or body to cooperate. She’d just sat there. Unable and unwilling to move. So much so the guy had actually had to carry her into his house.

			And she’d let him.

			No, that wasn’t right.

			She hadn’t just let him. She’d completely curled herself into him and let go of everything. Had given up completely.

			But he’d been there. Had put her in bed, thoughtfully covered her with a blanket and lain next to her when she’d asked. No complaining. No fidgeting. Just gently stroked her head and assured her she was safe.

			Roman Kozlov—the big badass Russian—had cuddled her. The same man she’d watched cripple one man in smooth, practiced movements, and disarm and stab another without any hesitation.

			Seriously. What the fuck was she supposed to do with those little nuggets? And more than that, how was she under the covers now? Because she sure as hell didn’t remember crawling under them herself.

			She wiggled her feet. No shoes, but her socks were on. Her jeans were still on, too, but her jacket was MIA. So, was it him who’d gotten her in bed? Or had she somehow done it herself in a blacked-out state?

			Risking a peek at her environment, she lifted her head out from behind the heavy comforter.

			Bold, beautiful sunshine poured through a huge picture window. Deep fern green curtains made of some thick expensive looking material lined each edge. The wall behind her was painted the same color as the drapes, but the others were a soft dove gray. The comforter stretched over the bed was charcoal gray and looked like it belonged on an emperor’s bed.

			But no sign of Roman.

			She pushed herself upright and leaned against the sinfully plush pillows. The rest of the room’s details were equally upscale—masculine furniture stained in taupes and grays with a weathered finish, a huge dark gray Belvedere rug that stretched out from beneath the bed and soft gray carpet beneath it. In front of the window was a small table with velvet covered green chairs on either side that didn’t look big enough to hold his weight. Her jacket was neatly folded on one of them and her boots perched on top.

			Guess that answered who was in charge of getting her under the covers, because she sure as hell hadn’t been in any state to be that tidy.

			She flattened the covers over her lap, folded her hands on the top of them and let out a heavy sigh. So, now what should she do?

			Um, getting your ass to work would be a great idea. If the sun’s that bright, ain’t no way you’re the early bird today.

			Shit.

			She scrambled out of bed and patted her pockets. Where the hell was her phone? Her backpack? Hustling to the chair, she set aside her boots and checked her jacket pockets.

			Nothing.

			Okay. No reason to panic. Roman probably put her backpack down when he was carrying her in. Hard enough to navigate a dark house while lugging a woman around. Freeing up a little extra weight seemed reasonable. So, she’d just hit the restroom, see if she couldn’t get what felt like fuzzy socks off her teeth with her finger and head downstairs. Easy peasy.

			She did her business in the bathroom, only marginally gaping at the fancy details she found there. Like how the vanity appeared to have once been a wide dresser from an historic home and was topped in a gray marble that perfectly matched the accents in his bedroom. Or the bathtub that was capable of letting a man his size plus a few friends soak for however long they liked. And the shower...gee whiz. Yeah, she’d seen commercials on TV where people had more than one shower head, but actually seeing it in person was a trip. Did he actually use them all at once? Or did he favor the wide waterfall one at the top?

			She shook her head, wiped her mouth with the hand towel she’d found waiting on the vanity and folded it back the way she’d found it. “Rich people are weird.”

			Boots and jacket back on, she eased open the bedroom door and listened.

			No sounds greeted her, but the unmistakable nutty scent of coffee hung thick in the air. Really freaking good coffee by the smell of it. The kind that hit you with that rich, caramelized warmth you got whenever you walked into a coffee shop.

			She eased forward, slowly taking in the details as she went. Pale gray walls. Brushed silver accents. Tasteful pictures and more of the gray carpeting that muffled her every step.

			Yeah, be careful about sneaking up on him, yo? Or have you forgotten how easily he stuck that knife in that dude’s back?

			She shook her head and made her way down the stairs. No, she’d never forget that. Not as long as she lived. Or the raw fury and wildness on his face as he’d done it. Roman Kozlov was absolutely a dangerous man when crossed. No doubt about it. A fact she’d be wise to remember going forward.

			He would never hurt you.

			The thought whispered through her as her feet hit the first-floor landing, a surety behind it that seemed incongruent with the violence she’d witnessed.

			But he had been kind to her.

			Protective and patient.


			She shook off the internal debate and focused on getting her bearings. Nothing else mattered right now. Only getting to work and figuring out what the fuck she was going to do next.

			To her right, a simple, yet tasteful living room full of ivory and gold décor stood empty, so she turned for the kitchen with the Travertine floors in soft taupes and grays on her right. The space was nowhere near as large as Evette and Sergei’s kitchen had been—more of a long gallery with a cooking space on one end and a cozy nook at the other with a wide window overlooking the street. The details were nothing to sneeze at, though. The stainless steel cooktop and oven with its massive overhead exhaust looked like it had been picked for a giant, and all of the other appliances were equally shiny and new. The cabinets were stained a deep cherry and looked like they’d cost a mint.

			But there was no sign of the Russian.

			Tucked to the right of the wide sink, a fancy-looking coffee maker sat with a half-full pot of coffee. Her stomach grumbled in encouragement, but the blue neon clock on the display doused any hope of lingering for a caffeine jolt. If it was already 11:45 a.m., she was already nearly four hours late to the station. First order of business was finding her phone and talking Roman into a ride. “Roman?”

			“In here.”

			She padded through the kitchen to the exit at the far end which put her back out in the main hallway. The soft click of fingers on a keyboard sounded in the room across the hall. His office—and a really nice one at that. Lots of books and masculine details. Kind of like one of those old bookstores you’d expect in London or some other England hidey-hole. Sure enough, Roman sat behind a desk fitting for a man his size.

			Whatever he’d been working on, he stopped as soon as she came into view. The look he gave her was the stuff reserved for lazy Sunday mornings after a rowdy tumble the night before—and Lordy, did it do weird things to her insides.

			She cleared her throat and crept forward, wiping her hands on her hips. “Heya. Sorry to bug you, but I need my backpack and my phone. I’m really late to work at the station and I need to call my boss before I get fired.”

			Roman’s gaze dipped lower, locked on her throat. Every ounce of warmth in his expression evaporated and his mouth got frighteningly tight.

			Oh, right. The scratch. She’d cleared off the dried blood around the minor cut, but with her fair skin, she’d have red marks for a while. She ran her fingers across it. “It’s fine. Looks worse than it really is from me cleaning it. Barely broke the skin.”

			His attention latched back on her face. “It is not fine. And you will not be going to work. You will stay here.”

			Say what? Was he high?

			“Um, I have to go to work. It’s my job. I have bills to pay. A car to fix. Not to mention, I need to check on my stuff.”

			Roman dipped his head toward the corner behind her. “Your things are here. Prints have been gathered and what furniture you have is being moved into my garage. Your landlord has been advised that you’re ending your lease effective immediately.”

			“What!” Given how much he’d done for her the night before, the sharp explosion probably wasn’t the most appreciative way to respond, but seriously. Who did that kind of shit without asking? “You can’t just move my stuff and end my lease without talking to me. I have to have some place to live! I have to work! It took me forever to find a decent lease in a place close to where I work.”

			“Your things are here. You will take my room and stay here.”

			“I can’t live with you!”

			“You can and you will.” As if he hadn’t absolutely just upended her life, he shifted his focus to the massive computer screen on his right. “Kir is researching the plate on the car your attackers drove last night. Prints are being run through connections with the police department.”

			Un. Fucking. Believable.

			She was horribly late for work. Had apparently been moved overnight, with zero input, and was now living with a mobster who had connections with the NOPD.

			Well, what did you think was going to happen when you called Cassie?

			Right.

			Actions always had consequences, and it seemed this time she’d raced down the rabbit hole. She pulled in a slow breath and tried to sound reasonable. “Look. I really appreciate everything you’ve done for me. For saving my ass last night and being über decent when I lost my shit after...but you’ve gotta know...you’re freaking me the hell out right now. You don’t just move someone without asking. You don’t get rid of where they live. And more than that, you don’t put their jobs at risk.”

			A tiny yet highly amused smile that should have pissed her off crept onto his face. He punched a few buttons on his keyboard, stood and prowled toward her, his faded jeans and fitted T-shirt only adding to the danger in his gait. “You returning to your apartment is not only foolish, but dangerous. You being anywhere—including work—without someone to guard you not only puts you at risk, but endangers those around you as well.” He stopped right in front of her, the same comforting scent that had wrapped around her this morning drawing her in once more. “So, you are wrong, moya malen’kaya koroleva. To keep you safe, I can and will do all of those things whether it angers you, or not.”

			Her brain flatlined. Wouldn’t offer up one single thought to fight back with. Partially because, once he called out the facts, he was probably right, but also because he’d gone well past private space and into hers. So close all she’d have to do was lean in a fraction and she’d be pressed tight against him. When she spoke, her voice was just barely above a whisper and practically vibrating from all the power coming off him. “I can’t just stop my life. I’m not a free loader. I need a job.”

			“Then I will give you a job.”

			The statement rattled her enough to push her back a step and cleared away the sensual fog his nearness had created. “You’ll what?”

			“I will get you a job.”

			It had to be a language issue. Some kind of Russian to English translation thing. “Just like that, huh? You’ve got jobs just lying around ready to dole out.”

			“Yes.”

			“A job I can do? Me?”

			“I operate a restaurant—André’s.”

			“That swank Italian place in South Shore?”

			“No, the new expansion in the French Quarter.”

			“You own it?”

			“No, Sergei does. But I run it for him and we have need of an experienced person behind the bar.”

			She hesitated, replaying their ludicrous conversation in her head. When she processed the same fat zero she’d come up with before, she twisted for a gander at the boxes stacked up in the corner behind her. “And I’m supposed to live here? With you?”

			“As I said. You will have my room, and you will be comfortable.”

			Oh. My. God. Had he seriously just demanded that she be comfortable? Who the hell said things like that?

			Before she could smack her head with the palm of her hand and see if she could wake herself up from the bizarre dream she’d found herself in, he kept going. “We will discuss what other needs you may have later. Now, you must get ready. I will carry your boxes up and you will be ready in one hour.”

			“Leave for where?”

			“My pakhan’s home. We have guests coming for dinner, and you will be with us.”

			“Whoa, whoa, whoa.” She backed up another few steps and held up her hands. “I’m still not good on what the heck’s happened since I feel asleep last night. You’re not gonna bully me into being social on top of it.”

			“There is no bullying. There is only fact. You will be protected. By me. And I will be at my pakhan’s home. Therefore, you will be there as well.”

			She couldn’t help it. Everything since she’d woken up this morning was too much, too fast and too trippy. “Why? Why you? And more importantly, why me?”

			He gobbled up what little space she’d created with one step forward and palmed the back of her neck. His accent colored his words with both deadly intent and wicked promise. “Because, malen’kaya koroleva, two men tried to take you last night. Two men who held a knife to your throat and planted fear in your fearless heart. Whether you are ready to accept it or not, the life you once knew has drastically changed, and I will be the one who ensures that change is for the better.”

		
	


		
			Chapter Ten

			The life you once knew has drastically changed.

			One and a half hours later and that simple statement was still the only thought knocking around in Bonnie’s head. Yeah, he’d also tagged onto the end that it would be a change for the better, but on whose scale? Did better come with strings? Expectations?

			Um, hello! Did you see the hungry way he looked at you? Who cares about expectations?

			She fought back a scoff and kept her sights rooted to the pretty houses streaming by outside the truck’s passenger window. Her freaking libido had zero caution when it came to men like Roman. She’d get all freaking turned on with the alpha thing, write ’em down as her dark knight in tarnished armor and then end up letting them walk all over her.

			Well, this time she wasn’t going there. She did care about expectations. A lot. And the first chance she got at this stupid barbecue, she was going to corner Cassie and Evette and find out exactly what the heck was going on.

			Roman slowed in front of Sergei’s house and turned into the drive. Not a single car was parked out front and the only other vehicles in the driveway were a killer looking BMW sedan she could have sworn had bulletproof glass and a sleek Audi.

			“I thought they were having a barbecue?” Bonnie said.

			Putting the gearshift in park, Roman nodded then turned off the engine. “They will be here soon. Kir says they landed twenty minutes ago.”

			Well, that was good. No company meant she’d be able to draw a faster bead on Cassie. “Right, well, let’s get on with it.” She popped the door, hopped out of the truck and shut the door behind her.

			Roman rounded the front fender before she’d made it two steps toward the estate’s backyard. “You will wait and let me help you down.”

			Oh, yeah. Totally a dark knight. Practically oozing those wicked pheromones that made her girly bits overlook common sense.

			But not this time.

			“I don’t need you to help me down—catatonic states caused by scary dudes with knives withstanding.” She nodded toward the backyard. “That where we’re headed?”

			Roman cocked his head, obviously nonplussed at her short and direct behavior. “Yes.”

			“Good.” She jammed her hands in her jacket and marched around him.

			It took him all of two strides to catch up and pull her to a stop with a steady tug on her elbow. “You are angry.” He made it more of a statement than a question. A very perplexed statement but a statement, nonetheless.

			Maybe it was the genuine confusion in his eyes, or the open scrutiny as he studied her face, but the impact made her feel like she’d kicked a puppy. She let out a sharp sigh and the tension that had knotted up her shoulders the whole ride over dropped away with it. “Not angry, no. Unsettled, confused and nervous as hell, yes.”

			“Why? I told you. You are safe. Your life will be better.”

			Men.

			Seriously.

			They were so freaking black and white sometimes.

			She reached for what little calm she’d mustered in the hour or so she’d had alone to shower and get ready and used what she hoped was a reasonable tone. “I heard what you said. But you saying it and me really grasping what it means for me are two entirely different things. You’ve got all the cards right now. I’ve got zero.

			“Now granted, most of the time I’m the idiot giving my cards away to people who don’t deserve them, but this time they got plucked right out of my fingers. I’ve got no place of my own, two jobs that I can’t go to and a missing family. For a girl who’s been on her own since she was seventeen, that’s mighty uncomfortable. To say I’m feeling a bit powerless right now would be the understatement of the century—even if I do have you keeping me safe in the middle of it all.”

			She was nearly panting by the time she finished her mini rant, but Roman hadn’t moved a muscle. Had just stood there and listened, his expression starting with open concern and shifting to somewhere between amusement and delight. “You think you have no cards.”

			Hmm. Maybe a metaphor hadn’t been the best approach. After all, English was his second language even if he did seem to have an excellent grasp of it. “Yeah, you know—I don’t feel like I have any options. Any choice in what’s going on. Like things are happening to me without me having any say.”

			His face sobered in an instant and the rich timbre of his voice grew infinitely grave. “Do not judge your present based upon your past, malen’kaya koroleva. I understand your fear. That you’ve stood alone until now.” He inched closer and palmed the side of her face. A firm, yet gentle touch that stilled every emotion and thought inside her. “But you are not alone anymore, and you have far more cards than you know.”

			Cassie’s cheerful voice rang out behind Bonnie. “Oh, hey! You’re—” Footsteps scuffled against the concrete. “Never mind. We’ll just head back—”

			“No,” Roman answered loud enough for Cassie to hear, but his gaze stayed locked on Bonnie. Slowly, he lowered his hand and shifted his attention in Cassie’s direction. “Please, come and spend some time with your friend. I believe she has had enough of my dictatorial nature for one day.”

			Dictatorial.

			Bonnie bit back a harrumph, but barely. So much for her English as a second language theory. She turned and found not just Cassie waiting for her, but Evette as well. Cassie couldn’t have had a bigger shit-eating smile on her face, and Evette’s curious look said she’d already built up a list of twenty questions about what they’d walked up on. Both of them were dressed far more casually than she’d ever seen them—Evette in red Keds, skinny jeans rolled up to her shins and a white fitted T-shirt with a Captain Marvel logo on the front, and Cassie in a white tee, long tan cardigan and jeggings.

			Bonnie finally shook off her stupor and spoke. “Hey.”

			Great intro, girlfriend. Way to highlight the awkward moment.

			She cleared her throat and tried again, moseying their way. “Mr. Bossy Pants put the kibosh on me going to work today, so I guess I’m doing the barbecue after all.”

			Evette’s eyebrows rose high and looked at Roman as though thoroughly impressed. “Mr. Bossy Pants, is it?”

			Roman didn’t deign to respond, but Evette didn’t seem to wait for one either. She held out her arm when Bonnie got close enough, wrapped it around her shoulder and guided her toward the backyard. “Sergei told us what happened last night. I take it Roman’s gone large-and-in-charge making sure there’s no repeat?”

			“Something like that,” Bonnie murmured.

			Cassie fell in on Bonnie’s other side. “You doing okay? Kir said one of them had a knife and that they ransacked your house.”

			Roman might have been out of sight, but his footsteps were steady behind her, and his presence was unshakable.

			The life you once knew has drastically changed.

			You are not alone anymore.

			Paired with the solidness of the women flanking her, a light and pleasant, yet utterly foreign sensation moved behind her sternum. Part of her wanted to rant a little more. To combat the powerlessness she wrestled with since waking up with some good old-fashioned bluster the way she normally would.

			But that weird feeling took over and steered her words a different direction. “Well, I’m not dead. Or worse.” She kept walking even though she wanted to slow her steps and catch a glimpse at Roman’s face. “Not sure I could say that if Roman hadn’t been there.”

			The comment had no sooner left her mouth than the facts and timing of the night before clicked together. She stopped dead in her tracks and faced Roman. “You know—you never said why you were there.”

			“You are correct,” he said. “I did not. But you also did not ask.” He inclined his head toward Evette, a small but gentlemanly gesture that hinted at a bow. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll see if Sergei needs anything before our friends arrive.”

			And then he was gone.

			Just ambled away into the heart of the poolside paradise beyond where Sergei, Kir and Emerson were already gathered amidst the outdoor furniture and three massive grills. Every time she’d seen Kir before he’d been decked out in one fine suit or another, but today, he was just as casual as Roman in jeans and a black T-shirt. That meant the last remaining man had to be the head honcho, Sergei. While he was fitted out in jeans, too, he wore a blue button-down with the sleeves rolled up to show his forearms and some serious tattoos. Kind of a businessman meets killer style that matched the intensity of his every move.

			“He just totally stiffed me on an answer, didn’t he?” Bonnie said to the women without taking her eyes off the men.

			Cassie sighed and crossed her arms, watching the lot of them the same way Bonnie and Evette did. “Pretty much. They’re sneaky that way.”

			“But in a good way,” Evie added with a wistful affection in her voice.

			The odd disclaimer yanked Bonnie’s attention away from the beefcake bonanza near the pool. “Not sure I can think of a scenario where sneaky’s paid off in my favor.”

			Evie faced her and her gaze softened. “Me either until I met Sergei. Don’t get me wrong—Sergei doesn’t keep much from me, and I doubt Kir does with Cassie either—but if he thinks for a minute something he knows or has done might blow back on me, hell will freeze over before he shares it. At the end of the day, protecting me and Emerson comes first.”

			“Seriously, though,” Cassie added. “You haven’t figured out why he was there?” Her smile when she said it looked genuine, and her eyes sparkled to match the cloudless day around them.

			Bonnie checked Evie and found the same mirth-filled look on the other woman’s face. The same expression parents harbored on Christmas movies before their kids stumbled downstairs to find all the loot Santa had left behind.

			“Oh, no,” Bonnie said, their meaning finally sinking in. “He wasn’t there for that. He’s a nice guy and was super decent considering I totally melted down on him after the fact, but he wasn’t there to go all Romeo on me.”

			“Mmm hmm,” Cassie said, shifting her focus to Evie. “You should have seen him at the Dusty Dog when we stopped to visit. Bonnie was busy filling drink orders and totally missed it, but the way he was watching her, I halfway expected him to just pick her up and take her home with us.”

			He kind of had done that—albeit several hours later and spawned by violence and blood. He really had been a hell of a hero. Ruthless. Powerful. And, in the end, heartbreakingly tender.

			But even thinking in that direction would only lead to trouble. Not to mention mooning and probably making an ass out of herself. “You’re reading too much into it. This isn’t some happily-ever-after thing. I’m sure he had a reason for being there. I just got lucky because of it.”

			“Maybe,” Evie said matter-of-factly. “Roman is nothing if not logical.”

			Funny. She should have appreciated Evie’s support. Instead, the agreement dug like a burr into a part of her that secretly wished Cassie was right. “You see?” she said to cover the tiny hurt. “Definitely not a fairy tale waiting to happen.”


			A low and heavily accented voice sounded behind her. “A new guest graces my home, and I am the only one yet to meet her.”

			Sergei.

			Bonnie didn’t need to look to know it was him. She felt it to the very soles of her feet.

			Evie’s smile blazed to life, the sparkling adoration in her hazel eyes aimed over Bonnie’s shoulder. “Well, the idea was to keep her here for a while. Roman’s already done his part to stomp and grunt this morning. I wasn’t sure she was up for the King Alpha just yet.”

			Bonnie inched out from in between them and dared a look at the man Roman so reverently referred to as pakhan.

			Yep, definitely a powerhouse. The very epitome of danger and cunning all wrapped up in a darkly sinful demeanor. Energy practically crackled around him, so much so the hairs along her forearms prickled as though she’d just walked through an electrical storm. Whatever pakhan meant, this guy owned it.

			“Sorry. I should have introduced myself.” Bonnie focused on steadying her voice and offered her hand. “I’m Bonnie Drummond.”

			He clasped his hand in hers, his grip solid, yet not overly so. While his smile was gracious and his demeanor cordial, there was no mistaking—this man was capable of dark and dangerous actions. “Welcome to our home, Miss Drummond. I’ve heard many lovely things about you.”

			“You have?” Hearing wild stories, she’d buy. Or maybe some colorful descriptions including her penchant for f-bombs, but lovely? “From who?”

			Genuine humor crept into his features, the type she suspected few ever laid witness to. He released her hand and nodded. “Indeed. It appears you’ve earned many champions in the last few days.”

			There was something about the way he said it. An undercurrent that spoke of hidden meanings and ulterior motives. Rather like an anonymous note slipped under a bedroom door.

			And, Bonnie being who she was, very much wanted to pick that note up and learn more about it. Except the door to the kitchen opened at that exact moment.

			Olga hustled out with two trays loaded with meat.

			But she wasn’t the only one coming from the house. A whole string of people followed behind her, kicking a round of We’re here! Hello! and How the hell are ya? into gear.

			And they were absolutely not the type of people she’d expected. First out the door was a guy she’d expect to find at one of the biker bars her dad favored, his arm around a long-haired brunette who rocked some serious curves. Another couple followed that looked more like they belonged on the cover of a modern Western romance. But it was the last two out the door that were the real shockers—a man in his early thirties with ruler straight black hair down to his shoulder blades and an older woman with equally long hair in an enviable silver color she’d bet a good number of females would pay damned good money to duplicate. While they moved beside each other with obvious familiarity and affection, Bonnie’s gut told her they weren’t a couple like the first two pairs were.

			Evette and Sergei meandered toward their guests, Evie easily doling out warm hugs. Kir and Roman moseyed toward the new arrivals as well and traded their share of handshakes and backslaps, but Emerson beelined it toward the classically elegant older woman and nearly knocked her over with a fierce hug.

			So tied up in her sideline observations, Bonnie didn’t realize Cassie was still beside her until she spoke in a hushed, yet highly amused voice. “I probably shouldn’t point this out, but you’re gaping like a tie-dyed elephant just paraded onto the lawn.”

			She was?

			Shit.

			She snapped her mouth shut and schooled her expression, but the disbelief was still evident in her voice. “I thought you said these people had private jets and shit.”

			“Oh, yeah,” Cassie said. “And shit for sure.” She dipped her head toward the biker couple. “Jace is essentially the entertainment kingpin of Texas—or for our part of the country, for that matter. That’s his wife, Vivienne. Who, by the way, has a background pretty similar to yours. She’s now running her own marketing, PR and event planning company in Dallas.

			“The blond-haired cowboy with the killer swagger and the gorgeous woman with him are Trevor and Natalie Raines. Trevor grew up on a farm and has a serious love for horses, but his biggest passion is airplanes. He’s the one with the charter service. Natalie was a single mom to a boy just four years older than Emerson when the two of them met. Had a mega-asshole for an ex who liked to throw his fists when things didn’t go his way.”

			The silver-haired woman looked up as if she sensed someone talking about her and locked gazes with Bonnie.

			“That’s Ninette,” Cassie said softly. “She’s Jace’s momma. Coolest lady I know—next to my aunt Freida, anyway. She’s got a bestie named Sylvie who couldn’t make it today. She stayed home to take care of Trevor and Natalie’s boy so they could have a night out alone in New Orleans tonight.”

			“And the yummilicious guy next to her?”

			Ninette grinned and nudged the man beside her. He glanced up, spied Cassie and Bonnie and waved.

			“That’s Danny Parker. He’s a Haven brother, too, and his sister is married to another guy who didn’t make the trip today—Zeke Dugan.” Cassie clamped her hand around Bonnie’s triceps and tugged her forward. “Come on. I’ll introduce you.”

			Shit.

			She hated meeting new people. Was always worried she’d say something stupid or go all-in and offend the ever-lovin’ hell out of someone. Though, she had to admit, this particular crew did seem to be her kind of people. “What do you mean brother? These guys don’t look related.”

			“They’re not. But sometimes family built on choice is stronger than those built on blood.”

			Truer words had never been spoken. She’d have said as much but they moved into talking distance too quickly. One by one, she shook hands and traded hellos and nice-to-meet-yous, the entirety of the New Orleans crew staunchly bolstering the space behind and around her.

			Danny was the last of the group to greet her and, while his smile was just as genuine as everyone else’s, his expression held manly appreciation as well. One of those easy-going, flirtatious looks that invited a girl to linger a while and see where things led. He’d also held her hand a fraction longer than everyone else and focused on her as though there was no one else in the backyard. “So, have you lived in NOLA your whole life?”

			“Born and bred, yeah.”

			“That’s awesome.” Danny shifted enough to make eye contact with Jace. “Maybe we could take her with us when we go out scouting. I bet she’d know the best places for our kind of shop.”

			“Scouting for what?” Evie said.

			“Been talkin’ to Danny about going in on a custom ride business in New Orleans,” Jace said. “The shop he opened in Dallas is at max capacity. We figured we spend enough time here, this might be a good spot to branch out.”

			“Custom rides?” Bonnie said. “We talkin’ cars or motorcycles?”

			Danny shrugged, but his smile was pure delight. “Either. Both. Whatever the customer wants.”

			“He’s really good,” Vivienne said. “You should see the one he made for Zeke.”

			“Oh, yeah,” Natalie said. “A ’69 cherry red Z28.”

			“Well, that was more of a refurb with extra engine added in than a custom,” Danny said. “But she is pretty.”

			Hoooly shit. She could talk bikes and cars. Maybe this wouldn’t be the barbecue from hell after all.

			Roman’s heat blanketed her back all of a second before his hand cupped her shoulder. His words were anvil heavy compared to the light conversation that had come before it. “Bonnie cannot go. Not without me.”

			The shock rattling through Bonnie was echoed in the faces of everyone around her, but it was Trevor who spoke up. “Something wrong?”

			“Two men attacked her last night,” Roman said. “Her brother and father were taken on Monday and cannot be found. Until we find them and are certain she is no longer a target, she will not be left unguarded.”

			“Well, that’s not a problem.” Evie’s voice was as innocent as could be, but there was an unmistakable mischief in her eyes. “A few of the guys could go with her. It doesn’t have to be you.”

			Roman’s hand on her shoulder tightened.

			Jace noted the subtle action, as did Trevor, but it was Danny who spoke. “No, man. I get it. If it was my woman, I wouldn’t let her out of my sight either. Totally understandable.”

			My woman?

			As in Roman’s woman?

			Seriously?

			Evie looked delighted.

			Cassie studied her shoes, but she couldn’t have hidden her smile if she’d tried.

			Ninette was the one who threw out a much needed lifeline. “Well, if there’s nefarious shit going on, I need a beer ASAP and all the details.” She moved in close to Bonnie’s side, forcing Roman to release her. “Start from the beginning, girlfriend. If it’s got the big guy all riled up, it’s gotta be a doozy.”

			And just like that, all the awkward was gone.

			The guys somehow talked Olga out of manning the grills. The women settled at the long table centered in the middle of the garden paradise and listened to every detail that brought them to today. Somehow, the course of conversation veered to Natalie’s asshole of an ex and the abuse he’d put her through, and how Vivienne had ended up shot one night in Jace’s club. Combined with the stories she’d already heard of Cassie and Evette, Bonnie decided it was time to downshift the shittastic rating of her own ordeal from a ten to two.

			Drinks and dinner were enjoyed at a leisurely pace full of some topics she could follow and others that left her stymied, but not once did she feel like an odd man out. In fact, about the only things that had varied between this cookout and the ones she’d been a part of growing up were breakable plates and the fact that everyone was still sober by the time the meal was done.

			“Ahhh...now that’s what I call food.” Ninette reclined back in her chair and rubbed her enviably flat stomach. She nudged Bonnie’s shoulder. “I gotta run to the kitchen for my cigarettes. Keep an old woman company, would ya?”

			Old woman her ass. Somewhere along the line of conversation, she’d dropped that she was sixty-two, but Bonnie was having a hard time buying it. “Sure. Why not.”

			The second she pushed her chair back from the table, Roman’s head snapped up and his eyes locked on her.

			“Easy, champ.” Ninette waved him off and steered Bonnie toward the back door. “She’s just keepin’ me company for a quick smoke. You know I don’t like bein’ anywhere near the kiddo for that.”

			He considered the two of them for a moment, then went back to whatever the guys were talking about.

			Oddly, Jace and Vivienne both eyed Ninette with knowing smirks. “Funny,” Jace said. “Thought you’d sworn off cigarettes.”

			“Mind your business, boy. I changed my mind.”

			He chuckled and shook his head, but it was an act full of love and complete adoration.

			Actually, they all seemed to mesh in a way Bonnie hadn’t ever seen before. It wasn’t that they didn’t disagree. Hell, they’d had about ten heated debates—particularly where the men were concerned—before dinner was over. But it was all good-natured. Conversation that didn’t require one side to be wrong or one side to win. If they didn’t work it out, they just agreed to disagree and moved on to whatever came up next.

			It was some seriously freaky shit.

			Reaching the kitchen door, Ninette motioned to the round table on the raised patio. “Take a load off. I left my purse on the kitchen table. You need anything while I’m in there?”

			Bonnie shook her head. “Not unless you see a five-hour energy drink. Between last night and all that food, I might nod off in another thirty minutes.”

			Ninette chuckled at that, disappeared inside and showed all of two minutes later with an unopened pack of cigarettes. She sat next to Bonnie, both of them with direct views of the people gathered round the table. “They’re somethin’ else, aren’t they?”

			Who she meant by they didn’t need clarification. Even from fifty feet away, it was obvious the people she’d spent the last few hours with were special. Unique not just because of who they were as individuals, but because of how they interacted with and accepted each other. “Yeah. Still tryin’ to figure out how they get along the way they do. Damnedest thing I’ve ever seen.”

			Ninette peeled the wrapper off the cigarette box and dropped it in the ashtray on the table. “You know, no one ever said how you stumbled into this ragtag crew. We visit an awful lot, but this is the first time I’ve seen you. You’ve gotta be fairly fresh blood.”

			Bonnie lifted her chin toward Cassie. “I worked the reception desk at the television station on the weekends.”

			“Past tense?”

			An ironic chuckle bubbled up. “Was supposed to be there this morning, but after last night’s debacle, Roman put me on lockdown. Not sure I have a job there anymore.”

			Ninette flicked her lighter to life and fired up a cigarette. She huffed out a puff of smoke and smiled. “You don’t sound like you’re too happy about that development.”


			It wasn’t an accusing statement. More like a woman who knew all too well what it was like to be around protective men and had long ago decided to pick her battles. She’d bet when Ninette decided to hold the line on something, absolutely no one got across it. Not even someone like Sergei. “Truth? I was pretty pissed this morning. But the more I think about it, it’s the smart thing to do. I mean, shit could go bad not just for me, but for other people around me. And if I’m gut-level honest, I think being pissed is more about not being in control than him being overbearing.”

			With her elbow anchored on the armrest and her eyes on the festivities beyond, Ninette dipped her head in agreement. “Sounds like a pretty solid self-assessment.”

			Quiet moved between them, an easy silence that should have been impossible with a stranger.

