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Dedication

 

 

This book is for anyone who has ever experienced the snap and sizzle of love at first sight.


ONE

 

 

 

“You must find…a wife, son. Do not make me leave you alone. Your mother would…never forgive me.”

Lukas Zavrazin, current Sovietnik of the Zavrazin organization and Pakhan in-training, wiped at his wet eyes and nodded. His mind didn’t bring forth any nonsensical images of the last grains of sand falling through an hourglass. He was too pragmatic for such shit. All he saw was the gauze and bandages covering his beloved father’s salt-and-pepper hair.

Kostya Zavrazin, the Pakhan of their Bratva, had been shot in the head last night. He’d gone into surgery within a few hours, had come out hours later, and had woken just a short time ago. Why the hell had his first thoughts revolved around his eldest son’s single status?

As Lukas attempted to breathe through the love and terror choking him, all he could think now was that he’d never made an effort to do two simple things his parents had asked of him. Get married and have a couple of babies. He’d told them he would, had even promised, but he’d never searched the faces of the many women who’d passed through his life to see if perhaps he should keep one for longer than a night or two.

What if he’d missed her? What if she’d sat across from him at dinner, spent the night in his bed, and then he’d shown her to the door the following morning, already distracted by the busy day ahead?

“You cannot wait any longer, Lukas.” Normally strong and commanding, his father’s voice was weak and reedy. “This incident has proven now is the time.”

As guilt joined his fear, Lukas once again geared up to make his promises.

But his father had heard them all before and was no longer willing to be appeased by the bullshit. “Do not waste any more time,” he stressed before Lukas could speak. “If I am not lucky enough to get through this…” He made a pained sound, and then ground his teeth as if he were angry at himself for allowing his sons to hear his suffering. “If I do not make it, I must know you will be taken care of.”

“Tell him.”

Lukas glanced across the bed to where his younger brother stood. Samuel’s eyes were full of tears, his shirt rusty with dried blood, and his dark hair was all over the fucking place because he’d been yanking at it all night. He would eventually take over as Sovietnik when Lukas moved into his father’s position, but that wouldn’t be for many years yet.

 “What?”

“Tell him about her,” Samuel repeated. “I know you weren’t expecting to fall for a simple girl like her, but she’s the one for you. So tell him.”

Lukas wanted to slap the well-meaning idiot up side the head. What the fuck was he talking about?

“Fine. If you won’t open your stubborn mouth, I will.” Samuel was careful not to disturb the IV as he took their father’s hand.

“Louder, son. I can’t hear…” Their father tried to turn his head but Samuel put a hand on his shoulder to stop him, and raised his voice.

 “Papa, Lukas has met someone. She works at the club. Farah and I know her, and we think she’s perfect. But Lukas is worried because, if he introduces her to you, he’ll have to admit he loves her, and we all know how difficult that will be for him.”

The same pale eyes his father had passed down to his sons were shadowed with pain and unfocused by drugs, but they still made Lukas want to shift when they came back his way. “Lukas? This is…true?” The hope in the stilted question could be felt in the air.

“Yes, Papa,” he found himself saying. What choice did he have? “Forgive me for keeping her to myself.” As if he would have had she been real. “I should have brought her to meet you. I just…wasn’t sure,” he finished lamely rather than admitting she didn’t fucking exist. He ground his teeth and died a thousand deaths because his mother now knew he’d just shamed himself by lying. She’d passed away seven years ago, and not a day went by that Lukas didn’t talk to her as if she were still with them. He silently begged her forgiveness as the sound of the respirator mimicked Darth Vader in his left ear.

“What is her name?”

Lukas’s brain went silent.

“Dale,” Samuel smoothly answered, making Lukas wonder if the fabrication was, in fact, a real girl from their nightclub. “Her name is Dale. She’s a curvy little thing who makes Lukas laugh. Yeah. You heard that right. I’ve seen it myself. She’s entertaining as hell.”

So what the fuck would I be doing with her? Lukas wanted to roar as his brother described a chubby little comedian who needed to crack jokes to make her miserable life bearable.

Instead, he said, “Yes. She is…amusing. You’ll enjoy meeting her.”

“Bring her to me now.”

Again, he had the urge to climb over the bed and cuff his brother’s ear.

“I’m sorry, Kostya. No visitors for at least the next twenty-four hours. Apart from your sons and Vasily, of course.”

Lukas glanced up to see his father’s surgeon looking at them all with a bemused expression on his face. Dr. Yuri Davidenko, a Russian physician, surgeon, and medical researcher, had been called in from New York to perform the surgery. He belonged to the Tarasov Bratva, one of the most powerful in the world, and had been accompanied, via private jet, by the Pakhan himself, since Vasily Tarasov and Kostya were close friends as well as associates.

The MD knew Lukas and Samuel were lying, and he’d just given them some breathing room. Lukas nodded his thanks and promptly went back to it. “I will bring her to meet you as soon as Yuri gives me the green light.”

“Tomorrow around this time should be fine.”

Up Lukas’s gaze went; this time to glare at the smirking sonofabitch. He took only a few seconds to imagine strangling the jackoff with the stethoscope hanging around his neck. “Fine,” he ground out. “I will bring Dale to meet you late tomorrow evening, Papa.”

Oblivious to the undercurrents in the room, his father squeezed his hand. “My boy. You don’t know what this means. Your mother…I couldn’t leave without knowing her greatest wish…I had to know you were…”

No. No!

“Papa.” Lukas stood and brought his and his father’s foreheads together as gently as he could and reverted to speaking Russian. “You are not leaving. You will be only feet away from me when she and I exchange vows. When we bring our first child home, you will be impatiently waiting in the drive to meet him or her.” He couldn’t leave their life. Not yet. “You will be at the christening, at Christmas dinner, and you will celebrate his or her first birthday with us.” He shook his head. “You cannot leave me to do these things without you. I’m sorry I didn’t do them sooner, but that doesn’t matter because Dale and I will do them now. I swear on my love for Mama.”

“Son…”

“I swear it, Papa. You can’t go yet. Not yet.” I’m not ready to say goodbye to you, too.

“Lukas?”

He lifted his head and saw the blurry image of his father’s friend. He and Samuel had known Vasily Tarasov all their lives. He was like an uncle to them. But he was also a much-respected figure in their world, which was why he’d been at the exchange last night. The one that had gone so wrong.

“Yuri would like Kostya to get some rest,” Vasily said as he placed a comforting hand on Lukas’s nape.

“Yes, of course.” He tried to pull himself together as he drew the heated blanket up to cover the artwork on his father’s chest. “We’ll be right here, Papa.”

“The meeting. You must go. Both of you.”

“No,” he and Samuel said simultaneously. It had been one thing for Samuel to send Farah off with a load of guards surrounding her, but for him and Lukas to leave, too?

“Boys. It must be done. We cannot look weak. Not now. Go. I will rest. You bring your girls to me tomorrow.” Kostya looked at Samuel. “Bring your Farah.” Then at Lukas. “Bring Dale.” The gauze wrap on his forehead moved as if he were frowning. “What kind…of…name…”

Lukas’s heart stopped when his father’s mouth went slack, and his head lolled to the side.

“The sedative took effect and he’s just fallen asleep,” Yuri quickly reassured as he came forward with an iPad tucked under his arm. “It’s the best thing for him. He will recover. I assure you, boys, his brain was not damaged by the bullet. My only concern now is how much hearing loss he’ll suffer once things settle. The surgeon who assisted was a specialist in the field so I’m optimistic, but shit happens.”

Both Lukas and Samuel embraced the gifted surgeon again before kissing their father on both cheeks as they usually did on holidays or after being away for an extended period. Then they reluctantly left him with four kryshas for protection and followed Vasily into the sitting room attached to the suite.

“Who the fuck is Dale?” Lukas demanded as he nodded to his boys hanging out in the corridor with a dozen boyeviks, bykis, and kryshas who’d either been at the warehouse or had come after hearing their Pakhan had been injured.

Samuel fell into one of the chairs. “Like I said, she works at the club. Farah’s been saying she’s the perfect girl for you for months now, so I repeated it.” He rubbed his eyes. “I had to say something, Lukas, and since her name was already in my head because she’s serving the meeting tonight, that’s what came out.”

“You’re hosting?”

“Vasily thought it would be best.”

“In case the gunmen from last night return, you boys will be better protected in a familiar place,” Vasily confirmed. “Maksim is at the club with a few others right now, checking out the area and making sure there’s no way anyone can surprise us.”

Lukas noted the way the Pakhan didn’t split hairs by distinguishing between Bratvas. Likely because he and Kostya had known each other since they were teenagers back in Russia. Lukas remembered his father saying the sons of Bratva leaders shared a bond others would never understand. To grow up under a ruler was a lonely upbringing. To grow up under rulers like Ivan Tarasov and Semion Zavrazin, a boy might as well be an orphan.

A quiet, stone-faced man came over and handed Vasily a coffee. Sergei Pivchenko. He was one of two nephews the Tarasov Pakhan had in his inner circle. Truth be told, it was always more enjoyable when Vasily brought the other, Alekzander, because, even though both men had recently lost people in their lives, Sergei in a much more tragic way, at least Alek didn’t impose his silent rage and misery on every person he encountered. Alek’s sadness you’d only pick up on if you got the guy drunk. But with Sergei, all you had to do was make eye contact and you were infected. Lukas steered clear of him because he didn’t have time for such frail, transparent personalities.

Vasily’s byki, Dmitri Zolin, was another matter altogether. The solemn, steadfast guard was well-liked and respected. Because he’d been with Vasily for so long, he was a literal shadow who was never more than a couple of feet away from his Pakhan. He was currently moving from the main door to the window to the door of the hospital room. A reserved but attentive surveillance that never rested.

As Dmitri quietly communicated with one of the others who’d come down from New York, using a mic hidden in his sleeve, Lukas moved a few chairs over and sat. His back was aching, his Armani was destroyed, and he badly wanted a shower. It was still early enough that he didn’t have to rush, but he couldn’t linger because he needed to make it to Scorch before it opened.

Their nightclub in downtown Houston was noisy, hot, and usually too fucking busy for Lukas to show his face unless he had to. Its only saving grace was its exclusivity. The bottle service that started at fifteen hundred and ran past five grand was steep enough to keep out the wanna-be gangsters.

Which left them wide open to the real ones, but since they all but ruled that demographic, it wasn’t a cause for concern.

“Tell me about Dale,” he said to his brother as he scrubbed a hand down his face. “She’s, what, a chubby little comedian?”

Samuel’s normally contagious laugh didn’t encourage participation tonight. It didn’t last long enough. “Man, you’re such an idiot. Sometimes I don’t know how you survive.”

Lukas glared across the gleaming tile floor not found in public hospitals. The private places knew their clientele, and it showed. “Yeah? Tell me about Dale,” he tried again.

“Have you ever seen a chubby comedian on the floor at Scorch?”

“No.” It wasn’t Samuel who oversaw the hiring of waitstaff at the club but Samuel’s wife. And, Lukas had to hand it to her, Farah had a great eye.

“You boys should head out,” Vasily interrupted, looking at the Breitling on his wrist. “Talk about this on the way. Your cars have been brought to the front doors.” His concerned gaze went into the room that carried a symphony of sounds from a multitude of machines. “I’m going to speak to your father then I’ll meet you at the club.”

Knowing better than to argue—if their father learned of it, his boys would get a verbal ass-kicking no one would enjoy—Lukas rose at the same time as Samuel. They embraced the Pakhan, took in the expected encouragement that surprisingly made Lukas feel a little better, then left.

As they started down the quiet corridor, four men fell in behind them. Nobody spoke as they traveled. Lukas was too busy fighting the need to camp out until his father was able to leave this place by his side.

He shoved his hands into his pockets to check for his balls. Goddammit. He had to do better than this. He was thirty-four years old but thinking like an insecure fucking pussy.

Their group passed by a few wide-eyed nurses as they headed down a set of stairs to the main floor. A number of plain-clothed security personnel were walking the halls. He’d spotted a half-dozen mingling with more than a dozen of their own because the Zavrazin’s had also spread their people out.

They walked through the revolving front doors into a wall of humid heat when Samuel spoke.

“I feel like shit walking out of here, Lu.”

He gripped his little brother’s nape and gave it a squeeze. “Same, but we have to do what Papa asks. Especially now. We’ll start with you introducing me to this girl before the meeting. Does she know who we are?”

“I don’t know. But, listen, just because I mentioned her name, doesn’t mean you have to use her. Pick someone else.”

Samuel’s Bugatti was directly in front of Lukas’s black Land Rover at the curb. They stopped next to the vehicles as their byki surrounded them in a loose but protective circle.

“You chose her to serve the meeting tonight. Why? Because she’s nosy and obnoxious? Because she doesn’t know when to keep her mouth shut?”

Samuel pulled a face. “Fuck, no. Dale is one of our best. Doesn’t matter what’s happening in her life; the minute she hits the floor, she turns on the charm like she has a built-in system. She’s honest, efficient, and is next to impossible to rattle. Farah loves her.”

All the reasons her name had surfaced in the first place. Samuel would never have considered putting Lukas in the position of having to introduce an air-head whore to their father.

“Then you can introduce her to me before the meeting,” he grumbled as he left his brother and the one byki Samuel traveled with and started walking again. “And email me her file. I want to go through it before I see her.”

Both he and Samuel kept excruciatingly detailed files on most of the people they formed any lasting relationships with. Some, because it paid to know the dirty details of a person’s life, and others, because it paid to know the dirty details of a person’s life.

“Where are you going now?” Samuel called as Lukas shrugged out of his jacket and neared the Land Rover with his personal guard of three.

Milan and Yasha Demidov were brothers, and Adam Demidov, Lukas’s driver, was their cousin. Milan and Adam had been with Lukas almost a decade, but Yasha had come over from Russia just a few years ago. The Demidovs’ uncle had been one of Lukas’s father’s best men for over twenty years. He’d been killed earlier tonight, along with two others in their organization.

“I’m going to the condo to shower. It’s quicker than going home and I want to try to catch Maksim before he leaves the club. See if he’s learned anything.”

Samuel came over and stuck his head in the SUV as Lukas and Milan settled themselves in the back. “Kirov’s looking into this? I thought he was just double-checking security.”

Lukas understood the excitement in his brother’s voice. Aside from being an absolute horror to their enemies, Maksim Kirov, who was tucked tight under Vasily Tarasov’s wing, was a brilliant computer genius—hacker—and a high-standing member of the Tarasov Bratva. And that came with some perks. The main one being that even though New York was their base, the Tarasovs continued to nurture the heavy presence they had in Moscow. To most organized crime factions, whether they be Russian, Italian, Asian, or otherwise, that was a powerful signal to steer clear.