			“So...” Ninette leaned forward and tapped her ashes into the ashtray. “How long have you and Roman been a thing?”

			Cymbals crashing next to her ear couldn’t have snatched her attention quicker. “Say what?”

			“You and Roman. How long have you been together?”

			Even put that plainly, Bonnie still had to blink her eyes about a half a dozen times and replay the question in her head before she could formulate an answer. “We’re not together.”

			“Oh, really?” Ninette’s expression didn’t reflect any sarcasm, but the tone beneath her reply suggested she didn’t believe Bonnie in the slightest. She shrugged, smiled and looked back toward the rest of the crew. “Could have fooled me, sister.”

			“No, really. I only met him last Monday.”

			Ninette circled the butt of her cigarette with her thumb, her smile not dimming in the slightest. “Fires only take a second to spark. After that, it’s just a question of how much air and fuel there is to feed the burn.”

			No.

			Ninette was wrong.

			Cassie and Evette were wrong.

			They had to be. Because entertaining the possibility any of them were right scared the hell right out of her. “Guys like Roman don’t go for women like me.”

			“Says who?”

			“Um, says me. Says life.” She motioned toward the pool. “Look at them. There’s not a couple down there that doesn’t look like they came as a matched set.”

			Ninette’s chuckle was pure feminine wickedness and confidence, and the gleam in her eye was just as shrewd and knowing as her son’s had been when they left the table. “Sweetheart, you don’t give yourself enough credit. I watched that boy when Danny showed interest and mentioned taking you with him to look for shop locations. You may not think you and Roman have a thing, but Roman’s definitely on board. Not only that, he’s makin’ his play and stakin’ his claim. As someone coming in from the outside, I’m telling you right now—the two of you seem to be a helluva matched set yourself.”

			For once in her life, no snappy retorts jumped to her defense. No denials and no potshots from her conscience.

			But in the silence, a host of sensations clamored inside her. The frigid quiver of fear. The liquid heat of sensual awareness and the fragile breeze of hope. All too easily, the times she’d been connected to Roman physically came to mind.

			The press of his body when he’d caught her. How strong his arms had been around her and how careful he’d been to assure himself she was steady before he released his hold.

			The warmth of his body last night. The way he’d cradled her close, covered her with a blanket and stroked her hair until she’d fallen asleep.

			And this morning.

			The tenderness in how he’d cupped the side of her face and how profoundly his words had moved through her.

			You are not alone anymore, and you have far more cards than you know.

			Roman Kozlov interested in a girl like her? Was it really possible?

			“It scares the shit out of me.” It was a confession. One she could no more fathom uttering to a woman she’d barely met than she could figure out how she’d ended up here today talking about such an unexpected topic.

			But she’d done it.

			And in doing so, felt a surprising lightness creep into her heart.

			“Which part? That you caught the notice of a good man? Or that you caught the hearts of the lot of them?”

			The answer was instant and ripped right from her soul. “Both.”

			Ninette inhaled deep and let it out slowly, the empathetic sound of a woman who’d felt such emotions for herself. “You know, once upon a time in my life, I struggled almost every day to make two dimes equal ten dollars. Back then, I never dreamed I’d have a nice home full of men I call my sons and be flying to even nicer estates on private jets.”

			Leaning forward, Ninette stubbed out her cigarette. “Been around a long time and seen all kinds of people. If there’s one thing I’ve learned with absolute certainty it’s that when life gives you a chance at happiness, you grab onto the gift with both hands and hang on with all you’ve got.” She stood and rested her hand on Bonnie’s shoulder. “Fear is the worst bitch I know and will rob you fucking blind every single time. You’ve got a good thing. My advice—one street-smart woman to another? Hold on with all you’ve got.”

			With that, she patted Bonnie’s shoulder and ambled toward the pool and the wonderful people that waited.

			A light breeze lifted the hair away from Bonnie’s face, the touch of it cool in the shade, but not unpleasant like the days before had been. More of a gentle caress from nature. Like a mother’s soothing touch that seemed to echo the wisdom of Ninette’s words.

			In the ashtray, the discarded cigarette sat amidst the ashes.

			Thought you’d sworn off cigarettes.

			Funny, now that Bonnie thought about it, Ninette hadn’t taken one drag off the thing once she’d fired it up. And even then it’d only been enough to get it lit.

			Sneaky woman.

			She hadn’t wanted a smoke. She’d wanted to talk and to do it without a table of ears to hear what she had to share.

			The space around her heart grew tight, and a comforting warmth blossomed beneath her skin. Yes, she was in the middle of her own personal shitstorm—at least so far as her dad and brother were concerned. But Ninette was right.

			For the first time in her life, she had some really nice freaking people rallied around to help her. And maybe—just maybe—had a man who was actually decent interested in her.

			Fear was a cold and calculating bitch. One that had stolen more than her share off Bonnie’s plate already.

			She stood and headed back toward the party. Fear could kiss her ass. This time she was going to hang the fuck on.

		
	


		
			Chapter Eleven

			Bonnie was a good teacher. Patient and methodical in how she went about showing her new charge the basics of tending bar. The realization didn’t shock Roman in the least, but definitely bolstered his appreciation of her skills. Especially considering how challenging Roman had found it himself to keep Jacob focused on learning anything.

			Via the cameras aimed at the bar area for his André’s branch, Roman watched from his office monitors as Bonnie patiently demonstrated yet again how to ring up a drink order.

			Jacob spent half as much time appreciating Bonnie’s ass as he did paying attention to her instructions, but at least he seemed to be grasping the basics for a change. At nineteen years old, the young man who’d grown up in orphanages and foster homes his whole life had lost all access to government assistance and was floundering to find a niche to support himself—a common theme he’d encountered far too often mentoring boys raised without benefit of a steady family. What was worse, Jacob had a hard time focusing and lacked the physical strength to be successful at the more physical options available within Roman’s businesses. Perhaps with Bonnie’s help, he’d be able to hold a steady job tending bar.

			“You’re brooding, moy brat.”

			So deep in his musings, Kir’s voice from the doorway caught him completely unaware. He masked the jolt to his thoughts, though, and swiveled to meet his brother’s stare. “Not brooding. Observing.”

			Kir grinned and strolled toward one of the chairs in front of Roman’s desk. He carried a thin plain file folder in one hand. “Is that so? Because the look on your face would send most of your customers screaming for the front door.” He sat, crossed one leg over the other and perched the folder on his thigh. “It wouldn’t have anything to do with the new fiery-haired bartender I passed on the way in, or how her new trainee keeps admiring her figure. Would it?”

			Hmm.

			Perhaps he was brooding.


			As much as he wanted to let his attention wander back to the screen, he kept his eyes on Kir. “So long as he only looks and does not touch, he will live.”

			Kir didn’t even try to hide his smile. “So, you’ve made a decision then.”

			Roman cocked his head.

			“To claim her for your own,” Kir clarified.

			Claim her.

			Yes.

			Mine.

			He clamped down hard on the barbaric thoughts Kir’s comments triggered and reclined against his seat back. “She’s lost her family. She was attacked. To keep her safe, I’ve forced the loss of her jobs as well. I’ve merely replaced the latter with a safer alternative and seek to make her life better.”

			Kir’s smile dimmed. “Is that so?”

			“You would not do any different.”

			“No. I would not.” He paused only long enough to add emphasis to the rest of his words. “But I would not lie to myself either.”

			The jab hit its target and, while Roman wanted to fire back a rebuke or avoid the comment altogether, he was wise enough to own the truth. “It is not so easy.”

			Kir shrugged. “Since when do we care for easy?”

			His gaze slid back to the screen and Bonnie as she pointed out different items beneath the counter. “I care when my actions might cause an innocent woman pain.”

			And when he might cause a wealth of disappointment for himself in the process. Not that he was inclined to share such an insight with anyone else. Not even his brothers.

			“I do not understand,” Kir said. “You are drawn to her. Everyone sees it. Even you. Why would you deny yourself? Or her?”

			The same tightness and frustration that had dogged him since Danny had shown his interest at the barbecue flared along the back of his neck and shoulders. He’d been wrong to intercede. To rob her of the attention. Danny was a good man. Nowhere near as tainted by his past as Roman was.

			“She would not do well in our world,” he answered simply. “You know the life her family has led. She hates it. Has stated plainly that she wants to live a simple, lawful life. She could never stomach the things I have done in mine.”

			“Then do not tell her.”

			Roman shook his head. “No. If I take a bride, there will be no lies between us. No secrets.” He inhaled deeply and tried to release the agitation swimming beneath his skin. “And besides that, she has shown no signs of interest on her part. I will not force my attention.”

			To his credit, Kir didn’t argue back. Just nodded and quietly respected the boundary that had been set.

			Roman motioned to the folder on Kir’s lap. “What is that?”

			As if he’d forgotten all about it, Kir shook his head and tossed it to the desk in front of Roman. “The results of our search.”

			“And?”

			“Nothing. The tag is an old one. Out of date and last registered to a vehicle other than the one you saw.”

			“Stolen.”

			“Indeed.” He sighed and braced his forearms on each armrest. “The prints lifted from the knife and Bonnie’s apartment provided no leads either. Whoever they are, they have no records in Louisiana or surrounding states.”

			It made sense. He’d known from the fear in her assailant’s eyes that they were inexperienced. Still, he’d hoped for at least a misdemeanor somewhere to give them a lead.

			He nodded and set the folder aside.

			“Where would you like to go from here?” Kir asked.

			Where could he go? He had no leads. He had a woman that called to him on the most fundamental level living with him that he didn’t dare touch. Whose kiss he craved, but didn’t dare taste. “I do not know.”

			In the monitor, Bonnie playfully backhanded Jacob’s shoulder and laughed loud enough he could faintly hear it through his open office door. Bohze, but he loved that sound. One he’d heard more and more frequently in the three days since the barbecue and doubted he’d ever tire of hearing.

			“Perhaps I will take her back to her father’s house,” he said shaking off his thoughts. “See if there is anything there we might be able to use.”

			“A reasonable action.” Kir stood, buttoned his suit coat and headed for the door. “I’ll leave you to it then. If you need anything, let me know.”

			Roman flipped the monitors back to the standard restaurant view to avoid further distractions and pulled up the monthly P&L he was supposed to have finalized two days ago.

			Kir paused just before he reached the doorway and turned as though a sudden thought had struck him. “What was that catch phrase Anton used to preach to us? The one on assumptions?”

			Roman chuckled, the rants their former vor had harped on insistently easily coming to mind. “‘Assumptions are the enemy. They will either cost you money, or get you killed.’”

			“Yes, that’s it.” Smirking, Kir inclined his head. “You might want to remember that, my friend.”

			Roman frowned. “In what regard?”


			“Bonnie. She might want nothing to do with the things her blood family does, but they are different people driven by different goals. Perhaps you should let her choose how she feels about our family rather than make the decision for her.”

			Roman held completely still. Didn’t so much as move a muscle outwardly. But his heart jolted at the thought.

			His family was nothing like what they’d learned of Bonnie’s. His family had honor. Operated from their own set of rules and in the best interest of those around them. Innocents were protected at all cost.

			But that didn’t address how reserved she’d been around him. How, while she’d opened up in general, she still kept a respectful distance. “She still hasn’t shown interest. She’s just now getting comfortable around everyone. Why would I jeopardize that with my own selfish actions?”

			Kir smiled at that. “Just because she hasn’t shown interest doesn’t mean it’s not there. From what Cassie’s told me, Bonnie’s had few, if any, teachers in her life. Perhaps she doesn’t know what to do or how to make her interest known.” He shrugged and turned toward the hallway, but offered one last parting remark. “In either case, moy brat—assumption is still the enemy.”

		
	


		
			Chapter Twelve

			Off work at ten o’clock at night on a Tuesday. Talk about your foreign concepts.

			Bonnie marched through the back door of André’s that Roman held open for her. The few days of low sixties they’d had over the weekend had given way to thick clouds and a never-ending mist that made the mid-forty temps feel more like zero.

			Striding beside him into the employee parking lot, she ducked her chin deeper into her jean jacket and did her best to keep up. “You know, I’m fine staying until closing. My body’s used to late nights, and I didn’t even start today until two in the afternoon. Stopping at ten is like a half day for me.”

			“You have worked enough.” The way Roman said it, Bonnie kind of got the impression he’d had a day from hell and needed some quality time vegging in front of one of the massive flat screens hung around his house. He opened the passenger door to his truck and held out his hand. “Now, we have some place to go.”

			“We do?”

			He nodded.

			“Care to share?”

			“I would prefer you get inside the truck where you’re not cold.”

			She frowned at him, took his hand and climbed into the cab. “All right fine. Be tight-lipped about it.”


			He shut the door behind her, but there was a tiny smile on his face before he disappeared around the back of the truck.

			Mission accomplished.

			She buckled her seat belt and bit back a grin of her own. Why she got such a thrill out of getting the big Russian sourpuss to lighten up she couldn’t say, but the last three days she’d made it her mission to do so. Making him watch Desperate Housewives. Talking him into a late-night run to a coffee shop for a latte. Giving him grief for leaving the toilet seat in the downstairs bathroom up. Of course, none of those things were really normal things she did or an issue for her, but it’d been fun watching his responses.

			The strategy also did double duty in keeping her mind off the things Cassie, Evie and Ninette had said—all of which she’d decided couldn’t be right because there hadn’t been a single incident since Saturday that she could interpret as interest on Roman’s part.

			Roman opened his door, situated himself and started the engine. The drive to his home in the Garden District wasn’t an overly long one, and the two times they’d driven it so far, they’d either had companionable silence, or Bonnie had done the conversational lifting.

			This time, Roman barely made it out of the parking lot before he changed the game. “Tomorrow, we will go shopping.”

			Bonnie looked at him. She couldn’t have heard that right. No man—especially one like Roman—willingly uttered those words to any female. “Huh?”

			“Shopping. Be ready at noon. You need a new coat.”

			She did? She glanced down the length of her at the tailored black slacks, white button-down and snappy black vest buttoned over it. Granted, her jean jacket didn’t look all that great paired with the standard-issue André’s uniform, but it wasn’t like she’d worn it in front of anyone. “Why? This one’s fine.”

			“You’re cold.” He glanced her direction only long enough to add, “You will not be cold.”

			God, this guy was a kick in the pants. Yeah, she knew he wasn’t literally ordering her not to be cold, but the weird pronouncements made her want to giggle. Not ribbing him a little when he made them was like passing up a chance to snuggle a purring cat. “I won’t?”

			“No.”

			“Hmm.” She waited a beat then said, “What if I like being cold?” She kept her head straight ahead when she said it, but she caught his scrutiny from the corner of her periphery.


			He must have caught her smile before she hid it, because he harrumphed a second later and went back to staring out the windshield.

			She chuckled and gave the guy a break. “Seriously. I don’t need another coat. In another month or two we’ll be back in the seventies. No point in wasting money.”

			“Money spent on you is not a waste, and I will be the one spending it.”

			Hold up.

			What?


			“I don’t need you to buy me a coat.”

			He nodded and shifted his voice to that of a reasonably sound man. “As you wish. You do not need to.”

			“Good. Glad we agree.”

			“I, however, need to,” he said without missing a beat. “Therefore, you will be ready at noon, and we will shop.”

			What. The. Fuck.

			Were they arguing over shopping for coats? Seriously?

			Maybe he’d caught onto her game and had decided to turn the tables on her.

			Yeah, that had to be it. He’d probably find a fishing show when they got home and make her watch it. Or force her to learn how to unload and clean one of those wicked looking guns she’d found neatly stored in various closets around the house.

			Actually...the latter option didn’t sound that bad. After her run-in with the dudes at her apartment, the idea of a concealed carry held a lot more appeal than it used to.

			Regardless, if he wanted to play, she was ready. “Fine. Shopping at noon. Can’t wait. Maybe while we’re there, I’ll stop at one of those fancy makeup shops and see if they can do a makeover for me. Really change up my look. How’s that sound?”

			She’d expected another grunt.

			Maybe an outright refusal or a groan.

			Instead, his voice softened, the tenor of it low and as thick as velvet. “You cannot improve perfection.”

			Her breath caught in her throat and the quiet between them swelled to match the tight sensation behind her heart. She looked at him. “Did you...” Her mouth was suddenly too dry to speak and her mind short on words. She swallowed hard and tried again. “I think that’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me.”

			He glanced at her for only a moment, but the heat behind his gaze was enough to mark a woman for a lifetime. “Then the men before me were fools.”

			Whoa.

			A pleasant swirl pitched low in her belly even as the minions in her head scrambled to evaluate his words. Did he mean the men before him as in guys she’d known in general? Or the men she’d dated before him? It had to be the former. The latter implied the two of them had an established connection. A relationship. And while they’d been practically joined at the hip since Friday night, there hadn’t been anything more than polite contact helping her into or out of the truck since Saturday.

			Roman cut into her thoughts. “Is tending bar what you want to do?”

			“Huh?”

			“Working behind the bar. Is that what you want to do? What you enjoy?”

			She was still scrambling to keep up, the little yellow dudes she always imagined pulling the levers in her head thoroughly confused. “Schlepping drinks? No way. I mean, maybe when I first started, it was cool. But after you’ve served one drunk, you’ve served ’em all.”

			“Then why do you do it?”

			She snapped her head back. “Is this a trick question?”


			“No. I want to understand why you continue to work as a bartender.”

			“Because I’m a high school dropout, it’s a job I can practically do in my sleep and I have to eat.”

			“But you have your GED.”

			The statement tripped her up almost as thoroughly as his earlier compliment. “How do you know that?”

			He grinned, turned onto the highway and gunned the engine. “Is that a trick question?”


			Right. She’d forgotten Mr. Mafia Dude and his penchant for digging into details.

			Wait. “Why are we on the highway?”

			Roman checked over his shoulder and the rearview mirror as he merged into traffic. The lights from the car behind him reflected like a spotlight on his steel gray eyes. “I told you. We have an errand to run.”

			“Which is?”

			He paused as though considering whether or not to answer. “We’re visiting your father’s home. I want to see if there are any clues we might have missed.”

			Two sentences. Five seconds at most to utter them. But in that span, every inch of her skin and her lungs felt as if they’d been smothered with a thick, choking sludge.

			Why?

			Roman was trying to help her dad. Her brother. She should be grateful for his efforts. Not dreading stepping foot in the place where they’d gone missing.

			“So, what would you do?” Roman said. “You had brochures for a medical assistant program. Is that an interest?”

			A diversion. That’s why he’d started asking all those questions. A mechanism to distract her from the task ahead of them. “I got the brochure, yeah, but the more I thought about it, the more I realized doctors’ offices mean lots and lots of cooties. And seriously...can you imagine me trying to have a bedside manner? They’d probably fire me before the first day was out.”

			Roman smiled at that, but kept his eyes on the road. “Then what would you like to do?”

			Hmm. Good question. She shrugged. “I don’t know. Something that makes money.”

			He frowned. “Money is not the best driver for a career. Better to do something you enjoy. Something that comes naturally.”

			She chuckled at that. “Not exactly a slew of things that fall on that list. At least none that make money.” She paused long enough to think of the things she’d done well on in high school. “Computers are all right, I guess. I had a knack for ’em before I left school and learned a lot of shit from Kevin I shouldn’t have, but I’m not willing to go there. I liked the creative stuff—English and art and stuff like that.”

			He cocked his head slightly. “Like the pictures you had in your room.”

			“Not pictures. Designs. For the jewelry I like to fool around with.”

			“You make jewelry?”

			“Yeah.” She wriggled her hand in the air so the beaded bracelets she’d worn that day jingled against the truck’s otherwise quiet interior. “Nothing big, but I like doing it. Gives my brain a break.”

			“Then why not do that?”

			Her scoff was short and full of irony. “Yeah, I thought the gist of this conversation was how to make money. I’m not going to be able to pay rent with beaded bracelets and cheap earrings.”

			“Who says that’s all you’re capable of doing? Your designs were unique. You should learn how to do more.”

			“Mmm hmm.” What else could she say? All she really knew were the skills she’d learned from her art teacher in high school, from craft supply vendors and what she’d figured out for herself. On some level, she accepted other people made a living out of designing and making jewelry, but she didn’t have a clue how a person went about getting to that point.

			The more she sat with the idea, the more the need to fidget prodded her backside. “What about you?”

			He glanced at her and raised an eyebrow in silent question.

			“You said you’re an advocate of going with natural skills, so what exactly is it you do?”

			The shift in his body was subtle, a tension creeping into his torso and a slight tightening of his hand on the wheel that she’d have missed if she hadn’t had her eyes glued to him. It took at least five seconds before he answered. “I help others who grew up like me. I manage what my vor asks me to.” His gaze slid to hers, and his voice rumbled with a sad finality. “And I handle tasks others won’t.”

			Explanation wasn’t necessary. Hell, as sad as he’d sounded, she didn’t want an explanation. Even regretted diving into the topic. So, she steered things back to neutral territory. “What do you mean you help people? You mean, like a mentor?”

			“Something like that.” He exited the highway.

			Bonnie waited, hoping he’d add more. When he didn’t, she dug a little deeper. “How did you grow up?”

			He kept his silence. Though, from the look on his face it was more for a lack of words or not knowing where to start than outright refusal. It took until he turned onto Louisa Street before he finally answered. “I had no family growing up. I was delivered to an orphanage as a newborn and lived there until I was twelve.”

			Fuck.

			And she’d thought living with her drunk-ass family was bad. “Someone adopted you?”

			“In a manner of speaking.” He turned onto her father’s street, drove to the cul-de-sac and turned the truck around before parking. “Sergei saw me walking home one day. Watched three other boys bullying me and how I eventually dissuaded them from bothering me any longer.” He paused and his mouth crooked upward a little on one side. “He followed me home that day. Befriended me and eventually pulled strings to have me mentored by his vor.”

			Hoooly shit. The badass Russian really was a knight in tarnished armor. “So, you’re paying it back. Finding people like you and giving them a leg up.”

			As soon as she said it, the pieces clicked. It all made sense. Sooo much more sense than the idea that he might be attracted to her. “You’re helping me. That’s why you were there Saturday night. You think I need help like you did.”

			Without the engine’s rumble in the background, the cab’s quiet was deafening. Even more concerning was the piercing stare he aimed her direction. “My brother reminded me tonight that assumptions are our greatest enemy. Do not make the mistake of assuming my intentions. Particularly where you are concerned.”

			With that, he opened the door and slid out, the thud as the door slammed shut like a giant exclamation point on his words. Which might have meant something if she had the vaguest clue what the hell he meant.

			His intentions? Where she was concerned?

			What did that mean?

			Her door jerked open, and he held out his hand. “Come. It is late and I do not want you exposed longer than necessary.”

			She hopped out with his help and doubled her strides to match his longer ones, not the least bit inclined to argue with his abrupt change in mood.

			“A word of warning,” he murmured. “Whoever visited your apartment went through your father’s house as well.”

			“You telling me it’s a wreck?”

			He nodded, slipped the key in the lock and pushed the door wide. He slid the lock into place as soon as the door was closed and motioned for her not to move. “Stay here.”

			He flipped on a light in the living room.

			“Whoa,” she said backing against the door.

			Shit was everywhere—and not in the usual messy sense her dad and brother were known for either. If something had once been on a shelf or a table, it was on the floor now, and not a single cushion for the chairs looked like it was salvageable. Roman flipped on the lights in the kitchen then checked the three bedrooms before returning to the living room. “Where does your father keep important documents?”

			“Got a particular kind in mind?”

			“Bank accounts. Mortgages. Investments.”

			At the mention of the last one, Bonnie couldn’t help but snicker. She shook her head and strolled down the hallway toward her father’s room. “I don’t think my dad knows how to spell investment. Let alone buy stock.”

			Just inside the door to his room, Bonnie paused and scratched the back of her head. Like the living room and every other room she’d passed, it looked like a tornado had hit. In fact, the only thing that looked somewhat normal were the dresser and nightstand her parents had bought before she was born. The finish was a weird white-wash style that had a pinkish tint behind it. The deep turquoise chair her mom had kept wedged in the corner had a slash deep in the center of it and the ugly as sin Southwest patterned bedspread was mostly pooled on the floor. Clothes were all over the place and drawers to the dresser in varied states of open.

			“Okay...” She twisted to the nightstand. “I’ll look in here and in the dresser. I can’t imagine he’s gonna have anything worthwhile, but it’s worth a shot.” She crouched next to the bed and opened the first drawer. “It’s a long shot, but you might want to check under the mattress. It’s as cliché as they come, but dad trusted his bed more than he trusted banks.”

			For the next thirty minutes they methodically went through everything. Every drawer. Every nook. Every cranny. She even checked the gun closet for any extra compartments he might have hidden something in, but every effort came back with a big fat zero.

			“This is hopeless.” With a heavy sigh, she closed the gun closet door and turned—only to step squarely into Roman.

			She tried to scramble backward, but he clasped his big hands on her shoulders before she could gain any distance and held her in place.

			“Sorry.” She didn’t dare look up. Couldn’t breathe between the gaping chasm of fruitlessness their search had created and the sheer power pulsing off Roman. She pressed her palms against his chest. “I’m okay. You can let me go.”

			He kept his silence, and his hands stayed right where they were—completely unmovable.

			And good Lordy, she felt him everywhere. Solid muscle. Heat and one-hundred percent man. Even his scent held a grip on her. As if that wintery bite that clung to his skin just had to get in on the action and hold her lungs hostage, too.

			“Roman...” She closed her eyes and curled her fingers into loose fists. It was either that, or let her hands explore the warmth and strength beneath them. “Seriously. You need to let me go.”

			His fingers tightened for a moment, then loosened as though he meant to release her. She braced for the loss of contact, relief and regret both wrestling for the upper hand.

			But instead of stepping away, he moved in closer. Anchored one hand low on her spine and pulled her body flush against his. His other hand palmed her nape. The rumbling depth of his voice was pure wickedness and fierce determination. “No, malen’kaya koroleva. I do not need to let you go.” His hand at her neck slid upward and his fingers tangled in her hair. He tugged her head backward, forcing her gaze to his.

			Holy wowzah—what a look. His steel gray eyes blazed and the harsh angles of his face were drawn tight with intensity. “What I want is quite the opposite, and I am done waiting.”

			He captured her gasp with his kiss. A hot demanding kiss as ruthless and cunning as the man himself. He didn’t ask for her participation. He took. Devoured the taste of her and demanded her response.

			And she all too easily acquiesced. Only an idiot would have fought it. Or someone void of a pulse, which was definitely not her. As it was, her heart thrummed its appreciation for each glide of his tongue against hers. For the low growl she earned when she wrapped her arms around his neck and how tiny and coveted she felt inside his arms. Protected even as his hand at the back of her head held her hostage to his sensual invasion.


			She could drown in this kind of passion. Could willingly surrender every want and need just to glory in the magnificent sensations. The heat of him. His scent and his taste. His dominance and complete command of her desire. It all rolled through her, dragging her deeper and deeper until the only thought that remained was a demand for more.

			He ripped his mouth from hers and a tiny mewl slipped past her lips. Her fingers tightened against his neck and her pulse pounded in her throat so loudly it seemed to echo in her head.

			No, not in her head. The pounding was at the front door and matched the incessant rhythm of her heart. A fact Roman clearly had acknowledged long before her, given the way his head was cocked toward the hallway, listening. His growl was that of a wolf interrupted from his feast and none too happy about it, but his gaze when he refocused on her was scorching hot. “You will wait here. I will deal with whoever it is.”

			An unspoken And we will finish what we started seemed to hover in the space between them, and as tight as he clamped those lush lips of his together she halfway expected him to reconsider leaving her at all. But in another second, he did just that, striding toward the hallway in a way that made her pity the person on the other side of her father’s front door and leaving her shaking with loss.

			Hold up.

			Someone was at the front door.

			Her father’s front door.

			Geez, Bonnie. Pull your head out already.

			She hustled after Roman, totally disregarding his instructions in favor of curiosity and a fresh wave of hope.


			The banging started again just as Roman jerked the door open.

			A woman’s shrill voice fired back in an instant. “Where is he? Where is that no good son of a bitch? I wanna talk to him now.” The voice was somewhat familiar, but no face came to mind. Judging from the tone of it, it was someone younger, so the son of a bitch in question was undoubtedly her brother. Whoever it was, was clearly too pissed off to realize who they were yelling at.

			Roman didn’t seem to care how angry she was and replied back with deadly calm. “Who are you?”

			“I’m Kevin’s girlfriend, Jennette, that’s who. Who the fuck are you?”

			Stunned by the fact that Kevin had actually fired up any kind of a relationship, Bonnie muttered aloud without thinking. “Jennette? Jennette Simpson?”

			Roman’s gaze cut to Bonnie, and he opened his mouth, a reprimand no doubt queued up on his tongue.

			Bonnie ducked beneath his arm and faced her brother’s alleged girlfriend. “That’s Roman and he’s with me.”

			“Thank fucking God. Someone with an actual head on their shoulders.” She sneered at Roman then barked at Bonnie. “Where is that asshole?”

			“Uh, if the two of you are a thing now, then you’ve got better odds of knowing than me. He’s been gone over a week, and I can’t find him.”

			“Hmmph. Probably out banging Sarah Conrad the way I hear it.”

			Eww. Sarah Conrad was a desperate measure even for Kev’s questionable standards. “What makes you say that?”

			“Because Missy Reynolds said she saw the two of them weekend before last at The Nomad right before they left together.”

			“You sure it was that far back?”

			“A week before last Saturday night. Missy was working tables, and that idiot brother of yours sure as shit hasn’t called me since, so yeah. I’m sure. Now, where is he?”

			Bonnie glanced back at Roman, the frown on his face a solid guarantee he was furious she’d intervened. “Like I said, we don’t know.”

			For the first time since Roman had opened the door, Jennette seemed to lose some of her bluster. Her gaze narrowed and volleyed from Bonnie to Roman and back to Bonnie again. “Something happen?”

			Roman palmed Bonnie’s shoulder and gave a nearly imperceptible squeeze, but Bonnie didn’t need the unspoken message to exercise caution. Jennette might have been a few years ahead of Bonnie in school, but her penchant for gossip was legendary. “Not that I know of, no. But it would be nice if I could track him down and get my money. I loaned him forty bucks around the same time Missy saw him, and I want it back.”

			Jamming her hands in the pockets of her metallic puffer vest, Jennette scoffed and shook her head. “Yeah, good luck with that. Your brother goes through money faster than my daddy’s old Chevy goes through gas.” She peeked at Roman once more, then zeroed in on Bonnie. “When you see that piece of crap brother of yours, do me a favor, and tell him to stay the hell away from me and my place. If he wants Sarah Conrad he can have her.”

			“Only if you promise to call me if you see him before I do. I want my money.”

			Rolling her eyes, Jennette turned and stormed toward the Honda Civic parked in front of Roman’s truck.

			She hadn’t even made it halfway to the street when Roman pulled Bonnie out of the doorway and shut the door with more force than necessary. He turned Bonnie and backed her against it. The way he crowded close, it was hard to tell if he was going to pick up where he’d left off in the bedroom, or read her the riot act. “I told you to stay where you were.”

			Okay, so riot act it was. But she wasn’t putting up with it. It was bad enough she’d nearly climbed him like a tree in the bedroom—even if his kissing skills were off the charts awesome. “I know Jennette. No way she’d do anything but rant with you, but I at least had a shot of getting information out of her.”

			He cupped the side of her neck and stroked the artery there with his thumb.

			Her pulse leapt at the contact, every nerve ending beneath his calloused touch screaming its approval. “Don’t do that again,” she said too breathlessly for comfort.

			He didn’t smile, exactly. More like looked at her as though torn between deadly intent and debauchery. “Don’t do what again?”

			Kiss my brains out.

			Curl my toes.

			Scramble my wits.

			“No more kissing,” she said. “I’m having a hard enough time keeping my feet grounded in reality with everything that’s going on. I don’t need you making that harder than it is.”

			His eyebrows dipped into a deep V and some of the intensity slipped from his face, replaced with a mix of surprise and consideration. His features firmed almost as quickly and he cupped the back of her head. “You are right. Clarity is important. We will deal with that. Now.”

			He stepped away, leaving an emotional gully between them.

			Her heart practically swan-dived into it, disappointment, hurt and more than a little anger swirling in her belly. Hard to justify the latter, though. After all, she’d been the one to lay the boundary. It wasn’t fair to be pissed at a guy who actually listened—even if a part of her hated how easily he’d agreed.

			“Are there any other locations we should search?” he asked, the epitome of a respectful businessman.

			“No. If we didn’t find anything in his room, there’s nothing to find.”

			“Then is there anything you need before we go?”

			Her pride would be nice to have back. Maybe a rewind button so she didn’t have to live with the memory of how greedily she’d clung to him. She shook her head instead. “I’m good.”

			A small smile played on his lips, a knowingness in his eyes she couldn’t quite figure out how to process. “No, vozlyublennaya. You are not good. But you will be. I will see to it.”

		
	


		
			Chapter Thirteen

			His brother was right. Roman had fallen victim to assumptions. Had drawn conclusions based on external evidence alone and surmised a lack of interest on Bonnie’s part. That the connection he’d forged with her the night she’d curled tightly beside him had been nothing more than a temporary human need for comfort. Why she’d acted indifferent since then, he couldn’t say. Perhaps Kir had been right about that as well and she simply didn’t know how to make her interest known. Perhaps it was outright fear of rejection or assumptions on her own part as to how their family operated.

			But she wasn’t indifferent. Far from it. The kiss they’d shared and the way she’d fought to keep him close after they’d been interrupted had irrefutably proven it. She hadn’t just responded to his touch and his kiss. She’d ignited for him. Unfurled the way a roaring fire licked hungrily against the sky.

			He wanted more of it. Wanted to feel those questing hands of hers on his skin and explore her curves for days.

			He exited the highway and turned onto St. Charles, his home and the chance to be alone with her once more—free of distractions and surrounded by comfort—beating at his patience.

			Now that he thought about it, it was before the kiss that her pretense had fallen. The moment she’d turned from her father’s closet and found herself toe-to-toe with him. It’d taken a second—all of a swift, indrawn breath for the platonic facade to shatter. She’d trembled against him. Had refused to meet his stare until he’d forced the issue.

			And fuck if he’d ever forget the impact when he saw her eyes. Wide. Her pupils dilated and the green around them deep as the towering spruce trees from his homeland. He doubted she even realized how naturally her lips had parted for him.

			But he’d taken the chance. Had thrown caution to the wind in a most uncustomary way and reveled in her taste. In her moans and the soft press of her breasts against him.

			Every second had been worth it. And as soon as the garage door was down and the security system armed, he had every intention of indulging in much, much more.

			In the passenger seat, Bonnie sat silent. Not once on the drive home had she tried to engage in conversation or deflect whatever emotions held her almost immovable with her typical snarky remarks. He’d confused her with his words before they’d left her father’s house. Accepted that she’d likely interpreted them to mean he would not engage again in any physical contact. Whether it made him a mercenary of the cruelest nature or not, he planned to use her confusion—her faulty conclusions and her natural inclination to expect the worst-case scenario—to his advantage. If she thought he’d accepted distance, cornering her in his room where he could make the truth unequivocally known would be that much easier.

			She was his.

			His to provide for. His to protect.

			His to keep.

			The second he’d kissed her he’d known it. Felt it on the most primitive level, all the whispered clues given by his instinctual self from the day he’d met her instantly roaring with certainty.

			He punched the garage door remote and pulled into the drive. He’d barely put the gearshift in park when her hand curled around the door’s latch and jerked it upward. “I’m beat. Gonna call it night.” She slid out of the seat like the hounds of hell were within biting distance and slammed the door shut.

			He couldn’t blame her. In a way, she was right to run. He was a devil. A collector of souls with more blood on his hands than he could ever wash away or atone for.

			But he was past the point of caring. She would know him and all of his secrets—just as soon as he won her heart. Whatever it took, he would get there. Starting with a very physical show of his devotion.

			He caught up with her at the back door, the bolt for which she did not yet have a key blocking her sprint for distance. Given how she glared at the lock and crossed her arms across her chest rather than watch his approach, the derailment of her plans was met with much consternation.

			Crowding unnecessarily close behind her, he slowly slid the key home and savored her soft, flowery scent. He lowered his head so his soft words were uttered close to her ear. “You’re not running from me, are you, vozlyublennaya?”

			“Me?” She started to turn and give him a sassy glare, but seemed to realize the action would put her mouth too close to his and scowled at the back door instead. “No. Why would I run from you?”

			He slid the bolt free.

			Her hand closed around the knob all of a heartbeat later, and she quickly entered the kitchen. She slowed her steps as soon as she got beyond reaching distance and feigned a casual pace toward the hallway exit at the far end and the stairs beyond it.

			With the door to the garage shut and bolted, Roman thumbed up the remote app for his security system on his phone and armed it, all the while keeping his own leisurely pace not far behind her. “You’re sure you’re not running? You seem...shaken. Jumpy.”

			She started up the stairs, glancing over one shoulder when Roman did the same. She shook her head, eyes focused on the carpet as she cleared the second story landing and rounded for the flight to the third floor. “Just tired.”

			“Hmm.” A decidedly mild response compared to the building hunger inside him. Only a few more steps and he’d have her where he wanted her. Where he could show her in the most tactile way possible his exact intent. “I thought you said you were accustomed to much later nights. It’s only just after midnight.”

			Just three steps from the top, she dared another glance behind her. “Well, I’m not tired as in sleepy. Just need to unwind. You know...decompress a bit.”

			He followed tight on her heels.

			When she passed the master bedroom’s threshold, she turned and volleyed her gaze between him and his hand on the doorknob. “Did you need something before you head to your room? I mean, I can duck out for a while if you need to get more things.”

			He shut the door. “No.” Satisfaction roared inside him as the lock snicked into place. He faced her. “I have everything I need right here.”

			His attention might have been rooted on her, but hers was riveted to the doorknob behind her. She swallowed hard then shifted her gaze to him. “What’s going on?”

			“There have been enough words spoken.” He stalked toward her.

			Bonnie answered with a shaky backward step of her own. “I’m gonna have to disagree on that one. Especially right now.” The backs of her knees met the end of the bed, and she braced her hands on his chest. Not a push to keep him away, though. If anything, her fingers twitched against the fabric of the long-sleeved tee he’d donned this morning. As if her instinct was to explore him the way she had at her father’s house, but her conscience wouldn’t relent.

			Much as it pained him to rob himself of her touch—even for a moment—he pulled her hands free and pushed her jacket off her shoulders. “I promised you clarity.” He tossed the jacket to the floor and nudged her off balance so she ended up seated on the edge of the bed. “Now, you will get it in a way you cannot misunderstand.”

			She opened her mouth, no doubt to argue further, but clamped it shut when he knelt on one knee at her feet. The shoes Evette had loaned her to match the André’s uniform were understated. Black leather with a modest heel. Definitely not the style Bonnie would have picked for herself, but more comfortable while tending bar.

			He lifted her foot and slipped the first shoe free, the reality of what he was doing—what he was committing to in this moment and all that came after—weighting him in a strangely gratifying way. He was actually doing this. Giving himself to one woman, and with it, opening himself up to the worst kind of disappointment if he failed to win her.

			If she found his past and all the sins that went with it untenable.

			“Roman?” So much uncertainty in her voice. Confusion woven with the barest hint of hope. “What are you doing?”

			Keeping his attention on his task, he set her second shoe on the floor and cradled her tiny feet in his hands. Her toes were painted a whimsical pink and her skin pale against his own. So delicate. Almost dainty when compared to the indomitable spirit she portrayed to the rest of the world.

			He skimmed his fingertips over her ankles and the tops of her feet. “Divesting you of your armor, malen’kaya koroleva.”

			“My what?” It wasn’t an argumentative question. More one that reflected an inability to comprehend anything beyond his touch.

			He understood the sentiment. Would much prefer to peel each article of clothing from her body and absorb the treasure underneath without anything to detract from his attention. He carefully placed her feet back on the floor, stood and reached for the buttons on her vest.

			She stilled his hands with her own. “I think we need to talk.”

			He wanted to keep going. To crush her mouth against his and kiss her until she was pliant in his arms and eager for more.

			But how could he? Her mind was the problem. Years of doubt and distrust that had nothing to do with him or his family preventing the truth from finding its way to her heart.

			And yet, words seemed insufficient to convey what he needed to share. All that he wanted to give her and show her. “You know what’s happening. Your mind might fight it, but the rest of you knows.”

			She shook her head, but her hand tightened on his. “Us doing this...it’s a bad idea. I’m living with you. Working for you. What happens when we find my family and everything’s over?”

			There it was. The fear. Trembling on her lips. Quivering in her grip.

			“Ah, vozlyublennaya. We will be many things together.” He palmed the back of her head and splayed his hand low on her back. “But we will never be over.”

			He kissed her. Took his fill of her taste. Of the soft press of her body against his and her sweet moans. Poured his conviction into every touch and savored the irrefutable acceptance her body offered in response. He nipped her lower lip and fought back the possessive snarl rolling up the back of his throat. “What you feel...what this is...will not go away.” He grazed his teeth along her jawline. Sampled the skin along the column of her neck.

			Her head dropped back and her pulse thudded beneath his lips. Her fingers dug into his shoulders. “It’s not that simple. You know that.”

			“Yes. It is.” He skimmed his mouth along the shell of her ear. Across her cheekbone. Then whispered against her lips. “Leave the past behind you where it belongs. Give your future to me.”

			She shuddered against him and her eyelids slowly opened. “You don’t know what you’re asking.”

			Oh, yes, he did. Knew he’d be facing a similar terror when the time came to share his past. “I know, and I want it anyway.” His arms tightened around her of their own volition. As if the primitive part of him was terrified she’d balk and run. He rested his forehead on hers, his mouth so close to hers he ached for another taste. “Say yes. Give yourself to me. Trust me to see to your needs.”

			Her breath fanned against his face, short, ragged exhalations that matched his own. “You’re crazy.” An ironic chuckle slipped out after her words. “I’m crazy. This whole thing is—”

			He kissed her again. A short, but firm press of his lips against hers before her fears could reengage. “Do it anyway.”

			She studied him for what felt like forever, trepidation, desire and indecision etched in every feature of her face.

			The beast inside him snarled, snapped and clawed, demanding he take action. To seize what was theirs and make assurances after the fact.

			But the best parts of his life had never been forced. Had been offered freely. No strings. No demands.

			So, he waited.

			And waited.

			Kept his guard uncomfortably lowered so she could seek whatever it was she needed and tried not to think about any outcome save the one he wanted. The one he needed.

			When she finally spoke, pain painted her voice in a thready rasp. “The future covers a lot of ground. You barely know me. No way can you promise me that much.”

			He could. He knew himself. Knew what he’d waited for and was smart enough to appreciate that he’d found it. But he respected her caution. Her wisdom and experience. “Then give me tonight. Take tomorrow and the days that come after it one at a time. But do not keep this from us.”

			Her gaze drifted down and to one side, her focus distant as if remembering. It sharpened again almost as quickly and she coasted her hands up and down his arms. A gesture that seemed as if she were trying to assure herself of where she was. That he and everything he’d said was real. Her breath came faster, and she lifted her gaze to his. “For tonight. After that, we’ll see.”

			It was all he needed. One day—one night—at a time could be strung together. It was how Sergei had earned Roman’s trust. Earning Bonnie’s would be no different. Now he could show her. What it meant to be safe. Protected. Appreciated for who she was and encouraged to reach for what she wanted.

			But tonight he would show her pleasure. Would stake his claim and forge a physical bond between them. He traced her lower lip with his thumb, and her kiss-swollen mouth parted on a sigh. Her eyelids slipped closed.

			All the better. Her eyes had always been his undoing. The depth and expressiveness behind them. So much passion boldly displayed in their mossy depths.


			Dragging his touch lower, he skimmed the pulse at her throat. Then lower, slowly dragging the moment out until the top button of her fitted white blouse blocked his path.

			“You know...” Surrendering the direct contact with her skin, he made quick work of unfastening the buttons of her vest. “Watching you work tonight, I decided perhaps it is time for me to rethink our uniforms.”

			Her eyes snapped open just as he pushed the vest over her shoulders and sent it floating to the floor. “It looks bad?”

			“Quite the contrary.” He slipped her shirttail free of the tailored black slacks and worked each pearl button free. Sliding his hand inside the placket, his fingertips grazed the bare flesh of her stomach. Up, up, up he went until the beat of her heart hammered beneath his touch. “On you, it is too appealing. Too many men admired you for my taste, and my vor would advise that plucking their eyes from their heads would be bad for business.”

			She tried to throw her customary sass, but missed the mark entirely, her words too breathless. “That’s a little over the top, don’t you think?”

			A barely contained growl rolled low in his throat. One that only gained momentum as her shirt went the way of her vest. “You have no idea of what I’m capable of.” He traced the line where her bra covered the swell of one breast. Such a simple garment. No silk. No lace. No bold or pastel designer colors. Just a basic tan made of a soft but lasting fabric.

			But it didn’t detract from the mounds beneath. Rather drove home how exquisite and natural the woman beneath really was. He met her eyes and found the clasp between her shoulder blades. One flick of his fingertips and all that stood between him and his first glimpse of her breasts was a single tug and gravity. “I protect what’s mine.”

			He guided the straps down her arms and let the bra slip to the floor between them. Looking away from the glory that awaited him was impossible. A feat no more achievable than keeping at bay the words that came next. “Make no mistake, malen’kaya koroleva. You are mine.”

			Her whole body trembled. Quivered beneath his gaze as sure as if his fingers already stroked between her legs. Her breasts were full. A perfect fit for his hands, with dusky tips already jutting for his attention. He couldn’t wait to get his lips on them. To tease and torment the tips with his tongue and teeth and explore exactly what manner of play excited her the most.

			“For tonight,” she said.

			For forever.

			There was no point in denying it. She might not be ready to admit as much yet, but he’d owned it. Would fight for what he wanted as he had for every other precious person in his life. He released the fastener for her pants and pushed them over her hips.

			Bohze, but her curves were the stuff of a man’s dreams, the line from her hip to her waist one he had every intention of paying homage to with his hands and his mouth.

			She inched closer to him and gripped his shirt at each side, trying to tug the cotton free of his jeans.

			He stopped her before she could complete her task. “Not yet, malen’kaya koroleva.” He crouched in front of her and skated his palms from the outside of her knees up her thighs to the waistband of her panties. Like her bra, they were modest. Built more for function and longevity than sexual display, but still sexy as hell considering the woman who wore them. “Not until I can see all of you.”

			He hooked his fingers in the soft fabric and peeled her panties down her thighs.

			Perfect.

			Creamy skin. Dark, fiery hair. Voluptuous in every sense of the word.

			“What does that mean?”

			He heard her voice. Fully acknowledged she’d spoken, but had a hard time connecting her question to a specific context. “What does what mean?”

			“Malen’kaya koroleva.”

			He trailed his fingers up the inside of her thighs. What difference did it make if he answered now? He had far more difficult questions to answer in the days to come, and he’d made her wait long enough.

			He ran the back of his knuckles across the closely trimmed dark curls covering her mound. “It is what you have reminded me of since the first day I met you.” He palmed her hips, rising to his full height as he caressed the stretch of skin along her sides. “A little queen, mighty despite your size. Fierce with your words and your fire.”

			“Little queen? Me?” Watching her was adorable. Her curiosity warring with the need for more physical contact.

			“Indeed.” Sliding each hand inward, he grazed the lower swell of each breast.

			She gasped at the teasing contact and her back bowed on a silent plea for more. Giving it to her was tempting. His palms ached for the feel of her. To forgo tender touches and give his beast free rein.

			But not yet. Not until he gave her all of it. The truth he’d only just admitted to himself. “Moya Koroleva.” He cradled each side of her face and repeated the words in English. “My Queen.”

			Pure wonder shone from her eyes. Wonder and so much hope it both broke his heart and fueled his determination to win her. “I don’t...” She clutched his shirt and shook her head. “I don’t know what to do with that.”


			He did.

			Knew with absolute certainty that he wouldn’t rest until those same eyes stared back at him by night’s end fully sated and blissful. He pressed her backward, cushioning her descent to the bed with a hand at the back of her head, then growled against her lips. “You let go. And you enjoy.”

			She groaned into his kiss. Pressed her naked body against his, tugged his shirt free of his jeans and plunged her hands beneath the hem.

			Fuck, but her touch was magnificent. As demanding and intoxicating as her taste. As curious and explorative as her mind. She shoved his shirt higher and pulled away from his mouth only long enough to mutter, “Off.”

			Yes. Skin to skin was better. More contact. More connection. More everything.

			He rolled to the side of the bed and made fast work of his shoes and clothes, every second it took to rid himself of any remaining barriers spent with her looking her fill. Visually devouring every inch he exposed without an ounce of shame or trepidation.

			And she was hungry.

			His beast knew it. Felt it and roared its approval when she pushed herself upright and sensually crawled toward the edge of the bed, her gaze locked on his straining cock. With her mouth just inches from his shaft, she licked her lips and met his stare. “I get to enjoy, right?”

			Fuck.

			He’d never heard her voice so husky. So heated and sexy. He should be seeing to her needs. Spoiling her. Learning her body and what brought her pleasure.

			But he couldn’t move. Could barely breathe as her attention slowly trailed a languorous path down his torso to his aching shaft. Perhaps she wasn’t a queen, but a sorceress. An enchantress capable of rendering him powerless with nothing more than a look and the promise of her touch.

			Slowly, she reached for him. Traced a delicate line from the base of his cock to the tip and smiled. A devious grin filled with delight. “I do believe this is the first time I’ve ever seen you look uncertain.”


			It was exactly what he needed. A catalyst to shake him loose of her thrall and help him remember his purpose. He tried to answer with a steady tone. What came out was closer to that of a deadly predator than anything human. “Uncertainty implies doubt.” He snatched her wrist, planted one knee between her thighs and crowded close. “I have no doubt. Not where you’re concerned.”

			He hooked his hands beneath her arms, gently tossed her to the center of the bed and proved just that. With his mouth. With his touch. With his body. Explored her curves. Teased and suckled her nipples until she writhed beneath him. Kissed and licked his way down her belly until she eagerly widened her knees.

			And what a delicious sight. Her pink folds drenched and swollen. Her sweet nub peeking from behind its hood and begging for his attention. He slicked his fingers through her wetness. Growled his approval when she rolled her hips against them and arched her back on a moan. So uninhibited. Gloriously wanton in her response. On fire and eager for his touch.

			He slid one finger inside her, and his cock jerked at the promise of feeling her heat around it. Demanded its due and the connection that came with it. “This is mine.” He added another finger, slowly building a rhythm she readily met. “You are mine.”

			“Oh, my God...” A whispered plea. An urgent demand she paired with the desperate squeeze of her hand on his shoulder. Her eyelids opened, slowly as though the weight of them made the process nearly impossible, and met his stare. Passion burned behind her glossy green eyes. “Stop talking. Give me more. Let me come.”

			There she was.

			His Queen. Commanding her due. Owning her place.

			With him.

			He let her see his pleasure. Let his beast shine through with its feral smile, pushed one of her knees wider and lowered his mouth so his response whispered against her straining clit. “With pleasure.”

			Her cry as his mouth surrounded her was sheer bliss. Her taste exquisite.

			He suckled harder. Pumped his fingers inside her scalding sex until her muscles quivered and she bucked against each stroke. Her fingers clawed against his scalp and her breath caught—and then she was gone, her sex pulsing around his fingers. Legs quivering against his shoulders and her release coating his tongue.

			So sweet. A carnal delight that went beyond anything he’d imagined. That whetted his appetite and made him ravenous for more.

			She rode each press of his fingers. Ground her pelvis against him in a sublime display of sensuality until her breathing evened and her muscles relaxed. “Wow.” Her fingertips gently scored through his hair, a languorous touch that made the predator in him purr. “That was...” He lifted his head in time to see her roll her head from side to side, her eyes still closed and her lips curved in a satisfied smile. “I’m not sure there are good enough words for how that felt.”

			He tenderly grazed the inside of one thigh with his teeth, then licked the same spot with his tongue. “You say that as though you are surprised.”

			She chuckled at that, the low warmth of the sound one reserved for only the most intimate lovers. She opened her eyes. “Well, let’s face it. Most men wouldn’t give up the promise of a blowjob in favor of what you just gave me. Let alone stay with it long enough to make a woman come that hard.”

			His fingers tightened against her thighs, and the muscles in his shoulders, arms and belly clenched. Just thinking about her with any other man made him want to commit murder. The implication that her pleasure with them had been secondary to their own made him want to bleed the fools slowly. He shifted to his knees, keeping his eyes locked on her body so she couldn’t see the roiling aggression inside him. He rolled her to her stomach and centered her so each leg rested on either side of his. “Then the men you’ve been with are fools.”

			Even without the visual, she must have heard the anger in his voice because she tried to twist and study his face.

			He caught her with a hand at her shoulder and braced himself above her with his other hand beside her head. His throbbing cock brushed the lush curve of her ass, drawing something just shy of a frustrated snarl from his chest. Using his nose, he nudged her dark hair off her neck and nipped her nape. “I am no fool.” Using his lips and beard, he teased the skin along her shoulder. Caressed the soft line of one hip and beautiful ass. “I will always see to your pleasure.” He trailed his thumb between her ass cheeks. “Me.” He squeezed her hip and ground his cock upward on the same path his thumb had taken. “Only me.”

			A tiny whimper squeezed past her lips and she lifted her hips. “Please tell me you have condoms somewhere close.”


			Condoms.

			A wise request. One that wouldn’t have had to even be uttered if it was any other woman beneath him. He was always safe. Never dared risk his health or claims of pregnancy on the rare occasions he let someone this close.

			But with Bonnie, he didn’t want one. Wanted to feel her with nothing between them. Wanted to bind her to him in the most primitive way. Mark her. Claim her for his own.

			Not yet.

			Soon.

			Even the beast knew such a request was too much. Would fracture the fragile connection he’d just begun to forge. With that begrudging acknowledgement, he reached beyond her to the nightstand and snagged a condom from inside the drawer.

			“Oh, thank God,” she said as soon as she saw what he held and dropped her forehead to the mattress. As soon as he sat back on his haunches, she pushed back to her knees and wriggled her incredible ass. “I knew you’d be the Boy Scout type.”

			Him? A Boy Scout? The idea was ludicrous. One he’d disavow her of soon enough. But not before he showed her how good—how powerful—their connection could be. He slid the condom into place and palmed her hips, pulling her upright until her ass was cradled in his lap and her back flush against his torso. He nuzzled her neck and the shell of her ear. “You’re talking too much, moya koroleva.”

			She sighed and tilted her head farther to one side, giving him more room to work. “I am?”

			“Mmm.” With her knees anchored open and wide by his own and her hands caressing his flanks, her body was perfectly exposed. Her beautiful breasts thrust forward and her still swollen clit straining for his attention. He teased the inside of her thighs. Dragged his thumbs along the seam where her legs and sex met. “I find I like the sounds you make when I’m touching you much better.”

			Her head dropped back on his shoulder, and she let out a shaky exhalation. “Sounds?” Her hips rolled forward, wordlessly begging for contact on her clit. “What sounds?”

			He palmed one breast and gently pinched her nipple. Rolled it between his fingertips.

			She sucked in a sharp gasp and her hips jerked.

			“Like that one,” he said, continuing his work. He kissed and licked the tender juncture where her neck and shoulders met and trailed the fingers of his free hand through her slick folds.

			She whimpered and dug her nails into his hips.

			“And that one.” He circled her clit and shifted so his shaft glided easy through her labia. Searching. Building her need back up to match his own. Savoring the slick sounds of her release against his length and her sensual moans. He pressed her forward. Anchored his hands on either side of hers and notched the tip of him inside her. “But the one I want the most, is this one.”

			He plunged inside her.

			Filled her hot pussy in one thrust and reveled in her strangled cry. In the delighted mewl she made as he began to pump inside her. The greedy encouragements she offered as he built a demanding rhythm and the slap of his pelvis against hers.

			She was his.

			A perfect fit.

			Born with passion and fire and attitude to match his own.

			Born for him.

			He worked the tiny nub between her legs. Followed each undulation of her hips with his own and soared on each labored breath sawing past her lips. “Roman...”

			One word. Just his name on her lips, but he knew what it meant. He felt it. The staggering orgasm building inside her even as his own pressed close. Drew his balls up painfully tight and threatened to overwhelm him with its power.

			“Let go, moya koroleva.” It was more plea than demand. A prayer. “Give me what’s mine.”

			She whimpered, the quivering muscles in her sex the only warning before she seated herself fully on his length and her channel fisted him, ripping his own orgasm free.

			He shouted. Ground his cock inside her and held her pinned by her hips while his shaft jerked and spilled his release.

			His.

			He would see to it.

			Would win her and keep her for his own no matter what it took. No matter how long.

			He pulled her backward and wrapped his arms around her. Banded one arm low on her hips and the other across her chest while he guided them down. Stroked his shaft in and out in an easy glide and trailed unhurried kisses along her neck and shoulders until her body eased against his.

			She petted his thighs, the back of her head lolling against his chest. “That was...wow.” She rolled her head and met his gaze, her eyelids beautifully weighted and the satiation in her gaze exactly what he wanted. The smile that played on her lips was both playful and tender. “Who knew bossy-in-the-bedroom could be so much fun?”

			Oh, he hadn’t even begun to scratch that surface yet. Had endless ideas to explore and an insatiable need to learn what gave her pleasure. “I told you,” he said, not giving a damn how much of his feelings he exposed with his words. “Your needs are paramount.” He pressed his hand around the front of her throat. Watched the weight of his statement register behind her eyes while her pulse quickened beneath his fingers. “In time, you will trust me. With everything.”

			She wanted to argue. It was written in every line of her expression. But for the first time since he’d known her, there was consideration, too. A foothold of hope.

			He kissed her. A gentle one designed to waylay her worries and keep her rooted in the present.

			He slid his cock from the warmth of her body, shifted her so she lay stretched out in the center of his bed and dragged the comforter and sheets out from under her. He covered her just as quickly and pressed another lingering kiss to her lips. “You will stay here.”

			When he moved to the side of the bed and stood, she shot upright. “Where are you going?”

			He shot a pointed look to the spent condom then raised his eyebrow.

			“Oh. Right.” She lay back down on her side and followed his trek to the bathroom, a sheepish expression on her face. “I thought you were going to leave me and sleep in the guest room.”

			He hid his smile, making quick work of cleaning up, turning off the lights and returning to the bed. The darkness might have shielded the sincerity on his face as he slid beneath the covers and pulled her tight to his side, but it was in his response, nonetheless. “I told you, moya koroleva. I will not leave you. And you will never sleep without me again.”

		
	


		
			Chapter Fourteen

			One thing Bonnie had accepted as a part of human nature was that men were always different the morning after you first had sex. Some lost interest the second the hunt was over and disappeared completely. Some got bossy and acted like everything that was yours the night before was now theirs. Some turned into clinging monkeys that made you wonder what the heck you’d ever seen in them.

			But Roman Kozlov?

			He was a whole different ball game. A variant she hadn’t seen coming, and worse, didn’t have a clue how to contend with.

			From the passenger seat of his truck, she stole a peek at him behind the wheel. A feat she likely couldn’t have pulled off without him noticing if he hadn’t been on the phone with Kir for the last mile and focused on lunchtime traffic.


			Yep. Still the same guy. No outward changes she could call out specifically. His attire wasn’t even that different. Just another long-sleeved tee—this one a deep hunter green with the Indian Motorcycle logo in the center—and faded button-fly Levi’s with black combat boots.

			But there was something different.

			A subtle shift in his demeanor that defied description. Her first glimpse of it had been when she’d woken to the sound of his muted footfalls on the bedroom’s plush carpeting. She’d lifted her head from his thick down pillows to find him grinning down at her with a cup of coffee in his outstretched hand and not a damned stitch of clothing on his body.

			Christ, just thinking about that image now made her nearly swallow her tongue. The guy was impressive as hell fully clothed, but naked? Holy freaking crap, he was hot. She’d scrambled up so fast to cover her embarrassment by taking the coffee that she’d almost splashed the scalding brew on her girly bits. A fact that clearly hadn’t escaped Roman because he’d chuckled as he’d carefully slid into bed beside her, tucked her tight against him and proceeded to enjoy his own coffee and a leisurely perusal of Reddit on his iPad.

			Like they’d been together for years, or something.

			The hour or so it’d taken for her to get ready after he’d announced their upcoming trip to the mall had been even more of the same. A second cup of coffee delivered while she was in the shower. A lingering perusal of her wrapped in her towel while she put on her makeup. Helping her put on her jacket before they left the house and the possessive hand he kept on the small of her back as he’d walked her to his truck.

			Not smothering.

			Not distant.

			Not an asshole.

			Just weird.

			Really. Fucking. Weird.

			What was even more disconcerting? She liked it. A lot.

			“Are you angry with the windshield, moya koroleva?”

			She whipped her head his direction, the depth of his voice snatching her attention in a second. “Huh?”

			“The windshield,” he said with a knowing grin. “You were frowning at it. I thought, perhaps, it had made you angry.”

			She checked the Bluetooth display in the truck’s center console. “What happened to Kir?”

			“We finished our conversation.”

			Well, duh. Obviously. She’d just had her head too far up her own ass to notice. Which, when she thought about it, had kind of been the theme since the day she’d first met him. He really had a way of scrambling a girl’s wits.

			She cleared her throat. “I was just trying to figure out where we’re going.” Not a total lie. When it came to shopping, she generally stuck to two or three secondhand stores over in East Carrollton for shopping.

			“To the mall.” He turned off Poydras Street and drove past Spanish Plaza. For a second, she thought he was going to pull into the Nordstrom Rack just south of the plaza. When he kept on driving, her panic eased a fraction and she let out a relieved sigh. “You know, malls are full of people. Annoying people.”

			“Yes. And full of options for you to choose a coat from as well.”

			See? Totally the same bossy dude, but also courteous and kind. “But it’s mass humanity. Lots and lots of people in a confined space.”

			“Then we will find you a coat quickly and move on to the rest of our day.”

			“We have more on our agenda?”

			“Yes.”

			She opened her mouth to pry him for more, but nearly choked when he pulled into the parking lot for the Shops at Canal Place.

			Shit.

			Shit, shit, shit!

			She wiggled in her seat. “Um. I don’t think this place is going to have my style.”

			The surprise and concern on his face was so genuine, it would have made her laugh out loud if she hadn’t been close to a full-on freak-out. “But all of the best stores are here.”

			“All of the most expensive stores are here.” She motioned to her jeans and T-shirt. “I’m kind of a bargain basement gal, if you haven’t noticed.”

			Comprehension registered on his face, but rather than turn the truck around he smiled and shrugged. “You do not need bargains now. You will have the best.”

			Oh, brother. This was a disaster waiting to happen. She pulled her phone out of her pocket and thumbed up the mall’s directory on her web browser. Maybe a little proactive searching would get them in and out faster. She clicked on J. Crew.

			Ugh. No.

			Banana Republic?

			Better, if she stuck to the casual stuff. But still a little tailored for her tastes.

			Ohh...the Anthropologie place looked cool. She punched on the link for coats and—“Are you fucking kidding me? Who pays $450 for a coat?”

			Having found a parking space big enough to accommodate his massive truck, Roman put the gear shift in park, frowned at the phone in her hands and leaned over for a better look. It was a mix of Sherpa and denim with a faux fur panel in the middle. “You like it?”

			“Well, yeah. It’s cool looking, but not $450 cool looking. That’s insane.”

			He straightened, shook his head and grunted before opening his door. “We will see.” Other than that, he kept his silence the whole way into the mall, his steps determined and his expression utterly unfazed by the environment around him.

			Bonnie hustled to keep up with him, which was no easy task when a girl wanted to gawk at the same time. “Seriously? They need three floors worth of stores?” She craned her head toward the long skylighted ceiling overhead which only made the place look even grander. Planted at irregular intervals on every floor were pretty sizable palm trees to balance out the never-ending rows of ivy. “You sure we don’t need a map? Or breadcrumbs?”

			Roman steered her left at the glass-and-mirror elevator. “There is no need. We are here.”

			The Saks Fifth Avenue logo stretched large and lovely in front of them.

			Bonnie stopped dead in her tracks and eyed the fancy counters just beyond the entrance and the perfectly coifed salesclerks working behind them.

			Stopping just a step away from her, Roman faced her. “What is wrong?”

			She dipped her head toward the sign. “That place is wrong.”

			“Why?”

			There had to be a good reason. She was reasonably sure she could come up with something logical if the little minions in her head would stop pulling every panic lever they could find. “I don’t know.” She shrugged and took another step back. “Because it just is.”