Having those ties to Russia was attractive to Lukas and Samuel because that meant every base would be covered. If last night’s action had been a planned hit, and it had come from a higher authority back home, Maksim would have a little bird chirping in his ear to supply that information.

“Maksim’s Pakhan was at the warehouse last night, Samuel. Did you not hear the fucking Goliath vow to hunt down the bastards responsible for nearly killing them? I heard him talking to Dmitri about hacking a satellite feed to get a bead on where the getaway vehicles were ditched, for Christ’s sake.” He blew out a sigh and gave his scratchy eyes a quick rub. “We need to find us a Kirov.”

“No shit.” Samuel looked serious as he no doubt pictured the six-foot-seven giant who had a reputation like Lukas’s in the sense that neither of them was particularly forgiving or lenient with those who crossed them or their families. “You mind if I tag along and listen in?”

“Yes.”

His brother’s expression flattened. “Why?”

“Because you have a wife to worry about.”

That had Samuel hopping into the SUV and slamming the door. “Do you know something already?”

“No, Samuel.”

“Then why did you bring Farah into it? The only time you do is when you’re about to go on a bender and leave a trail of bodies in your wake.”

Lukas took his phone out and texted Maksim, asking for a time and place to meet. “If I learn something from Kirov, I don’t want to waste time arguing with you when I could be heading out on that bender.”

“Wrong.”

Lukas turned a raised brow on his younger brother who met the excuse-fucking-me look head-on.

“Regardless what you learn, you’re going to have to put it off until after the meeting. And, Lukas, I’m not talking about the one we’re going to have around a big table. For once in your life, you’re going to have to find a way to put your personal life before business. What if meeting Dale and seeing you ‘happy’ is what gives Papa the incentive to get through this?” He’d made half-assed quotation marks in the air. “You can’t deny us that.”

Huh. How the fuck did one put their personal life before business? Lukas’s main goal tonight should be to get out there and get the information he needed so he could decimate those who’d dared to cross his Bratva. Instead, he had to allow Samuel to take the lead while he suffered through a meet-and-greet with a woman he would be introducing to his father in less than twenty-four hours.

He bumped his closed fist on a blood stain that had dried on Samuel’s knee. “I love you, brother, but I suggest you leave now because there is nothing that pisses me off more than when you bring logic and reason into a conversation.”

Samuel didn’t even crack a smile. “You have to make a real effort this time. He thinks he’s going to meet the woman you want to have children with. You understand that, don’t you?”

Since producing an heir was the whole point of finding Ms. Right, of course, Lukas was aware of that. The goddamn anvil had been swaying back and forth over his head for ten fucking years now. Since Samuel and Farah couldn’t have children without the pregnancy killing Farah, it was up to Lukas to keep their line going.

Feeling as bad about that as he always did, he grabbed his brother’s head and pulled him in to kiss his temple. “I’m tight. I know what’s going on and I’ll act accordingly. I give you my word.”

Samuel nodded and got out of the truck, and as Adam got them moving, all Lukas could think was this chubby little comedian better throw a spark or two his way. Otherwise, the future would be one bleak sonofabitch.


TWO

 

Dale Vaner effortlessly kept herself protected from all the “feels” in the room while transferring her belongings from the dresser drawers to her duffel bag. She was so used to doing it that she didn’t always notice if it took an effort to deflect the emotions or not. But today, because shit was going down, she was conscious of her walls. They were strong. Fortified. And they kept her protected.

“You don’t have to watch me, Liam,” she said for the second time in the last ten minutes. “I’m seriously not going do anything to your stuff.”

“Is she always like this?” a female voice whispered. “I don’t know whether to be impressed or afraid.”

Dale smirked and looked at the girl she’d just caught her “boyfriend” cuddling with on their sofa. Well, it was Liam’s sofa, but Dale had begun to think of it as theirs since moving in four months ago when she’d gone from being Liam’s yoga instructor and sort-of-friend to his roommate and friend-with-bennies.

“This is what I meant when I said she doesn’t give a shit. She doesn’t. Look at her. Look at you, Dale,” Liam complained, sounding more hurt than upset. “You just caught me cheating, and you’re smiling at the chick I was cheating on you with!”

Dale shrugged. “It’s not her fault you’re an asshole. I hope you know if he did this to me, he might very well do it to you in the future,” she told the pretty ginger with the big blue eyes. Man, the girl’s skin was nice.

“I did this to you because you’re not into us anymore. If you ever were.”

Dale threw her two big bags over her shoulder and snagged the padded hanger she kept her work clothes on so the velvet corset and shorts wouldn’t wrinkle. She stopped at the door and looked up at her ex-roommate.

“If you were unhappy, you should have asked me to leave. Just because I’m not throwing a fit and breaking your stuff doesn’t mean you did this right, Liam. Selfish people who turn their backs on those they’re close to are shitty, and you ruin people’s lives with your lack of character.” She should know, she’d loved enough of them in her lifetime.

Liam’s expression softened slightly. But when his brows came down, and guilt entered his eyes, as though he’d just realized what he’d done, Dale got moving. Had to. Otherwise, all that shit would leave with her and she didn’t need his negative emotions mucking up her vibe.

“Don’t worry about it, Liam. Really. We’re cool.” She squeezed by the new couple in the narrow hallway and only had to take a few steps to reach the door. “Good luck, you two. Feel free to toss whatever I’ve left behind. I won’t be back for it.” As she stepped out into the hallway, she gave them a wave and didn’t even slam the door. She genuinely didn’t feel the need.

As she walked to the elevator, a part of her felt bad because Liam was right. She hadn’t been invested in them as a couple. But she hadn’t just been putting in time either. She’d had an agenda.

Dale was a yoga instructor, and Liam was a regular in her class. She’d gotten to know him over the last year, and had thought he’d be the perfect guy to help her achieve the only real goal she had in life. He was a carefree bachelor who bartended for a living, and spent his leisure time doing yoga, cooking, and traveling. No-strings had appeared to be his MO. 

So, when Liam had mentioned he was looking for a roommate one day after class, she’d raised her hand and had moved in the following week. She hadn’t forced a thing, and had been relieved when lazing around on the couch in their downtime had led to snuggles and eventual sex. She’d given her virginity up without a thought but had held back, thinking it only right to wait a respectable amount of time before asking for a donation that would come with just one condition. No strings. Right up his alley, right?

And hers, because she didn’t need them. She made great money teaching during the day and serving at an elite club at night. She had a very healthy savings account that she’d built while living at her father’s house for a lot longer than she’d wanted to. And she was ready. Beyond ready to change her lonely, solitary existence by putting A and B together to make C.

Or not.

The elevator finally arrived, and Dale got on and pressed G. She couldn’t believe she’d read the situation so wrong. She was usually a great judge of character. But, apparently, Liam had wanted those strings after all, and seeing he wasn’t going to get them with her, he’d moved on. And that was okay. In fact, him finding something real with someone else without telling her first did nothing more than prove to Dale that she was going about her life in the right way. Stay protected and no one gets hurt. Namely her.

As she stepped out on the ground floor, she worked her phone out of the pocket of her denim shorts and called her co-worker. The only one she saw outside of Scorch, the nightclub where they both served a wealthy crowd they’d never be a part of. Erika Hernandez, a bubbly romantic who liked to worry, was always good for a distraction.

“Hey. I thought you’d be here by now. I was going to make you help me unpack some boxes before we left for work. This place is a disaster.”

As Dale pushed through the doors to walk out into the glaring sun, she forced a smile that felt more natural than the real ones she occasionally wore. Houston was sweltering on this brilliant Saturday afternoon, which had to have made for an uncomfortable day for Erika because she’d just finished doing the opposite of what Dale was currently doing. She and her boyfriend of two years had just gotten a place together.

“Sorry. I got held up when I came home to grab my uniform and found Liam on the couch making out with a cute ginger with amazing skin.”

Silence.

“I’m coming now,” she continued as though she hadn’t noticed the lack of sound. “Can we grab a bite before we head to the club? I’m starving.”

“Dale? You better be fucking joking.”

“Nope. I haven’t eaten all day, and I just used the last of my energy to pack my bags that I’m tossing into my car as I speak.” She dropped one bag on the smoking hot sidewalk and popped the trunk of her little red Mazda.

Another stretch of silence lasted long enough for Dale to stow her bags and get on the road.

“You can say what you want, Erika. I’m cool.”

“I want to ask if you’re okay, but I know you’ll just say yes. Be real, Dale. For once, alright? Be real. Are you okay with this?”

“I’m okay. Honest,” she assured as she switched lanes. “I feel kind of bad for a variety of reasons, but, it is what it is.” A delay. That was all.

“Wow. I don’t know how you handle shit the way you do. It’s like you have a shield around you that prevents you from…reacting.”

Dale could tell Erika had been about to say something else. Probably that Dale didn’t feel. And that would have been accurate. She’d spent too many years absorbing the emotions of those around her, trying to cope with them on top of her own. Her beloved Oma, her mom’s mom who’d lived with them until Dale was thirteen, had said Dale had been gifted with a heightened sense of empathy. Gifted? No. It was a curse. One she’d beaten and smothered out of existence when she was in her junior year of high school. She’d tried before that, but after he left, she’d succeeded.

She moved on because she suddenly didn’t feel like talking. At all. “I’m right around the corner. Want me to swing by Krispy Kreme?”

“God, no. My uniform is tight enough as it is. If I gain even an ounce, my tits are going to blow through that corset and kill some unsuspecting ogler.”

Dale laughed as she was meant to and pulled into the parking lot of her favorite donut place. “You’re a loser. See you in an hour. I have a stop to make.”

She hit the end button on the dash and pulled up to the drive-thru menu board. After she placed and received her order, she parked in the corner of the lot and devoured three donuts and a bottle of water. They didn’t go down as easily as they should have because she was having a bit of trouble swallowing.

She tossed the last crumbling bit of her third donut to a seagull and turned the radio up before getting on the road again. Ray LaMontagne’s Jolene nearly killed her, but she left it on anyway because fighting not to feel was almost like a workout.

Because she aimed the car west instead of east, which would have taken her straight to Erika’s, her stomach started churning. “Fuck off, butterflies,” she warned as sweat beaded on her upper lip. “You know how much I hate you.”

In thirty minutes, she was in Sharpstown and pulling into a driveway on a quiet, tree-lined street. She sat for a spell with the car idling, waves of goosebumps crawling over her skin. They weren’t caused by the A/C blowing on her shoulders.

She breathed in her strawberry air-freshener and adjusted the straps on her tank top. She blinked. She tried swallowing. Then she brought her eyes to the house, and, realizing she wouldn’t be able to avoid it today, she opened herself up. For only a few seconds, Dale allowed the familiar sharp blades to nick at her heart, tearing at scars received when those she’d fallen in love with had left without caring about who or what they were leaving behind.

As she looked at the average brick bungalow with its two-car garage, her beloved grandmother’s image filled her head. Her Oma had died just before Dale had graduated eighth grade. She couldn’t fault an old lady for passing on, but the pain her death had caused had changed Dale.

Her mom’s sister’s image drifted through Dale’s thoughts next. Aunt Lillian had lived next door to them. She’d baptized Dale. Three months after Oma’s death, Aunt Lillian had moved to Alaska to be with a guy she’d met online. Dale hadn’t spoken to her since their tearful goodbye at the curb because Aunt Lillian had never called with that new phone number and address she’d promised. When Dale had asked her mom why, Lorraine had shrugged and said her sister had given birth to twins and she was busy.

Anna Lopez had lived two doors down. She and Dale had been best friends throughout elementary school. Anna’s parents had separated during their grade eight Christmas break, and Anna had been given a choice. Mom or dad. She’d chosen her mom, and they’d moved back to Mexico to live with Anna’s grandparents. Her dad still lived two doors down but had claimed not to have a number or address for Anna, so Dale hadn’t been able to keep in touch as she’d so badly wanted to.

Dale’s mom had left, too. She’d cheated on Dale’s dad and moved to Florida when Dale was sixteen; like things hadn’t been bad enough only a year after he’d left. You’re going to leave home one day, too, Dale, Lorraine had said. What’s the difference if I go first? She’d waved from the front door then jogged out to the minivan waiting at the curb. Lorraine’s boss, the man she’d cheated with, had been at the wheel. Dale had seen her four times in the last six years.

Her dad? Well, he’d cheated on Lorraine a few times over the years, which had been Lorraine’s excuse for cheating on him. The two had held on, though, saying it would be cruel of them to split when Dale needed them together. But the night before Lorraine left, Dale had heard them arguing, and had learned the real reason they hadn’t separated sooner was because neither had been able to support Dale on their own. In the end, Wilson Vaner wasn’t given a choice, though by then, Dale had been sixteen and she’d already been entirely independent. All she’d used home for was to sleep and shower.

Wilson had remarried last year. His wife wasn’t the nicest woman, and she and Dale weren’t friends.

Turning the car off, Dale threw up her walls and opened the windows a crack before stepping out and walking along the edge of the flowerbed. Ringing the doorbell felt foreign as she’d only been back once since leaving, and wouldn’t have been there today had she any other options. But spending a couple of hundred dollars a night at a hotel while she looked for a new apartment wouldn’t only put a dent in her budget—paying first and last up front wasn’t going to be cheap—it would make her feel immature and irresponsible. What were a couple more weeks in her old room in the grand scheme of things?

The door opened to reveal a middle-aged man with dark hair and glasses. He was wearing an Adidas tracksuit and Nike sneakers but didn’t look as comfortable as he should have.

“Dale?”

“Hey, Dad.” She cleared her throat and tried not to feel like a beggar. “I’m, uh, in a bit of a pickle. Can I stay with you for a bit?” She slipped on her happy mask and gave him a brilliant smile while mentally crossing her fingers in the hopes she wouldn’t get a solid no.

“Well, er, where’s Leo?”

“Liam is at his place, but I’m not anymore. I won’t stay long. Just until I find a new apartment.” She held her breath, thinking a one bedroom would do. She wouldn’t need two bedrooms for a few years yet. “Uh, maybe a day or two?” she tried when it looked as if Wilson was gearing up to give her some excuse.

“Oh, uh, yeah. A day or two…” He tapped on the doorknob with his wedding ring. A nervous gesture. Clink. Clink. Clink. “Ursula left for work already, and she’s putting in a double shift…” He looked over his shoulder. “I’m working tonight…” He drove a cab and had worked nights all Dale’s life. When he came back around to face her, he was bouncing his top teeth on his bottom lip. “Think you could find a place by noon tomorrow? That way, I won’t have to deal with any bitching when Ursula comes home at three.”