			His expression softened. His words, on the other hand, were designed to rile and challenge. “Surely you are not afraid to merely look.”

			“Who said anything about being afraid?” She scoffed and crossed her arms. “More like being practical.”

			“As am I.” He prowled the two steps to her side and lowered his voice. “My woman needs a coat. Something that will last and that is well made.” He splayed his palm low on her back and nudged her forward. “And so, we start in a place that will give her both.”

			Fighting him wasn’t an option. Not without digging in her heels like a stubborn three-year-old and throwing a fit. Still, just because she went in the store didn’t mean that she had to like anything. She’d just have to be indifferent. Make sure her eyes didn’t linger on any particular item too long.


			They were two steps beyond the entrance when she grumbled aloud without thinking. “Holy shit, the place even smells good.” Realizing what she’d admitted, she tacked on a little extra snark. “Probably some kind of shopping narcotic that makes people spend money on expensive shit they don’t need.”

			Roman chuckled at that, but kept scanning the huge space—presumably for the coat section. He must’ve found it, because his eyes narrowed the way a hunter’s would when an innocent deer tottered into view and prodded her back into motion.

			The bad news? The coat section was all the way at the back of the store, which meant she got a serious load of all the clothes along the way and, son of a biscuit eater, Saks had some cool stuff. She thought for sure they’d have little old lady and uptight duchess stuff on every rack.

			By the time they got to the coats she was slightly out of breath and seriously doubting how good of a poker face she could muster. Roman paused at the edge of the ridiculously large outerwear section and motioned her forward. “Go. Find one.”

			Jesus. She’d make it all of two racks in without a longing sideways glance at something. Except maybe the puffer jackets. They always made her feel like the Michelin Man. She ambled that direction and feigned a bored expression.

			Black puffer.

			Brown puffer.

			Electric blue retro puffer.

			No, no, no, Bonnie. Keep moving. Puffers make you look fat.

			By some miracle from on high, she managed not to hesitate and kept going. Roman walked the aisle parallel to her and pretended to look as well, but she knew damned well he was watching. The same way he’d watched everything about her since she’d woken up this morning.

			Fuzzy puffer. A cool leopard print one, but still high on the bulky side.

			Eww. A rainbow puffer. Definitely not her thing. She shook her head, turned for the next row—and froze. Now, that was a coat. Why it was in the puffer section was beyond her because it was more of a biker jacket cut at a three-quarter length, but done in a kickass shiny ivory leather. The spread lapel was a thick shearling that just begged her to run her fingers over it and the zipper was asymmetrical.

			“This one,” Roman pronounced from beside her, then moved in closer to the rack. “What size?”

			“An eight,” she answered before she could check it. “But I don’t want that one.”

			Roman kept searching, found the right size and pulled it from the bar. “You want this one. You will try it on.”

			Like hell she would. If she so much as put an arm in that coat she was bound to start purring. “Nope. Too fancy.”

			Roman shrugged and headed back out to the main aisle, the coat still gripped in his massive paw. “Fine. We will buy it anyway.”

			“What?” She hurried after him. “Roman, you can’t buy a coat without trying it on.”

			He stopped and took it off the hanger. “Good. You agree.”

			Fuck.

			Shit, damn, hell, fuck!

			Reasoning. What she needed was some good old-fashioned reasoning. Or a diversion. Maybe she could run out of the store screaming or something. Then he’d have to leave the thing behind and chase her. “Roman, be logical. It’s the first coat I kind of liked.”

			“You love it. I saw you. So, you will try it on.”

			Right. No big deal. She could do that. Then she’d pretend to hate it. Or maybe it would look horrible on her and he’d hate it. She shrugged off her Levi’s jacket and dropped her purse to the floor.

			He held the coat up for her and guided in one arm then the other.

			As if the shopping gods were conspiring with Roman, a floor length mirror was mounted directly across from them.

			And wow, did she look good. Her hair color totally rocked with the ivory and the cut and style made her look like a fashion badass. Totally her style. She could have no more avoided running her fingertips over the shearling lapel than she could stop breathing.

			In the mirror, Roman nodded. “Yes. We will get this one.” He peeled it off her before she could argue and practically stomped to the nearest checkout.

			Oddly, after trying the beautiful coat on, she was having a hard time getting her own feet into gear, let alone throw out any more protests. She made it to the counter just as Roman pulled a credit card from his billfold.

			The twentysomething brunette with freakishly perfect red lipstick smiled and calmly uttered, “That will be $3,139.25.”

			Roman handed over the card.

			Bonnie sputtered, trying to find words, and reached for the card the same time the clerk did. “No!”

			The clerk jerked the card out of reaching distance before Bonnie could get her fingers on it. Bonnie tugged Roman’s arm until he faced her. “You are not spending that kind of money on a coat.”

			He looked to the coat. To the cashier and the card in her hand. Then back to Bonnie. “I am.” He waved the clerk back to work. “Proceed.”

			Bonnie watched the rest of the transaction in a haze, stunned on a level that defied description. Though stunned shifted to something closer to an out of body experience when Roman had the clerk remove the tags from the coat, wrangled Bonnie into it and shoved her old jacket in the Saks bag.

			Their exit to the parking lot happened in silence, all the dazzling stores and people rushing around them little more than background noise.

			A three-thousand-dollar coat.

			The guy was crazy. Certifiably insane.

			But she was definitely warm. Not just on the outside, but on the inside, too. Humbled to the very tips of her toes. No one—absolutely no one in her life had ever made such a grand gesture on her behalf. And more than that, the way he walked beside her—his chin lifted high, his shoulders pushed back and his big hand engulfing hers—you’d have thought he’d just scored a date with the homecoming queen.

			It floored and flattered her. Deeply so.

			But what she couldn’t figure out was why?

			Why spend so much money? On her? And why did he seem so pleased with himself? The thoughts plagued her so deeply, he’d been driving for God only knew how long before her brain plugged into reality and realized they were far west of not just the Central Business District but the Garden District as well. “Where are we going?”

			“A quick stop to schedule something. Then we will eat.”

			Eating was good. One thing she loved about Roman was that his idea of a healthy breakfast was a half a pot of coffee or more. Actual food didn’t pique his interest until around two. Sometimes later. Which was absolutely fine and dandy with her because her stomach was on the same schedule. She’d also learned they shared a love of midnight snacks. Typically anything sweet, which could range from a bowl of blackberries to one of the candy bars he kept stashed in his pantry.


			“How about grilled cheeses and broccoli cheese soup? Or BLTs. I know you like those better. We can stop at the store, get the stuff we need for the soup and I’ll cook it.”

			“Nyet.” If the finality in his voice wasn’t clue enough the topic wasn’t open for debate, the frown on his face would’ve cinched it. “We have a reservation.”

			“At two in the afternoon? Who needs a reservation at two in the afternoon?”

			He kept his eyes on the road, but there was no mistaking the pleasure in his smile. “We do. Though, by the time we run this errand, it will be closer to three.” He glanced her direction, so much warmth behind his steel gaze she felt it in her gut. “Trust me, vozlyublennaya.”

			God, she was becoming a sucker for the Russian language. Or at least the way it rolled off his tongue. Granted, she’d only learned the translation for malen’kaya koroleva so far, but as good as the foreign words sounded with his deep voice, he could recite the TV guide to her and she’d be lit and ready to go.

			Little queen.

			My Queen.

			She still had a hard time remembering how he’d said the words without visibly shivering. It was the stuff of every romance she’d ever read or seen—only he’d been up close and personal. Every bare, six-foot-four and ripped muscled inch of him.

			He turned off Claiborne Avenue and headed toward East Carrollton. Less than ten minutes later, he pulled up in front of a two-story tan stucco building with black shutters and a simple black placard over the double glass doors.

			Frannelly’s Custom Fine Jewelers.

			Oh, shit.

			A three-thousand-dollar coat and a jewelry store?

			Not only no, but hell no.

			She opened her mouth, ready to argue.

			Roman cut her off with a blasé comment before she could. “I will only be a moment. You are welcome to come and look while I do business if you like.”

			Hmm.

			Business.

			It did kind of make sense he’d have to work sometime. And while she’d always thought mobsters stuck to construction, restaurants and gambling for their primary partnerships, Roman, Kir and Sergei hadn’t exactly turned out to be the run-of-the-mill types for anything. Why not work with jewelers? And hell, yeah, if she could look her fill at a bunch of high-end jewelry without someone bugging her, why not go along for the ride? She shrugged and unbuckled her seat belt. “Sure.”

			Inside was pure class. Simple and small, but definitely the kind of place people with lots of money went to shop. Diamonds, colored gems and every hue of gold sparkled from the soft tan suede displays, held safe from prying hands with fingerprint-free sparkling glass. A silver tray near the door featured chocolate covered strawberries and what looked like homemade cookies.

			Her stomach grumbled its appreciation, but she ignored the food in favor of the case closest to her.

			“Their selection is good, yes?” Roman said beside her.

			Good was too tame of a word. Everything in front of her was elegant but beautifully unique. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like it.”

			“They are custom pieces. The owner is known for his craftsmanship.”

			“Really?” She leaned in for a closer look. “It looks like the super fancy stuff you see at all the big retail jewelry stores but a whole lot more original.”

			A blond-haired woman in a perfectly fitted black dress and model-quality makeup sauntered their direction. Her gaze darted between Roman and Bonnie and she wriggled her elastic wristlet with a decent number of keys free. “May I help you?”

			“Roman Kozlov to see Mr. Frannelly.”

			Her eyes widened and her attention shuttled to Bonnie for all of a heartbeat before she nodded at Roman. “Of course.” She hustled to the back of the store.

			Bonnie chuckled. “Wow. You’ve got a real way with people. I bet the last time she walked that fast was for a Black Friday sale at Needless Markup.”

			“Needless what?”

			“Neiman Marcus.” When all he did was frown at her, she added, “Neiman Marcus. One of my bar regulars calls it Needless Markup. Get it?”

			Comprehension registered and he smiled just as a slightly balding dark-haired man hurried their direction.

			The man extended his hand for a handshake long before he reached Roman. “Mr. Kozlov, how nice to see you again. Are you here to see Raymond? He’s out running an errand, but will be back soon. I can call him.”

			Roman shook Mr. Frannelly’s hand. “No need. I’m here on business.”

			For the barest of moments, genuine fear swept across Mr. Frannelly’s face. He masked it quickly and squared his shoulders. “Whatever it is, you know you can count on me.” With a shaky smile he turned his gaze on Bonnie. “Is this your wife?”

			Bonnie nearly choked.

			Roman beamed. “Not yet. No.” He wrapped one arm around her shoulders and pulled her tight to his side. “This is moya nevesta, Bonnie Drummond.”

			Moya what? And what did he mean not yet? Neither question had a chance to be voiced because Mr. Frannelly was too busy offering her the same enthusiastic handshake he’d given Roman. “Such a lovely woman. My name is Aryeh Frannelly. So very nice to meet you.”

			He covered their joined hands with his free one and twisted just enough to aim his raised voice toward the door he’d appeared from. “Chana! Come and say hello. Mr. Kozlov has come to visit and brought his fiancée with him.”

			A cold sweat broke out along the back of her neck and her lungs completely stopped working. If Mr. Frannelly didn’t have such a firm grip on her hand, she’d have already turned and bolted out the front door.

			As if he sensed the panic roiling inside her, Roman gave her a gentle squeeze and kissed the top of her head.

			Bonnie was halfway tempted to elbow the presumptuous turd in the ribs and actually might have if the woman she assumed was Chana hadn’t hurried into view. Age-wise, she seemed to be in her late forties or early fifties, and while her black dress didn’t fit quite as snugly as the woman who’d greeted them, it was twice as classy. “Roman, what an unexpected but lovely surprise.”

			Mr. Frannelly finally released Bonnie’s hand and mirrored Roman’s pose with his arm around his wife. “Chana, meet Miss Drummond. Bonnie, this is my wife, Chana.”

			Chana’s smile was genuine as she inclined her head to Bonnie. “So very nice to meet you. And how wonderful to hear our Roman has found the right woman. The women at synagogue will be devastated, but I couldn’t be happier for him.”

			Bonnie craned her head up to meet Roman’s eyes. “You’re Jewish?”

			The brightness in his eyes dimmed as though a cloud had passed over him. “I do not practice religion.”

			Chana scoffed and waved a hand. “As if that would be a deterrent to any of them. Every time they see him, they gossip for days after.” She paused a moment and volleyed her attention between her husband and Roman. “Is something wrong with Raymond?”

			“No, no,” Mr. Frannelly said. “Roman wants to talk business.”

			“Oh!” Her eyebrows hopped high and she clasped her hands in front of her. “Well, then. How about if I keep Bonnie company while the two of you handle whatever needs handling?”

			Roman motioned to the case full of custom designs in the front. “Perhaps you could show her some of Aryeh’s designs. She is interested in crafting jewelry herself someday.”

			“Oh, is she now?” It might have sounded sarcastic if Bonnie hadn’t been able to see the genuine delight on Chana’s face. She took her own elastic key band off her wrist and jangled the keys. “You know I will never spare a chance to show my beloved Aryeh’s work to a willing customer.”

			And just like that, Bonnie was alone with a feisty woman with the keys to a whole building full of fine jewelry. She should have been ecstatic. Totally taking advantage of the situation and soaking up anything and everything she could from the woman in front of her. But the word fiancée kept ping-ponging around in her head.

			It was Chana who got things off dead center in the most gracious of ways. “Come. Let me show you some of my favorites.”

			She rounded the counter and opened the locked flap. One after the other, she pulled out exquisite pieces in both yellow and white gold, all of them displayed on soft tan suede holders that matched the rest of the case. “My Aryeh has been working with jewelry since he was a little boy. His father was a jeweler. As was his grandfather.”

			A gorgeous white gold cuff with swirling curves that reminded Bonnie of the ocean and tanzanite gems anchored in the center of each wave winked at her. She stroked her fingertip over the delicate design. “His work is gorgeous.”

			“Here,” she said, freeing it from its holder. “Try it on.”

			Bonnie jerked her hands away. “Oh, no. No trying on.”

			“Why not? It would look beautiful on you!”

			“Um.” Bonnie threw out her arms to each side. “See this coat? All I did was look at it and Roman bought it. I’m afraid to find out what he’d do if he saw me actually try something on.”

			Chana smiled at that, an impish grin that said she’d had a lifetime of loving a smitten man. “Roman is a good man. Rough around the edges, perhaps, and sometimes brusque with his words, but his heart is gentle.”

			There was so much kindness in her voice. A familiarity on par with how Evie and Cassie spoke about him. “How do you know him?”

			“From my synagogue. He works with our rabbi and the leaders of other synagogues and churches throughout New Orleans to mentor boys in foster homes or orphanages.”

			“Ah.” Bonnie nodded. “Yes, he told me about that.”

			A tender expression crept into place. “Aryeh and I never had children. We wanted to, but were not able. Roman knew this and came to us when Raymond needed a foster home. I cannot be more grateful. Raymond is older—driving on his own now—but he has been a blessing. Soon, he will officially be our son.”

			His heart is gentle.

			Her gut said Chana’s observation was spot on, but warned of more that she didn’t know. Of a darkness she’d only glimpsed thus far.

			“Please,” Chana said, cutting into her thoughts and holding out the cuff for her. “Try it on.”

			Time seemed to slip away, the mix of Bonnie’s jangled thoughts and the emotions from the last twenty-four hours gratefully taking refuge in the raw appreciation of such beautiful craftsmanship. Maybe it was fifteen minutes. Maybe it was closer to an hour. But eventually, Roman appeared and strolled her direction, Aryeh following close behind.

			“Did she find anything she likes?” Roman said to Chana.

			Chana dipped her head but her smile was still obvious. “That would be for Bonnie to answer, would it not?” She peeked at Bonnie and winked, but her words were for Roman. “I noticed your fiancée has no ring, though. Perhaps we should schedule a time for you to return so that we can help you rectify that matter.”

			“Oh, no.” Bonnie waved one hand and stepped between Roman and the jewelry case like she might have some prayer of keeping him from whipping out the credit card again. “I’m nowhere near ready for a ring. Or a wedding.” She looked up to Roman and cocked an eyebrow. “But I am due for food if you’re done with your business.”


			For a moment, he looked like he wanted to argue just for the fun of it, but schooled his expression just as quickly and nodded. “Of course, moya koroleva.” He stepped back just enough to let her pass and waved her toward the door. “Let us go and get you lunch.”

			They said their goodbyes and Roman helped her into the truck.

			She made it all of three seconds after he buckled himself in before she exploded. “Fiancée? Please tell me you were joking.”

			Rather than put the gearshift in reverse as she’d expected, he twisted in his seat and faced her. “Marriage is not a subject for humor.”

			“No. It’s not. But you led those people on.”

			“I did not.”

			“Then what would you call it?”

			“Admitting the truth.”

			The statement dropped between them like a cinder block. No punches pulled. No sarcasm behind it. Just words delivered as absolute fact. She had no clue what to say. What to think, even less.

			Though, it didn’t really matter, because Roman kept going. “Finding a woman like you is rare. You do not pretend to be someone you aren’t. You are natural. Open. Transparent and vibrant. I value everything about you. My family does as well. I may be short on words, but I have much wisdom. All of it earned through pain. I will not ignore the truth when I find the woman meant for me.”

			“Roman, you barely know me. I barely know you. And let’s not forget the business you’re in. For crying out loud, I’ve seen you take two men out with your bare hands. I might be an open-minded girl willing to give people the benefit of the doubt, but even I need time to process what’s what in this situation.”

			“It does not matter. I know enough. Have lived on instinct since the day I drew my first breath. I know what I want when I see it and I want you. Only you. I will not rush you, but neither will I stop. Not until you are mine.”

			He was serious. Absolutely one-hundred percent serious. And while most of her insides had gone all warm molasses on her when he’d outlined all the things he liked about her, logic was using her brain for a speed bag.

			Roman let the quiet settle between them, then drew in a slow breath. “As for me, my past is every bit as ugly as you think it is. Formed by deeds most would condemn me for. But if you want to know who I am—where I’ve been and what my future entails—I will not hide it from you. The real question is—are you brave enough to know me and find the same acceptance?”

		
	


		
			Chapter Fifteen

			His woman was quiet. Frighteningly so. And for the life of him, Roman couldn’t decide if her lack of conversation was a result of his blunt assertion that he had every intent to marry her, or that he’d thrown the gauntlet of his past between them and sent her curious mind down dark and twisted alleys he’d have been better to avoid.

			Biting back a frustrated grunt, he turned onto Bienville Street and focused on finding a parking space near their destination. No easy task when his mind kept recalling the genuine shock and disbelief on her face when the word fiancée had entered the conversation. And that dazed confusion in her expression when he’d confessed all the reasons he wanted her for his bride—that soft and bewildered wonderment—it broke his heart. How could she not see all the things he saw so plainly? Not own and value her worth as he did? Worse, how could the people in her life have failed so miserably in showing her all that she had to offer?

			Maybe the plans he’d made for them today were a mistake. Too much, too fast in his campaign to win her. Perhaps he’d have been wiser to focus on her self-confidence and self-worth first.

			Ahead, a Lexus sedan pulled free of a parallel spot just outside their destination. Well, wrong approach or not, he was forging ahead. His instincts had never steered him wrong, and if Bonnie needed regular demonstrations of just how valuable and worthy she was, he was going to give them to her. Even if they were a bit over-the-top.

			He took the opening the sedan had created and parked.

			Bonnie craned her head upward and studied the multi-storied colonial building outside her passenger window. The brick was traditional red and the trim around the many soaring windows with their curved transoms a crisp white. The thick double doors that served as the primary entrance were painted black to match the wrought iron balconies overhead, framed by two authentic gas lanterns that undoubtedly had been around much longer than electricity. A dark placard hung beside the double doors; in gold script it read L’Arpège. By the time Bonnie spoke, her voice was thick with hesitation and dread. “Please tell me this isn’t where we’re going for lunch.”

			“Very well.” He unbuckled his seat belt and opened his door. “I will not tell you this is where we are going.”

			“Shit!” She snapped her head around and glared at him. “You can’t be serious. I might be a good fifteen feet from the closest window, but I can see enough to know this ain’t a jeans and T-shirt place. Not to mention the fact I can’t even pronounce whatever it’s called.”

			He slid out of his seat. “It’s pronounced lar-peej, and today, it does not matter what we wear inside.” Not giving her a chance to volley back a response, he shut his door and stalked around the hood of the truck to hers.

			Her reply was instant the second he opened her door. “What do you mean it doesn’t matter today?”

			Smiling at the return of her customary curiosity and questions, he clasped one of her hands and tugged her from her seat. “Perhaps it would be best if you came inside and learned for yourself.”

			Her frown was adorable, that tiny furrow between the sharp V of her eyebrows one he very much wanted to kiss, and would have if he wasn’t certain it would only frustrate her more. “What are you up to?”

			He shut her door behind her and punched the lock button on his key fob. “You said you required food. I’m ensuring you get what you need.” He slid his arm around her waist and guided her forward, but used the opportunity to press his case. “I will always provide what you need, moya koroleva. Eventually, you will come to trust as much. To trust me.”

			She looked to him and opened her mouth, ready to continue their conversation, but the doors pushed wide and a man dressed all in black waved them inside with a smile. “Good afternoon. We’ve been expecting you.”

			Bonnie hesitated long enough to give the twenty-something man in his crisp button-down, tie and fine pants a once-over, but seemed to realize what she was doing and got on with making her way inside.

			Standing at the rounded archway that divided the opulent entrance from the dining room, Bonnie clasped her hands tightly in front of her as though trying to be invisible and surreptitiously surveyed the soaring ceilings, elaborate gold moldings and ivory drapes with their silver fringe.

			“Everything is ready for us?” Roman asked the waiter.

			“Of course, Mr. Kozlov. Exactly as you requested. Please, come this way.” The man guided them toward the middle of the room, rounded one table and pulled a chair out. “Here you are, Miss Drummond.”

			Bonnie halted two steps from the table, eyed the chair the man still waited behind, then cast a dubious glance at Roman before slowly getting back in gear. “Um. Okay. Thanks.”

			Roman took the seat immediately to her right, keeping his back to the nearest wall.

			“My name is Robert and I’ll be your waiter.” As if on cue, two men joined them at the table, both dressed exactly the same as Robert. One poured water for Roman and Bonnie and the other placed rolls onto each of their bread plates and slid pats of butter shaped like roses in between them. “These two gentlemen are Felix and Todd and they’ll be helping you as well today. What would you like to drink?”

			So captivated by her surroundings and the attentiveness of their servers, it took a good three or four seconds before Bonnie realized Robert was waiting on her to reply. “Oh. Right. Drinks.” She looked to Roman first, then shrugged and shifted her attention back to Robert. “You got any Coke?”

			Robert smiled big enough to show teeth. “Yes, of course. And you, sir?”

			“Water for me.”

			“Certainly.” Robert nodded to his two helpers as though giving them permission to proceed, then zeroed in on Roman. “Would you like me to ask Chef to begin your order? Or would you prefer to wait a bit?”

			An interesting conundrum. Part of him wanted more time simply to talk with Bonnie and give her ample opportunity to get comfortable with the space, but another part of him said he’d be wise to get a move on with the food. One thing he’d learned in the short time they’d cohabited was that a hungry Bonnie was also a cranky Bonnie. Or as she put it—a hangry Bonnie. “Go ahead. We waited too long to eat and my woman is hungry.”


			“Then we’ll start right away.” Giving his own quick bow, he swiftly headed toward the kitchen, leaving only silence between him and Bonnie.

			Not that the silence lasted long.

			Bonnie leaned closer to him and whispered, “Where is everybody?”

			Roman took the cloth napkin cleverly folded to one side of his plate, shook it loose and laid it in his lap. “There is no one else. The restaurant is closed to all but us. Which also means there is no need to whisper.”

			Noting his action, Bonnie mimicked the action with her own napkin then scanned the vast dining room. “You mean they’re not normally open this time of day?”

			“No. I mean they closed today at my request.”

			Her head snapped back. “Why would they do that?”

			“Because I paid them to.”

			That delightful furrow between her brows was back. “And you’d do that why?”

			“Because I wanted you to experience something special and I knew you would be uncomfortable with others here. So I paid them to open only for us.”

			She stared at him for long seconds then swept the room again with her considering gaze. When she finally refocused on him, she swallowed hard. “Roman, this place is fancy.”

			“Yes, it is.”

			“Like I think that’s material on the wall instead of wallpaper kind of fancy.”

			Roman checked the gold and ivory filigree pattern on the wall opposite him and nodded. “I believe you’re right. It does appear to be fabric. Though, I don’t understand how that factors into our lunch.”

			“It factors because you paid them to only be open to us.”

			“Yes, I already said as much. How is that an issue?”


			“It’s an issue because if a place has fabric on the walls, fancy China and real silverware on the tables and a whole team of waiters taking care of two people, it’s expensive.”

			Ah. There it was. A kernel he could work with. An opening for the path forward. He paused long enough to gather his thoughts, pulled in a deep, steadying breath, then dove in. “You are a smart woman. You do not make a large income, but you’ve made enough to pay your bills and live with integrity. When faced with taking an important action—is cost the only factor?”

			Her eyes narrowed. “Not sure I follow.”

			“Take your apartment, for instance. When you selected it, did you focus only on rent? Or did location and the safety that went with it factor in?”

			Comprehension dawned. “Oh, safety for sure. And convenience. I could’ve found a lot cheaper places, but I’d have had to walk through some shitty neighborhoods to get there if my car acted up.”

			Roman nodded. “Correct. And when you buy clothes. Is the amount on the price tag all that you care about?”

			She shook her head. “Nope. That’s why I go to secondhand stores. I can get better quality that lasts longer for less money.”

			“Exactly.”


			For a moment, she seemed pacified, then cocked her head. “That still doesn’t explain why you’d shell out a fortune so we can have food I’m not even sure I’ll like without anyone around us.”

			Roman picked up a roll, broke it open and smeared some of the creamy butter on it with his knife. “Are you comfortable?”

			With a half-shrug, Bonnie glanced toward the kitchens and the empty tables around them. “Yeah, I guess.”

			“More so than if people were here?”

			A sheepish, cockeyed smile tilted her lips. “Probably.”

			Roman bit into his bread and savored the warmth and flavor before swallowing it down. “Then I have achieved what I wanted. The woman I want for my own is experiencing something new and is relatively comfortable doing it. That makes the expense not only warranted, but necessary.”

			Her jaw slackened and her big green eyes grew wide with surprise. “I think...” She rolled her lips inward then dipped her head and studied her hands in her lap. When she finally lifted her gaze back to him, her eyes were wet with unshed tears. “I don’t know what to say to that. Except thank you.”

			In his periphery, all three waiters hustled in their direction, each of them carrying two plates with silver domes on top. He couldn’t have ordered better timing. “It was entirely my pleasure, moya koroleva.”

			One by one, the waiters set the plates in front of them.

			Bonnie cleared her throat and looked from Roman to Robert standing beside her. “So, what are we having?”

			“Your meal was custom ordered by Mr. Kozlov. All variations created by Chef to accommodate what we understand to be your favorite meal.” Robert beamed a secret smile down at her then unveiled each surprise with a flourish. “First, we have a grilled turkey, bacon, radicchio and blue cheese sandwich. Second, a grilled ham and gouda with apple salad. And finally, a grilled gruyere and white cheddar with caramelized onions and rosemary butter.”

			One of the other waiters finished unveiling Roman’s plates in perfect synchronicity, each option mirroring Bonnie’s exactly.

			Bonnie looked at each plate in turn. Then the waiters around the table. Then to Roman. “You ordered me grilled cheese sandwiches? Here?”

			“They are your favorite, yes?”

			Openly stupefied, she slowly nodded her head.

			“Then why would I order anything else?”

			Tears filled her eyes and she ducked her head.

			Before any awkwardness could build around the table, Roman addressed the waiters. “I think my bride is very pleased.”

			Robert wasn’t a fool. He quickly assessed the situation and motioned his fellow waiters away. “Excellent. If you need anything else, we’ll be waiting.”

			It took a good twenty or more seconds after the men left and silence surrounded them before Bonnie finally gathered herself and lifted her head. “This looks really, really good.”

			“It does, doesn’t it?”

			She nodded and wiped her hands on the napkin in her lap. Eyes locked on the gourmet sandwiches in front of her, she softly asked, “Why would you do this? Go to all this trouble. Not just today, but every day since you met me?”

			Something soft and tender, yet also fierce and protective swelled behind his sternum. He’d been right to move forward with his plans. To spoil her and show her any way possible how determined he was to make her his. Today was only the first of many ways he’d show her, including giving her the truth behind his actions. “Because you have gone without too long. Because it gives me pleasure to share my good fortune with you and to introduce you to new things in a way you will enjoy. But mostly, because I want you to realize—to me, you are worth everything.”

		
	


		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Gray clouds, a slow and steady rain and wind whistling outside the window. Sitting sideways in the velvet slipper chair with her feet tucked beneath her, Bonnie stared between the plantation shutter slats at the dreary winter day. Only one more day until January was over. February would no doubt whiz past, bringing spring to New Orleans with it.

			But this wouldn’t be an ordinary spring. Hell, none of her life would ever be ordinary again if she allowed herself to believe any of Roman’s ramblings.

			Rain pattered against the leaves on the trees outside making the branches dance, and water swished on the pavement as a Lexus sedan drove by. The house was eerily quiet. No drone of the television downstairs or intermittent noises as Roman worked in the kitchen or his office. She was alone. Probably for the first time since she’d been attacked at her apartment.

			Well, she wasn’t entirely alone.

			Her gaze slid to the edge of the covered porch and the guard stationed beneath it. With the roof blocking her sight, she couldn’t see the other one, but she knew there were two of them. Just as Roman had made her aware of the duo covering the back door before he’d headed out to handle some business. She’d tried to talk him into dropping her off at André’s so she could work as well, but somewhere between phenomenal sex Tuesday night and this morning, he’d decided she didn’t need to work anywhere.

			Actually, to be fair, he’d said, You will work on finding what you want to do long-term.

			She grunted to herself and sighed.

			Potāto.

			Potâto.

			The guy really was a romantic. A great big scary romantic who’d apparently decided that going overboard was the way to win her over.

			It was a wonderful sentiment. One the fatigued and terminally hopeful side of her wanted to appreciate and make the most of. The jaded side of her was screaming to fortify her defenses and brace for the rug to get pulled out from underneath her.

			What did she want to do? Yeah, she loved tinkering with jewelry, and, seeing how much Mr. Frannelly got for his pieces, a person could definitely make a living doing it if she could learn how to make things on his scale. But Frannelly had been working with jewelry his whole life. There was no way she could learn as much as he had and make an income in less than a year. Or more. And how would she pay for all the tools? Or know what kind of tools to buy? Where would she sell anything she made?

			A ping sounded on the shiny new phone Roman had given her, its screen glowing prettily from the nightstand where she’d left it.

			She padded to it, eager for a distraction if it meant ignoring all the answerless questions swirling in her head.

			A text message from Cassie waited.

			Haven’t heard from you since Tuesday morning! Since the “badass motherfucker” that’s been hoarding you is out with the rest of the boys, can Evie and I stop by? We want to know what’s been keeping you two so preoccupied!

			Hmm. Company would be awesome. Especially those two. She could use some answers and perspective right about now. Real answers. Roman might be romantic as hell in his own he-man way, and yeah, he clearly had some legit businesses, but she’d yet to learn how true all those organized crime rumors were.

			Of course, if Bonnie agreed to them coming over, they’d want details about her and Roman. Frankly, she’d never been good at the whole girlfriends-trading-stories routine.

			That’s because you haven’t had any girlfriends, silly.

			This time she grunted her hmm out loud and dropped to the edge of the bed. What else was she gonna do? Sit and stare out the damned window all day? It was barely after noon and she was ready to lose her freaking mind.

			Sure. But it’ll cost you a Mustard Whopper and a large onion ring from Burger King to get in. I need comfort food.

			Cassie fired back with a string of laughing emojis then added: Deal. See you in twenty.

			Twenty ended up being twenty-five, the last five of which Bonnie spent pacing the hallway that ran between the living room, kitchen and Roman’s office. She jerked the door open just as the two women made it to the porch. “Oh, thank God. Human beings.” She took the bag of fast-food goodness from Cassie’s outstretched hand and moved out of the way so they could enter.