Dale’s spine tried its best to curve, but she jammed an invisible steel rod into it. “Yeah, sure. I can be gone by noon.” Less than twenty-four hours to find a new home, and she had to be at work in two hours and wouldn’t get off until after three a. m. That was doable.

Looking only slightly embarrassed, her dad stepped back and waved her into her former home.

She held up a finger and ran back to her car to grab one of her bags. She wouldn’t need both. When she returned, she placed the duffel just inside the house.

As her dad opened the closet and transferred the bag to the far corner, she said, “I’m off to work. Will you leave the door open or do you have a spare key? Oh, and I’m going to need these…” She stepped into the house and went into the closet to open the bag to grab her stillies.

“You’re going to be late, right?” he said as he took a key off the hook under the mirror and handed it to her. “Try not to be too loud. Ursula’s boy is living with us now, and he’s a light sleeper.” 

It felt as if he’d just punched her in the chest. “No worries.”

He looked over his shoulder again. “And I guess I’ll have to let his babysitter know you’ll be taking the couch for a couple of hours, so she’s not alarmed if she hears you come in. She’s in your room now, and you know how thin the walls are.”

“Yup. I remember. I should go. See you.” She skipped along the flowerbed and got back into her car, and it wasn’t until she was backing out onto the street that she noticed she was still smiling. Dropping the expression, she turned the music up loud enough to rattle her fillings.

Life is hard, and cruel people make it harder, Magdalena. Because you are susceptible, you will have to learn to shut them out.

Her Oma used to say that to her when Dale would come home from school feeling like shit for some reason or other.

Look for the good that always comes with the bad.

That one had usually been followed by a story about when Oma was small and living in Europe during the war. Dale had hated those stories, but she’d listened and taken in all the fear and sadness in her Oma’s eyes because there had been so much to be shared.

Pushing away the memory, Dale tried to honor the unconditional love she’d been given for too short a time by doing as she’d been told. Find the good. Good, good, good…

Okay. She straightened in her seat and ignored how the donuts were roiling in her stomach. Yeah, life kind of sucked at the moment, but at least she wouldn’t have to camp out in her car and get eaten alive by bugs because, even though it was only March, it was too hot to sleep with the windows rolled up.

There. Done.

Refusing to acknowledge that she didn’t feel any better, she pressed her foot down on the gas and drove faster.


THREE

 

 

“Could it be any hotter?” Erika complained a couple of hours later as she and Dale entered Scorch through the back door that was being manned by one of the club’s heavies. Erika flipped her honey-colored hair and yanked at her collar. “Think anyone would notice if I sewed some air panels into this thing, Kong? You know? Like the ones you see on workout gear. I could totally do it.”

Kong shrugged one of his massive shoulders and offered a crooked smile through the piercings lining his bottom lip. His intense stare went down Dale and Erika’s bodies with an almost clinical edge. “You’d probably get spanked for fucking with the goods.”

As Dale started down the hallway, Erika appeared to consider what had started as a joke. She looked deep in thought as she smoothed down the short black trench coat that came with their uniforms. All the girls were required to wear them when they came on shift, and Dale had to admit their boss had great taste. When twenty of the girls were all together in their coats, stillies, and fishnets, they looked fabulous.

Dale was about to turn and tell Erika to mention the idea to Farah, but the words never made it out because as she passed by the doors leading to the basement, one opened and a man dressed in dark clothing stepped out in front of her. She slammed hard into his back, bumped her nose against his spine, and fumbled her purse but didn’t drop it.

“Sh…ugar,” she corrected just in time. One never knew when another might take offense to cursing. “I’m so sorry.” Fuck, something smelled gorgeous. “My shoes wouldn’t let me stop in time.” Tall guy. Hard body. But that was all she got because her eyes were watering. She blinked rapidly before the tears reached her mascara and caused a catastrophe. “Not that I had any indication you were about to pop out of thin air,” she added, laughing as her vision cleared. She looked up when the big, gorgeous smelling mute turned.

Low-lidded pale-grey eyes met hers and her ability to breathe screwed the pooch. He smelled gorgeous because the man wearing the beautifully cut black suit was gorgeous. His hair was dark and had a slight wave, his square jaw a hard edge, and those firm lips looked like something she could spend hours on. Or they could spend hours on her. She wasn’t fussy.

“I’m…so sorry. I…” Small heat pockets began popping up all over Dale’s body, releasing steam that seemed to curl in the air between them. As she struggled to form some words, she was knocked further into the nether by a blast of lust so genuine and innocent she could only describe it as pristine. It wasn’t created from anything other than the chemistry weaving around their bodies. “Please forgive me,” she murmured, not sure what she was asking forgiveness for. Bumping into him. Staring. Wondering what he’d look like naked.

Or maybe she was asking forgiveness for what she would do with him if ever given a chance. Because it would be a lot. Everything. She knew it without a doubt.

“Excuse me.”

Her eyelids fluttered as his melted-chocolate voice dripped over her and permeated her insides, heating them, burning. He didn’t smile. Didn’t ask if she was okay. He merely scowled down at her for another few seconds before stepping around her and walking off down the hallway.

Unable to stop herself, Dale watched every elegant step he took. She even went so far as to bring up her shaking hand and pat around until she found Erika’s mouth so she could shut her friend up and enjoy the view until he disappeared around the corner.

She pulled a hot breath into her lungs and fanned herself as she released Erika’s mouth. “What. Was. That?” she enquired as reaction began to set in.

“That, you idiot, was Farah’s brother-in-law,” Erika hissed.

Her head snapped to the side. “Whaaaa?” she mouthed. Holy fuck. That was Lukas Zavrazin?

No one spoke about it openly—would never be so stupid—but they were all aware Farah’s husband, Samuel, and his brother, Lukas, were the sons of Kostya Zavrazin, a suspected Russian mob leader. All you had to do was chat for a few minutes with Samuel, and you couldn’t help but pick up on the you-can’t-touch-me vibe. One look at his bodyguards and friends and you’d know; mafia.

Dale stumbled when Erika snatched her arm and pulled her along to the busy staff dressing room. Erika was talking, but Dale wasn’t tracking. She felt funny. As if she’d been struck by lightning. She was dizzy. Feverish. Felt like steam was still billowing from select areas of her body. Her muscles were quivering, and her knees were shaking.

“Dale, are you okay?”

She blinked as Erika gently shoved her into a plush chair. “Did you smell him?” she murmured. “Is that what money smells like?” No. It had been too…natural. Criminal activity, maybe? Had the guy ever killed anyone? Was he into drugs? Prostitution? She tossed that one out of her head because it pissed her off. Was he an arms dealer? Into gambling?

She was pretty sure that covered what people like her thought the mafia was into.

“Smell who?” Elaine asked as she sailed by on a cloud of sweet perfume mixed with baby powder. Dale hated Elaine something fierce. Okay. She didn’t. She liked her almost as much as she liked Erika. But she did feel viciously jealous whenever she walked by the tall blonde’s locker and saw all the photos of Elaine’s six-month-old baby boy.

“Probably Kong,” Rachel drawled as she teetered by on heels that must cramp her calves something crazy. “I swear, for an ape, the man has the scent of an angel.”

“Kong is no angel.” Paula and Peyton, a stunning set of twins, came over to grab two bottles of Perrier from the tray of refreshments and snacks that were left in the dressing room every night by management. They bent and pursed their lips in the mirror before taking turns talking.

“He’s a demon.” Paula.

“We’ve had him.” Peyton.

“Will never forget the bruises.” Paula.

“He tossed us around like filthy little rag dolls.” Peyton.

“It was incredible.” Both of them.

“He stares at your ass all the time, Dale. You should try him.” Paula.

Dale couldn’t help but grin as she silently passed.

It was then Farah Zavrazin stuck her head in the doorway. Their boss had either hit thirty or was knocking on the door, but it made no difference in her looks. The woman was super beautiful, and she had a positive vibe Dale found irresistible. “Hi, girls!” Her long auburn hair was up in a stylish twist and her makeup, as always, was perfectly applied. “Dale? My husband wants to see you at the bar. Don’t keep him waiting.” She disappeared, but not before Dale saw it looked as if she’d been crying.

“Fuck.” Dale looked up at Erika to see worried eyes already staring down at her. “What happened? What did I do? Did I say something insulting to Mr. Smells Amazing?”

Erika shrugged and pulled her up. “Go. He’s waiting.”

Without removing her trench, Dale nodded and rushed out only to nearly ram headlong into Kong. “Ready?”

“You’re here for me?”

Without answering, he turned and started walking. She followed.

Fuuuck. “Any idea what he wants, Kong? Am I in trouble for something?” What the hell it could be she had no idea. She’d been at the club for almost a year, and she’d never even been late let alone missed a shift for any reason. She didn’t steal. Didn’t fuck customers. Didn’t flirt or anything because most of the guys who frequented the place were self-entitled trust-fund babies who thought they could buy anything from the drinks to the servers. The other portion of the clientele were Samuel’s friends and associates. When she dealt with them, she kept her ears closed, her eyes down, and her smile always in place.

“He’ll let you know.” Kong didn’t turn his head to give her anything resembling a reassuring look.

Stupid of her to ask. These guys weren’t into social chit-chat, which made for a quiet walk into the spacious club that was abuzz with activity. Staff were wiping down already clean tables, vacuuming the black carpet under the closed-off VIP booths, polishing the mirrors and framed prints of artistically posed body parts that were essentially tasteful porn.

They came to a stop at the end of the main bar—there were two secondary bars in opposite corners—where Samuel Zavrazin was sitting with three distinguished looking men. His brother wasn’t one of them, which was as much of a bummer as it was a good thing.

Despite the tension she felt surrounding the men, or maybe because of it, Dale’s work mask slid firmly into place. “Good evening, Samuel. Gentlemen,” she greeted, giving each of them a cursory glance that took in only the basics.

The handsome older one wore an expensive navy suit and was probably in his early forties. He gave her a nod and a not-quite-there smile that was still pleasant and left her feeling safe.

The second wasn’t so good-looking but wasn’t ugly. Until you looked into his eyes. She forced herself to remain still through a shiver that made the hair on her arms stand up. The guy’s vibe wasn’t just dark. It was black, and she felt an urgent need to get the hell away from him.

The feeling of safety came back when she got to the third man. Handsome as hell with a cocky arrogance to match, he looked her up and down with a practiced eye. Then he had the nerve to nod before bringing his attention back to the phone he’d been scrolling through as if she’d passed some sort of test.

Flattered?

Affronted?

She went with flattered when she noted his black suit was similar to the one Samuel’s brother had been wearing, only this guy with his precisely trimmed goatee, silver eyes, and pocket square, needed to upsize because he had to be about six-six or seven. He’d make one beautiful baby, but the woman who carried it had better be a freaking amazon.

“What can I do for you?” she asked Samuel who looked tired. His dark hair was disheveled, but still looked great, and he needed to shave. For the first time in their acquaintance, Dale noticed the color of his eyes. They were the same grey as his brother’s but…were different. Where Lukas’s had appeared cold and blank, Samuel’s held a hint of anger and enough apprehension to make Dale shift on her feet. Maybe he and Farah were having a tiff. That would explain her boss’s tears.

“I need a favor.”

One she wasn’t allowed to refuse? “Of course. I’m at your service.” She kept her smile toned down and tried not to appear over-eager.

 “I’m pulling you from the floor schedule and putting you on a private party tonight.”

Excitement buzzed up her spine. The last private function she’d served had sent her home with enough cash to pay off her car. Maybe she could get that hotel room after all. “Yes, sir. How many guests?” Or better yet, she’d squirrel it away and take some extra time off when she needed it.

“Maybe a dozen.”

She could swing that with her eyes closed and one hand tied behind her back.

“My brother and I are hosting.” He shook his head when one of the bartenders held up a bottle. “I want you to go up early, so I can introduce you to Lukas before the others arrive. But before we do that, I asked you here so you can give me and my friends your word anything that you hear while in that room will be kept strictly confidential.”

A chill swept through her. Tension explained. A private party. His brother. Their friends. Mob.

They were going to talk business with her there…

Was she being invited up only to serve? Or was she going to be reprimanded? Had she somehow insulted Lukas Zavrazin during their brief encounter? Did he need the privacy of an upstairs meeting room to bludgeon her to death?

It wasn’t like she’d hadn’t heard talk of the man. Dressing room gossip said he was handsome—bullshit, he was breathtaking, and she wanted to cover him like a blanket and eat a midnight snack off his wide chest. Always following the sighs about his looks were words like intolerant, harsh, and she’d even heard someone describe him as downright terrifying. Again, bullshit, unless the girl had been terrified of losing her virginity because Dale had also heard the older Zavrazin plowed through women like a shark at feeding time.

Was she insane to want to change her name to Chum and go swimming after dark?

She forgave herself for sounding so slutty and was glad—for other reasons—she’d be meeting Lukas before the meeting. She needed to apologize again for any disrespect she might have shown when they’d collided earlier. Sure, it had merely been a bump in the hallway, but maybe he was a sensitive germaphobe and she’d contaminated him or something. Who knew?

Looking each man in the eye—the pale green ones she skipped over, and the silver ones she was denied because the big guy was lost in his phone, though she could see he was aware of his surroundings—Dale kept her pose relaxed and her smile professional. Which was easy because what she said next was nothing but the truth.

“You have my word, Samuel. I will never leave the premises and discuss issues that don’t concern me. And those that do, they’re my business, and I’ve made it a habit to keep that where it belongs.” She tapped her temple and wondered if she was giving them an idea of where to put the slug.

“Thank you. Maksim? Did you get that?”

The big guy, Maksim, tapped his phone. “Recorded and stored,” he murmured in a faint Russian accent identical to Samuel’s. And Lukas’s?

“Good. Dale Vaner, this is Vasily Tarasov, Sergei Pivchenko, and Maksim Kirov. They’ll be with us upstairs later.”

They all shook hands, and as she listened to Samuel’s unnecessary instructions—stay behind the bar and speak only when spoken to—Dale sent up a prayer begging the good Lord to help her make it through the night. But, because she was proficient at shutting people out and minding her own business, she knew she wouldn’t need much help.

 

***

 

Lukas stood alone in his brother’s office, his eyes focused on one of many screens mounted on the wall. His heart was beating hard enough to make his tie jump, and his cock was once more as solid as it had been when he’d walked away from the collision he’d caused twenty minutes ago.

He stepped forward and squinted to try to get a better look at the woman who’d just blown his and Samuel’s plan out of the water. Jet-black hair pinned up in a bun big enough to let him know it was long, sun-kissed skin with not a freckle in sight, and lush, dewy lips that made a man yearn to feel them sucking gently on his tongue.

But it wasn’t the lips holding his attention now. It was the eyes. Every time she blinked those brilliant emeralds, something around Lukas’s goddamn heart chimed like a fucking wedding bell.

Fuck the chubby comedian, he thought again, because his focus had shifted and was now locked on this girl who had to be more than ten years his junior. Probably even a few years younger which would put her around twenty-one or two.

Didn’t matter. It had happened, and no throwaway detail was going to change it.

Unable to keep it in, he shared the life-altering moment with the only person other than his father who might understand how his very world was currently realigning.

“You were right, Mama,” he said in the same clear tone he’d have used if his mother was still alive and sitting behind him. “It is paralyzing. Not terrifying, as you described, but frustrating in the sense that I can’t control it.”

He watched Samuel stand. The girl stepped back and tilted her head to listen to what his brother was saying. She responded with something, and Lukas wished he could hear the melodic tone that had feathered into his ears as she’d laughed and apologized for his boorish entrance into the corridor earlier.

The longer he watched, the more he became aware of an unfamiliar pressure building in his chest. It got worse when she smiled and flashed a set of brilliant white teeth. Was that a dimple? He had a burning need to know.

“Move out of her space,” he whispered.

Hearing himself, hearing the threat that had been in his tone, and seeing Farah’s pretty face flash by on another screen as she prepared to open for the night, had Lukas stepping back. What the fuck was he saying? As if Samuel would ever stray from his wife. There weren’t many sure things in life, but his brother’s fidelity was something he’d bet his future children’s lives on.

The children who would be a combination of Lukas and this nameless beauty who’d just done the impossible. She’d captured him with an easy laugh and a sweetly offered apology given when she hadn’t been at fault. She’d looked into his eyes and had forged a connection with his goddamn soul. One he could feel strengthening as he stood there with something primitive demanding her presence at his side.

For the first time, Lukas understood why Samuel had carved out a place for Farah at the club. He hadn’t wanted to spend his working hours away from the love of his life. He understood why his father had always taken so much trouble to ensure his wife traveled with him, even if he was only going away overnight. He understood, too, why his parents had never been further than a few feet apart when they’d been in the same room together.

And Lukas completely understood what his father had meant when he’d said it had taken only one look for him to know Leane Bernard, a French student visiting Russia, was the one. Just a look.

Watching the girl leave his brother, he noted how Vasily nodded a polite goodbye. Sergei was staring at the floor and didn’t seem to notice her departure—imbecile. Maksim watched her legs do their thing until she was no longer visible, then he said something to Samuel that left them both smiling. Lukas wanted to go downstairs and smash their fucking heads together.

He distracted himself from such a dangerous move by thinking about the surprise-turned-fascination that had come over the girl’s face when she’d looked up at him. Her scent, fuck. It was as if she’d just sucked on a strawberry and cream lollipop and had wanted to share the sweet decadence with those around her. If he’d been able to react as he usually did when coming across a woman he found attractive, he’d have made some excuse to linger. To take in more. To fill his lungs and memorize the very essence of her until he was sure he’d be able to scent her out in a room of thousands.

“She exists, Mama.” He was already getting used to the idea. “Just like you said. I hope you can forgive me for having my doubts.”

And he hoped Samuel and his father would forgive him for booting the chubby comedian out to make room for the woman he would bring into their family with the same pride and ownership Samuel had shown the day he’d carried Farah over the threshold and into their lives.


FOUR

 

 

A short while later, still alone, Lukas tried to tamp down his impatience as he circled the meeting room that was down the hall from Samuel’s office on the second floor of the building. Tired of pacing around the one elegant table that had been placed in the middle of the otherwise empty room, but for a fully stocked bar and framed paintings gracing the walls, he planted his feet before one of six long, narrow windows. The view from the condo was much more impressive, but it didn’t make any difference. He wasn’t taking in the brick buildings and metal fire escapes anyway.

He whipped out his phone and sent another text to Samuel.

Where the fuck are you?

Because Vasily and Maksim were their guests, Lukas had yet to find a moment alone with his brother, which meant the plan with Dale was still on.

He pressed the number and brought the phone to his ear rather than wait for a response.

“I’m coming, man. What the hell’s the emergency?”

“Don’t bother arranging an intro with Dale.”

“What? But I alrea—”

“I don’t need her now. We’ll talk about it after the meeting.” Which would begin in less than an hour.

“Excuse me for a second.” Samuel’s voice went quiet. “Lukas, you promised Papa you’d—”

“I know,” he cut in. “And I will introduce him to someone, but it won’t be the chubby comedian.”

Samuel groaned. “Are you on that again?”

The sound of the door opening had him focusing inside the room through the reflection in the window. His eyes flared, and his breathing cranked up as she appeared in the doorway. He lowered the phone, ending the call without a word of warning. Something about her showing up here was off, but he didn’t care enough to waste time thinking about it. Because she was here. His end goal. Twenty feet away.

Funny how the idea of her existing was nowhere near as unappealing as it used to be. It was merely a done deal. A perfect one. She was his. Now he had to let her know it with some patience and restraint. Two things he normally didn’t possess.

He turned, causing her to look up from the piece of paper in her hand. She froze mid-step, but Lukas didn’t zone in on her widening eyes because it was then he took notice of what she looked like below the neck. Fireworks started going off in his periphery. They weren’t celebratory.

The heels on her feet had to be four inches high, the fishnets clinging to her long legs the luckiest cunts to ever exist. No. Those black shorts painted across her flat midriff and barely covering the swell of her ass. They were the lucky ones. Or maybe it was the deep purple velour corset with its silver and black ribbons that hugged her indented waist and ended at the flare of her hips. Her breasts were pushed up and on display, inviting any man in the vicinity to eye-fuck what was now Zavrazin property.

Unable to put a cap on the possessive anger that blew through him, he started for her.

“What the fuck are you wearing?” he demanded in a tone much too harsh to use with a woman he didn’t know but would convince to marry him within the next twenty-four hours.

 

***

 

Dale slipped on her most professional mask as Samuel’s brother came at her like a panther who’d been shot in the ass and whipped for good measure. Okay then. He was still pissed. Got it.

“My required uniform, sir.” Steady voice. Trembling legs. Great combo, she thought as she clutched the liquor list in her hand.

Run.

She heard the voice in her head but couldn’t obey. She couldn’t move. A ballsy part of her that she didn’t recognize wanted to wait. For him. To see what a Russian mobster was made of. While the intelligent part of her was screaming at the top of her lungs to get the fuck out of there, quit her job, and move to the suburbs.

All Dale did was stare at him. Guy wore black on black like nobody’s business. His shoulders were wide, but not linebacker style. His front a flat plane that no doubt looked remarkable when bared. Would he have a hairy chest? Or just a happy trail leading to what her wet core suddenly craved.

“I’m glad you’re here, Mr. Zavrazin.” Yeah, she heard the sex she wanted to have in her voice. Could he? “I’d like to apol—”

“My name is Lukas.” He stopped within inches of their toes touching.

A little closer, she silently demanded as his scent clobbered her, coming to her on the breeze his arrival caused. Her fucking mouth watered as an image of a rustic cabin in the mountains filled her head. Trees, wind, a cool, fresh stream. Nature. Man. Them.

She swallowed. “Lukas.” She tested his name as she looked up into features that appeared savage for little reason. Mmm. Tall, very dark, and so, so handsome. Her libido sure knew how to pick ‘em. Though, the guy evidently had a temper and was prone to overreacting. “You’re angry,” she said, “and I think I know why. I’m clumsy, and I didn’t express well enough how sorry I am for bumping into you downstairs. It was an accident.” His expression slowly softened as his eyes narrowed on her face, and this close, she could see beautiful white rays streaming through the pale-grey, adding an ethereal quality that stole her breath.

“Clumsy.” He made a dismissive sound under his breath and boldly reached out to fit his hand to that spot between her ribs and hip that gave her a poke from the ticklish factor. He squeezed and tugged. Her heart nearly exploded as she stumbled into him. He melded them together from chest to thigh, which should have been outrageously forward of him, but turned out to be heavenly. Protesting the intimacy wasn’t even a consideration, and she still wasn’t sure why. All she heard were angels singing as an unforgiving hunger roared to life in her body.

“Y-yes,” she stammered, pissed to hear her professionalism slip in such an obvious way. “I’m very sorry.” What the hell was this? She could feel…God, his heat. And something else. It was permeating her skin. Crawling beneath it. Spreading. Taking over. It was alarming and magnificent and…unstoppable.

She waited for the panic to grip as it would have done with anyone else whose energy she couldn’t deflect. It didn’t materialize. Why?

“I’m not. Our timely meeting saved me from making the biggest mistake of my life. Thank you for that.”

Didn’t have a clue what he was talking about, but the accent? Yeah, it was there, and her body very much appreciated it. “You’re very welcome.”

“Am I?”

“Yes. Very…welcome.” To anything you want.

“You’re not wearing lipstick.”

He watched as she licked her lips to kill time because the comment threw her. She recovered quickly enough despite the confusion she felt when she became aware of their heartbeats merging into a weird, rhythmic beat.

“No, I’m not.”

“Why?”

“I don’t like it.”

“You don’t need it.”

“Thank you.”

“You will, later, because you’re coming home with me when I’m finished here, and I plan on making you very thankful.”

Her already erratic pulse went nuts. “Just like that?” Had assumption ever been so delectable? So tempting.

“Da, yagodka. Just like that.”

She. Melted. “I take it this means I’m forgiven?”

He made a rough sound in his throat. “For every sin you have ever committed.”

Her panties disintegrated right along with her moral compass, which was why she did nothing when his dark head descended.  Their lips met, his tongue plunged, and what a mistake it was not to resist because the remarkable taste of him instantly became an addiction, branding her and ruining her for any other.

The frantic warning going off in the back of her mind was ignored as her hands found their way up to tangle in his hair. He groaned and pulled her in tighter as he deepened the kiss, feeding from her, feeding into her, something she somehow recognized was life.

A throat was cleared. “Hey, you two. Looks like you didn’t need a meet-and-greet after all.”

The voice buzzed in her head, sounding like it was coming from the end of the hallway. Lukas spun her so his back was to the door and she was hidden from sight. His hand stayed pressed to her tailbone as the other gripped her nape. He held her in place as he lifted his head. They were both breathing heavily, and his eyes were blazing with an expression she’d never seen aimed her way before. His mouth, that firm, beautiful mouth, was moving.

She missed what came out of it because she was being inundated with sensations, all of them wonderous and so fucking sexual she didn’t want a distraction for the first time in her existence. But he was waiting for a response.

“Sorry. Would you repeat that?” Her ears were ringing.

“What is your name?”

Aaaand embarrassment hit her with the force of a speeding bus.

“Dale? Do you not know my brother?”

She jumped like someone had touched a flaming branding iron to her bare ass. Didn’t want to, but she leaned to the side to look around Lukas’s shoulder. Vasily, the man she’d met downstairs, moved into the room and was looking at his phone. Sergei followed him, looking hollow-eyed and slightly disgusted while Maksim and Samuel stood in front of the door, smirking their asses off.

“I do now,” she said as she extracted herself from her fucking boss’s husband’s brother’s arms! Lukas seemed to have frozen and wasn’t helping, but she persevered. “And that’s how you French kiss, Lukas,” she dared say before smoothing his tie down with a pat to his chest that begged forgiveness. She walked with her head held high to the bar that ran alongside the wall to the left of the door.

“Your brother was asking for pointers,” she informed Samuel without looking at him, “because he has a big date, and he sweetly admitted he’d do almost anything not to disappoint the very lucky lady looking so forward to seeing much more of him later tonight.”

She made sure her lips were curved at the right angle to mimic a smile and grabbed a couple of bottles that had already been opened—Stoli Elit and Tesseron.

“You know what it’s like,” she continued when no one said anything. “Didn’t you want to leave Farah with the best impression after your first kiss?” Her runaway tongue was either going to get her fired or killed.

“I met my wife in eighth grade and didn’t kiss her until our senior year of high school.”

Instantly sidetracked by that, Dale stalled as she came out from behind the bar with her bottles and crumpled list that she’d somehow managed to retain through the earth-shattering kiss. “Seriously? That’s adorable.”

“PG,” Maksim drawled, looking bored. “Let’s get back to you two apparently not knowing each other.”

Lukas finally turned around to join in. “Did you call her Dale?” he asked his brother in a low tone that came over the airwaves to stimulate her still pulsing clit.

As Samuel nodded, Dale was pleased to see Lukas’s high cheekbones had slashes of color across them. She must look as if she’d just returned from a weekend in hell.

“As in the chubby comedian.” Lukas sounded suspicious.

Dale wrinkled her nose and scowled at her boss’s husband. “Huh?”

“He misunderstood something I said,” Samuel defended before returning to his brother. “Did you not bother with introductions before you shoved your tongue down her throat?”

“My kind of man.” Maksim appeared reluctant as he moved away in response to Vasily beckoning him over.

“Introductions weren’t necessary,” Lukas said, reading her mind as he looked at her with a new curiosity. “You went to college on a scholarship and received a Bachelor of Science in Fitness and Sports.”

“How’d you know that?”

“I read your file. Why are you working here?”

Her employee file? “Because my day job doesn’t pay enough to meet my needs. Why’d you read my file?”

He made a sound of agreement as his eyes swept down to that damp spot between her legs. Dirty man was right there with her. Needs. She glanced down at his package and gulped when she saw a thick outline. He hid it by doing up the button on his jacket. The wicked glint in his eye made her face feel like it was glowing.

“Because I needed to know who I’d be introducing to my father.”

Her mouth went crooked and she was unable to appreciate the way he emphasized the word of the hour just enough for her to hear it. “You’re going to introduce me to your father. Really. As what? Your French teacher?”

He approached her, and as if they’d been dating for months instead of having just met, he cupped her nape and tipped her head back with his thumb beneath her chin. “You will soon discover I am not in need of a teacher,” he said quietly. “I am fully aware of how we’ll combine our DNA to make a few beautiful babies together.” He pressed a soft kiss to her mouth—that she couldn’t possibly return because he’d just tasered her directly on the brain with that ludicrous statement. “Now. I want you to find something more appropriate to wear before my associates arrive. I will not have you showing off my assets to the likes of them. No offense,” he said to Vasily, Sergei, and Maksim. Vasily waved the apology away, looking amused.

Dale was not.
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His assets? Babies? DNA swapping? Meeting his mob boss father?

Confusion swirled through Dale’s suddenly aching head as she stuck it out the bathroom door looking for Farah. “I don’t understand what’s happening.”