			Both women giggled, but it was Evie who spoke. “You know you can have one of the guys get you food whenever you want it.”

			“Or have them take you wherever you want to go,” Cassie added.

			She could? She stopped long enough on her trek to the kitchen to glance back at them both, then continued digging in the bag for her burger. “Well, he didn’t tell me that.”

			Cassie shrugged off her coat, a three-quarter length tan trench suitable for the nonstop rain outside, and hung it on the back of one of the kitchen chairs. She rarely wore the fancy suits she’d once worn at the station anymore, but she always had a tailored, classy look about her. Today’s tan jeggings, pretty white cable knit sweater and camel-colored flats were no exception. “It’s not like you’re a prisoner. You’re living here for Pete’s sake.”

			“Yeah, but Roman could have told her.” Unlike Cassie, Evie was just as casual as Bonnie, except her jeans were of the skinny variety and she had on navy blue Keds to match her hoodie. She sat in the chair she’d hooked her silver puffer vest on, rested her elbow on the kitchen table and crossed one leg over the other. “If I didn’t know him better, I’d say it sounded like a controlling move, but odds are he’s just scared shitless something else will happen to you without him there.”

			“Mmm hmm.” Cassie slid into the chair opposite Evie just as Bonnie slid a plate to the table and settled in the middle spot. “Nothing sits worse with men like ours than powerlessness.”

			Men like ours.

			Geez. Apparently, Roman wasn’t the only one thinking that they were a long-term done deal. Rather than address it she bit into the burger and moaned. Sweet baby Jesus. Nothing like seriously bad for you fast food to sidetrack reality and a whole lot of unknowns.

			“Good grief,” Evie said with a chuckle. “When was the last time Roman fed you?”

			“Yesterday,” she said around another mouthful. “The crazy fucker rented out some fancy schmancy French place I can’t even pronounce over in the French Quarter for a late lunch.”

			“L’Arpège?” Evie said.

			“Yeah, that place.”

			“He rented out a restaurant?” Cassie asked. “For lunch?”

			“Yep. Not a single other soul there except three waiters and whoever did the cooking. At least not that I saw.”

			“Ohhh,” Evie said leaning in and resting her chin on her hand. “I’ve heard that’s an amazing place. Do tell.”

			“You haven’t been?” Cassie said.

			Evie shook her head. “Nope. Sergei knows I’m not much of a French food fan, and with Olga in the house, it’s not often we go out.”

			“It’s insane.” Bonnie crammed a fry in her mouth. “Looks like they used the same decorator as Buckingham Palace. And we went there in jeans.”

			Cassie snickered. “I bet that hasn’t happened in their entire history.” She shifted her attention to Evie. “Kir took me there once. Even the bus boys look like they could head out for an interview at a financial firm right after they got off work. Very upscale.” She looked back to Bonnie. “I didn’t think the food was all that, though. What did you think?”

			Bonnie shook her head. “No clue. Our meal was a custom order and it definitely didn’t come off their menu.”

			“A custom order?” Evie said.


			“Yep.” Bonnie swallowed down the last bite of her burger and dusted off her hands over the plate. “He called ahead and told them what my favorite food was and had them make it.”

			Both of the women’s eyes widened. “I’m almost afraid to ask,” Cassie said, “but what’s your favorite food?”

			“A grilled cheese sandwich.”

			Cassie blinked repeatedly.

			Evie bit her lip, her smile huge and silent laughter making her whole torso shake. “Seriously? He had some fancy French chef make you a grilled cheese?”

			“No, he had them make me three of them. All different variations.”

			“Wow.” Cassie crossed both arms on the table and zigzagged her stupefied gaze between Bonnie and Evette. “That’s crazy romantic.”

			Her friend was right. It was romantic. Enough so that Bonnie had been too tongue-tied all the way through the meal to argue anymore about the fiancée bit. And once they’d gotten home, he’d employed a far more physical approach to sidetracking any discussions. But damn it, there had to be a catch behind it all. Some gotcha she was missing because she was too glazed over to see good sense.

			And she was definitely glazed over. Big time. So much so, she’d caught herself daydreaming a good number of happily-ever-after scenarios. All the frustration and confusion exploded at once and she blurted, “He called me his fiancée.”

			Cassie gasped. “He did?”

			“Yes.”

			“When?” Evette asked.

			“Yesterday when we were out running some business errand for him. Right after he’d bought me a three-thousand-dollar coat.”

			“He said fiancée?” Cassie said.

			“No. Mr. Frannelly said fiancée after Roman said something in Russian. Moya...something. It started with an n.”

			Evette cocked her head. “Nevesta?”

			“Yeah, that one.”

			Ducking her head, Evie covered her mouth with the back of her hand, trying very much in vain to hide her smile.

			Cassie snickered.

			Bonnie shuttled her attention between the two of them. “What? What’s so funny?”

			Evie cleared her throat, lifted her head and tried to school her expression. While the smile wasn’t as big, her eyes were full of laughter. “We’re sorry. We really are.”

			“Speak for yourself,” Cassie said. “I think it’s awesome.”

			“Some guy I’ve known less than a month is buying me ridiculously expensive gifts and telling people I’ve just met that we’re engaged, and you think it’s awesome?”

			Cassie jerked her head in a sharp nod. “Oh, yeah.”

			“Cassie,” Evie chided. “For a girl who was in the same boat not very long ago, you sure are smug.”

			“It’s not smug. It’s happy. Jubilant. Heck, I’m downright ecstatic!” Her eyes got big and she splayed her hands wide on the table. “Oh, just wait ’til we tell Ninette and Sylvie.”

			Afraid as she was to wade into whatever was going on, Bonnie did it anyway. “Tell them what?”

			“That you’re getting married!”

			Bonnie stared at Cassie. “But I’m not. I mean, he didn’t even ask me. And even if he had, who the heck gets engaged in this short of time?”

			Evie slowly raised her hand. “Guilty.”

			Cassie mirrored the action. “Me, too.”

			Shit. Now that she thought about it, Cassie’s relationship with Kir had escalated kind of quickly. She looked to Evette. “Seriously? You two moved as fast as Roman is with me?”

			“I think Cassie’s timeline was a bit more of a whirlwind than mine, but probably only a week or two faster.” She paused a moment as though considering her words. “Here’s the deal. Roman and Sergei and Kir aren’t like guys here. They’re from Russia. More than that, they’re bratva and very old-school. Their idea of dating isn’t like the men you’re used to. They see what they want and they take action.”

			“Boy, do they,” Cassie said with a dreamlike smile on her face. “And I do love when my man takes action.”

			Oh, God.

			They were serious.

			Bonnie pushed her plate away and clasped her hands on top of the table. Her lungs struggled to draw in air and her throat felt like it had a noose around it.


			“Hey.” Evette rested her hand on top of Bonnie’s. “It’s going to be okay. Really. I remember what it felt like. How overwhelming it all was. The back and forth of being swept off my feet and feeling like I was drowning.”

			“You felt that way, too?”

			“Oh, yeah.” Evie jerked her head toward Cassie. “So did she.” She sighed and shook her head. “I’d spent years living in a shitstorm that never seemed to end. Nothing good excepting having Emerson. I couldn’t fathom how my life could turn into a fairy tale overnight. But it did.” She kept her hold on Bonnie’s hand for another moment, gave her a gentle squeeze, then released her hold and leaned against her seat back.

			Bonnie looked to Cassie. “What about...” She looked to Evie, but still couldn’t find the right words. “You know...what they do for a living? That doesn’t bother you?”

			“Oh, it bothered the heck out of me,” Cassie said. “Or I should say it bothered me when I was going on rumor instead of what I saw and accepted for myself.”

			“Which was?”

			Cassie paused as though looking for the right words. “That Kir was a man with a deep sense of right and wrong. That he had honor. Respect for me, for his brothers and the rest of his family. That he would do absolutely anything in his power to protect me and the people he loves and that he would always be honest with me.”

			“I get that. Any idiot that looks at your husbands when they’re with you knows that. But is the way they make their living legal?” She looked from one woman to the other. “I mean, seriously. Do you even know what they do every day?”

			“Mostly,” Evette said. “Sergei’s done a lot in the time he’s been here to diversify family investments. Roman and Kir help him manage them.” She crossed one leg over the other and smiled. “They’re certainly not running guns and dealing drugs, if that’s what you’re asking.”

			They weren’t? Wasn’t that what mobsters did? “So, you’re telling me they’re just straight up businessmen? That their reputation is just gossip?”

			“Oh, I wouldn’t go that far,” Evie said. “They’ve got influence. And they’re certainly not afraid to flex their muscle or more if the situation calls for it. But the only time I’ve ever seen them use their power was to help someone they considered theirs. For me, that was the difference. Like Cassie said—they protect the people they love and they do it in the most fiercely honorable way possible.”

			Shit.

			She’d never thought about it like that. “When you put it that way, they sound like Russian Robin Hoods.”

			Laughter filled the kitchen in a second and Cassie doubled over with a hand wrapped around her waist. “Oh, my God. I gotta tell Kir that one. I’m not sure if he’d be flattered or incensed.”

			Evie chortled and held her hand over her face, her cheeks bright red. “I just got the funniest picture in my head of Sergei in green tights. Can you imagine?”

			A fresh wave of hilarity rolled through the room, one that took a good minute or more for everyone to get themselves pulled together. When they finally did, Cassie looked to Bonnie, a warm understanding waiting behind her mirth. “Sorry. We shouldn’t laugh. Both of us remember what it was like, but trust me when I tell you—sometimes you really do end up in a fairy tale. And when Prince Charming—or Robin Hood or the Jolly Green Giant—shows up with the slipper you left behind, you put the damned thing on. Not conk him on the head with it.”

			It couldn’t be that simple.

			Nothing in her life had ever been that simple. Or that good.

			But it had happened to Evie and Cassie. And neither of them had had it easy before they’d met their guys either.

			A loud gong sounded in the main hallway that ran through the first floor. An almost divine sound that seemed to add its approval to her thoughts.

			“Whoa,” Cassie said in a droll tone. “That’s some doorbell.”

			The doorbell. Right. That made a heck of a lot more sense than God sending her any kind of tangible clues on what to do with her life.

			“First time I’ve ever heard it.” Bonnie stood and headed toward the door. “No one’s come to the front door since I’ve been here.”

			From the scrape of chair legs against the tile kitchen floors and the sound of Evie’s voice, her friends were coming along to see who was outside. “Well, I can guarantee you, whoever it is, Roman knows they’re coming or the guards would have cut off their arms by now.”

			Bonnie opened the door.

			On the porch stood Mr. Frannelly, a teenage boy to his right and her guards standing behind them. The boy and the guards held decent-sized cardboard boxes, and Mr. Frannelly had two oversized satchels in each of his hands.

			Frannelly dipped his head in greeting. “Hello, Miss Drummond.”

			“Um...hi.”

			Evette and Cassie crowded close behind Bonnie.

			“That’s a load of stuff,” Evette said.

			“Oh, shoot.” Bonnie moved out of the way and motioned everyone inside. “Come on in. Roman’s office is on the right.”

			“This is not for Mr. Kozlov.” Mr. Frannelly paused halfway into the foyer and waited for the rest of the men to make it through, then looked to her. “These are for you. Perhaps the kitchen is the best place to start for now.”

			For her? That didn’t make sense.

			She padded forward and motioned to the left. “The kitchen’s this way.”

			Everyone followed and the men unloaded their boxes and satchels around the kitchen table. Without another word, the guards nodded to her and headed back to the porch. Frannelly and the teenage boy faced her, easy smiles aimed in her direction.

			Tempted as she was to ask a ton of question and dig into everything they’d unloaded, she figured introductions were a better way to start. “Mr. Frannelly, these are my friends, Evette Petrovyh and Cassie Vasilek.”

			“It’s nice to meet you both.” He extended a hand to each of them then motioned to the boy beside him. “This is my son, Raymond. Roman brought him to me.”

			“Oh, yes!” Evie said. “I remember Roman mentioning you now. You’re the jeweler over in Carrollton.”

			He nodded. “Yes. That’s the one.”

			“Sweet,” Cassie said, peering at the boxes with open curiosity. “You gotta love it when a jeweler shows up with a ton of boxes.”

			“Oh, no,” Bonnie said, shaking her head. “Don’t tell me all of that is jewelry.”

			Frannelly’s smile grew wider, as did Raymond’s. “Not jewelry, no. Not yet, anyway.”

			Evette and Cassie looked as confused as Bonnie did, which was kind of comforting considering the situation. “Not yet?” Bonnie said.

			“They’re supplies.” He opened one satchel and drew out several smaller boxes, stacking them one on top of the other. “Tools. Gold and gemstones.”

			Inching closer to the table, Bonnie scanned all the items he’d laid out. Watched as Raymond pulled larger items from the boxes into view. Her brain struggled to put the pieces together. To figure out what was probably obvious but wouldn’t quite come into focus. “I don’t understand. Why would I need all of that?”

			He stopped unloading and met her stare. Pure delight shone from his eyes. Like he couldn’t wait to share what he knew. “Roman shared some of your designs with me. He says you have many of them, but no education or experience. You need these things because I am here to teach you how to bring your ideas to life.”

			No.

			Freaking.

			Way.

			Make her own jewelry. Real jewelry? Not beads and braided silk?

			A low chuckle sounded on her left. A second later Evie murmured, “Well, I think that’s our cue to head home.”

			“I think you’re right.” Cassie pulled her coat off the back of her chair and both of them headed to the hallway with knowing smirks on their faces. Cassie leaned in as she passed, though, lowered her voice and added, “Fairy tales. They happen. Take your time and think about it.”

		
	


		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Reflections from the old-fashioned streetlamps lining Roman’s street glistened off the rain-slick asphalt. The sidewalks were empty on his block, to some degree because it was well past eight o’clock on a work night, but mostly because of the nonstop dreary weather.

			His windshield wipers tapped out a slow and steady rhythm, an eerie pattern that felt like the drums on a death march. He was out of clues. Out of options he could leverage in finding Bonnie’s father and brother, and the weight of that fact hung heavy around his neck. He knew it wasn’t his fault. Knew that he’d done all that he could and that the only tools left were time and patience.

			But he still felt like he’d failed Bonnie.

			He passed the front of his house and flickered his headlights to the men who waited and watched on the front porch. Once they were sure he was in and the alarm secured, they’d switch to the monitored cameras and sensors he’d had installed the day before. God knew, he remembered what it was like to stand guard on a cold dreary night. He saw no reason for his men to endure the same if technology could do the work and save them the discomfort. Especially with the extra precautions he’d installed that monitored for tampering or cut lines.

			With his truck parked inside the garage, he waited for the door to trundle down then let himself in through the back. Securing the bolt once he was inside, he opened his mouth to let Bonnie know he was home, but closed it just as fast when he spied her silhouette at the kitchen table. The only light that was on was the pendant fixture directly overhead, accenting the deep reds in her dark hair so she had a sunset-colored halo. The rest of her was mostly in shadow, only a sufficient amount of light to show she’d traded her usual jeans and T-shirt for loose pants of some kind and a light-colored tank top. Her head bobbed slightly from side to side, as if she were either listening to music or singing a song to herself.

			He’d never thought to find out what kind of music she favored. What kind of movies she liked or what books she enjoyed reading.

			He had a very long way to go. Much to learn about his bride-to-be.

			But none of what he uncovered would change his direction. He knew her character. Her heart and her history. With that, they could forge a future.

			Assuming his failure to find her family and revealing his own past didn’t waylay his plans.

			Rather than risk walking up on her unaware, he flipped on the lights over the long galley kitchen and set his leather briefcase on the built-in escritoire.

			Bonnie spun in her chair, her eyes wide and her lips parted. “You’re home!” In one hand, she held a tool of some nature, and in the other what seemed to be a clump of clay was pinched between her fingers. She set the tool down and tugged one of the cords dangling from her earbuds free of her ears. “I was starting to wonder when you’d be home.”

			“You could have called me.”

			Pulling the other cord free, she carefully set the claylike substance on the workspace in front of her. “Well, yeah. But I didn’t know what you were doing and didn’t want to interrupt anything, so I waited.”

			Patience. That was another thing he appreciated about her. Yes, she liked to debate and never failed to ask questions, but she didn’t panic. She reasoned things out. Held herself calm in the middle of a storm. He nodded at the varied small boxes on his table and the tools placed all around her. “I take it Aryeh found an eager student?”

			“Dude. You would not believe how cool this stuff he gave me to work with is.” Motioning to the chair on her left, she spun back to her work and picked up the gray ball in front of her. “He started me with this stuff called gold metal clay. It’s actually gold with clay binding so you can get your design in the form you want. Then you use a kiln to melt the clay away so you’re just left with gold.” Her head snapped up. “I hope you don’t mind, but I plugged Mr. Frannelly’s kiln in next to the sink. It’s small, though. I can move it.”

			“You can put it wherever you want. We can make one of the bedrooms upstairs your workroom if you like. Then you can leave your things out and work whenever it suits you. Also, that is not Mr. Frannelly’s kiln.”

			“It’s not?”

			“No.”

			“Whose is it?”

			He paused, trying desperately hard not to laugh. “It’s yours, moya koroleva. All of these tools and supplies are yours to work with. Whenever and however you choose.”

			She held herself completely still for one heartbeat, then another. Slowly, her gaze trailed the items on the table. “He didn’t tell me all this was mine. I just assumed he was loaning it to me. Giving me something to learn with.” Her attention drifted back to him. “You bought them for me?”

			He nodded.

			Rather than argue, she nodded and carefully set her clay back down on the white tile surface she’d been working on. “Thank you.”

			Not an argument. Not a list of reasons why she didn’t deserve what he’d given her or a demand he return them. Just a simple yet genuine note of appreciation. Perhaps she’d begun to move toward acceptance. Not just of the new life he intended for her, but for what he wanted for them both. “It was my pleasure.”

			Grasping the white cloth beside her tools, she wiped her fingers and asked, “Wanna talk about your day?”

			No. He didn’t. Dead ends were hard for him to swallow on the best of days. When they impacted Bonnie, they were intolerable. Still, she’d opened the door on the topic. Not walking through it would only make things more difficult later. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t cushion the blow in a better environment where he could hold her while they talked. “I do not relish talking about today, no, but if I shared it with you beside me, perhaps it would be more palatable.” He stood and held out his hand. “Come. It’s late. We can talk upstairs and then you can show me what programs you like to watch.”

			She grinned and placed her hand in his, standing as she spoke. “Is that a Russian’s version of Let’s Netflix and chill?”

			“Vozlyublennaya.” He pulled her closer and teased his mouth against hers, the need to take first and talk later nearly overriding his control. “When I want you naked and under me, there will be no pretense in getting you there.”

			A shiver wriggled through her and her voice dropped to that husky tone he’d come to crave. “Man, you really don’t mince words, do you?”

			“Do you want me to?”

			“No.”

			“Well, then.” He forced himself to release her and urged her toward the hallway and the stairs beyond with a hand just above her perfect ass. “It seems there is no issue, is there?”

			“Hmph,” she said with a toss of her fiery hair and a smirk as she went up the stairs.

			He echoed the sentiment with his own harrumph, but it came out as more of a growl. Hard for anyone to blame him, though. Her cotton pajama bottoms were no thicker than a soft T-shirt and clung perfectly to her beautiful ass, enticing him with the sexy sway of her hips as she took each step.

			In his room, one of the two lamps on either nightstand cast the large room in a warm glow. While she’d still been mostly asleep when he’d left this morning, she’d made the bed at some point in the day and tidied up the clothes he’d eagerly rid her of the night before. Even the throw pillows he detested were neatly arranged atop the comforter.

			Not giving her time to reach her side of the bed, he snatched her wrist, sat on the bed and pulled her across his lap so she was nestled close.

			“Oh, man,” she said staring at his boots. “I’m thinking two days is going to be the max our relationship can go if you’re thinking shoes on the bed is okay.”

			“They are not touching the sheets.”

			“No, but this comforter is silk, which means you’re not gonna be able to toss it in the washer downstairs without ruining it. Do you have any idea how much it costs to get one of these things dry-cleaned?”

			He didn’t. He’d never really bothered with a comforter or the other nice finishing touches in his home until Evette had talked him into letting her decorate. So long as he had clean sheets and a blanket he’d been happy. He grunted, set her beside him and shed himself of his boots and socks. As soon as they were off, he stretched back out, but this time rolled toward her, propped himself on his elbow and settled one of his legs between hers. “I agree. This arrangement is much more comfortable.”

			She chuckled at that. Skimming one hand around his waist and another up the outer side of his arm, she let out a contented sigh. “Well, if it makes you more comfortable, that’s not a bad thing. I’m kind of interested in hearing how you spend your days...even if it wasn’t something you enjoyed.”

			He needed to focus. To stop staring at her lush mouth and say what needed to be said before neither of them could think at all. He focused on her collarbone and traced the fragile line with his fingertips. “Most of my days are spent visiting properties. Reviewing financials with managers, gathering deposits where necessary and touching base with our construction foremen.”

			“You did all those things today?”

			He shook his head, still not able to look at her.

			As if she sensed his hesitation, she cupped the side of his face and gentled her voice. “Did something happen?”

			Never in his life had he had such difficulty finding his voice. The right words. He forced his gaze to hers and steeled himself for whatever response came. “There are no more avenues to pursue in finding your father and brother.”

			She held his stare. Studied his features as though searching for some sub context to go with his message. “You think I’ll judge you for that, don’t you?” Not a real question. More a statement posed in a rhetorical nature.

			“You came to our family for help. How could you not cast judgment?”

			Her features softened, more so than he’d ever seen beyond their physical intimacy, and a soft, understanding smile tugged the corners of her lips. “Roman, I’d be with my family wherever they are right now if you hadn’t saved me. Or dead. You’ve protected me. Fed me. Given me a safe place to stay and completely spoiled me along the way. I’ve been dealing with my dad and brother’s shit for years. Trust me when I tell you, I have zero issue labeling them shortsighted idiots. But you? How could I ever judge you as anything other than a kind and considerate human being?”

			Because he wasn’t. With her, yes. And with his family as well. But with others? “There are many who would never tie those words to me.”

			She hesitated only a heartbeat. One tiny, supercharged moment in time before she uttered, “What words would they use?”

			It was too soon. Too fragile of a time between them. Too risky to unveil his past before he’d build a stronger bond. Shown her what life by his side would be like.

			“Roman.” She traced the line of his jaw. His cheekbone and his brow. “You know who I am. Know all my secrets. Yesterday, you asked me if I was brave enough to know you. Well, I’m asking. And not because I’m afraid, but because I want to really know the man who’s turning my world upside down in ways I’d never even imagined.” She paused long enough to press her hand above his heart. “Tell me. What words would they use?”

			For years, shame and guilt had plagued him. Weighted his soul no matter how many good things he’d done trying to earn redemption. But never had they cut as deep as they did in this moment.

			His mouth went dry and his lungs ached for lack of air. But she deserved the truth. Deserved nothing more than the same fearlessness she’d shown him.

			He swallowed around the fear knotting his throat and squeezed her hip, willing her to understand. Praying for a miracle. “They would call me a killer.”

		
	


		
			Chapter Eighteen

			A killer.

			Deep down, Bonnie had known the truth. Had braced for just such an answer in the quiet while she’d worked on the gold metal clay.

			But hearing it—seeing the pain behind his eyes as he made his admission and feeling the tension in him made her want to weep. To dig beneath his flesh and muscle and find the ugly stain that clearly marked him and cut it free.


			He hurt. Ached. It was written on every line on his face. But more than that, she sensed fear. Bone-chilling fear the likes of which she doubted she’d ever feel in her life. He might be a confessed murderer, but in that moment he held her with the utmost tenderness and gazed down at her like she was his sole redemption.

			She sucked in a slow but shaky breath and squeezed his shoulders in what she hoped conveyed encouragement. “I’m listening.”

			Disbelief flared behind his steel-colored eyes. “Why?”

			“What do you mean why?”

			“Why are you not furious? Not rebuking me?”

			Logic wanted her to. Or maybe it was just the fear and powerlessness created by her family, urging her to create some kind of distance. But all she could think about—all she could hear in her head—was what Cassie had shared about Kir. What Evie had shared about Sergei. They both knew beyond the shadow of a doubt what their men were capable of, but they’d made their decisions to be with them based on who they were at their core. On their current actions, not their pasts.

			“Would you kill without a reason? If you knew that it was wrong?”

			“I have.”

			“When?”

			“In Russia. It was what I was known for. My skills were always called upon by my vor when a situation could not be contained or a rival moved too close to his territory.”

			“You never told your boss no?”

			He shook his head. “It was not my place to ask. It was my job to act.”

			“But only on someone’s order.”

			He acknowledged her statement with a slow dip of his head.

			“And here?”

			“Not without provocation, no. It is why I moved here with Sergei. I knew he was different. Knew that he would bring honor and fairness to his family.” His gaze darkened. “But I would kill without thought if anyone dared hurt my family.” His thumb grazed her temple. “If they dared hurt you.”

			It was the absolute truth. Even if she hadn’t witnessed what he was capable of the night she’d been attacked, the certainty was there burning behind his gaze. A vow she felt to her very bones.

			Could she accept that? Accept him and all the ferocity that made him who he was? Take the good as well as the bad just as he had with her? True, she was no murderer, but she was a handful in her own right. A hellion that could cuss more proficiently than the men who worked for him and would rather wear boots than heels any day. A redneck who’d barely gotten her GED and knew her way around pubs better than she could navigate a mall or a charity event.

			Yes.

			It was that simple. Her heart knew him, with or without the details that made up his history. Had experienced his goodness and sensed the weight that plagued his view of himself. “That’s why I’m not furious. Why I can’t judge you for the things you’ve done. Because you’re a good person. A good man who did the best he could with what he had to work with growing up. No different than what I did.”

			“But your family—”

			“There is no comparison between you and my family. Not even a little bit. And if you want me to believe that I can and should be a part of your life, you’re going to have to believe that I accept you as you are. The past as much as the future you’re building.”

			For the first time since she’d met him, he seemed speechless. Tongue-tied with wonder and gripped so tightly with emotion she halfway expected him to combust.

			“You want to stay.” Said as though the words were meant to convince himself rather than gain clarity from her. “You want to be with me.”

			“I want today. I want tomorrow. I want to explore where this goes and do it so we’re both free to learn each other without obligation.”

			His brow pinched into a hard V and his voice drew gruff. “You do not want to be my bride?”

			She couldn’t have helped the chuckle if she’d tried. His expression was too priceless. A boy’s pout transposed on a man’s handsome face. “I want to be with you. Learn more about you. And after we’ve taken some time and both of us feel certain, I want you to ask me to marry you. Not assume I’m a forgone conclusion.”

			He smiled at that. The nefarious grin of a man well accustomed to earning what he wanted come hell or high water. “You want to be courted.”

			“No!”

			He nodded. “Yes, you will be courted. It is fitting.” He cupped the side of her face, pure determination marking his gray eyes as he lowered his head. “Fitting for my Queen.”

			His lips claimed hers before she could argue. Swept her beyond words and thought and reason with a single stroke of his tongue against hers. Damn, but he tasted good. A unique flavor that made her think of cinnamon and sultry nights. That worked her body like a key and made everything inside her unlock and unfurl for his attention.

			He shifted and gave her a bit more of his weight, trailing hungry licks and nips along her jawline and down her neck. “It was good to find you at my table when I came home.”

			Good.

			Yes.

			Everything he was doing was good. Especially the hard length of him straining behind his jeans and pressing perfectly against her clit.

			His kisses moved lower, following her top’s neckline. He nudged the fabric farther and teased the swell of one breast with his tongue. “I like hearing about your day and seeing your smile when I walk through the door.”

			For crying out loud, why was he talking? He needed to be doing. Rolling his hips against hers. Taking her nipple in his mouth. Losing his clothes so she could feel him skin to skin. Anything except talking.

			She wriggled, trying to gain the friction she wanted, but he pulled back, shifted to his knees and eyed her with pure wickedness. He slipped his hands beneath her tank and lifted it up and over her head. “But there is one other benefit that will be my undoing. The temptation that will earn me much grief from my brothers.” Just as quickly, he peeled her bottoms down her hips and tossed them to the floor.

			Cool air assailed her skin. Sent goose bumps skittering in all directions. “Wh-what’s that?”

			The stuttered words were the best she could do, too much of her mind gripped by the sheer fascination of watching him stand and shed his clothes. She should have been ashamed. Or at least a little remorseful for the way she ogled him every time he was naked, but she could no more stop herself than she could stop breathing. He was a visual feast. A dark Viking who knew exactly the impact he had on her and took great pride in letting her look her fill.

			He crawled toward her, the intensity and power that clung to him enveloping her the closer he got. “At the end of the day, I will always have this.”

			Heat. Pure, decadent, masculine heat. It blanketed her chest to toes and fired the same instinctive need and odd peace she’d wrestled since his first kiss. She couldn’t explain it. Had yet to even fully accept whatever it was that made her come alive beneath his touch, let alone find a way to fight its pull.

			But it was there. Undeniable and ravenous for more.

			She closed her eyes and savored as he explored her. Surrendered to his calloused, yet tender touch along her belly, hips and thighs. Delighted in each teasing kiss against her tight breasts and the wet heat of his mouth drawing on her taut nipples. All she knew—all she wanted—was him. His warmth. His passion and the surreal connection that burned between.

			This was what it felt like to be adored. Revered. Valued and loved.

			He painted a leisurely path down her belly with his lips and tongue. Greedily nuzzled the top of her sex and inhaled deep before fastening his mouth to her aching clit and suckling deep.

			She bucked against him. Dug her heels into his back and shamelessly grasped the back of his head.

			His approving growl rattled through her. Mingled with each insistent slash of his tongue and pushed her higher. Her belly tightened and the muscles in her sex quivered, poised to crest on a magnificent orgasm. “Roman...”


			He pulled away and sat back on his heels, taking her release with him.

			“Roman! I was close!”

			His smile was completely unrepentant. The confession of a man who knew full well of the state he’d left her in and took great pleasure in her sexual frustration. “I know.”

			“And you stopped?”

			“Yes.” He leaned toward the nightstand and pulled a condom from the drawer.

			“What? Why?”


			Unhurriedly, he rolled the condom into place, his gaze never leaving hers. “Because I wanted you to know...that feeling—that ache—is what I feel for you every day.” He tugged her closer and draped her thighs over his, fully exposing her for his admiring perusal. He slicked the tip of his cock through her slit and notched himself inside. “When I look at you.” Keeping the tentative connection, he leaned forward. “When I touch you, or hear your voice.” He captured her hands, threaded his fingers with hers and braced their joined hands on either side of her head. “I ache.”

			Oh. My. God.

			The feel of him. The strength in his grip. The breadth of his body braced above her and the promise of feeling him slide inside. It was too much and not enough.

			She smoothed her palms over the hot slab of muscles at his chest and let her eyes slip shut.

			“Oh, no, moya koroleva. Open your eyes.”

			Shit. He’d overwhelm her if she did. Would see too much of how she felt. How close she was to completely giving in.

			He kissed her cheek. Her jawline. Each corner of her mouth. But otherwise withheld the connection she craved. “Give this to me, vozlyublennaya. I need to see them.”


			Did she dare? Could she even manage it?

			Slowly, she forced them open.

			His own shone down on her, the tempestuous gray of a wild thunderstorm. “Yes...” He pressed forward. Achingly slow. Stretching her bit by bit. “Now you know. It’s me filling you.” He filled her to the hilt and ground his hips against hers. “Claiming you.”

			Branded.

			The words. The sensations. The visual and physical connection. They all worked together until she was branded. Bound to him in a way that defied comprehension.

			He pumped inside her. Built a slow, but driving rhythm and held her gaze. “Take the time you need. Days. Months. Years.” He lowered his head and teased his lips upward along her jaw until his voice was a low rumble in her ear. “But your body knows.”

			She gripped his ass. Marveled at each flex and release of the muscles beneath her palms and the wet sounds as he drove faster and deeper inside her.

			“Even now, your pussy fists my cock. Demands my seed. Wants to be marked.”

			The orgasm he’d stolen before rushed in so fast it startled her. Threatened to drown her with its power and savageness. She hung on tight. Ready for the storm.

			“I will mark you.” The most primal of promises. Spoken by a dark alpha with an even darker past. She loved it. Needed it. Wanted it with everything in her. “I will take you with nothing between us. Will fill you with my come and make you mine. Forever.”

			“Yes!” She shouted her release. Clung to his torso and rode each pulse of her sex around him. Celebrated at the raged groan that rolled up his throat when he found his own peak. The feel of his cock jerking inside her and each desperate stab of his hips. It was beautiful. They were beautiful.

			The truth blossomed behind her chest. Rooted deep in her gut and cracked the last of her resistance open wide. She couldn’t fault herself for fighting it. Understood as only one could in hindsight why she’d kept him at a distance. But now? Now she was fully awake. Vested in the man who held her banded tightly in his arms and guided her down from her peak with the utmost care and intimacy.

			He kissed her shoulder. The inner curve of her neck. Her cheekbone. Her nose. Before he pressed his lips to hers, he cupped the side of her face and murmured, “This is the way it will be.” He kissed her and rolled his hips. “Always.”

			She sighed at the thought, the same contentedness echoed in the simple sound that had slowly begun to weight her arms and legs. “That’s a very nice thought.”

			“Not a thought, vozlyublennaya. Reality.”

			“Mmm.” She nuzzled her nose into the crook of his neck and inhaled deep, the scent of him mingling with the languor sinking bone deep.

			His low chuckle was warm, but not so powerful as to shake her from the heavenly space he’d given her. “My Queen is tired.”

			His Queen.

			Her heart smiled at the endearment, the same goofy feeling she’d been blindsided by the first time he’d uttered it leaving her as giddy as a teenager with a crush. No wonder people fell in love with just the idea of being in love. To feel this cherished. This adored by a man like Roman was heady if not addictive.

			He shifted to the side, freeing her of his weight and his warmth.

			She whimpered and rolled with him. “Where are you going?”

			“The condom.” He pulled the covers tightly around her. “Close your eyes and rest. I’ll be back.”

			Even in his absence, his scent lingered, a peaceful blend of the deepest woods and the crisp bite of fresh fallen snow. She let her eyes close once more and inhaled deep. Tucked her knees in tight and delighted in the tranquil moment. The sink turned off and on. Footsteps moved from the bath to the bedroom, followed by the muted chirp of electronics. The soft glow of the bedside lamp that burned behind her eyelids went dark just as the click of the switch sounded.

			And then he was beside her.

			Warm.

			Strong.

			And so very tender yet confident in the way he held her.

			He spooned her tight, his big body wrapped perfectly around hers.

			“Roman?” Just saying that much took everything in her, the lethargy after the release he’d given her dragging her deeper with each second.

			His voice sounded as relaxed as her own, but there was humor behind it, too. “Yes, moya koroleva?”

			Yeah, she wasn’t ever going to get tired of that. Not ever. She forced enough air into her lungs to speak. “Thank you.”

			“For what?”

			Hmm? What were they talking about?

			Oh, right.

			That.

			And she needed to tell him before sleep claimed her completely. “For not giving up on me.”

			“Never.” He brushed his lips against the tender spot behind her ear and his breath ghosted against her skin. “I will never give up on what is mine.”

		
	


		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Stacks of pancakes. An even taller pile of mega-thick Belgian waffles. Mounds of crispy bacon and a platterful of perfectly crisped hash browns. As indulgences went, the Saturday morning breakfast cornucopia laid out on Sergei and Evette’s kitchen table topped Bonnie’s scale of best ways to wake up.

			Granted, it had taken Roman tempting her out of bed with a stout cup of coffee and some physical coaxing of a sexual nature to wake her enough to make it to this point, but wow—was it gonna be worth it.

			She moved in closer and eyed the makeshift buffet, Roman tight behind her back. “This is an insane amount of food,” she whispered quiet enough Olga wouldn’t overhear from the stove.

			“It’s not just for us,” Roman answered just as quietly. “The men are invited as well. Every Saturday morning, Olga makes the most of her kitchen and spoils us all.”

			Spoiled indeed. If the core food wasn’t enough to make an impression, the toppings would leave even the most hardened cynic a reborn optimist. Powdered sugar. Blackberry preserves she’d bet were homemade. Brown sugar and cinnamon. Apple butter. Strawberries, blueberries and Nutella.

			And of course—maple syrup.

			Bonnie grabbed a plate, her once sluggish body perking right up for the sugar high dead ahead. “Well, if all those men are gonna dig in soon, then I guess I better load up in advance.”

			Ten minutes later, she had a huge cup of black coffee and a plateful of bacon and Belgian waffles topped with blackberry jam and whipped cream. She slid into the chair next to Emerson who looked like he’d already mainlined four helpings of chocolate syrup. “What’s up, big man? Long time, no talk.”

			Emerson chuckled like he was in on a secret.

			Bonnie scanned Sergei, Evie, Kir and Cassie already seated at the table. “What’s he so giddy about? I mean, besides the breakfast paradise in the other room.”

			Cassie pursed her mouth in a wry smile and reached for her coffee mug. “Have you looked at yourself in the mirror lately?”

			She rubbed her fingers along one side of her mouth, then the other. Yeah, she’d sampled a little of the toppings before she’d settled on the blackberries, but she wasn’t that big of a pig. “What? Is there something on my face?”

			Roman picked that minute to settle in his own chair and Emerson beamed up at him. “She’s awful happy, Uncle Roman.”

			Somehow, Roman managed a look back at Emerson that was both chastising and thoroughly smug. “A happy woman is the sign of a wise man. You should remember that.”

			From there, it was all chit-chat and laughter. A Saturday morning the likes of which she’d only thought happened in movies and on family sitcoms. Who’d have thought it possible? Bonnie Drummond—being normal, eating good food and talking with a table full of people who weren’t hung over as hell from the night before.

			Talk about your small wonders.

			“So?” Cassie pushed her empty plate enough away from her to rest her elbows on the table and clasped her coffee cup between her palms. “How’s it going with the jewelry stuff?”

			“Mmm.” Bonnie nodded and swallowed a bite of waffle. “It is sooo cool. Eventually, Mr. Frannelly is going to teach me how to make molds for my designs with his fancy software and a 3D printer, but right now I’m learning how to do simpler stuff with this stuff called precious metal clay. You form it into whatever shape you want, put it in a kiln and then poof—you’ve got jewelry. The heat just melts away the clay and leaves the design.”

			“That’s cool,” Evie agreed. “What have you done so far?”

			“A few pendants, and a set of earrings. I probably could have done more, but I don’t want to waste the product he brought me, so I’m going slow.”

			“We will buy more,” Roman said to his plate rather than the table at large.

			“Soon, you will need a storefront,” Kir offered.

			“Oh, and pretty cases to display your stuff on,” Cassie said. “And some advertising. Or maybe booths in some of the local art fairs.”

			Bonnie put down her fork and held up her hands. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Y’all are gettin’ waaay ahead of yourself.”

			“It is never too early to plan your business.” Sergei leaned back in his chair at the head of the table and rested his forearms on the armrests. “If nothing else, it would be good to capture ideas as they come to you. Better that than to try and remember later.”

			“True,” Evie added. “I started doing the same thing when I think of an item we need to carry in one of our clothing lines. If I wait until it’s time to attend a trade fair, it’s harder to remember what we need.”

			“Supplies would be good to track, too,” Cassie said.

			Kir nodded. “And business training.”

			“Eww,” Bonnie said, finally surrendering any hope of cramming more food in her stomach. “Why business training?”

			It was Roman who answered, and while his tone was matter-of-fact, it was clear he was warming up to the discussion. “Because, even if you hire out your office duties, you need sufficient knowledge to review their work and confirm they are not stealing from you.”

			Oh.

			Well, that made sense. Unfortunately, she didn’t have a prayer of remembering any of the stuff they were sharing once the sugar high hit. “Hang on.” She pushed away from the table and headed for the kitchen where she’d left her backpack. “Let me get my computer.”

			Thirty minutes later, she had a hell of a list. Everything from training she should consider, to digital storefronts and marketing ideas. She stared at her computer screen, a mix of delight and absolute terror stirring all the food she’d eaten in a slightly disturbing way. “Holy crap. Am I really going to do this?”

			“Yes,” Roman said. And it wasn’t just a gentle statement either. More of a pronouncement punctuated with the same finality as a Supreme Court judge.

			“Are we done yet?” Emerson asked. With his arms crossed on the table and his chin on his forearms, he looked like he’d just endured an hour-long dissertation on geometric principles.

			Bonnie couldn’t blame him. Her head was about to explode, too. “You know what? I think we are.” She looked to Roman. “Got any issue with hanging around long enough for me to decompress with some Minecraft with the big man?”

			Roman shook his head. “No. I have updates for Sergei on André’s and need Kir to run background checks on a new employee.”


			“Cool.” She winked at Emerson and hit the save button on her Word doc. “Let me save this puppy and we’ll find a good place to chill and do some mining.”

			She was just about to close her laptop when an error message fired back at her.

			Your disk is almost full.

			What the hell?

			She tried again and got the same message.

			Roman leaned over for a look at the screen. “What is wrong?”


			“It says the disk is full and won’t let me save the document.” She glanced up at Cassie then tried again. “This thing was mostly empty when you gave it to me, wasn’t it?”

			“I refreshed it,” Kir said. “There were only OS and basic application files. You had a terabyte of free storage.”

			The same message popped up.

			“Well, apparently, I don’t anymore.”

			Kir stood and came around behind her. When a few clicks of the mouse wouldn’t give him what he wanted, he took the whole machine and sat back down at the table. In less than a minute, he stopped typing and frowned, looking up. “Someone’s partitioned the hard drive. The primary was left with almost no storage. The other is completely full of data.”

			Sergei uncrossed his legs and leaned forward. “What kind of data?”

			Roman stood and rounded the table, planting himself squarely behind Kir.

			Kir scanned the screen, his fingers moving wickedly fast atop the keyboard. “Hard to tell for sure, but it looks like...financial data.” His gaze cut to Bonnie. “Where did this come from?”

			“I don’t know. The only thing I’ve ever used it for is surfing the web and email. Except for when I tried to do that iMovie thing and almost chucked the whole computer out the window.”

			Everyone around the table got eerily silent, waiting for Kir to figure out what the heck was going on.

			Olga stepped into the opening and scanned the lot of them. “What is wrong?”

			“Uncle Kir is fixing Aunt Bonnie’s computer,” Emerson said. “She broke it.”

			“I did not.”

			“Well, it’s not working.”

			Evette tapped her son on the shoulder. “Emerson, cool it. Give Kir some quiet to work.” She shifted her attention to Olga. “Everything go okay with the men?”

			“Yes, all the food is gone.” She held up a phone and looked to Bonnie. “But Miss Bonnie left her phone on the counter. It has been ringing for half an hour.”

			“My phone?” She scooted her chair back and hurried to retrieve it. “My phone never rings anymore.”

			Before she could wrap her hand around the casing, Roman beat her to it. He thumbed open the screen. “Not a call from your contacts.” Not waiting for any direction or permission from her, he punched the accept button. Whoever was on the other end answered mighty quick because Roman all but barked, “Who is this?”

			He frowned at the floor, listening, then slid his attention to Bonnie. Slowly, as though he wasn’t sure of the wisdom in handing the device back to her, he murmured, “Jennette Simpson.”

			Her brother’s girlfriend? That was seriously weird. “How’d she get this number?”

			Roman twisted for a direct view of his brothers. “A good question.”

			“I’m on it.” Leaving Bonnie’s laptop behind, Kir rose and strode from the room.

			Evette leaned over and whispered something into Emerson’s ear. He nodded and left the room without a backward glance.

			Bonnie stared at the now empty entry for a solid handful of seconds, then lifted the phone to her ear. “Hey, Jennette. What’s up?”

			“It’s your brother. We gotta talk.”

			Her heart kicked hard enough it hurt and her knees got weak. “Right. Okay. Um...” Roman must’ve figured out she was close to keeling over, because within one strained breath, she found a chair pushed behind her knees and her ass solidly planted in it a second later. She let out a shaky exhale. “What about him?”

			“No, not on the phone. Come to the place I work—Froyo Fruitti over on St. Thomas Street.”

			“Wait—what? Since when do you work there? I thought you were working at the Sonic in Dad’s neighborhood.”

			Jennette paused a beat, then answered, “Oh, no. Got me a new job. Cleaner and easier, that’s for damned sure. Now are you comin’ or not?”

			From the stern glare on Roman’s face, she was thinking not. At least not without an army alongside her. “Um, sure. Roman and I can be there in maybe thirty minutes.”

			“You mean that big guy that was at your house? Oh, no. I ain’t talkin’ to him. Or anyone else but you. Just you, okay? I’m only callin’ as a friend. I don’t want in the middle of Kevin’s shit any more than I already am.”

			Now that was an odd thing to say. How the heck was Jennette in the middle of anything? And an even bigger question—how the hell was she ever gonna talk to Jennette without muscle in tow? “Is this the best number to reach you?”

			“It’s the shop number, so yeah. But I’m only here until six.”

			“Okay. Let me figure something out, and I’ll head that way.” She ended the call and stared up at Roman. “She says she knows something about Kevin, but she didn’t want to talk about it on the phone...”

			“Good,” Roman said with a decisive nod. “We will go to see her.”

			“...but she doesn’t want me to bring anyone.”

			Roman stared down at her. “No. Unacceptable.”

			“But Roman—”


			Kir re-entered the room with his own computer in hand. “It’s a forward from her old number.”

			“Well, that makes sense, at least,” Evie said, then shifted her focus to Bonnie. “She could have gotten that from anyone you or your brother know right?”

			“Probably from the Dusty Dog,” Bonnie added. She looked up at Roman. “Seriously, I don’t see what the harm is. If she knows something about my brother, then I’ve got to talk to her.”

			“And risk your safety?”

			“Did you see her?” Bonnie fired back. “She weighs barely over a hundred and has zero muscle. I’m pretty sure I could take her if it came to that.”

			“And what if it is a trap?” The question came from Sergei, calmly sitting in his chair at the other end of the room with one leg crossed over the other. Unlike the passion she’d put behind her own words, his were deceptively calm. “What if someone put her up to drawing you out?”

			“Who?”

			His gaze stayed locked on hers, deadly serious. “Whoever has your family.”

			A kick to the gut couldn’t have hurt any worse. Couldn’t have sucked the air out of her lungs with any greater efficiency.

			Roman crouched in front of her and lowered his voice. “They tried to get you once. You have been under protection ever since. If they want another chance, they know they’ll have to draw you out.”

			“But with Jennette? How would they know she and Kevin had a thing?”

			“Maybe Kevin gave them her name,” Cassie said.

			Not taking his eyes off her, Roman added, “Or they saw her when she came to your father’s house.”

			Completely out of nowhere, Kir cut into the conversation. “What day were they taken?”

			So caught off guard by the question, it took a whole lot of redirecting mental resources and finger counting before Bonnie wrangled an answer. “Monday. January 20th.”

			Kir looked up from the screen. “Do you remember anything happening two days before that?”

			“Umm...that’s a Saturday, right? So, I’d have been working at the bar. I didn’t see Kevin that night.”

			Motioning to the laptop, Kir said, “That is the day the partition was created and the data added.”

			Bonnie frowned. She never used her computer at work. She never had the time and...wait a minute. “I didn’t have my computer that night. I loaned it to Kevin about three days before that. I guess that would have been around the 14th or 15th.”

			“He asked for it?” Cassie asked.

			“Yeah. He’s always trying to figure out how to make an easy buck, and he wanted to give writing app front ends a go. He said it’s a lot easier when you’ve got a Mac. He gave it back to me the day they disappeared.”

			Kir looked to Roman, who slowly straightened to his full height. Then to Sergei.

			Sergei nodded. “Figure out what the data is and who it’s tied to. Whoever has her family will be at the other end of the thread.”

			“Can we do that?” Bonnie said.

			Not taking his eyes off the laptop, Kir typed something and nodded his head.

			“How long will it take?”

			Sighing, Kir reclined against his seat back and shook his head. “It is hard to say. If these are account numbers as I suspect, we can run traces, but the process can be unpredictable.”

			Bonnie stood. “Then we go see Jennette in the meantime.”

			“No,” Roman said. “They want you. Or the computer. We will wait and let Kir find the connection.”

			“Knox could help us, too,” Evie offered. “Add some firepower to see if we can get there faster.”

			“Seriously?” Bonnie let her gaze linger on every person in the room. “You’re telling me any of you would be satisfied with sitting around waiting for some techno geniuses to connect the dots if you could talk to a person who says they have information now? I don’t buy it. Not for a second.” She glared up at Roman. “Least of all you. You’d be gone already, armed to the teeth like Rambo and snarling the whole way there.”

			Roman stared down at her, his lips pressed together so tight they were white. She was right, and he knew it, even if he couldn’t pry his mouth apart enough to admit it.

			She nodded. “Good. Glad you’re at least man enough to own it. Now, are you going to help me figure out how to visit Jennette and be safe about it? Or would you rather close your eyes, count to ten and give me a head start?”

			A low frightening sound rumbled from his chest and the tension in his neck and shoulders looked downright painful. Behind his eyes, it sure looked like he was scavenging for any last-ditch reasoning to talk her out of what she wanted. About a half minute later, he dipped his head in a terse nod, then faced Sergei and Kir. “Call Knox. Add whoever we can to trace the accounts faster. Then—we plan.”

		
	


		
			Chapter Twenty

			Roman didn’t like this. At all. It was a fool’s errand. Both his head and his gut acknowledged it as such, but there was no reasoning with passion, and his woman had a wealth of it. Her family might have caused her much pain, disappointment and frustration in her lifetime, but they were hers and she was ready to protect them as such.

			She’d been right to call him out. Had used the one argument he had no hope or right in arguing against. Then she’d followed it with good sense and allowed Roman, Kir and Sergei time to plan for as many eventualities as possible.

			He couldn’t have guaranteed he’d have shown the same reason had the situation been reversed. No one would ever touch his family.

			God help the fool who tried.

			In the passenger seat beside him, Bonnie stared out the windshield, eerily still and keenly focused. They’d taken every precaution. Fitted her in a Kevlar vest. Added a tracking device to her jacket and given her a wireless headset so that they could communicate with her once she disappeared from sight. Men had scouted the building inside and out and found no signs of suspicious activities. And while Bonnie would go in alone, two other men Jennette wouldn’t recognize would go in before her under the guise of making purchases.

			But it wasn’t enough.

			And short of blindfolding her, tying her hands and locking her in a room, he was powerless to do anything else to protect her.

			He parked parallel on the street and left his wheels turned for a fast escape. “I will ask you one last time—reconsider. If not for me, then for your brother and your father. They might not do things the way you want them to, but they would not want to live with your life on their hands.”

			And I cannot fathom a life without you in it.

			She twisted her head enough to meet his stare, and from the pain in her eyes, it looked as though she’d intuited his unspoken thought. “If this is the wrong move, then it’s on me. Not them.” She paused a beat and softened her voice. “And not you either.”

			Ah, but it would be. He’d never once ignored his instincts, and everything in him told him to put his truck in drive and leave right now, whether she liked it or not.

			She put her hand on the handle, ready to open it.

			“Wait,” he said before she could. He turned off the engine and unbuckled his seat belt. “She said she wanted to talk to you alone. She did not say I could not walk you in.”

			“Roman—”

			“No. This is non-negotiable. I will wait outside. She will not see me, but I will still be close if you need me.”

			Maybe it was wishful thinking, but it seemed her expression softened enough to show gratitude. She sighed on a heavy exhale. “I’m stubborn. Not stupid. So, okay. Just stay out of sight so she doesn’t freak out and clam up.”

			At a little after four o’clock on a Saturday afternoon, the traffic on St. Thomas Street was steady, but not as busy as it would be in another four or five hours. The parking lot the frozen yogurt shop shared with other businesses sat like a dead-end alley between two buildings, most of the spaces full save for a handful.

			“Remember,” Roman said low enough so his voice wouldn’t carry. “Move quickly. Ask your questions and get out. Do not let her take you anywhere. Stay in plain sight. Preferably at the counter.”

			“Right. Got it.”

			They headed toward the building, the gun hidden in the holster beneath Roman’s jacket a welcome weight. Bright blue skies stretched overhead, but the sun was less than half an hour from sinking behind the building at the far end of the parking lot and casting them all in shadows.

			A dark gray 4Runner pulled into the U-shaped parking lot, moving slowly. A man sat behind the wheel. Younger. Early to mid-twenties. He seemed relaxed and focused on finding a parking spot.

			Roman put himself between the buildings on their left and the cars on his right.

			The 4Runner slowed and signaled for a spot.

			Behind them another car pulled in.

			No, not a car. The Froyo van with its ridiculous logo of a frozen yogurt cone dressed up like a Brazilian dancer.

			Forty more feet at most and she’d be inside. The back exit was covered by Kir and Sergei. He’d have the front.

			Just ahead of them, the Froyo van had no choice but to stop, waiting for the 4Runner to get its awaited spot.

			Two more steps and a gunshot rang out. High and on his right.

			Roman spun toward the sound and pulled his firearm, keeping his body in front of Bonnie. The sun slanted across the parking lot, blinding him from the shooter.

			A car door slammed.

			Another gunshot.

			Roman urged Bonnie back toward the street, but a brown sedan whipped into the parking lot and blocked them in.

			The Froyo van door opened.


			And just like that four men were on him. He landed a shot to the first man’s leg. A second to another man’s shoulder. Before he could fire a third, one of their attackers kicked his gun from his hand.

			Footsteps sounded on the asphalt. Either his men closing in or more enemies to replace the others. He couldn’t stop to evaluate. Could only keep himself between Bonnie and his adversaries and fight for all he was worth.

			Bonnie shouted behind him. “No!”

			He whirled on instinct, ready to engage—but caught the butt of a shotgun to the temple.

			Everything stopped. Rattled and echoed in what seemed like slow motion as the world tilted and his body slammed against the pavement.

			And then, there was nothing.

		
	


		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			Bonnie leaned against the hotel bed’s padded headboard, re-crossed her ankles atop the thick down comforter beneath her and crossed her arms over her chest. She hated sitting still. Hated any form of idleness. But having absolutely nothing to do but pretend the four-star digs around her weren’t a prison cell and stare at a hotel television was brutal. Especially, with the awful reruns that played at five o’clock in the morning.

			Not that she’d been able to really watch anything. Her thoughts were too tied up in how Roman was. On the dazed and pained look on his face as he’d fallen to the pavement and imagining how furious he’d be when he woke up.

			You mean if he wakes up.

			No. She couldn’t think about that possibility. He would wake up. Roman was made of tough stuff. If nothing else, he’d come to and find her just to give her hell for insisting on talking to Jennette.

			Jennette.

			“Hmmph,” she scoffed to the room at large.

			The guard sitting in the chair just inside her door cocked an eyebrow at her like she was nuts.

			Bonnie didn’t care. Jennette had set them up. Had all but confessed as much when she’d begged and pleaded with the guys who’d thrown her in the van behind Bonnie, screaming that she’d made a deal with someone named Rossi. What that deal entailed, Bonnie had no clue. What she did know was that Jennette hadn’t been hauled into the hotel with Bonnie, so if she was still breathing at this point, it would be a miracle.

			Served the bitch right.

			She uncrossed her ankles then crossed them the other way. Fuck but it was cold in here. The first thing the jerks who’d nabbed her had done was scan her for tracking devices, leaving her sans one jacket. The headset had been jerked out of her ear and tossed out the window, too.

			“You should sleep,” her guard said. He wasn’t a big guy—at least not compared to Roman—but Bonnie wasn’t about to fuck with him either. Pure evil shone behind his black eyes, the effect made more prominent by the sharp edges of his cheeks, nose and jaw.

			Bonnie shook her head and slunked a little lower against the headboard. “Like that’s gonna happen.” She rolled her head to meet his stare. “You seriously think I’m gonna strip and get all cozy under the covers while some crazy dude who snatched me off the street watches?” She scoffed again and focused on the television. “Fat fucking chance.”

			In her periphery, the guard shrugged. “Up to you.”

			Up to you.

			What kind of bullshit answer was that, anyway? She cocked her head and looked at him again. “Where the hell’s my brother and my dad? I know you’ve got ’em, so I wanna see ’em.”

			The man gave her the same creepy smirk he’d aimed at her after her last four tirades. “In case it’s escaped your attention, Miss Drummond. You’re not in a position to demand anything. You’re comfortable. You have food. Protection. You should consider yourself lucky.”

			Lucky.

			If she could find something with a sharp point or a cutting edge on it, she’d show him lucky.

			Asshole.

			She focused on her breathing.

			One slow, long inhale.

			One long exhale.

			Everything would be okay. Roman would find her. Even without the tracking device. He was crafty. Tenacious.

			Assuming he was okay.

			God, would he hate her after this?

			Well, I hate you now, her conscience said. Why the hell didn’t you listen to him?

			A good question. A solid one actually. Roman had been dealing with bad guys the vast majority of his life. He’d tried to tell her not to fall for it, but nooooo. She just had to get up in the middle of his giving a shit and have her say.

			Bad. Freaking. Idea.

			She huffed out a sharp breath. What the hell. She’d made it this long giving the jerk by the door all kinds of grief. One more round wouldn’t hurt. “Hey. Mean dude.”

			Her guard met her stare, but kept his silence.

			“Where’s your boss? Rossi or whatever his name is.”

			Her guard’s eyes narrowed to menacing slits and his voice dropped to an eerie pitch. “You would be wise to forget that name. Jennette should have as well.” He paused all of one heartbeat. “She’ll pay for sharing it.”

			Not good.

			Not good at all.

			Still, Bonnie kept her face impassive the same way she would facing down a bar fight about to erupt. “Whatever. I don’t care what his name is, but I wanna talk to him. Now.”

			Surprise flared on his face. “Is that so?”

			“Yes. And I want him to bring my family with him. If he’s gonna keep me against my will, the least he can do is show his pansy ass and give me some damned answers.”

			The man’s mouth twitched, but he pulled his phone from his pant pocket. “You’ve got a lot of fire, Miss Drummond. You’d better hope you don’t end up burned.”

			He typed something on his screen, then seemed to do a good two or three minutes’ worth of texting someone before tucking the phone back in his pocket.

			“Well?” Bonnie said.

			“Don’t push your luck. Maybe you could be smart instead and use your spare time to pray.”

			Yep. Definitely an asshole. If Roman did manage to find her, she was gonna ask if he’d be up for letting her get a few punches in before he gutted the dude.

			She sighed and waited.

			And worried.

			And yeah, she threw a few prayers in, too. Not that she figured God was in much of a mind to help her at this point. He’d given her a homerun lottery introducing her to Roman and Cassie and everyone else in their family, and look what she’d done with it.

			Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

			The six o’clock morning news came on.

			Then the seven o’clock edition.

			Not a single word about the incident yesterday afternoon was reported. Actually, nothing of interest was reported—which was really saying something for New Orleans on a Sunday morning. Usually, someone somewhere got up to no good over the weekend.

			But today it was all fluff. An agricultural story. A tour of a local art gallery. A freaking cooking segment.

			Suddenly, the guard stood. He moved his chair a good three feet from the door then braced his feet hip width apart and clasped his hands loosely in front of him.

			“What’s going on?” Bonnie stood as well, her joints and muscles aching from the fight she’d given her captors the day before and the lack of movement all night.

			The guard ignored her, his blank stare locked onto the thick red curtains drawn over the windows.

			A click sounded on the room’s lock a second before it opened. Another of the men who’d taken her walked through first, holding the door ajar. Two more stood on either side of the jam in the hallway, each of them mirroring the same alert, yet impassive posture as the asshole who’d watched her all night.

			A second later, Kevin stumbled through the door as though someone had pushed him. “All right! All right!” he barked back at them, clearly not registering Bonnie’s presence. Not a big shock though, considering what his face looked like. It was more black, blue and green than it was white, and a few scabbed over cuts marked one cheekbone and the side of his mouth.

			“Kevin...” She hurried to him, but stopped on a harsh gasp when two guards half carried, half frog-marched her father in. They set him on the end of the closest double bed and retreated to the hall without a word.

			“Dad!” She steadied him with a grip on his shoulders and twisted to Kevin. “Jesus Christ, you both look like shit.”

			A new man she’d never seen before strolled through the door and the guards pulled it shut behind him. “This is what happens when people don’t cooperate with me, Miss Drummond.”

			Great. Another smug asshole. Just what she needed.

			Bonnie straightened and squared her shoulders. “Are you the one who did this?”

			Asshole #2 stopped well out of reaching distance. His guards moved in on either side of him as though they expected her to lunge for the new man’s throat. Smart, because she was ready to throttle someone after too damned much time alone with her thoughts.

			“My name,” the man said, “is Erick Rossi. You know as well as I do, your father’s health is failing. I do not beat on dying men. But your brother? Yes, I’m responsible for his condition. A consequence he earned by his foolish actions.”

			Bonnie spun to Kevin. “What the hell did you do?”

			“He tried to blackmail me,” Erick said. “Tried to steal more money from me after a job I paid him quite handsomely for.” He cocked his head. “I don’t take kindly to blackmail, Miss Drummond. Do you?”

			“Boy, you’ve got shit for brains! What the hell were you thinking?”

			“You can call me whatever the hell you want, but if you think Bonnie’s gonna have enough to bail you out with Pauley, you’re out of your mind.”

			The argument between her father and Kevin came back crystal clear in a blink.

			“This is what you two were fighting about?” she said to Kevin.

			Kevin shrugged, but for the first time in Bonnie’s life, her brother looked like he had zero fight left in him. “What the hell else was I supposed to do?” He jerked his hand toward their dad, whose head was down. As it was, it seemed it took everything in him to stay upright. “He needs a fucking liver. The only way to get one at this point is black market. Were you gonna be able to pay for something like that?”

			“Um, no. I’d have done the right thing, told him to lay off the booze and tried to get him on a legit donor list.”

			“He ain’t gonna do that!” Kevin fired back.

			A garbled laugh that was closer to a gurgling cough ripped up her dad’s throat. “Damn right I’m not.”

			“Jesus,” Bonnie said to no one in particular. “You’re both fucking stubborn idiots.”

			“Indeed,” Erick said, suddenly deciding to chime in. “So, as you can see, I’ve merely taken measures to protect myself from your brother’s actions. Nothing more. Nothing less.”

			“Oh, don’t give me that shit,” Bonnie said, stepping forward before she could check the action.

			Erick’s guards pressed closer, and one of them pulled a gun out of his holster.

			Bonnie backpedaled enough to get the guy to lower his gun, but kept on going. “Don’t go making this about you being a victim. You beat the shit out of an idiot who clearly doesn’t have good sense and sent men after me. Not once, but twice. And trashed my freaking apartment. That doesn’t make you innocent. That makes you a power-hungry douche!”


			Erick’s mouth twitched as though he found her pathetically humorous. “I don’t care what it makes me. Business is business, Miss Drummond. For your sake, I hope the Russian you’ve been so familiar with of late appreciates that reality more than you and your family have.” He smirked and cast disapproving leers at Kevin and her dad. “Enjoy your time catching up.”

			With that, he turned and left the room, his guards filing out into the hallway with him—including the one who’d watched her all night.

			“’Bout damned time,” her father grumbled as soon as the door closed behind them. “Thought the lot of you were gonna talk me to the grave.” He started to stand, but fell back on his ass before he’d made it fully upright.

			Bonnie caught him before he fell all the way to his back. “What the heck are you trying to do?”

			“Tryin’ to get where I can look at the two of ya so I’m not lyin’ on my back.”

			Kevin limped toward the bed and tried to heft their dad upright. “He’s gotta be propped up. All that fluid’s building up, and he can’t breathe if he lies flat.”

			Right. That made sense.

			Grabbing ahold of her dad’s other arm, she added her weight to the process. “Better?” she said once they got him so his back was up against the headboard and his legs stretched out in front of him.

			He nodded, but the way his breath was rattling in and out of his lungs, you’d have thought they’d made him sprint a mile under water. “Yeah. Better.”

			Behind her, the mattress of the other bed groaned as if slowly taking on weight. Bonnie twisted and found Kevin curling up on his side in a fetal position facing away from them.

			She sat on the bed next to her dad. “Looks like you’re not the only one in a bad place.”

			Buzz huffed out a rough exhale. “He’s gonna hurt like hell for a week or two, but he’ll live. Those guys know what they’re doing. Broke a few ribs and probably rattled his brain more than they should’ve, but they weren’t out to kill him.” He shook his head and looked at his boy. “Fucking idiot.”