They were in her boss’s office, and Dale was using the en-suite to change.

“Why? Are you drunk? We’re the same size, so you’re borrowing an outfit. What’s so difficult?”

“Your brother-in-law…”

She paused, and she and Farah stared at each other. The bloodshot eyes were almost back to normal, but there was still a new strain on her boss’s face that Dale reacted to every time she looked at her. Could she add to that? Did she even want to? It wasn’t easy for her to confide in others. She was terrible at putting herself out there. And asking for help? Yeah, no. She’d just as soon push her car twenty miles to the nearest service station than accept a gas can from a passing motorist.

Not to mention, she wasn’t sure she should be confiding at all. Earlier, she’d made a promise to Samuel and his friends that whatever went on in that meeting room would not be discussed outside it. Did that include kisses and…other insane shit?

“Uh, I don’t get why your brother-in-law thinks my uniform is unacceptable.” Or why she’d rushed down the hall and was now changing just because Lukas Zavrazin had ordered her to.

“Lukas is Samuel’s silent partner,” Farah surprised her by saying. “If my husband told you to change before serving this meeting, would you have an issue with it?”

“No, of course, not.”

“Then don’t make one over Lukas’s request. A boss is a boss.”

Did she mean a mafia-type boss or an employer-type boss? Dale briefly studied Farah’s eyes when they crinkled through a quick smile, but couldn’t tell.

Did it matter?

Nope.

Nodding once, she ducked back into the bathroom to shimmy out of her shorts and bustier. After shucking the fishnets, she stepped into the dress Farah had handed her a minute ago and dragged it up her body. Luckily, the classic velvet creation had a built-in bra.

“This is stunning,” she said as she came out and turned so Farah could zip her up. She could have easily reached the low zip that only came mid-way up her back, but if anyone was going to get it stuck or break it, it would be the owner of the dress herself.

“I’ve never worn it because this shade of green doesn’t work for me.” She turned Dale around by the shoulders. “But it does for you. Your eyes just exploded all over me. Now get your shoes on and get gone. I don’t want to have to listen to Lukas bitch about the time it takes us to change.”

“Would he? Bitch at you, I mean?” They must be close.

“Sure. If he’s in a bad mood. Samuel said he kissed you.”

Warning! Warning! Trap has been set.

“Your husband has never even sneezed in my direction let alone kissed me, Farah,” Dale promised, deliberately misunderstanding. “Swear to God.”

Thank fuck Gretchen, another of Dale’s co-workers appeared in the doorway as Dale shoved her feet into her stillies as fast as she could.

“He just called me, Farah.” Gretchen’s tanned skin looked sallow, her normally bright eyes dull. And she wasn’t smiling, which was unusual.

“Who?” Farah asked after giving Dale a sly look that said she knew what she was about.

“Garrett.”

Their boss’s eyes widened as her attention shifted. “Are you shitting me?”

Gretchen shook her head and came into the office with her phone on offer. “He left a message.”

Grateful for the distraction, Dale got moving. “I have to go. Thanks for the dress.” She blew Farah a kiss and gave Gretchen a sympathetic smile before leaving. Garrett Dawson was a pain-in-the-ass customer who crushed on all the girls. One as pretty as Gretchen shouldn’t have expected to be any different, though, if Garrett was bothering her more aggressively than he had the rest of them, Dale was glad Gretchen was bringing it to Farah’s attention.

As she hurried down the hall toward the back of the building, questions whizzed through her head? Had Samuel told Farah to test her? Had she passed? Was she being paranoid? Had she seriously made a date with a fucking Russian mobster? Had their kiss been as spectacular as she’d thought? What would he be like in bed? Could she handle more of what he’d already given her? God, being pressed up against him had been like being attached to a live wire. Was she crazy to want more or just really, really stupid?

“Deep end? Meet Dale,” she murmured, hearing voices as she neared her destination. She slowed then stopped altogether to compose herself with a calming breath.

She should have slapped the man’s arrogant face when he’d told her he wanted to impregnate her.

Shh. Brain. Not now.

She had to have misunderstood. Somehow, her receptors had screwed up what she’d heard with what had actually been said. Because, come on. Who the fuck would say such a filthy, strangely erotic, dream-come-true thing to a complete stranger in front of his freaking brother?

Seriously. Not now.

Drawing her lips up into a smile that was welcoming but not personally welcoming, she entered the room that already smelled sweetly of cigars and swiftly counted ten men. Going to the nearest group, she quietly waited for a break in the conversation before imagining them wearing rubber horse heads and asking if anyone could use a refreshment.

As she took the order to the bar and prepared what were basic straight shots on ice, she focused on the task and kept her eyes, and thoughts, as far away from Lukas Zavrazin, and his sperm, as she could.

 

***

 

Lukas never thought he’d live to see the day when a woman could distract him from business with so little effort. Especially business that was essentially very personal. Maksim had confirmed there had been three gunmen last night but was otherwise keeping quiet about any other details he might have learned.

As Lukas continued to listen with only half an ear to an associate from Detroit bitch about being summoned to Houston, he watched the efficiency and professionalism his future wife displayed as she dealt with the others who’d also arrived and didn’t seem bothered by the last-minute trip. Even those who’d traveled from Montreal, Toronto, and L.A. appeared at ease and ready to sit down.

Lukas and Vasily had extended the invite to only the most powerful Bratvas, knowing the higher-ups kept abreast of what the lesser organizations were involved in. Namely, a foolish but nervy attempt to take the life of the Pakhan who dominated Houston’s underworld with the Tarasovs and—the most lethal of them all—the Fanes, who would not be represented tonight.

He took his phone out when it buzzed, and read the text without considering how rude the gesture was in the middle of Nero’s rant that had now veered over into the shitty service he’d received from the bitchy flight staff on his father’s jet. Self-entitled prick never failed to annoy.

She made a joke when I mentioned you. Which means I still don’t know if you guys are bullshitting. Did you kiss her? And if so, did you like it?

He didn’t reply to his sister-in-law but tucked the device away and hid his satisfaction.

Dale wasn’t a gossip.

Dale. The chubby comedian.

No wonder Samuel had laughed when Lukas had referred to her in such a way. He made a mental note to get Farah something nice for her birthday. Maybe for Christmas, too, because, apparently, his brother’s significant other knew Lukas well enough to have picked out his future wife.

“Excuse me, Nero.” Samuel shook the idiot’s hand as he came over. “I need to speak to Lukas before we begin.”

Leaving the over-weight son who shouldn’t have come here in his father’s place to find someone else to bore, Lukas allowed his brother to lead him a few feet away.

“I think you should go.”

That gained his attention. He pulled his eyes away from the way Dale’s new dress showcased the perfection of her body. Round, plump breasts. Her waist…fuck him. Small ribcage. Flared hips just begging to be gripped for any number of reasons. He would keep her naked for days. Weeks.

Forever.

To lose himself in. To care for and protect. To shelter. Not just to fuck.

But, oh, how they’d fuck. He remembered her immediate response to him during their kiss. Her lips had been pliable and eager as she’d welcomed him. Her tongue wet and warm as it had played with—

“Seriously, Lu. Get the fuck out of here and take her with you before something happens.”

Samuel’s concerned face came into focus, and Lukas patted his little brother’s jaw to reassure him all was well. “What could happen? And you were right. She grew up this side of poor, yet she still got herself through college with a place on the honor role.” Since learning she was Dale, he’d reread her very thin file three times. “Do you know her well enough to know if that’s because she’s book smart? I have a feeling her intelligence might impress me. You can see it in her eyes. Or it might not, and she could simply amuse me with foolish observations that make sense to no one but her. Normally, I find that irritating in a woman. But her…? Mm-mmm. I think I’ll enjoy it. I know I’ll enjoy her.”

Samuel was looking at him like Lukas had just pissed down the leg of his Tom Ford and was now proudly pointing at the puddle forming at his feet.

“What the fuck’s happened to you in the last two hours? It’s like Papa’s standing here with me talking about mom.”

The comparison made Lukas feel special. “Her father lives in Houston, but she doesn’t live with him, and only one friend—who works here—and an unnamed roommate were listed under acquaintances. Do you know what that means? I could take her tonight,” he said without waiting for a response as he had a habit of doing, “and the backlash would be minimal.”

Samuel’s sigh was quiet and long. “That’s not what I meant. You can’t steal the fucking girl from her life, idiot. No matter how boring it might sound to you. When I said take her with you, I meant to take her to the condo and talk with her. Let her know why you want to bring her to the hospital tomorrow. Maybe feed her while you get to know her. You don’t want it to be obvious to Papa that you just met.”

Dale had drifted back to the bar and was standing there looking edible. She didn’t needlessly wipe the clean surface in an attempt to appear busy. She merely waited, poised and ready.

He would have her do the same next to his bed. Tonight. Only she’d be naked. And she wouldn’t be wearing that indifferent expression.

Her eyes clashed with his then bounced away. She’d be wearing that one. The one that continued to crackle with interest whenever she looked at him.

She came back out and took another order. He watched her prepare it and then measured the swell of her ass when she went back and leaned slightly to place the drink in front of Tomas.

She touched his elbow. “Your drink is at four o’clock, sir.”

Tomas was blind, but it wasn’t apparent as the proud man had perfected the ability to look as if he were just bored, gazing here and there when in reality, he saw nothing. Dale had picked up on a hidden disability that had taken Lukas two meetings to recognize. Because she was attuned and observant?

“Did you tell her Tomas is blind?” The man’s byki was looking at Dale with a masculine appreciation that was forgotten when his boss began speaking with him.

“No, Lukas. I didn’t. Are you listening to me?”

“Then she’s observant. I’ll have to remember that.”

“Remember it on your way out.” Samuel’s gaze went beyond Lukas, and he suddenly looked perturbed, which had Lukas turning…

Nero had his empty glass in the air and was signaling Dale over with a curling finger and a wolfish grin.

Ah, so that was his brother’s concern. He thought Lukas was going to react badly when the others began noticing how much Dale had to offer a man.

Lukas watched the subtle sway of her hips as she answered the call and came their way. She didn’t look at him as she passed by within touching distance. As her decadent yet somehow innocent sweet berry scent trailed under his nose, he had the oddest urge to take the pins from her hair and let the locks fall down her exposed back. Not to cover her, because he enjoyed the sight of her bared too much, but to see how much length he had to work with. Would he wrap it around his fist once to yank her head back to expose her throat? Or twice?

“Hey, doll. Freshen this up for me, would ya? And not so much ice this time. I like my drinks the way I like my women. On the warm side.” Nero winked and handed Dale his empty glass.

Her gracious smile didn’t falter as she nodded and turned away.

Lukas waited until she was almost even with him before stopping her. “Dale.”

A small knot formed on her fragile jaw as she paused and looked up at him. “Yes, Mr. Zavrazin?”

The arm’s length title was bothersome, but he let it go this time because he was a reasonable guy. “Why do you have a man’s name?”

No one could hear them but for Samuel, and maybe Nero, if he were straining his ears. Dale’s eyes took a spin around anyway before she pleased him by coming a half a step closer.

“Dale is a short form of my full name.”

“Which is what?”

“Magdalena.” She was looking at his tie rather than at him.

Magdalena. Well, fuck him. “Sounds both virtuous and lascivious.”

Her mouth tightened. She rubbed her nose. She bit her lower lip. But, in the end, she couldn’t stop the smile that overtook her face. “Lascivious?” she whispered, her green eyes dancing as they met his. She had a goddamn dimple. Right cheek. “Really? Who uses words like that, Lukas?” Her amused giggle reached in and stroked what felt like his heart. And the way her lips pursed when she said his name? Yeah. He liked that.

Christ. His mother had always glowed when she said his soft heart had been a trait he’d inherited from his father. But Lukas had had no idea what heart she’d been speaking of.

Until now.

 “Magdalena was my grandmother’s name. She was German, and lived with us…” Her smile faded, and she looked momentarily confused. “Uh, sorry. Now isn’t the time for sharing meaningless information, is it?” She glanced from him to Samuel. “Um, let’s just say shortening my name to Dale got me teased less growing up. Having boys tell me I was named after a prostitute wasn’t fun. But only because, at the age of twelve, I thought prostitute was a different brand of salami than the one my Oma used to buy for my lunches.” That impersonal smile came back as she glided away to refill Nero’s drink.

“Beautiful,” he murmured. His father was going to love her.

“Lukas? May I have a word?”

He tore his gaze away from her to nod at Vasily, who was now standing next to Samuel. 

Without asking questions, Lukas followed the Pakhan to the corner where he made a concerted effort to focus.

“When I was with your father earlier,” Vasily began without pause, “I couldn’t get him to talk to me about last night. In fact, he wouldn’t speak of anything but the girl you were bringing to meet him.” He gave Lukas a pointed look. “His happiness was undeniable.”

“I’m sure it was. He’s been waiting a long time for some grandchildren.”

Vasily’s brows came together. “And for you to find someone to spend your life with,’ he added, then asked, “Why do you and Samuel think it is acceptable behavior to bring a stranger in front of him?” He held up a hand to prevent Lukas from speaking. “I don’t know the specifics, even though Maksim was dying to explain them to me, but I am shocked you would use this girl to fool an injured man who has done nothing but protect and adore you boys your whole lives.”

Around the blatant chastisement, Lukas experienced a cleansing sense of relief when he was able to honestly explain what was now the reality of the situation. “It might have started that way, but deceiving in order to placate is no longer the case. When I introduce Magdalena to my father tomorrow, claiming she is mine, it will be one of the most definitive statements I will ever make.”

Vasily’s disapproval faded to make way for a light humor tainted with a relieved interest. “Is that so? Does this mean you are now able to identify with Kostya’s story about how he met your mother?”

Lukas didn’t hide his surprise. “He shared that with you?”

“He’s shared it with me more than once. Bragged about it, actually. He’s very proud of how they came together.”

“So was she. But she didn’t brag about it. She spoke of being grateful.”

“I imagine she did. Leane was nothing if not gracious. She would be thrilled with this turn of events. And since neither she or your father is present, and in the vein of keeping the peace, I, as your elder, will ask you to take your new lady and leave. Samuel said he was going to do the same, and I think that would be wise.”

Lukas was very close to feeling offended, but he couldn’t quite work up to it. Not only because of who was making the request, but because of how tactfully it had been made. Had he been a different kind of man, Vasily could have come out and demanded Lukas leave, and there would have been nothing he could have done about it due to Vasily’s close relationship with Kostya.

But caving immediately might make it seem as if starting his life with Dale was more important to him than his father’s wellbeing, so he made a token attempt to stay.

“With all due respect, Vasily, I am fully capable of separating business and pleasure.” A pointless attempt, he just then realized, because leaving with Dale would be something his father would encourage rather than discourage.

A quiet laugh he instinctively recognized as forced captured his attention, and turning away from a man one should never dismiss came as naturally as if God had placed his hand on Lukas’s head to spin it to the side himself.

Nero had made his way to the bar. He was standing in the narrow exit. Dale was trapped, drinks in hand.

As Lukas felt the hair on his body rise along with his inner temperature, the door opened once more, distracting him for only seconds. Milan, who’d been instructed to wait in the corridor with Yasha, stepped into the room. He met Lukas’s eye with a barely perceptible frown.

“I’m not going far, Nero.” Dale’s hushed voice was friendly but verging on curt. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll return after I deliver these drinks.”

Lukas knew he had to pay attention to who’d arrived, because going by Milan’s signal, it was someone interesting. But Nero was making a nuisance of himself. He’d cornered Dale. Had introduced himself. Had he been disrespectful? Mentioned to her he wanted to fuck her? Or eat her pussy? Or any number of things Lukas had heard the crass prick say to other women over the years?

Business was cast aside as his focus was dragged back to the bar.

“Lukas…”

Vasily’s quiet tone held a warning Lukas discounted because Dale was taking a step back. Nero had just reached out and cupped her shoulder. “…won’t last long,” he was saying. “What time are you finished?”

She put the glasses down on the bar top and picked up a napkin to dry her hands. “I’m working all night, and then I’m afraid I already have plans with a friend.”

“I’ll make it worth your while to break them.”

Lukas heard the door close, but only because a hush had fallen over the room. He didn’t look to see why and assumed it was because all the men present were watching Nero take out his wallet and throw three hundreds on the bar.

“You fuckin’ whores get more and more expensive and less and less accommodating.”

Nero’s words caused an earthquake to rip through Lukas, the cracks and fissures ravaging the qualities that made him a good leader-in-training. Things like diplomacy and tact and self-control were eradicated and replaced with rash lunacy and a primitive rage unlike anything he’d ever felt.

For a split second, as he approached, his gaze connected with Dale’s. She was shaking her head and saying something he couldn’t hear over the blood roaring in his ears.

“She. Is. Mine,” he growled as he raised a hand already curled into the shape of a claw. He gripped Nero by the hair and smashed that ruddy face against the bar top.

“Knew this was coming,” Samuel complained to someone. “But if you ask him, he’ll deny being a greedy prick with his belongings.”

“Looks like she’s fallen into that category.” Maksim sounded amused. “Doesn’t look thrilled about it, either. And I can see why. Watch when he lifts the D-bag’s head.”

Lukas tuned them out and did just that. And, yeah, he could understand why the sight of Nero in the state he was now in would bother Dale. Oh, well, she’d get over it.

He hammered Nero’s head down again, two more times in quick succession, which had blood splattering across crystal and liquor bottles. By then, the glass that had been on the bar, the one Lukas had shattered with the first hit, had broken apart so that only the base and one long, jagged side remained. Though, the side was no longer visible because it had been nailed too deeply into Nero’s eye socket and was now probably lodged in his brain—if the man’s uncontrollable shaking was any indication.

A feather-like touch on his arm had Lukas landing in his right mind with an almost audible snap. He looked to see Dale staring at Nero with eyes so wide and white it was obvious she’d never done a drug in her life.

“You…” Her head was moving from side to side. “Overreacted.” Her hand slid away, and her face grew pasty. “I’m…c-canceling…our d-date.” A disturbing vacancy replaced the horror in her eyes and Lukas didn’t think twice about letting Nero fall so he could move to catch Dale before she hit the floor.

He scooped up her light weight, barely swallowed a moan at how natural it felt to hold her, and stepped over his victim to head for the door.

That was when he saw the reason quiet had descended earlier. Though, because the sizable inferno they’d left at the warehouse last night had been plastered all over CNN today, with secret sources claiming organized crime involvement, he shouldn’t have been surprised a representative had been sent by the most influential man in their world.

Gheorghe Fane stood by the table, a curious smirk curving his mouth up. He was dressed in black slacks and a maroon dress shirt that had the top two buttons undone, and, as usual, no tie in sight. There were two men with him—at least they were in suits—that Lukas had never seen before, and that mattered little. As Lucian Fane’s rep, and blood relative, Gheorghe could have brought a harem of showgirls down from Vegas and they’d have had to look okay with it as they made room.

Milan, Yasha, and Adam were now on standby. Adam had his keys out. Milan was rolling up his sleeves. Yasha was on the phone. Lukas was pretty sure he’d just ordered a cleaner, which meant they thought Nero couldn’t be saved.

“Gheorghe.” Lukas walked over with Dale and extended the hand he had tucked under her knees. It was shaken. “Forgive the unscheduled entertainment. If you’d like to make yourself comfortable, I’ll return—”

“That call Gheorghe will make tomorrow, if he even bothers to spend the night in your city,” Vasily interceded as he, too, came over and shook the Romanian’s hand. “Gheorghe. Nice to see you. Go on, Lukas. Take her home and care for her so that she’s in top shape to meet her future father-in-law tomorrow. Samuel can fill you in later. We’ll take care of Nero.”

“If the red flags that have popped up amount to anything,” Maksim said as he joined them with phone in hand, “Gheorghe and Lucian aren’t going to give a shit about this anyway.” He pulled Dale’s dress down so not as much of her tanned thigh was showing.

Moving her out of Maksim’s reach, Lukas looked around with the title father-in-law still ringing in his ears. He glanced at a now unmoving Nero then nodded. He knew when he was beaten. His gaze trailed over the woman in his arms. And he knew when he wasn’t.
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“Why do you have a man’s name?”

She could feel his eyes on her, his stare intent and thoughtful as he learned her secrets.

“I like my drinks the way I like my women.”

He was watching, too, but it was different; disturbing.

“I wouldn’t mind having those lips around my dick later.”

Sweaty guy could go fuck himself.

“If this show ever gets going, it won’t last long. What time are you finished?”

Enraged pale-grey eyes met hers and held them with an expression of absolute possession.

“She. Is. Mine.”

Shards of crystal were scattered all over the bar. Blood dripped from the glass protruding from sweaty guy’s eye. He was shaking. He was going to die. Because of her.

Dale came to with a start. Her eyes flashed open, and the light, though dim, pierced like a needle in her temple. She gasped as she tried to come up on her elbow.

“Shh. Don’t move yet. Let awareness come gradually.”

She froze when she heard the faint Russian accent, then slowly inched her head around, hoping to see the always calm and collected Samuel but already knowing…

She scrambled up and back at the same time, and soon realized she was on a bed. She bumped into the headboard and tried to keep going, but all she ended up doing was knocking the pillows to the floor and shoving the duvet down to bunch up at her feet. The softest sheets she’d ever felt stroked her bare legs.

“Do not look at me like that, Magdalena. You are in no danger here. Especially not from me.”

Lukas Zavrazin was sitting on the side of the bed, still in his suit. His black tie was undone. His black shirt had a couple of buttons open. His black soul she couldn’t see, but the edges of the tattoos on his chest were now visible. And he was so relaxed after committing murder that she could feel it on the fucking air. That affected her by loosening the muscles in her back. She wanted to mimic him. Slide down into the pillows and roll around until she tempted him into kissing her again.

Knowing that was beyond mental, she threw up her walls and blurted the first thing that came to mind. “Why don’t you have tattoos on your hands?”

He looked down to where his hands were loosely clasped in his lap. “Personal choice. Do you have tattoos?”

She frowned at the genuine note of interest in his voice then shook her head. Her heart was racing so fast she could feel her pulse bouncing in her neck. She could smell him. All over her. She was surrounded by the scent of nature and man.

“You killed that man for…for…”

“A few reasons.”

“A few?” Wasn’t going to deny it? Maybe pretend she’d imagined it? “You killed him.”

“Yes.”

It had been one thing for her to suspect he was a cold-blooded murderer, quite another to have him perform so she now knew for certain. And to admit what he’d done with zero remorse had to mean this wasn’t his first rodeo. Like she’d thought it was. Pfft.

“In front of…everyone.”

He nodded his dark head only once.

“No one stopped you.”

He made a quiet sound as his mouth kicked up at the corner. The arrogance in his as-if expression was…bewitching. Magnificent.

She pressed her knees together when she felt a warm wetness between her legs. He really shouldn’t have the power to do that to her anymore. But he did, she realized as she squeezed her eyes shut for only a second and tried to get her head to stop spinning so she could think. She had to get the fuck out of here. Wherever here was.

She’d have tried to figure it out, but didn’t want to take her eyes off the biggest threat in the room long enough to look around.

She stiffened when Mr. Murdery picked up a glass from the table and held it out to her.

“You’re kidding, right?” she whispered.

“Yagodka. Do not be silly. It is a snifter of brandy, not a weapon this time.” He had the audacity to wink. “Take a drink. It will help. Watch.” He put the glass to his firm lips and sipped the dark liquid. “It’s an acceptable brand.”

The gesture was obviously meant to put her at ease. It failed. “I didn’t think you were trying to poison—” Her words choked off. Should she have thought he was trying to poison her? Duh. She’d just witnessed him end someone’s life. “Did you bring me here to kill me because I saw you kill that guy?”

He chuckled, the sound low and rumbly. “I would then have to kill the associates who were present for the same reason, and a few of them I hold dear to my heart.”

His heart? “Will you?”

“No. I am a selective murderer.” His straight face wasn’t helpful, but the bland tone gave her some indication he was being sarcastic. She hoped. “But I am rather spontaneous when it comes to spanking my woman, and you’re one absurd assumption away from me getting my first look at that beautiful ass I’ve now claimed as mine.”

Her jaw went slack, but her stupid body still didn’t care that it was reacting with such excitement to a psychopath because it hummed to life with a visible shiver. She was so muddled she didn’t even protest when Lukas leaned over and placed the glass to her lips. He tipped it; she instinctively drank what filled her mouth.

He said something in Russian as he sat back to finish the brandy himself. It was praise, she could tell by his tone.

As a smooth, velvety trail of fire made its way to her stomach, Dale tried to recover. It was hard because she was tired, scared, and confused. That last one made her angry. How could she be confused about this man after what she’d seen?

She lifted her chin. “A, I am not your woman. B, why are you acting so sane now?”

“Because I am sane. I was merely angry at the club. Do you consider yourself a difficult person to be around, Magdalena?”

She noticed he ignored her denial about being his. “No. Why are you using my full name?”

“Because I enjoy it. Do you follow instructions well?”

She nodded. What was he going to make her do?

“Good. Because I will be giving you many.”

He got up, and her mind buzzed with shock when he shrugged out of his suit jacket

“We can’t have sex!” She grabbed a fluffy pillow and jammed it into her stomach as though that might protect her from the gun she could now see in the holster strapped across his chest. “I’ve changed my mind about you. You’re not beautiful and sexy. You’re cold-hearted and kind of crazy. I can’t get naked with that. I…I was confused before. I thought you were nice. Like Samuel. I didn’t know you were a murderer.”

Didn’t you? a quiet voice in her head asked while reminding her she’d known exactly who had sired Lukas and his brother. A suspected Russian mob boss. What would that make his sons? Boy scout leaders who tied a mean knot?

Lukas’s expression cooled. “Are you interested in my brother, Dale? Were you using me as a substitute?”

She was Dale now? Because she’d insulted him?

She slid down the headboard when the tension in her back became too much to hold. He hadn’t tried to jump her. Or even touch her. That had to account for something. “Your brother is married. And even if he wasn’t, I’ve never felt for him what I felt when I met you. I mean, I’m not attracted to him,” she corrected quickly, but not before the knot that had formed between his eyes melted away, and he smiled. Good fucking Lord, he was angel. A literal angel of death, she reminded herself as visions of baby mobsters in miniature Tom Ford suits and Ferragamos started dancing in her head.

“Learning you were also affected at the moment we met is satisfying to hear. That means we will get past this hiccup and move on.”

“I can’t get past this. I won’t.” Her eyes flicked to his gun again but didn’t linger because she didn’t want to remind him it was there.

“Yes, Magdalena, you will because I will make it so that you understand why I did what I did.” He came around to her side of the bed but didn’t grab her. He hung his jacket up on one of those glossy wooden T-stands she’d seen butlers use in movies. “I came to the United States from Russia when I was seventeen.”

“How nice for you. I’ve lived here my whole life and, even though it’s supposed to be the murder capital of the world, I just witnessed my first.”

“It’s far from the capital,” he said with a hint of a smile. “And I performed my first when I was fourteen.”

Their eyes locked. And held. He didn’t say anything, and neither did she. Because stupid, stupid Dale wanted to know more. Who had he murdered? Why had he murdered them? Had they done something to him? Or to someone he loved? Had it been difficult? Did it haunt him?

Those questions were followed by more. Had he ever been in love? Did he have a girlfriend? Was he married? Did he have children? How beautiful were they? Why had he brought her here? Why had he said she would meet his father? Why had he talked about them having babies together? Could they start now?

She winced inside and moved onto the more critical questions. Why couldn’t she look away when he snared her with his gaze? Why, in spite of what he’d done, did she still feel a burning need to touch him? To be with him? To hear what he had to say when none of it mattered to her?

She was released from his captivating gaze when he turned and walked to the end of the bed. “A man belonging to an enemy Bratva planted a car bomb that took the lives of four of our men.”

Okay. Either he was just an honest guy—cue eye roll—or he wasn’t shy to admit he was a mobster. Regardless which it was, she was in. Totally engaged. She sensed the story he was telling was meaningful to him because there was no more emotion left in his expression or voice. Which meant he’d deliberately hidden it.

“Bratva…?” she questioned to see if he’d explain.

He did. “An organization. A brotherhood. Ours is the most powerful in Houston.”

“An organization. Like, an organized crime organization. A family.” She couldn’t be more precise than that.

“Yes. My father is Pakhan. Our leader. I’m his Sovietnik, or…advisor? But I am being trained to take his place when he feels it’s time to move on.”

The father he wanted her to meet. “Why are you telling me this?” That he would one day lead. Was he sure that day hadn’t already come? She couldn’t help the thought as she took in the commanding air surrounding him.

He slid his hands into the front pockets of his slacks. “Because I want you to know me. And, as I said, I want you to understand why I killed Nero for you.”

For her. Ah, no. And know him? Double no. “I don’t need to know you, Lukas. And you have no reason to explain yourself to me. I just need to leave. I promise I’ll never tell a soul what I saw. You have my word.”