			Harsh words considering how Kevin had paid for his actions, but there was love behind the statement, too. A kind of you might be an idiot, but you’re my idiot tone.

			Bonnie let out a sigh and squeezed her dad’s hand. “I’m sorry we got you into this.”

			He smiled, but it lacked any energy. “You didn’t get me into anything. And I’m the one that’s sorry.” His gaze got distant and a sadness that broke her heart settled over his face. “Made a lot of bad decisions in my life. Didn’t think about how my shit was gonna rub off on the two of you.” He shook his head and huffed out another broken chuckle. “But it sure rubbed off. Wouldn’t be here right now if I’d done better. About a lot of things.”

			Bonnie blinked. Several times. As though the physical act might somehow bring clarity to his words. Her father wasn’t a reflective man. Never had been. At least not without the aid of a whole lot of booze and none of his friends around to keep his mind off dangerous thoughts.

			“I owe you an apology,” he said so low it was almost a whisper. “I wronged you and your brother. Taught your brother how to find the easy way outta everything and you how to be afraid.”

			That last tidbit stabbed a little too close for comfort. “I’m not afraid.”

			“Yeah, ya are. You keep people at a distance. Keep to your schedule and watch every penny so you don’t have to risk bein’ like the fools you grew up with. Can’t blame you for it. You did the best you could with what ya had to work with, but that doesn’t mean I’m proud for puttin’ you in that place.”

			Holy shit.

			He’d really thought about this. Meant every word he’d said.

			The realization and the awe that went with it rattled through her with all the finesse of a giant gong. So much so, she wasn’t entirely comfortable with the topic. “Well, one of us had to pinch a few pennies,” she joked. “The extra money came in handy a few times, you know?”

			His mouth hardened more than Bonnie thought he’d have the strength for. “Not proud of that either. The way you save money, you oughta have a tidy savings by now. Be done with college and doin’ something you love. I stole that from you. So did your brother.”

			He swallowed hard and looked straight in her eyes. “I’m dyin’, kiddo. It’s gonna happen. Soon.” His gaze slid to Kevin, who was either already dozing off or had completely given up, then back to Bonnie. “Hard not to face dyin’ without seein’ the things I was too stubborn to before. I put you in a bad place. Lots of times. Your mom and brother did, too. I can’t fix it. But I can tell you I’m sorry for it.”

			Five minutes.

			They’d talked five minutes at most. Traded maybe a dozen or more sentences.

			But it was like opening a window in a smoke choked room to the relief of a bright spring day. Cleansing. Fresh. Hopeful.

			“I...” Words wouldn’t come. Hell, thoughts wouldn’t either. There was just emotion. A huge wave of it that clogged the base of her throat and drew tears to her eyes. “I don’t know what to say.”

			“Nothing to say. Not for you anyway.” He frowned and jerked his head toward the door. “Except for explaining what that Rossi jerkoff said.”

			Her mind went blank, the context of her conversation with Erick refusing to come back online after everything her father had said. “About what?”

			“He said somethin’ about you bein’ familiar with a Russian. What’s that about?”

			“Oh. That.” Talk about your can of worms. If she’d been tongue-tied before, now she was just struck stupid. What the heck was she supposed to say? Or for that matter, not supposed to say? “He’s my...well, he’s my boyfriend.”

			Probably not the definition Roman would have agreed with, but in light of the situation and her father’s health, explaining more likely wasn’t the wisest course of action.

			“You got a man?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Since when?”

			Since Kevin screwed up and got everyone in this mess.

			Again, not a good message no matter how accurate. “It’s newer. Good, though.”

			“Good like that same ass wipe who stole from ya?”

			A sharp bark of laughter ripped up her throat, startling Kevin enough to make him moan. Bonnie shook her head. “Roman’s nothing like him. Actually, nothing like anyone I’ve dated before. He’s smart. Made a life for himself out of nothing. Has a really good family that’s been super good to me through all of this and has helped me try to find you guys.”

			His eyes narrowed. “He good to you?”

			Warmth blossomed inside her and that same groundedness she always felt around Roman settled in her belly. “Really good.” She ducked her head and chuckled, thinking of the afternoon after she’d met Mr. Frannelly. “He took me to a restaurant earlier this week. Had the cook make me three different kinds of grilled cheese sandwiches just because he knew it was my favorite.”

			“No shit!” Her dad smiled and patted her hand. “I might like this guy.”

			“Yeah, you’d like him. A lot.”

			Actually, he’d love Roman. Though, she kind of dreaded her dad finding out how Roman had also rented out the entire five-star restaurant to get her those grilled cheese sandwiches. Her dad might be sorry for how he’d raised her, but finding out a man she was serious about was loaded was like taking a newly recovering alcoholic to the bar.

			“You think he’ll find a way to get Erick to let us out of here?” her dad said.

			Oh, he’d find a way. Even if he did it with guns blazing. “Yeah.” She sighed, suddenly more tired than she’d been in weeks. “He’ll find a way.”

			Her dad tilted his head and studied her face. “When’s the last time you slept?”

			“Hell, I don’t know.” The clock on the nightstand showed 8:34 a.m. “Got up yesterday around this time, so about twenty-four hours, I guess.”

			Her dad patted the mattress next to him. “How about you lay down and get some rest while you got a chance. Nobody’s botherin’ us right now. Best thing you can do is rest up for when you need some energy.”

			“What about you?”

			He laughed at that. A sad laugh that was more irony and pain than what he probably realized, but a laugh all the same. “Got enough sleep comin’ my way. Right now, I want my girl to lay down and take a load off. I’ll wake you up if I hear someone comin’.”

			He was right. God only knew what they’d have to deal with in the future, and if she wanted to be ready, she’d be smart to sleep.

			She crawled onto the other side of the bed, piled up the pillows and lay down on her side. “You sure you’re okay?”

			With a contented sigh, he patted her arm. “Yeah, kiddo. Best I’ve been in a real long time.”

		
	


		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			One punch against the heavy bag. Then another. Over and over until the ache in Roman’s arms, shoulders and chest disappeared and there was nothing but the raw fury seething inside him. Seventeen hours since Bonnie had been taken. Too long since he’d heard her cry out and failed to keep her safe.

			Someone was going to die.

			Brutally.

			All he needed was a name and a location. Then he’d get his woman back and annihilate the kozel who’d dared to touch her. Who’d foolishly ordered the attack that had put bullets into two of their soldiers.

			He would have his vengeance.

			For Bonnie.

			For Luke and Sam. Even for poor Jennette who’d been hauled out of the business the same time Bonnie had been taken.

			But it wouldn’t negate his failure.

			He’d known better. Had caved to his koroleva’s desires rather than listen to his instincts. Had made too many assumptions about their opponent and failed to put enough men on standby. For all of those reasons, he deserved to suffer. To bleed until he could bring Bonnie home.

			In the mirror opposite him, Evette stepped into the doorway of Sergei’s private gym, leaned one shoulder against the jam and crossed her arms against her chest. “I don’t think this is what the doctor meant by rest.”

			Roman ignored her and kept punching, every impact jolting lightning bolts up his arms.

			“Roman, seriously. You’ve got a concussion. A really bad one. If you want to be ready when Kir and Knox figure out who’s behind this, you need to calm down and rest.”

			With a roar and a wide hook, he nailed the bag one last time and spun on his vor’s wife. “I will not rest.”

			Evette didn’t even flinch, just looked at him with a droll stare that said his anger didn’t faze her. “Won’t, or can’t?”

			“What difference does it make?”

			She shrugged and straightened. “I don’t know. Maybe nothing. But it seems to me now is a smart time for self-awareness. I guarantee you, Bonnie’s already suffering because she knows she flew off the handle. We don’t need you doing the same.”

			“She is not to blame. I am.”

			With a sigh, she padded forward, grabbed a hand towel from the neatly stacked pile near the weights and tossed it to him. “Of course, you’d see it that way. You being the big strong man and all.”

			He caught the towel just before it smacked him in the face, but let it dangle from his grip. “What is that supposed to mean?”

			“That you’re kinda being a thick-headed goof, that’s what.”

			His head snapped back and the gruesome headache that had plagued him ever since he’d woken on the asphalt to find Bonnie and the van gone sent shards of pain through his temples and neck. Bohze, but the women in this family were fearless. Too much so at times. “It is my job to protect my woman. No one else’s.”

			“Yeah, but you can’t protect people from themselves.” She stopped right in front of him. “Bonnie said it herself—she was either going to do this with you or without you. You chose the lesser of two evils and did the best you could.”

			“I could have stopped her.”

			“Maybe. But you’d have risked her resenting you. And let’s not kid ourselves. This job was big. Sergei said whoever was behind it, can’t be from around here. They were thorough, well armed and well trained, and you guys have already shut down anyone in Louisiana or Texas with those capabilities. If they hadn’t gotten Bonnie this time, they’d have found another approach and maybe put more of us at risk.”

			Roman tried to process what she was saying, but his mind wouldn’t focus. His body was too strung out. Too wired to do anything but keep moving. “You are trying to console my conscience, but it is not that straightforward.”

			“Okay, then try this on for size. How the hell are you going to be ready to deal with whatever we’ve got in front of us to get her back if you’re wasted physically from beating the crap out of that bag?”

			She was right. Logically, he knew it. Acknowledged that they were dealing with a far savvier crew than he’d engaged with the first night Bonnie had been attacked.

			But the pain twisting his insides was intolerable. A torture unlike anything he’d ever experienced. His voice cracked when he spoke. “I must do something.”

			“Fine, then go check on Luke or Sam. Or just keep moving around the house if you can’t stay still, but don’t wear yourself out before it’s time. You’re going to need your energy and a level head.”

			His chest rose and fell on each heavy exhalation, and the nausea he’d yet to shake roiled in his stomach. “Has Kir said anything?”

			She shook her head. “He’s still locked down on a conference call with Knox in Sergei’s office, but as soon as he knows something, you’ll be the first one he finds.”

			Which meant more waiting.

			More time for his mind to conjure up what Bonnie might be facing alone.

			“Roman.” Evette inched closer and placed her hand above his heart. “Bonnie is a strong woman. She’s had to be her whole life. If anyone can make it through this, she can. And frankly, I’d put good money on her driving whoever has her insane before it’s all over.”

			The truth in Evette’s words struck deep. Enough so a begrudging smile tugged one corner of his mouth. His woman was fierce. Bold and brave. A queen in every sense of the word. Whoever had her wanted something and, until they had it, Bonnie would no doubt make them pay for what they’d done in her own unique way.

			He nodded and wiped the sweat from his face. “You are right. I will shower and go to Luke and Sam.”

			Evette smiled and opened her mouth as if to speak, but closed it and followed the sound of his phone ringing from the side of the room.

			Roman stalked to it.

			Unknown number.

			“Is it Kir?” Evette asked from behind him.

			“No.” He slid his thumb across the screen to answer. “Hello?”

			“Mr. Kozlov.” A man’s voice. One he didn’t recognize.

			He faced Evette and for the first time since lunch the day before, his heart kicked with something not fueled by dread. “Who is this?”

			The man cleared his throat. “I am the person who has someone you hold very dear.”

			Roman turned to Evette and motioned for her to follow as he strode out of the gym to the main house. The fact that he kept his voice level while he ate up the precious distance to Sergei’s office was nothing short of a miracle. “You have Bonnie.”

			“I do. She’s very...” The man paused a moment and a wry smile crept into his voice, “opinionated.”

			Roman cut to the chase and stormed through the kitchen to the stairway beyond. “Release her to me unharmed, and I will spare you.”

			It was a lie and, given the answering chuckle Roman received, the man knew it, too. “Come now, Mr. Kozlov. I am not like the amateurs you deal with every day. It may bolster your confidence to believe you can hurt me or my men, but we both know I’ve already proven that taking me out will be a challenge.”

			Nearly to the top of the stairs, Roman growled his response. “Do not underestimate me. I have much experience when it comes to challenges.”

			“Yes. You and your colleagues all hail from Russia and grew up in a life similar to mine. My men tell me you have quite a reputation as an assassin. But it is hard for you to kill someone you don’t know how to find, isn’t it?”

			Roman barged into Sergei’s office, drawing both Kir and Sergei’s attention at once. Roman motioned for Kir to mute Knox’s voice coming through the speaker phone then answered with all the certainty in him. “I will find you, and when I do, hell will rain down on you and your men. Or you can simply give me my bride now and save all of your lives.”

			The man sighed. A long suffering one that said he was weary of the whole ordeal altogether. “Let’s not beat our chests. It’s an unnecessary action considering we both want something and are in a position to make a simple exchange.”

			“And what is it you want?”

			Sergei stood slowly and rounded his desk.

			Kir typed something on his keyboard, then reclined against his seat back and crossed his arms in front of him, watching Roman.

			“You want your fiancée. I want her computer and for you and your family to stay out of my affairs. Completely.”

			“And her family?”

			“If you can keep them in line and out of my business, then I’ll give them to you as well. Though, if I hear one word about either of them talking, they won’t live long enough to speak again.”

			The scheme Bonnie had overheard her brother and father talking about the day they’d been taken—clearly, he’d decided to strong-arm someone who not only didn’t like being backed into a corner, but had the means to cut the head off a threatening snake. “They will not talk. If they do, you are welcome to them.”

			The man grunted. “Yes, I can see where you’d be less inclined to offer them your protection. Idiots.” He paused a moment and movement sounded in the background. “There is a warehouse on Jourdan Road. The street address is 6202, but there is a gate at the far end. It will be left open tonight. Be there promptly at midnight with the computer in your possession and we will make our exchange.”

			“We will be there.”

			“By we I assume Mr. Petrovyh and Mr. Vasilek will be accompanying you.”

			“Of course. This is my pakhan’s city. Why would he not be present?” It was a subtle dig—a reminder of who was on home court and who was not.

			“Hmm.” Another sigh and what sounded like plastic castors on concrete. “That’s a brave risk, the three of you attending together. Though, not surprising. As you will, Mr. Kozlov. We’ll see you tonight. Midnight.”

			With that, the call went silent.

			As soon as Roman lowered the phone from his ear, Sergei engaged. “What do they want?”

			“Bonnie’s computer. He gave an address on Jourdan Road for midnight tonight and offered Bonnie and her family in exchange for the device.”

			“Anything else?”

			Roman shook his head. “Only that we agreed to take no further action against him and that we keep her brother and father quiet.” He looked to Kir. “He did not give a name.”

			Kir straightened from his semi-reclined pose and typed a few words on his computer. “We don’t need it.” He turned the computer around for Roman and Sergei to get a better look. “Knox and I pieced it together just before you walked in the door. Erick Rossi. On paper he shows as Chief Financial Officer for a pharmaceutical supply company out of Florida, but his real connection is to a major drug player in Southern California.”

			“He’s a middleman?” Roman asked.

			“So, it seems,” Kir said, “but not a very smart one. The supply company is a front for their connection with a pharmaceutical manufacturer in Florida. The manufacturer fell on hard times—too much competition. They opted to enter the black market for street sales rather than going out of business. But they had no clue how to market their product.”

			“But Rossi did,” Roman said.

			Kir nodded. “And then some. Rossi is their connection to the dark web. In exchange for his know-how and keeping the manufacturer tied in, Rossi gets a cut, the vast majority of which should be going to his boss in California.”

			He tapped a few keystrokes and the database layout on the screen shifted to two side-by-side versions. He pointed to the one on the left. “This is the older of the two databases. It shows deposits going to an offshore account. The other shows each deposit changed to one that eventually ends up back in Bolivia in the bank account of his boss where it should have been all along.”

			“And Kevin found this data somehow?” Sergei asked.

			“No.” The pieces fell together for Roman as he spoke. “Bonnie said he’s been hired many times for hacking jobs. He was probably hired to change the data for Rossi. Better for a foolish outsider to do it than for one of his own men to do it. That way Rossi covers his tracks and frames a sloppy hacker instead.”

			Kir nodded. “Cassie tells me that Bonnie specifically mentioned her brother and father arguing the day they disappeared. That the disagreement was about money. It may be Kevin decided to use the information he’d found and saved to blackmail Rossi.”

			“A rash move at best,” Sergei said. He motioned to the laptop with his chin. “Who is Rossi’s boss?”

			A wry grin from his brother was the last thing Roman had expected, but from the look on his face, Kir couldn’t wait to drop his latest bit of information. “A woman by the name of Gretta Sosa.”

			Sergei smiled. A wicked one that said he wasn’t just pleased, but had the perfect plan to stack the dominos in their favor. “Well, then. We have data, a name and fifteen hours to work with. I suggest we make full use of it.”

		
	


		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			Jourdan Road ran the eastern length of New Orleans’s Inner Harbor Navigation Canal—a waterway that conveniently connected Lake Pontchartrain to the Mississippi River. While Roman hadn’t exactly been a stranger to the terrain in his time since moving to New Orleans, by the time the sun set he’d personally combed every warehouse entrance and exit along the aged brown road and had mapped every possible means to navigate to their target destination—including the dock options off the canal and the overgrown entrances from neighboring buildings.

			An old, water stained concrete wall ran along one side of the road—either to keep flood waters at bay for the neighborhoods farther east of the canal, or to muffle the railroad noise for the residents beyond. Feed chutes ran every half mile or so from the many grain silos on one side of the road to the warehouses backed up to the canal and thick metal electric poles stood in neat rows like industrial sentries.

			But his main focus had been the pale gray building that stretched as long as a football field and boasted enough docking bays along the front to handle a swarm of semis at once. Once upon a time, the building had been part of the agricultural industry, but now served as storage and a staging area for all manner of shipments.

			He stared at the building under the darkest night skies. The clouds that had hung heavy throughout the day had remained tonight, keeping the stars and moon hidden.

			All the better for their plans.

			Kir steered Sergei’s bulletproof sedan close to the side entrance where two guards wearing black long-sleeved shirts and black pants waited and put the gearshift in park.

			11:58 p.m.

			Almost time.

			While they’d all held their silence for much of the drive over, Sergei’s voice from the backseat in that moment was filled with both warning and deep understanding. “I know where you are, moy brat. I know all the plans you have made for Rossi since his men put their hands on Bonnie.” He paused, a silence designed to give his words more weight. “But you will risk many lives if you do not maintain control.”

			Roman managed a clipped nod, but otherwise kept his gaze on the warehouse and the gooseneck lamp shining on the main entrance. His pakhan wasn’t one to pay lip service to such a moment. He did know how it felt to be in Roman’s shoes. Had waited nearly as many hours to track down Evette and Emerson’s captor and save his wife and child.

			But he’d held on to his control. And in the end, the woman who’d dared to touch Evette and Emerson had suffered greatly.

			Erick Rossi would experience the same.

			“We have a plan,” Kir added. “A good one. Now we let it play out.”

			It had been years since Roman had felt fear. Perhaps as long ago as his first kill. But the brutality of it hit him now. The cold sweat. The clammy hands and short, choppy breaths. If anything went wrong and Bonnie was hurt, it would be on him. On his failure to protect her. It didn’t matter that Bonnie had insisted on going in the first place. Only that he should have heeded his instincts and prevented it.

			The digital clock on the dash flipped to midnight, and Sergei commanded them forward. “It is time.”

			Sergei preceded them both, Kir and Roman flanking him on either side as a slight winter breeze whipped around the building. As they neared the guards, one of them dipped their head in acknowledgment and opened the door.

			With Bonnie’s computer held loosely in one hand for all to see, Roman followed Sergei inside while Kir took up the rear. All of them were fully armed, though it only took a quick scan of their surroundings to accept they were clearly outnumbered. Two to one, if they factored in the guards outside.

			Four men formed a loose parameter at each side of the building, stationed by one of many wooden crates. Crates that would serve as convenient cover should gunfire come into play. A wide banker’s desk that looked like it had been manufactured forty years ago sat in front of a row of file cabinets and haphazard papers were strewn on top of it. Industrial fluorescents overhead cast the space in a sterile, cold light and highlighted just how active the building was during normal working hours.

			But no sign of Bonnie or her family.

			From the shadows beyond, footsteps clipped against the clean concrete floors. Several pairs of them—which meant the disadvantage was about to go up significantly. The first to emerge from the darkness was a well-dressed dark-haired man with an average build. Behind him were two men wearing the same black long-sleeved shirt and pant combination worn by all the other guards. Each of them held military grade Browning Automatic rifles braced in both hands.


			“Mr. Petrovyh.” The suit-clad man in front strode forward and held out his hand. “I appreciate your punctual arrival.”

			“Mr. Rossi.” Sergei accepted the man’s handshake, but did so with a smirk at the men wielding firearms behind him. “Interesting that you felt the need to come so well armed. A bit much for a simple exchange, is it not?”

			“Well,” Rossi said holding out his hands to each side, “one can never know what to expect with new acquaintances.”

			“Or one might need to rely on intimidation tactics, rather than business-like conduct.” Not waiting to let the subtle jab sink in, Sergei scanned the deep shadows where the men had appeared from. “Where is Miss Drummond?”

			Rossi’s gaze dropped to the computer in Roman’s hand then shuttled back to Sergei. “She is safe. As you can imagine, I wanted to confirm you brought the computer intact as requested before bringing her in.”

			“You will not touch the computer until I see Bonnie and her family,” Roman said.

			While the gruff outburst went against their agreed upon plan, Sergei still seemed to fight a smile. “My brother is short on patience, Mr. Rossi. You claim to be a man of business. One experienced in our way of life. And yet you knowingly laid hands on a brother’s bride. The fact that he’s even entertaining this trade rather than ripping your head from your body shows tremendous control.”

			Rossi turned his malicious black stare on Roman. “It would be entertaining to see you try.”

			Greed.

			Indifference.

			Evil.

			It was all there. A gluttony of power that had all but wiped out good sense.

			But Roman would replace it with new emotions. Terror. Misery. Bone-chilling desperation. All he had to do was keep his cool for a bit longer. “If you want to lay hands on this device, you will bring me Bonnie, her father and her brother.”

			Rossi shook his head and chuckled. “Such theatrics.” He shifted his gaze to Sergei, then Kir and added, “Perhaps it is a Russian thing. We Americans are more...refined in our dealings.”

			Sergei didn’t flinch.

			Nor did Kir.

			All three of them merely stared the pompous ass down with calm, almost bored smirks.

			Sighing, Rossi motioned to the men carrying guns. “Bring them in. Let’s get this over with.”

			It took a solid three minutes, the silence as each second ticked by building the tension until the air fairly crackled. Too much energy. Too many guns and twitchy fingers. The trick would be to keep Bonnie out of the middle of the room. Somewhere close to the crates where he could shield her if needed.

			A door slammed shut from somewhere unseen and the shuffling pattern of unsteady footsteps filtered from the darkness.

			Bonnie.

			Her face was the first he saw, her eyes wide with both fear and hope as she helped her father into the room. Kevin manned his father’s other side. Though, how he managed to help anyone walk—let alone see where he was going with such a battered face—was a mystery.

			“There,” Rossi said. “As you can see, your bride, as you call her, is well and unharmed.”

			Unharmed, yes, and in far better condition than Kevin or her father, but her skin was pale and he’d bet she hadn’t eaten since yesterday.

			Roman met her stare and willed her to understand. Begged her the only way he could to remain still and quiet.

			Sergei twisted just enough to address Roman over one shoulder, his voice just loud enough to carry through the wide space. “Let him review the machine.”

			One beat.

			Then two.

			Slow but short heel strikes sounded against the concrete and a firm feminine voice sounded. “I believe I’d like to review the machine as well.”

			Gretta Sosa walked casually into view, a petite and strikingly attractive woman with wavy dark hair to her shoulders. Her attire seemed more befitting a high-class lawyer—a fitted tan tweed skirt to her knees with a smart matching jacket and classic sand-colored heels. Behind her were four new men dressed in fine, yet understated suits. The gun-toting guards who’d followed Rossi into the meeting fell in behind them.

			Rossi’s head snapped back at the sight of his boss and he staggered back a step before he caught himself and firmed his stance. “Ms. Sosa.”

			Dipping her head to Sergei first, Gretta turned her attention on Rossi, stopping just out of reaching distance. “Odd that I’m finding you in Louisiana, Erick. I don’t recall you sharing any business dealings in this state.”

			Swallowing hard, Rossi bobbed his head and swiped at the opportunity her opening had created. “I didn’t mention it because it’s a new association. An introduction.”

			“Is that so?” Gretta said. She glanced at Sergei, then surveyed Bonnie and her family before facing him once more. “Funny because Mr. Petrovyh and I just had an interesting conversation this morning. One that included very compelling evidence against you, Erick. Compelling enough that I’ve made a very long journey to investigate in person. Here. Tonight.”

			Rossi shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, ma’am. There has to be a misunderstanding.”

			“Really?” She turned to Roman holding the computer and Kevin who seemed to barely be keeping himself and his father upright. “From what I’ve heard and seen tonight, you appear to have gone to great lengths to regain data lost to this young man. Data you asked him to change in an effort to steal from me.”

			“No. You have it all wrong.” Rossi pointed to Kevin. “He was the one stealing from us.”

			Bonnie’s voice cut through the warehouse. “Like hell he was.”

			Roman glared her direction and willed her to keep her place.

			For a split second, she met his gaze, but went back to glaring daggers at Rossi. If she hadn’t been so preoccupied with keeping her father upright, she’d have likely stormed the distance and gotten in Rossi’s face. “You hired him to do your dirty work. You told me so yourself this morning.”

			“There we have it,” Gretta said to Erick. “Your involvement confirmed by an innocent.”

			“She’s not an innocent,” Erick said. “She’s his sister. She’s probably got half the money.”

			Gretta clasped her hands in front of her and cocked her head slightly, the same knowing smile on her face a mother would aim at her child when she knew with absolute certainty they were lying. “Now, Erick. Do you think I would be so foolish as to disrupt my schedule and deal with you personally had I not traced the money in question?”

			“There’s a mistake,” Rossi said. “He made it look as if I’d taken the money.”

			“Not just a little money,” Gretta said. “Over fifteen million dollars. Even the most skilled hacker would find it difficult to hide that kind of money. This boy is entry level at best.”

			Kevin opened his mouth to protest, but only got a grunt out when his father elbowed him in the ribs.

			Gretta cleared her throat and faced Sergei. “Mr. Petrovyh, my most sincere apologies for the damage caused by my man’s greed. I assure you, he will be dealt with expeditiously. I assume that, in exchange for the return of those under your protection, we can agree to find a happy truce and resume our individual business?”

			“No,” Roman cut in before Sergei could respond. “Rossi is mine.”

			Sergei eyed Roman over his shoulder and cocked one eyebrow as though considering his demand.

			There was no consideration to it, though. Roman knew it. Sergei knew it. Even Gretta had to accept it was more than his due.

			But politics had their place. Even among thieves and killers.

			Finally, Sergei nodded and faced Gretta. “I must agree with my avtoritet. Actions were taken against his bride. Formalities and consideration ignored.”

			Sighing, Gretta raked Rossi with a contemptuous scowl. “Well, I will be regaining significant lost income.” She shrugged and held her hands out to one side. “Who am I to argue with a reasonable request?” She glanced at the guard closest to her and motioned to Rossi. “Take him.”

			“No.” Rossi backed away and drew his gun before the guards could reach him, his aim swinging between Gretta, Sergei and Bonnie. Not that he had a prayer of hitting Sergei or Gretta. Kir and Roman had closed in on instinct, shielding their vor with their own firearms aimed at Rossi. Gretta’s guards had done the same for her.

			But Bonnie was unprotected. Left wide open. And no matter how fast Roman moved, he’d never out maneuver a bullet.

			Rossi took another step back, the front of his barrel swinging from one target to another while he scrambled to think of a way out. “You think to hand me over so easily?” he all but spat to Gretta. “To him?” His gaze slid to Roman and a grated, yet maniacal chuckle rolled up his throat. “You will not have me. And you will not have her either.”

			One heartbeat.

			Punctuated by the overpowering rapport of gunshot ricocheting off the metal walls and concrete floors.

			Roman lunged into the gun’s trajectory with all he had. Aimed his own shot and prayed to God and any other being in the universe who might have a thought to help him that Rossi wouldn’t hit his target. He hit the concrete hard, the thud of his body against the unforgiving surface mixing with another thump that made his heart go cold.

			He rolled and shot to his feet, trusting his brothers to cover his back.

			Bonnie.

			Kneeling on the floor, but upright. Breathing. Sobbing. Her hands covered in blood.

			But not her own.

			Her father lay slumped in her arms, a growing red stain blossoming from his belly.

			He’d saved her. Done what Roman hadn’t had the advantage to do and protected his daughter at his own cost.

			Behind Roman, shouts and scuffles sounded, Rossi’s futile arguments meeting nothing but muscle and iron will to subdue him. Kevin stood to one side of Bonnie and surveyed the carnage at his feet and the chaos opposite him as though dumbfounded.

			Roman ignored them all and fell to his knees beside Bonnie and her father. “Let me carry him. We will get him help.”

			A wet cough mixed with ironic laughter made Buzz jerk in Bonnie’s lap. “Now, that’s a waste of healthcare if I ever heard one.” He closed his eyes, his breath huffing in and out of his mouth in short bursts. “Right thing to do. Finally.” His eyes opened and he stared up at his daughter, the color of them the same as Bonnie’s. “’Bout time I did right by her.”


			He lifted one hand and touched her cheek. “So pretty. Just like your momma.” His hand fell back to his side and his head lolled toward Roman. “She told me she got her a good man.” Another few breaths, each one growing shorter and shorter. “Be better to her than I was.”

			He closed his eyes.

			Bonnie gripped him tighter and leaned closer. “Daddy!”

			But he was gone. Roman knew the sound all too well. That final exhalation and the silence and stillness that followed. He rested one hand on hers where she gripped her father’s shoulder. “Bonnie.”

			Kevin crumbled to his knees beside them, his eyes wide with disbelief.

			“No!” Bonnie shook her father. “No, you gotta wake up. Daddy!”

			Such pain. Raw and slicing deep.

			And he could do nothing to stop it. Nothing save hold her while reality ripped through her very being and rearranged her world.

			Seconds slipped into minutes, the coppery bite of blood and the now hushed voices behind them filling the long painful void. Footsteps clipped across the concrete, followed by the door at the opposite end of the warehouse opening and closing.

			Kir moved into sight on his right and urged Kevin to his feet.

			A hand pressed against Roman’s shoulder.

			Sergei.

			“We must move them,” he said in Russian.

			No more words were necessary. Guns had been fired and the warehouse was an operational space. One that would have workers arriving in only a matter of hours when there was still considerable cleanup to handle.

			But it was over.

			Bonnie was safe.

			Alive. Even if it had come at the cost of her father.

			“And the kozel?” he asked without looking away from Bonnie.

			“Contained,” Sergei said. “Rossi is yours to do with as you please.”

			Roman studied Bonnie’s face. Noted every tear. The blood on her hands and clothes and the grief in her features as she wept. Rossi would pay for all of it. Would echo the same wails and pleas his koroleva had suffered this night before he was done.


			But first, he had to get her home. He guided her hands away from her father’s still body and held them tight. “Let them take him, vozlyublennaya. Our men will take care of him.”

			She sniffled, but nodded.

			As soon as she did, two of the soldiers they’d had on standby moved in to lift her father’s body away.

			Roman guided her to her feet, giving her time to adjust and get her bearings.


			She looked up at him, the green in her eyes vivid and bright with the sheen of her tears and her cheeks splotched with red. “He told me he was sorry. When we were waiting for Rossi to set up the exchange with you—Dad told me he was sorry. That he was proud of me.”

			Odd, how life worked. How even the most untenable circumstance could generate even the tiniest positive outcome. Or, in this case, something deeply felt.

			Roman tucked her hair behind one ear and wiped one tear free from her cheek. “Of course he was proud of you. How could he not be? I told you. You are a queen.”

			She laughed at that. A bittersweet one to be sure, but at least a sliver of her brightness shone through.

			She wrapped her arms around his waist and leaned her forehead against his chest. “What the hell am I going to do now?”

			Roman held her tight and kissed the top of her head. “You will do what he would have wanted for you to do. You will move on. Build your new family and live the way you want to.”

			Slowly, she lifted her head and met his gaze. “With you.”

			“Yes, moya koroleva. With me. Always.”

		
	


		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			One last visit. One last reason to look upon the home she’d grown up in. Bonnie parked the new cherry red Camaro she’d bought about six months ago across the street from the dreary looking house, got out and took a moment to soak it all in. Per usual, the trash bins out front were overflowing. Though, this time they weren’t full of empty beer bottles or other party remnants, but the results of a thorough house cleaning. Two older model pickup trucks were centered right out front, one of them with a medium-sized U-Haul trailer hooked to the back of it.