He looked at her as if trying to determine if she was serious. When he saw she was, he still shook his head. “Out of the question. You’re mine, and your place is by my side. Now. May I finish my story?”

She was his? She didn’t think her nipples could get any tighter, but they did. Did he mean for the night? If so, she was on board. She’d never experienced anything like him before. And, yes, it was an experience just being in his presence, breathing in the arrogance he exuded. The confidence. The dark energy surrounding him oozed the type of masculinity that made her aware of being a woman with every move he made.

“Dale?”

She blinked and looked up from his chest. “Y-yes?”

His lip twitched. “May I finish my story?”

He patiently waited some more—endearing—while she studied him. But she could have done that for hours and not grown tired of it, so she nodded and made a duck quacking gesture with her hand that told him to talk away.

“When we found the sixth—an errand boy of sorts—who’d planted the bomb, my father handed me a gun and told me to shoot him for what he’d done to my mother. Her brother was the driver of the car that was targeted,” he explained, “and she never would get over the loss of him. Much like my father, my uncle Lukas was my hero. Yes, I was named after him,” he answered before she could ask. She wouldn’t have because her heart was breaking for his mother. “I pulled the trigger that night because the loss I was experiencing at the time felt permanent.”

And for him. So much so that she found herself rubbing at her chest, trying to ease the tightness there.

He let out a quiet sigh as he came back to sit on the bed, leaving a couple of feet between them. Grief was a murky cloud surrounding him.

“And it was permanent, because I still think about my uncle and wonder how things would have differed in our lives had he lived to share them with us.”

She wanted to hold him, she realized as his pain slithered over to wrap around her. But that was something she never did because it would mean she’d let someone else’s emotions touch her enough to garner a reaction. Confused, she forced herself to stay right where she was. “I’m sorry for your loss, Lukas, but—”

“The sixth had apparently been at a card game the night before the bombing.” He kept his eyes on the floor and placed his hand on her knee, almost as if he were apologizing for interrupting her. “My father and his men could hear him going on about a job he’d been given, one that was going to help him earn a better place in his organization. At one point, his eyes met my father’s, and the man asked what was so interesting. Realizing he was drunk and would likely get his ass kicked on the way home, my father ignored the idiot and went back to his game.”

His jaw tightened as he got up and went to put his watch on a rich walnut tallboy. Dale rose to her tingling knees and moved to the edge of the mattress because she was eager for the rest even though she was pretty sure she’d figured out the moral of the story already.

“Had my father dealt with the disrespect when it happened, the car bomb would never have been planted.” He turned to face her. “Second chances alter the future. In my world, that means someone could die. Had I merely broken Nero’s jaw for his appalling behavior, he could have come back tomorrow and shot you dead in the middle of Farah’s very loud dance floor. He could have found out where you live and waited for you. He’d have raped you before beating you to death.” His hand was rough as he massaged the back of his neck. “He might even have let things go for a few days before showing up while you were leaving work. What could I have done after he shoved a blade into your stomach and opened you up from navel to sternum?”

As ghost pain swept through her belly, Dale slowly rolled onto her hip. As far as explanations went, his was pretty damn solid. Which was the only reason she could think why she suddenly felt more relieved than upset that Nero was dead.

“Is this a regular thing for you?” She rubbed her palms on her thighs. “Hitting at them before they hit at you or your loved ones?”

“Not as much as you might think. There aren’t many with backing powerful enough to cross us.”

Oh. Well, that was egotistical, and kind of enticing. “You grew up in this life?” she asked, looking around for the first time.

Wealth. She saw wealth in the tiled ceiling and—

She nearly jumped out of her skin when Lukas came down on his knees in front of her.

“Shh.” He placed his hands on her thighs and stroked, soothing her. “My father’s father was Pakhan before him, so, yes. This is the only life I have ever known.”

“Explains why you’re so comfortable with it,” she murmured, watching his hands. She shouldn’t be letting him touch her. But couldn’t bring herself to stop him. “The shirt you were wearing earlier had a pinstripe in it.”

His eyes came up, and he gave her another of those half-smiles. “I changed in Samuel’s office before we left the club.”

She looked down at Farah’s dress to see if she had any stains. Shockingly, there was nothing.

“You were spared,” he said as if he knew she was looking for blood.

“Was I?” Her question encompassed more than splatter, and he knew it because he sighed again.

“I didn’t have a choice, Magdalena. Aside from the reasons I spoke of, killing that cunt became a necessity the moment he touched you and spoke to you with so little respect. I don’t expect you to understand this right now, just know that if there had been another way, I would have taken it to spare you the memories you now have of the first night we met. Luckily, when you share it with our children, they will have grown up as I did, so it shouldn’t shock them too much. They might even appreciate the story one day.” A glint of humor flashed in his eyes. “Well, the boys might.”

The boys? The boys they would have? Together?

An eagerness that was selfish and greedy flooded her, making her dizzy from the power behind it. She fought it, though. What the fuck was he talking about? How could he speak as though everything was already settled? How did he even know she was attracted to him? So they’d kissed. Big deal. Would he hold her captive and force himself on her to have these children he spoke about so naturally and with such an anticipatory note in his deep voice?

The fact that it would never get to where it was forced sex because she was wickedly attracted to him didn’t matter. In fact, she wished he’d bring his hands over and part her knees. His mouth was right there. In perfect position. All she had to do was move to the edge of the bed…

But that was beside the point. So, too, was the fact that it seemed they were after the same thing. Only, she wanted their children for herself. She didn’t want to share them with him. But going by the way he spoke of his father and uncle, and the affectionate tone he’d used when mentioning his mother, that would never happen. He was plainly passionate about family, so he was out of the running as a donor for her.

She tipped her head as disappointment gnawed little holes into her stomach. So he’d be a one-night-stand rather than a sperm donor. So what?

A genuine frown pulled down the corners of her lips as she tried to stop the sadness seeping into her. Really. It was no big deal. Sure, the road to pregnancy would have been an amazing ride with the guy, but to go there with him would have left her spawning arrogant little murderers.

Or a beautiful little murderess, she thought with a sigh he had to have heard.

No. She’d just have to wait. Another possible donor would come along.

How she would top this one, though, she wasn’t sure. Already she knew any other would be compared. And they’d fail. But that couldn’t last forever. Her memory of this one night would fade.

It had to.

“You’re, um, a very confident mobster.” She bravely fingered the silky material of his shirt sleeve. “Why are you so sure things will go your way when I’ve already told you I won’t have a relationship with you? Which means there won’t be any boys or girls to tell our story to,” she forced herself to add even though it…hurt?

You’re giving up on our dream, her heart cried.

I know, but he’s not an ideal candidate.

Yes, he is. He’s the only one.

That had Dale’s spine straightening. Fuck that. There was no such thing as an only one. Not in her world.

Oblivious to her inner struggle, Lukas made a shrugging motion that wasn’t really a shrug. “Because fighting it is futile. Our future together was decided the moment I saw you.”

See? her heart whispered, scaring the shit out of her. “Decided by whom?”

“The powers that be. God. The fates. You may choose whichever one suits you.”

Dale wanted to laugh. Right in his beautiful face. But she couldn’t because something inside her understood that on some level. She couldn’t pretend she hadn’t been poleaxed when she’d first seen him. And, again, after they’d kissed. And, even now, she wasn’t handling being in his presence very well. But that didn’t mean she had to see this as romantic rather than in-fucking-sane and very temporary. This thing drawing them together was lust, pure and simple.

The look on Lukas’s face said he wouldn’t agree if she voiced that opinion, so she gave up on the topic for the time being and moved on. “Where are we?”

“My home.”

“Where is your home?”

“Near Memorial.”

Her mouth dried as a feeling of inferiority immediately tried to swoop in and kick her ass. “Memorial. Big houses with marble flooring, arched doorways, and gourmet kitchens.”

“Our place is more of a compound. And we have two gourmet kitchens, but do not worry, yagodka. I did not bring you here to cook my meals for me.”

Ignoring the goosebumps that popped up all over her when he spoke Russian, she asked, “Does anyone live here with you? A girlfriend? Maybe a wife?” The thought was enough to make her glands water. If he said yes, even though it didn’t matter in the long run, she would vomit. She knew it. Then she’d likely cry. Like an idiot.

“I had neither until I carried you through the door.” 

She barely refrained from pressing her hand to her heart and swooning like a big, red, cherry sucker. Instead, forced her eyes to roll at his ability to say all the right motherfucking things.

He gave her left thigh a pinch. Punishment for the disrespectful gesture? “When I said ‘our,’ I meant my family.”

She pushed his hand away and rubbed the hurt. He moved hers aside and did it for her. “Samuel and Farah live here?”

“Yes.”

Allies.

“It is quieter than usual because many of our men are at the hospital watching over my father.”

His demeanor changed when he said that, but he distracted her from it when he bent and rubbed his closed lips across the top of her knee. “Why?” she asked breathlessly. “Is he sick?” I know I am.

A dark fury edged with concern changed his eyes to a stormy gray. “He was shot in the head last night.”

All thoughts of his wet tongue burrowing deep inside her flew out of her head as her hands tented over her mouth. “Oh my God.” That must have been why Samuel had seemed off tonight. And why Farah had looked as if she’d been crying. Because she had been. The elder Zavrazin had been…shot in the head.

“Those responsible for the attack are hopefully being named at the meeting I’m missing,” Lukas added.

Dale dropped her hands and leaned into him, her eyes glancing off the gun he was still wearing. “The meeting I’m making you miss? Go back! Why are you here with me when you could be there…” she waved a hand around, careful not to let her fingers make the shape of a gun, “doing whatever it is you people do?”

Then she could go home. To her father’s house. To sleep on the sofa for a couple of hours before she got up to go apartment hunting with no extra money because she’d missed her shift tonight.

“Everyone seems to think getting to know you is more important than listening to something my brother can reiterate when he gets home.” He brushed the backs of his knuckles down the front of her stomach. “I didn’t at first, but now I find myself in agreement.”

That affected her to the point where she couldn’t speak for a second. When she did, she didn’t even address what had just gotten past her defenses and so touched her…

And now that she thought about it, where were her defenses? She was picking up vibes from this man like nothing she’d ever felt. Yet she wasn’t panicking and struggling to deflect. She was uncomfortable, sure, but…this was strange.

“Will your father recover?”

It was at that moment, after what she’d asked as a natural follow-up question, that everything changed. Gone went the arrogant, untouchable gangster, and left in his place was a worried man terrified of losing a father he obviously adored.

“His surgeon says he will make a full recovery, but it’s hard to believe when the incident is still so fresh in my mind. Samuel and I were there. We saw it happen.” His face screwed up. “Holding him in our arms…seeing the damage done by the bullet…I…I don’t know. Yuri says it wasn’t as bad as other head injuries he’s seen, but, to me, it looked like the worst there ever was.”

Before she knew what she was doing, Dale slid forward and wrapped him in her arms. Her legs she sent around so she could hook her toes together behind his thighs. She gave him a full body hug and kissed the top of his dark head as she held him to her breast. His warmth seeped into her, making her applaud her instincts.

“I’m so sorry, Lukas,” she breathed on a whisper as tears burned behind her lids. “I’m so, so sorry. I can feel how much you love him. It…hurts.” God, it hurt. She didn’t want to share this with him, but, more than that, she didn’t want to leave him alone in it. She kissed his soft hair again and rubbed her cheek on it. “A counselor once told me, if you don’t deny them, traumatic memories start to fade within days.” She couldn’t say if it was true or not because she never allowed her memories out of the vault to find out.

Her breath caught when his hands cupped her ass and pulled her in tighter. The kiss he delivered was soft and gentle, and it landed in the indent at the base of her throat. “Then you will remember the very moment that glass impaled Nero’s brain. Because I want you to get over it so we can move on from here.”

And wasn’t that just like a man? To ruin a special moment by opening his big, beautiful, murdery mouth.


SEVEN

 

 

Lukas was disappointed, but not the least bit surprised when Dale withdrew her affectionate brand of comfort by pulling away and moving to the middle of his bed again. He’d expected it but had been honest with her anyway.

The connection he felt developing between them had allowed for it. The connection he needed to develop faster, he thought as he remembered the flare of hope and excitement he’d seen in his father’s eyes after Samuel had taken it upon himself to verbally introduce Dale into their world.

Thank God for his brother.

Watching Dale now, Lukas saw something interesting. He’d just reminded her she was supposed to fear him, yet he could still see her need to ease him in the way she was holding herself. She was fisting her hands as though she wanted to touch, and she was emanating such sympathy he could almost see it. Her focus darted around his face, lingering on his eyes, and then, mmm, his mouth. Snatches of her emotions continued to flit across her face. Pain, compassion, confusion…desire. The fear was there, too, but barely.

“Your mother must be going crazy,” she muttered, glancing at the door she wouldn’t be using anytime soon.

I’m sorry, Mama, he silently apologized, because he was about to use her absence from his life to his advantage. “If she were here, she would be inconsolable.” The trace of sadness he’d allowed her to hear in his tone did wonders.

“Fuuuck,” his soft-hearted female whispered, looking away. After a moment, she balled her fists up and pressed them into the mattress. “She wouldn’t happen to be out of town, would she?”

“No.” He didn’t have to work at sounding anything but heartbroken when he admitted, “She was taken from us seven years ago by an illness we couldn’t buy a cure for.”

“Double fuck.” Dale’s head fell forward and hung off her neck like a heavy weight. Her nape was mouthwatering. “Do you miss her? Or was she the type you wouldn’t miss?”

Her questions were muffled and quiet, but he heard and answered honestly. “I miss her physical presence in my life every day. But she’s still with me. Or so I like to think.”

She nodded and threw her head back. His chest constricted in a sharp snap when he saw tears shimmering in her eyes. “Super. I’m stuck lusting after a mobster with a fucking conscience. Perfect. Anything else you wanna throw at me? Do you have dogs? Because a dog lover would have me out of this dress lickety-split.” She spun away and slid over to sit on the far corner of the bed. The mattress shook along with her bobbing leg, and little snaps sounded as she cracked each of her knuckles by pressing down on them with her thumbs.

Lukas felt the strangest urge to grin as he fell deeper under her spell. But he also felt a sickness in his gut because he was upsetting her. Those tears. Since when did a woman’s tears affect him? He’d seen too many of them during his time as a serial monogamist. Typically, they were inconvenient and annoying, and he found it too easy to walk away from them.

Not tonight.

Dale’s sniffle had him looking up from her fragile shoulder blades to meet her eyes in the reflection of the mirror above the dresser. He held them as he slipped his holster off and hung his gun over the shoulder of his suit jacket. If her surreptitious glances were any indication, the sight of it on his person was upsetting her.