			Funny. She’d always thought if she made it to this point in her life, she’d look on the place and think nothing except good riddance. Instead, the only emotion she could drum up was peace. As if the house was nothing more than a symbol of the past she’d finally accepted and had chosen to release.

			Two men she didn’t recognize filed out of the front door that’d been propped open, both of them hefting big boxes and headed for the U-Haul. Despite the January winds whipping around the place and making the mid-sixties late afternoon feel more like mid-fifties, they were both in T-shirts and long gym shorts and looked like they could lift pretty much anything they needed to.

			Kevin showed a few seconds after them dressed nearly the same, a lamp in one hand and a good chunk of hanging clothes gripped in the other. He noted her watching as soon as he reached the U-Haul and jerked his chin up in greeting. “Hey, Bonnie. Thanks for coming.”

			God, he sounded and acted so much different these days. Lighter. Less angry and urgent. As if the near year since their father had died had slowly lifted an ugly veil off him.

			He handed off his burden to one of the two guys stacking stuff in the trailer and ambled across the street, an easy, contented smile on his face. “You finish up the paperwork?”

			“Yeah, I got it.” She pulled the thick stack of legalese out of her hobo bag and handed it over. “You sure you want to do it this way? You could always list it and sell it to a family.”

			He took the document signing over the property to a real estate company intent on revamping the whole area and shook his head. “Nah.” He turned and studied the house, a calm albeit sad certainty entering his voice. “It needs to be torn down. This whole damned place needs a fresh start.”


			A fresh start.

			Like the one she’d been given.

			Like the one Kevin was working his way through.

			They stood in silence, Kevin taking in every detail while Bonnie marveled at the difference in her brother. The torture he’d suffered from Rossi’s goons had done a lot to knock loose all the stubborn, stupid ideas he’d grown up with. The final blow had come when Roman had beaten out of Rossi that Jennette was, in fact, a loose end that had been permanently silenced.

			Nothing like having two deaths on your hands to make you reevaluate and rebuild your life.

			Bonnie dipped her head to the two guys heading in for another load. “Who are those guys?”

			“I work with ’em. They started a few months before I did.”

			Started meaning the construction job Roman had given him on one of his crews after Kevin had healed enough to move without thinking he was gonna die. “They newbies in the biz like you?”

			“Oh, no. They had a lot of experience, but they helped me out.” He nodded to one of them when they reappeared with another load. “They’re good guys. Didn’t even want beer or pizza for helping me out.”

			“Dude. That’s not good. That’s awesome.”

			“Yeah,” he agreed with a chuckle. “My life’s got a lot of that lately.” A somberness crept onto his face. “I’ve got you and Roman to thank for that.”

			“Oh, no. I’m not takin’ credit. Roman, yes. But not me.” She’d chosen to stay mostly on the sidelines and watch and wait. Better that than to risk witnessing her brother falling back into his old behaviors again.

			But with Roman’s help, Kevin had come a helluva long way. He’d started at the very lowest rung of the construction business and was working his way up. Through every step of it, Roman had mentored him. Guided him the same way he did the other guys who’d not had a great start in life. Had kept him focused and reminded Kevin what his life could be like if he did things different this time.

			“Come on,” Kevin said. “You and I both know he’d have never done this much for me if it hadn’t been for you.”

			“Actually, you’d be surprised how many people he’s helped.” Her included. In the past eleven months, she’d spent countless hours apprenticing with Mr. Frannelly. Learning not just the craft of jewelry making and design, but helping him run his business which left Chana more time to volunteer at the synagogue. A total win-win for everyone. In between it all, she’d started the business program at Tulane and helped out at each of the André’s locations, making sure the bartenders stayed up to snuff and didn’t short customers on drinks.

			The best of all worlds in both business and family. The only thing she hadn’t fully dealt with was letting her brother back in on a personal level.

			She cleared her throat and studied her distressed brown boots—another ridiculously priced gift from Roman on her last birthday. “So, what would you think about coming over to mine and Roman’s place tonight? Sergei, Kir and the girls will be there, too. We’re having hamburgers and hot dogs and watchin’ the Saints in the Wild Card game.”

			A big grin split his face. Not the smug one he used to sport, but a shy one that spoke of surprise. “First time you’ve ever asked me over.”

			“Yeah.” Hard to admit the truth, but they’d had enough problems between them growing up. Time to be honest. “I thought it’d be good to let you sort yourself out a bit.”

			“Because you couldn’t trust me.” Not a question, but a fact. One he seemed to openly admit.

			She shrugged. “That’s some of it. You used me to cover what you were doing and it put me in a bad place. I wasn’t sure if you’d try to take advantage of my relationship with Roman.” Or with her connection to Sergei for that matter.

			“I get it.” He looked to the asphalt for a second, then lifted his head and cut to the chase. “What’s the rest of it?”

			A tricky answer. One she hadn’t even really realized for herself until he’d called her and told her he wanted to let the house go. “It’s been good seeing you get better. Holding down a real job. Saving your money.” She nodded toward one of the guys with a box in his arms. “Making friends.”

			Kevin nodded, but otherwise kept quiet.

			“I think I was afraid you’d slip back to all the old shit. And frankly, having you get close only to get an up-close view if you did wasn’t something I could’ve handled.”


			“And now?”

			Now? Now things were pretty solid. Not just for him, but for her, too. She had career goals and a great family. Maybe not one bound by blood, but one built by choice. Kevin deserved that, too. “Now I’m thinkin’ we’re both in a good place. It’s time.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Yeah.”

			The smile on his face alone was enough to make her want to get a little weepy, but when he opened is arms and pulled her in for a bear hug, tears filled her eyes. When had been the last time they’d shared a simple hug? Middle school? No, more like grade school.

			But here they were, finally getting around to overcoming their pasts.

			In the pocket of her coat, her phone let out a sharp ding. Then another. And another. And two more after that.

			Bonnie laughed and pulled away, dashing the tears on her cheeks away with the back of her hand before she pulled her phone from her pocket. “Sorry. That many dings in a row means it’s probably Cassie.”

			She swiped the unlock feature and, sure enough, a string of messages from her best friend were lined up on the screen.

			Where the heck are you!!!

			There are burgers to be had!

			Football to watch.

			Tight end asses to appreciate!


			Roman won’t start the grill until you’re here!

			“Everything okay?” Kevin asked.

			“Yeah, she’s just givin’ me hell because I’m late.” She typed out a quick reply saying she’d be there in thirty and stuffed the phone back in her pocket. “So? What do you think? Wanna brave the family for football and food?”

			He ducked his head. Not in a shy way, but like he genuinely was trying to hide his expression.

			Weird.

			When he finally met her gaze again, the look was gone, replaced with one that was much more matter-of-fact. “I think I’ll pass on this one. But hit me up next time, and I’ll be there for sure.”

			“All right. Sounds good.” She opened the door to her car and slid into the driver’s seat. “Do me a favor and let me know when you’re moved. I wanna swing by and see the new place.”

			“Deal,” he said with a nod and wave. He winked and smiled huge. “Have a good night, sis. Let me know how it goes.”

			How what goes?

			It was a football watch party. You ate. You yelled at the television when the refs did stupid stuff. Then everyone went home stuffed with too much food and happy.

			Whatever.

			She was late, hungry and ready for some chill time. With a wave and a roar from her gas guzzling V12, she waved goodbye and headed home.

			Half an hour later, she pulled into the garage next to Roman’s Raptor. Oddly, no other cars were lined up in the driveway or in front of the house.

			Odd, yes. Unheard of, no. After all, when you were a mob boss—or pakhan, as Roman had told her when he’d educated her on the nuances of Russian bratva—or were part of their family, you had the benefit of lots of badasses to drive you around.

			She punched the garage door opener and strode through the back door. Instead of finding the people closest to her gathered in the kitchen and noshing on pre-game snacks, the room was cast in early evening shadows. “Roman?” She shut the door behind her and locked it. “Where is everybody?”

			Rather than hear him answer from the living room where the biggest television was located, his voice reverberated down from the stairway. “Up here, moya koroleva.”

			What the...

			She headed up the stairs, straining her ears for some clue as to what the heck everyone was doing on the third floor. Maybe Roman was showing them the workroom they’d set up for her last month. Or maybe the living room TV was on the fritz—which totally sucked because that OLED number Roman had purchased specifically for playoff season had been a seriously high-ticket item.

			She reached the third floor to complete silence.

			No one in her workroom.

			For that matter, there was no one anywhere. “Roman, where is everyone?” She strode into the bedroom and got two steps in before her brain fully comprehended the picture in front of her and pulled her to a complete stop.

			“There is no one else tonight,” Roman said. Beside him was a small table covered in a crisp white tablecloth and place settings that would have come out of a five-star restaurant. Delicate stargazer lilies sat in a short arrangement in the middle. “It will only be the two of us.”

			No hamburgers?

			No hot dogs?

			No tortilla chips and queso?

			She’d starved herself all day for tonight’s gluttony. Though, looking at Roman in a charcoal gray suit, black shirt and black tie, the need for junk food quickly fizzled. She set her purse on the dresser and shrugged off her jacket. “What’s going on?”

			“What’s going on is a surprise for you.” He gave her a wry look. “One you’ve made very challenging by being late.”

			“Yeah. Sorry about that.” She tossed her coat on top of her purse and padded forward, both delighted and uncertain at the same time. “I was talking to Kevin.”

			“Yes, I know. He texted me after you left.”

			Hmm. So that’s what the weird look had been about. Her brother was in cahoots with his boss for something beyond work.

			Interesting.

			Two warming covers sat atop the plates on the table. “So, I’m getting a surprise?”

			“Indeed.”

			She reached for the warming cover closest to her, intent on peeking underneath.

			Roman gripped her wrist before she made contact. “Not yet. We have matters to attend to first.”

			“We do?”

			“Yes.”

			“But what if the food gets cold?”

			“Then I’ll call the chef back and have him make you more.”

			Aww. He’d been up to his tricks again. Adorably ridiculous tricks. She moved in close, rose to her tippy toes and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Is there a grilled cheese sandwich under there?”

			His hands settled on her hips and his voice dropped to that delicious rumble she felt everywhere. “It worked for me before. I thought it might be in my best interest to use it to my advantage again.”

			She cocked her head. “Worked how?”

			“That day at the restaurant is when you began to soften toward me. When you realized my desire for you was not a game.”

			Oh, no. No one could ever call Roman or his actions anything but deadly serious. If he’d proven nothing else in the last year, it was that he meant every word that came out of his mouth. “And you think I need softening for something?”

			A soft, gentle smile tilted his full lips. “Not softening. Just a reminder.”

			“Mmm.” She loved remembering that day. The confusion. The awe. The utter wonder of it all. “I like remembering all of my days with you.”

			“Good,” he said before giving her a firm yet gentle kiss. “Then allow me to give you more.”

			Keeping her close, he pulled a black box out of the inside pocket of his suit jacket.

			A velvet box.

			A very tiny one.


			Suited for a ring.

			Her heart took off at a sprint, sending her blood jetting through her veins. She licked her lips and tried to breathe. “What’s that?”

			“You know what it is, moya koroleva. You see them every day. Only today it isn’t for anyone else. Only for you.”

			He opened the box.

			Oh.

			My.

			God.

			The ring.

			The one Mr. Frannelly had been consulting with her on for weeks. The design he said he was determined to get just right. No wonder he kept asking for her input. Her suggestions and her reactions. It hadn’t been for him to sell.

			It was for her.

			From Roman.

			“Baby...” She studied it for long seconds. Marveled at the beauty in the design. Not just because the stone in the center was so flawless, but because of the tasteful and unique white gold setting that held it. She lifted her head, emotion balled up in her throat. “It’s beautiful.”

			“As beautiful as my Queen.” He plucked it from the box and smoothly slid it on her finger.

			A perfect fit.

			Just as he’d known it would be.

			“It’s time, vozlyublennaya. Time for you to take my name. To truly be my bride and seal our life together.”

			It’s time.

			Nearly the same words she’d shared with her brother.

			And it was time. Time for her to surrender all her old fears once and for all and step fully into her new life. A life of happiness. Of family and of love. All shared with a man she knew she could always trust completely.

			She pressed her hands against his chest and rolled back up on her toes, absolute certainty reverberating through every inch of her as she whispered against his lips. “You’re right, handsome. It’s time.” A kiss to seal her words. A vow she didn’t doubt for a second. “Time for us.”
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			Don’t miss His to Defend, the heart-stoppingly sexy first installment in Rhenna Morgan’s Nola Knights series.

			Though his methods may be rough, when it comes to protecting what’s his, Russian vor Sergei Petrovyh’s heart is always in the right place. That’s never been more true than when the gorgeous Evette Labadie asks him for a job. He knows enough to keep his hands off someone as beloved by the locals as Evie, but there’s something about her that calls to him—no matter how badly he burns to make her his...



			Chapter One

			$480.

			Evette pinched the business-size check from her former employer a little tighter and glared at the cleaning company’s logo in the top corner. On any other Friday, the money would have meant inching closer to some semblance of security for her and her son, Emerson. A step toward unraveling the mess she’d created for her life. Today, the unexpected termination that had come with her weekly pay felt more like a sucker punch to the gut. Yet another obstacle to overcome after too many damned years running the gauntlet and never even glimpsing the finish line.

			Maybe she could get a job cleaning at one of the hotels. God knew the French Quarter was packed with them, and she was pretty sure she could count on regular shift work, like the office cleaning crew she’d been on. Though, how she was going to land one by Monday when it was already close to 4:30 on a Friday afternoon was beyond her. And landing something quick was the only way this latest setback wouldn’t force her into dipping into Emerson’s school fund. Plus, there was the hurdle of what would happen if they called her old company for references and found out she’d been fired for a security breach.

			Not. Good.

			The commuter bus swung onto Tulane headed toward Mid-City, and Evie’s spirits sunk a little lower. If someone had told her when she was growing up that she’d be a single mom living in one of New Orleans’s rougher parts of town at twenty-eight years old, she’d have laughed in their face. She was going to be a fashion retail buyer—or at least have some kind of career in fashion. She was going to travel the world. See things. Know people. Adventure her way through life and suck it dry.

			Then her mom had died, and she’d gone off the rails.

			She sighed and slunk a little farther down onto the hard plastic bench, the run-down stores, bars and restaurants along the roadside passing in a blur while the vibrations from the bus’s engine rattled clear to her bones.

			Get knocked down seven times, stand up eight.

			If she had a dollar for all the times her momma had said it and all the times Evie had echoed it in the last eight years, she’d be driving a Porsche toward the Garden District right now instead of a barely livable apartment.

			But her momma had made it.

			Mostly.

			Raised Evette through her tumultuous preteen years after her daddy’s death and made it look easy. It hadn’t been until a year after Emerson had been born and Evie had found the courage to read some of her mother’s journals that she’d realized just how much of a challenge her mother had really faced. How much she’d given up and how alone she’d felt through every second.

			Evie understood it now. Knew to her very marrow the sacrifices that had been made on her behalf.

			And she’d thrown it all away nursing her grief.

			Resolve and a whole lot of stubbornness revved her energy and forced her taller in her seat. Pity was what had gotten her into this mess to begin with, and she’d be damned if she went that route again. Labadie women didn’t quit. Didn’t give up. They faced whatever they needed to face, and they smiled doing it. Eventually, she was going to find a way to give her and Emerson the world. She just might have to scrimp a little longer and get more creative to make it happen.

			The bus’s brakes whined, and the older lady seated next to Evie leaned into her.

			Evie braced herself enough to keep them both upright and smiled down at her fellow passenger. “You gettin’ off here, Miss Arnold? You know Dorothy’s Friday specials are always the best ones of the week.”

			Miss Arnold beamed a smile at Evie and hugged her grocery bag a little tighter to her chest. Her blue eyes might have turned murky in the last few years and the wrinkles lining her pale skin etched a little deeper, but her kind heart was still as strong as ever. “No, no, Evette. Trips to the grocery aren’t as easy as they used to be. Better I get my tired bones on to the home before the sun goes down.”

			A smart move. Especially in this part of town, because a woman like Miss Arnold after dark was a mugging waiting to happen.

			Once certain the older woman had her balance again, Evie stood, shouldered her purse and took another stab at the same argument she’d been having with the neighborhood woman for the past year. “Seems to me, you could use that fancy shuttle van all the other residents use for your errands and not have half the hassle.”

			Miss Arnold lifted her chin a little higher, the epitome of a Southern woman with an iron core. “Seein’ to myself is a privilege. Gonna take advantage of it as long as the good Lord’ll let me.” She dipped her head toward the door at the front of the bus. “Best get yourself to Dorothy’s and that handsome boy of yours.”

			Damn. Shut down again. “All right, but don’t think we’re not gonna talk about this next time.”

			“Lookin’ forward to it, beautiful girl.”

			Evie shook her head and headed to the door.

			“Evette.” Miss Arnold’s sharp voice halted her just before she took the first step down. She waited until Evie met her steady stare before she spoke again. “Gonna be all right. Whatever it is...it’s not gonna beat you. You just keep on remembering that.”

			A tightness noosed around Evette’s throat, and tears tingled along the bridge of her nose. Maybe she wouldn’t have another chance to talk Miss Arnold out of taking the bus to the grocery store. Not unless her next job took her to the same part of town she’d been working in. She clenched the handrail beside the steep steps and forced a smile she didn’t feel. “Don’t you worry, Miss Arnold. Gonna take more than a kick or two to keep me down.”

			The older woman nodded as if she’d expected such an answer, then went back to staring out the window opposite her seat. “Good girl. Now get on to that boy of yours and tell Dorothy I said hello.”

			Outside, the temperature still hovered near eighty-five degrees. Not exactly an unbearable number at the tail end of September, but the humidity from the gulf and the subtle stench that last night’s rains had stirred from the Quarter didn’t exactly make for an ideal stroll on the streets either. She hurried past a cheesy souvenir shop, a convenience store and a pub—the latter leaving the faint scent of cigarette smoke on the sidewalk despite the front door doing its best to trap the conditioned air inside. At the end of the block, Dorothy’s Diner sat like a neighborhood beacon. The entrance was right at the corner, two long walls of windows stretching for a good twelve feet on either side so those moseying past could get an easy view of the crowd inside.

			And there was always a crowd at Dorothy’s. As diners went, it was an institution. A safe haven in the middle of hell and a slice of soul food heaven all rolled into one. Per usual, Emerson was at the soda-shop-style counter perched on the barstool closest to the front door, his shoulders slightly hunched forward and his forearms around his plate like a linebacker braced to protect his food. His dirty blond hair was a nod to her daddy’s side of the family and was a tad too long and tousled like any other seven-year-old boy’s probably was at the end of the school day, but his expression was far too empty. His hazel eyes too void of emotion for someone so young.

			She forced another bogus smile and shoved the glass door open. The bell overhead gave a cheerful jingle, and two or three of the waitresses on the floor called out a greeting.

			Evie gave them all a polite wave, but went straight to her kid and added a little extra mess to his hair with a playful ruffle. “Hey, champ. How was school?”

			For the briefest of seconds, her little boy stared back at her. Not much more than a hint of a smile, but enough to let her know the kid who had curled so innocently in her lap a few years ago was still in there somewhere. The openness was gone again in a blink, the sullen scowl she’d grown to hate aimed back at a plateful of turkey and dressing. He shrugged and stabbed a bite of turkey. “Just a day.”

			“Yeah, but it’s a Friday and everyone knows Fridays are always better by default.” She slid onto the barstool next to Emerson and let her purse drop to the raised step beneath her feet. “Anything big go down at recess?”

			Emerson shook his head.

			“Any surprise tests?”

			Another shake.

			“Meet any cute girls?”

			To that, he simply lifted his head and looked at her like he was torn between walking home without her and suggesting she have her head examined.

			“Well, at least that got your attention,” she said. “You know, when I was your age, my momma couldn’t get me to shut up.”

			Emerson pushed a green bean that had strayed too close to his dressing back to the exiled portion of his plate. “No point in talking if there’s nothing going on.”

			“Hmm.” She crossed her arms and pretended to check out the rest of the diner’s patrons while her brain scrambled for any clue on how to engage with her son. He might be only seven, but he talked with more sophistication than most adults. Barely any slang. No Creole mannerisms and definitely no profanity. More like a gentleman stuck in a child’s body. So, why she thought some shocking revelation on how to talk to him at his level was gonna plow its way to the forefront of her thoughts right this second after over a year of searching was beyond her. “Well, if you’re not gonna talk to me, maybe Miss Dorothy will. You seen her?”

			Emerson politely wiped his mouth with his napkin and dipped his head toward the kitchen. “She disappeared in there right before you came in. Table seven didn’t like their special.”

			Evie glanced at the turkey and dressing on Emerson’s plate. “Someone’s complaining about the cooking? Are they high?”

			Miracle of miracles, Emerson’s mouth twitched with a smile that didn’t quite break free. “Not everyone has good taste, Mom.”

			“True dat,” she fired back, wishing with everything in her she could get her kid to let go and be a kid again. She swiveled toward the kitchen and waved her hand at her bag. “Watch that for me. Don’t want our payday finding legs and running off without us.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Yes, ma’am.

			Evie meandered toward the kitchen, her son’s perfect reply echoing in her head. If she’d been that proper growing up, her momma would have celebrated with street parties and however many charitable contributions for the offering plate their bank account would allow. Instead, she’d been sassy. Never disrespectful, of course. That would have earned her a butt whoopin’ or boxed ears. But an okie dokie pokey or a you betcha was way more common than a proper Yes, ma’am.

			The scrape of metal chair legs against the black-and-white industrial tile shot through the diner.

			Evie paused at the end of the counter and turned toward the sound.

			Backing away from the popular round booth in the back corner was a slightly balding fortyish-looking man with a short-sleeve checked button-down barely covering his paunch. His black pants were a tad too short in the length, but they were clean and well-pressed. He clenched some papers in his hand and executed a semi-bow that could have been interpreted as fear or extreme respect. Maybe a little of both.

			One glance at who was sitting in the booth and the tense gesture made sense.

			Sergei Petrovyh.

			She’d missed seeing him on the way in. Which said a lot about how distracted the new twist in her life had left her because just thinking his name made her flush. Actually looking at him made her and three-quarters of the female population too tongue-tied to talk. The other quarter mostly threw themselves at him and prayed to any god who would listen for a chance to hear that deep Russian accent of his up close and personal. Preferably in a situation where no clothes were involved.

			Rather than butt into Dorothy’s rant with the chef in the kitchen, Evie waited near the register and straightened a stack of menus.

			The balding man said something to Sergei, took two more steps backward, then turned and quick-stepped it toward the front door.

			Her gaze drifted back to Sergei, though she covered her leisurely perusal by thumbing through an order pad near the register. Dark wavy hair to his shoulders, sharp facial features, one of those sexy-as-hell tightly cropped beards and a deliciously tall and fit body to go with it.

			But it wasn’t just his looks that left women wanting. It was his power. A charisma burning behind his dark blue eyes and a graceful yet predatory edge behind every movement. In short, Sergei Petrovyh was the kind of man who could make any female forget her problems for at least a few precious moments with a single look.

			Actually, if she was honest, Sergei could eradicate her problems completely. It was what he’d done for a long list of people in her neighborhood since he’d moved to New Orleans a little over a year ago—traded fixing untenable situations in exchange for obligations owed.

			More to the point...he was a mobster.

			A damned good-looking one, for sure, but a seriously dangerous man all the same.

			Footsteps and muffled grumbling registered a few seconds before Dorothy’s droll voice cut through Evie’s ogling. “Girl, I’ve seen star-struck groupies act less obvious than you right now.”

			Evie crushed the urge to flinch like a guilty schoolgirl and gave Sergei another thorough once-over just to prove to both of them she could. Seriously, the man was like a Greek god. Maybe it was all that olive skin. Or the fact that he moved like a panther. The custom-tailored suits he wore definitely made the fashion lover in her want to stretch out and purr.

			So, yeah. She was old enough to ogle all she wanted and wasn’t about to apologize to anyone for doing it. Especially not after the day she’d had. “Nothing wrong with looking.” She faced her momma’s lifelong friend, leaned a hip onto the counter and braced one hand on the other. “And lookin’ at him is a damn sight better than tryin’ to figure out how I’m gonna pull off a major miracle between now and Monday.”

			Dorothy tucked her order pad inside the pocket of her white apron. Her daddy had named her after Dorothy Dandridge purely because he’d had a crush on the actress when Dorothy had been born, but she’d grown into a woman as beautiful as her namesake. At sixty-eight years old, her skin was wrinkled and her hair a soft gray, but her near-black eyes were still sharp as ever. She eyeballed Evie the way only a mother could. “What kind of miracle are we talking about?”

			“The kind where I find a job.”

			“I thought you were goin’ for a supervisor position with the cleaning gig. What happened?”

			Evie threw up her hands, then crossed her arms across her chest. “Damned if I know. Something about a security breach and my badge being used to access an attorney’s office after hours last weekend. Which is complete crap. Aside from me and Emerson going to the Farmers Market and the church potluck last Saturday, me and my badge were home all weekend. It had to be a mix-up.”

			“You tell ’em that?”

			“’Course I did. But they weren’t listening. Said they didn’t have a choice but to let me go with their security policy.”

			Dorothy frowned and ambled behind Evie to the back countertop and the tub of clean silverware waiting to be rolled into napkins. She laid out the first napkin and got to work. “Not sure how that constitutes an emergency. I know you, Evie. You’re always bracin’ for a storm. Don’t tell me you don’t have savings.”

			“All of that’s going to Emerson’s tuition.”

			“I thought he was on a wait list. No point in scrimping now if you need it and have time to build it back.”

			“He’s not on a wait list anymore.” Evie moved in beside her. She’d been rolling napkins at Dorothy’s place for as long as she could remember and had worked through countless crises with the simple task. “The dean called this week and said one of the kids is moving. I can apply for a scholarship, but I have to pony up the tuition to hold the spot while they process it.”

			“How much is it?”

			“$900.”

			Dorothy’s head snapped her direction and her voice rose enough a good amount of the diner’s chatter ceased. “$900? Are you insane?”

			“Dorothy!” she whisper-scolded with a pointed look in Emerson’s direction. “Emerson needs this. All his teachers say he needs this place. Say he’s bored to tears in public schools and that a Montessori school is perfect for a kid like him.”

			“Pshht.” Dorothy shook her head. “That much money just to hold a spot, that school better pave him a gold path to heaven and wipe his ass, too.” She paused long enough to let a comfortable silence stretch between them, then aimed a sideways look at Evie. “So? What you gonna do?”

			“Well, I was hopin’ maybe you could let me work for you a little while I look for something else.”

			Dorothy sighed. A genuine one that said she didn’t like sharing the words that came next any more than Evie wanted to hear them. “Can’t do that, baby girl. These ladies I got now are quality and if I scrimp on their schedules, they’ll go find someplace else to work. Best I can do is give you a call if one of ’em calls in sick, but that ain’t gonna happen. They need the money too bad.”

			Well, shoot.

			So much for Plan B.

			She placed a perfectly rolled set on top of Dorothy’s growing pile, turned, leaned her butt against the counter and crossed her arms on her chest. “This is such absolute crap.” Fear tried to push its way up from her chest, fueled by a healthy dose of long-ignored desperation and frustration. “I can’t blow this chance for Emerson. He needs it. He needs...” To smile. To play. To be able to be a kid and just enjoy himself a little while. “He needs something. If this school is gonna give it to him, then I’ll take up workin’ the streets if I have to.”

			“Not gonna come to that,” Dorothy said with all the quiet confidence of a woman who’d already forged her way through raising her own kids. “Lord’s gonna give you what you need when you need it. He always does.”

			“Hmmph.” Evie chewed on the inside of her lip to keep from saying what she really wanted to. Namely, that if the Lord was gonna give her what she needed, it’d sure be nice if he’d tell her how he planned to do that sooner rather than later.

			Like a magnet, her gaze shifted back to Sergei. The two men she often saw him with at the diner and around town now sat flanked on either end of the round booth. Kir Vasilek was big and intimidating like Sergei, but had beautiful blue eyes and blond hair. He used both to his advantage and had created a heck of a reputation in Mid-City as a supreme playboy. Roman Kozlov, on the other hand, rarely interacted with anyone. Probably because his big, imposing body, menacing features and hard facial structure made people think he was the devil incarnate.

			Sergei could eradicate her problems completely.


			The thought was a little subtler this time. A murmur uttered with the silken voice of temptation. “What about him?” she said to Dorothy under her breath.

			Dorothy twisted and studied Evie’s face, then followed her gaze to Sergei. After years keeping a diner open in a rough part of town through every kind of hard time imaginable, not much drew her old friend up short, but in that second, Dorothy showed genuine concern. She covered it almost as quickly as it had come up and went back to her silverware. “Don’t think you need protection, doll. I think you need a job.”

			“Well, maybe he knows someone. Could give me a lead or a reference. One look at those clothes he wears and that slick BMW outside, you know he’s loaded. That means he’s gotta know other rich people.”

			“He might know ’em. Might even give you a leg up with ’em, but in case you missed it—a man like him does you a favor, you’ll end up owing for what you get.”

			“You did it.”

			It was a childish response. Something more appropriate for when she’d been sixteen and arguing with her mom and Dorothy about what a girl should and shouldn’t wear. Not when she was twenty-eight and figuring out how to pay her bills.

			But if Dorothy felt the slight, she didn’t show it. Just kept right on rolling. “Lesser of two evils, child. I had thugs taking over my diner. Sergei took care of that and in exchange I give him a place to do business. A small price to pay to keep my place safe, but don’t let that handsome face fool you. He’s got dark in him. A lot of it. And he’s not afraid to let it out.” She paused a moment, the look on her face that of a woman searching for the right words to share next. She finally paused and faced Evie, lowering her voice. “Right now, you’ve got money troubles. You bring him into your life, you’ll solve one problem, but might end up with an even bigger one.”

			“Out of the frying pan into the fryer, huh?”

			Her eyes softened, a whole wealth of wisdom Evie couldn’t begin to comprehend staring back at her. “Something like that.”

			Evette sighed and chewed the inside of her lip. The only other option she could think of would have made her momma roll over in her grave, but she threw it out there anyway. “I guess I could ask Uncle Carl for some cash. He was wavin’ a big wad of it around here the other day. He’s crazy as the day is long, but he’s always offering to help me and Emerson.”

			“No.” Dorothy’s retort was so hard and fast, Evette felt it like a jolt. While she softened her tone almost as quickly, her hands shook when she picked back up with the napkins. “Your momma had reasons why she kept her distance from Carl. It’s best you do the same.”

			It wasn’t the first time Dorothy had expressed her dislike for Carl. Why she and her mother didn’t like him had never been something they’d been willing to share, but considering Evette didn’t like being around him either, she’d never pushed it.

			Evette braced her hands on the counter behind her and stared at Sergei.

			Sergei turned and caught her gaze.

			Trapped it.

			Owned the connection so completely Evie would have sworn he’d overheard her entire conversation.

			Which was absolute bull-hockey. He couldn’t have. He was just an intimidating man with a good sense of intuition.

			But he could help her.

			Way faster than anyone else in this neighborhood.

			She shifted her attention to Emerson, now done with his dinner and staring out the window to the street beyond. “Any chance I can talk you into a hot fudge sundae for Emerson?”

			“Any chance I can talk you out of what you’re thinkin’ about doing?”

			“Not unless you can tell me how to get a job by Monday and where I can find another $500 in time to hold that spot for Emerson.”

			Dorothy kept her silence.

			“Come on, Dorothy. You said yourself he’s not a complete bad guy. Heck, I remember you actually mentioned you liked him once. You’ve never even said you liked Father Manny and everyone likes him.”

			“Yeah, but I love you. Same as I loved your mama. You mark my words, you tangle with Sergei Petrovyh, there’s no telling what you’ll be in for.”

			“Well, if it makes my boy smile for once, I’m thinking it’d be worth it.”

			Dorothy shook her head, picked the heavy tub up like it weighed nothing and slid it under the counter. She faced Evie, studied her for long seconds, then nodded and headed for the kitchen. “I’ll make two sundaes. Have a feelin’ that boy’s not the only one who’s gonna need a pick-me-up before this day is through.”
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