“I think it would be best if you just took me home.”

He slowly shook his head.

“If I have sex with you first, will you take me home after?”

He couldn’t stop his grin at that hopeful tone. “Once we have sex, you’ll be home.”

Her mouth compressed as fire snapped and crackled in her eyes. She wanted it as badly as he did, but there was something else going on in her head. He could see the battle in the back of her eyes.

“How can you say that? This isn’t the dark ages. You don’t even know me, Lukas.”

He shrugged as he undid the buttons at his wrists and rolled up his sleeves. “I know enough to have made my final decision. Once I do that, there’s no going back.”

She came around to face him. “Seriously?” She laughed. “So, I have no choice here? You like me, and I just have to live with that?”

His gaze skimmed her body. He couldn’t look into her eyes anymore without giving away how far beyond “like” this was. He owned her. Or, rather, she owned him. “This is about something bigger than liking you, Magdalena. I need you. I want you. So, yes, that means your choices are…limited.” Nonexistent.

“How can you need me?”

He tipped his head to the side. “Not going to ask how I can want you?”

“No. That I understand.”

“Because you want me.”

“Yes.”

Win. “And you wouldn’t refuse me if I initiated sex right now.” He bounced his cufflinks in his palm and waited to have his ego stroked.

Those brilliant emeralds took a leisurely trip down his form to top off his hard-on. “No. I wouldn’t. But all this talk about fate and powers that be isn’t happening. If you’re looking for some sort of long-lasting, meaningful relationship, you picked the wrong girl.”

Her honesty was doing nothing more than adding a lubricant that greased his descent so that he fell deeper and faster than ever. “Why is that?”

“Because I don’t do people. They’re just not worth the trouble.”

The lonely words pierced his heart. “I will be,” he promised her, vowing to make it so.

“Doubt it.”

“Don’t.”

“Can’t help it.”

Her expression had darkened, and he could see she was starting to close up, so he pointed his thumb at the door in the corner. “Why don’t you freshen up and I’ll take you out back to see the dogs.”

Her mouth opened to deliver another quick retort, but nothing came out. She stared up at him for a few beats before ducking her head. He had to take a step forward so he wouldn’t miss the reluctant smile that curved her lips. When she tipped her chin up just enough to look at him, her dimple made an appearance. “You really want me out of this dress, huh?” she said quietly. There was a new softness surrounding her that almost sent him to his knees. A natural seductress. Who he would likely have to kill for again because her allure was undeniable, and men were going to respond to it in the coming years. No matter. He would do whatever had to be done to protect his greatest asset.

The realization didn’t faze him as he made his way around the bed. She swiveled, her smile fading as she kept him in her sights. When he reached her, he cupped her chin and guided her up until she was on her feet. Then he kissed her, going slowly, coaxing. But she didn’t need coaxing because her silky lips parted and her tongue slid into his mouth to roll around his, playing, learning, so that what had started out as a gentle reminder that he wasn’t a threat soon turned into something else altogether.

As her taste filled him, he went in harder, tipping her head back to get that perfect angle to deepen the kiss. Flames burst to life under his skin when she grasped at his shoulders, her nails sinking in, and the moan that bubbled up from her throat branded him soul deep. He gripped her tiny waist and pulled her in tight, drawing forth encouraging little mewls when he rubbed her against him.

He grabbed her wrists when she went to rush things by pulling his shirt from his pants, and despite the desire twisting painfully in his gut, Lukas geared down and eventually forced himself to stop sucking her sweet tongue. He ended the kiss and came up in time to see her lids lift. He could get her on her back and fuck her all night long. Full, heated permission blazed from her eyes.

“What’s wrong? Why are you stopping?” Her gaze traced his lips.

“You and I aren’t about getting to the fucking, Magdalena.” If she looked surprised by that, it was nothing compared to how he felt; relief and comfort were the chasers. Normally, a few hours between the sheets was all there was between him and his women, but now, he meant it when he said, “I’d like to talk to you for a while before I draw you out completely by getting you naked. I wouldn’t want to win you over so quickly that you sulk because you were unable to put up much of a fight.” He winked to take the sting out of how egotistical he sounded. “So, we’re going to go downstairs.” She helped separate their bodies that were still pressed together. “I’ll introduce you to the dogs, get you something to eat, then we’ll come back up here.” He let her wrists go when she pulled at them, then turned her toward the ensuite. “The bathroom is through that door.”

She stomped away but paused before closing the door between them. He watched her set aside her annoyance with admirable ease. “Did you happen to think of asking Farah for my purse before we left Scorch?”

“No, yagodka. And the house doesn’t have a landline either. We did away with it last year.”

The annoyance rushed back but disappeared when she snapped the door shut in his face.

 

***

 

Arrogant jerk, Dale thought as she closed herself into the dove grey and white bathroom. Conceited. Egotistical. So sure of himself, was he? Could read her so well, huh?

Her shoulders slumped.

How the hell had he known she wanted her phone? She’d have gotten over her aversion and called Farah for help. Or, at least, for some advice.

Pushing off the door as her body continued to spark, she looked around. There was an inviting square bathtub in the center of the room, a wall-length vanity with a matching framed mirror, and a walk-in shower with three showerheads strategically placed. The plants scattered around, and the aloe-scented air was soothing and did its job as she moved to the nearest sink to quickly wash the heavy makeup off her face. She held her thoughts off as she took her hair down, whimpering through it because Erika had put the pins in so tightly…

She stared at the hairbrush she’d just picked up. One that didn’t have a strand in it. Then she took up the cleanser she’d used that had made her face feel like Elaine’s son’s soft little bum. Dale had changed her co-worker’s baby once when Elaine had brought him into the club to show him off after she’d had him. Longing had followed Dale around for days afterward.

She placed the brand-new bottle down. “Lukas?” she called out.

“Yes, Magdalena?”

She spun and gripped the counter behind her because his voice was right outside the door. “Uh, why is this stuff new?”

He didn’t answer right away. “I called home earlier and sent our shopper out to get you some things.”

She stared at the closed door and tried to block what he and his gestures and looks and voice were doing to her. “Seriously,” she called, not appreciating this shit at all. “Is this Farah’s stuff?”

“No. It’s yours.” The door opened a few inches, and his arm came through. He held something out. “As are these. They should fit.”

She walked over but didn’t take the jeans, shirt, and shoes. She stared at the tattoos on his muscular forearm and fought the need to pull him inside. “Your shopper got these.”

“Yes.”

“And where did your shopper go in the middle of the night for these items that are now mine?”

“I don’t know, Magdalena. I’ll have to ask her.”

“You can call me Dale, you know.” She looked down at her nipples and wondered if they’d ever go soft again.

“I will when I’ve gotten over how I feel about your full name.”

That made her smile. “What if I decide to be petty and don’t want to wear this stuff.”

“Then I’ll join you, and we will tour the house in the nude.”

A surprised laugh escaped. “Now I’m really torn,” she teased before she could stop herself.

“I thought you would be.”

She took the offered clothes by deliberately sliding her hand beneath his, scraping him lightly with her nails. “Thank you, Mr. Murdery. I’ll be out in a second.”

His chuckle faded as he closed the door.

As she placed the clothes on the vanity, she decided her best bet would be to not think too hard about what was happening. Why bother? While she was here, she would do what she had to do, because what choice did she have? This wouldn’t last forever because nothing ever did. So, she would be nice, end up in his bed, and after she’d convinced him he was nuts, and she wasn’t a threat who was about to run to the authorities to tattle on him for killing someone, she’d carry on.

People came and went. No one stayed in her life for very long. She knew that and would keep in mind that Lukas Zavrazin wouldn’t be any different. No matter what kind of absurd romantic shit he spewed about her belonging to him, he would eventually move on and so would she.

Feeling depressed as hell all of a sudden, she got out of Farah’s dress but paused when she remembered the look that had been in Lukas’s eyes when he’d approached the bar where Nero had cornered her. The shiver that rattled her bones made her skin shrink.

Lust. That’s all it was. This couldn’t be real, because real didn’t exist. It was only there until it wasn’t.

She stepped into the fashionably torn jeans that were the type of soft denim she’d never worn before, slithered into a silky white tank with the thinnest of spaghetti straps, and slid her feet into a pair of creamy leather sandals that had gems and rhinestones that glittered beautifully with her cheap toe ring. She needed a bra, she saw when she looked in the mirror.

Or not.

Giving her straight hair a final brush so that it swished across her lower back, she put the new tool down and left the bathroom with her back arched just enough to draw a pair of male eyes…

He wasn’t around.

“Hello?”

“I haven’t left you.”

Her blood heated at his response and she trudged over to where it had come from. The walk-in closet was large enough to have an island in the center or it, but she paused just outside so as not to invade his privacy.

“At the risk of sounding crass,” she said before deliberately sounding crass as she pinched her nipples to keep them hard—she nearly fell to the floor as pleasure speared her, “and I wouldn’t say this to anyone but you—”Because I’d never say it at all. “—but, money is comfy. I’d ask where your shopper got these jeans, but there’d be no point.” The sooner they had sex, the sooner the novelty would wear off, and she could be on her way.

“What makes me so special?”

“I’m still not sure.” She almost gasped, then wanted to punch herself in the mouth for allowing that to slip out untethered. He wasn’t special. He was just really, really tempting and dangerous. And beautiful and kind, though, murdery and…special? “You seem to appreciate that I speak my mind,” she grumped, annoyed with herself for being honest in her own head. People lied to themselves all the time. Why couldn’t she?

“How do you know that?”

“I can just tell.” By the approval in his expression whenever she did it.

“And others haven’t?”

She shrugged even though he couldn’t see her, and turned to ogle the room now that he was otherwise occupied. “My dad used to get embarrassed by how much I talked.” The walls weren’t white, like the crown molding. They were more a pretty silver a few shades lighter than the plush carpet. There were two sets of French doors. Two. “He’d say people weren’t interested in a young girl’s opinion. I’ve learned along the way that he was right.” The four paintings on the walls were obviously from one artist as they showcased the same woman in different poses wearing a brilliant red dress. “People don’t care what you have to say. Most times, they’re just waiting for you to finish talking so they can start up again.” The furnishings were all the same dark walnut as the tallboy. She had to be standing in a thousand square feet of bedroom. There was a loveseat and coffee table in front of the gas fireplace, and not even that crowded things.

She jumped when she felt a hand skim down her hair. She didn’t turn as her heart stuttered then raced.

“I wondered how long it was.”

Goosebumps blew up on the right side of her body, and she had to shift to hide the shiver that followed. “Pretty long.”

“Yes.”

With meticulous care, Lukas gathered her hair in one hand and combed his fingers through it. She felt him and wished she could see him as he lifted the make-shift ponytail to his nose. He said something in Russian that had heat pooling in her lower belly. Not because she understood but because when he spoke in his mother tongue, it was the sexiest thing she’d ever heard.

“Wanna translate?” God, how badly did she want to turn around and kiss him again. Not to distract him or to start something with the intent to finish it. But because she just needed to kiss him.

“You wouldn’t appreciate the translation.”

How would he know? “Try me.”

He pulled the ponytail to the side and pressed his lips to a ticklish spot on her neck. She stayed very still but for her eyelids fluttering and her muscles seizing. “I was thanking God for the treasure he gifted me with tonight. I told him I would worship you as a man was meant to worship his mate.”

He’d been right. She felt no appreciation for that at all. “How did you know I’d find something like that sort of vulgar?”

He laughed and slid an arm around her. Good thing, too, because that laugh…shiiit, her knees went numb and disappeared.

“Just a guess.” His hand splayed over her front, just below her breasts where those stupid butterflies were going wild. “Such a hard shell. You do know men enjoy a challenge, don’t you, yagodka?”

“Sure.” She fiddled with his watch because she didn’t know what else to do with her hands. “They also hate to lose, so I suggest you drop this romantic shit that’s wasted on me and just play with me for a couple of days before you cut me loose.”

“I have no intention of cutting you loose.”

She rolled her eyes. Sure, she thought with just a touch of scorn as she turned to face him. “What is that you keep calling me?” On her toes she went—had to—and the pleasure she took from pressing kisses to the corners of his mouth was immense. She dropped back down and barely held herself back from snuggling into his front and pressing her ear to his chest so she could listen to his voice from the inside.

“It is an endearment that sounds unusual when translated. I use it because you smell of rich cream and strawberries.”

“And that makes me your creamy berry?”

“Are you creamy?”

Lightning strikes popped over the surface of her skin. “When you’re not talking stupid? Yes. Very. Wanna feel?” She did step into him then, but all she did was rub her breasts across the front of his shirt.

“Later. As I said, I want to talk a bit more stupid before I have you.”

His straight face was getting harder for her to read. “Will I shock anyone in the house if I don’t put on a bra?”

He stepped back, and his eyes went down. Dale could have sworn she felt a plume of lust billow out from him. “You won’t shock them,” he said quietly and without humor. “But if my people stare at this body I’ve yet to sample, I’m likely to take another life, and I’d rather not upset you again on your first night in our home.” He disappeared into the closet and came out a second later with a white lace bra that he draped over her shoulder before walking to the door. “I’ll be right outside.”

Dale jerked on the bra and joined him in under thirty seconds. “Is this another of your shopper’s purchases or am I wearing someone else’s bra?”

He smiled a little as he put his phone away. “It was purchased for you.”

Of course, it was, she thought as she slipped her hand into his and kept pace beside him.

How could a guy be both adorable and psychotic at the same time, she wondered as they began a tour through a mansion more luxurious than anything she’d ever been inside before. With every room, she realized more and more just how far out of her element she was.

At one point, they passed by a handful of men and women who turned out to be staff, and Lukas stuck it to her by introducing her and being friendly while asking after their night. It would have been easier if he’d been a prick and ignored them. Or better yet, if he’d ordered them to their knees and made them bow as he walked by. Then she’d have been able to slot him into the gross-me-out category. She would have been Teflon where he was concerned; her stay in his home unmemorable. But…no.

He showed her rooms that actually looked lived in, a pool so inviting she’d itched to dive into the calm blue waters, and, finally, a large kennel that housed four Cane Corsos in a variety of sizes and colors. The dogs were quiet until Lukas whistled. Then they went bananas, barking, butts wagging, jumping against the fence. He left them to it as he spoke to a man with a bushy salt-and-pepper mustache and a big smile. She didn’t know what they talked about because they did it in Russian.

Once they were alone again, Lukas spoke one sharp word, still in Russian, and the dogs settled immediately. Then their owner proceeded to feel her up in front of them. He ran his hands over her shoulders and down her arms. Brought each of her hands to his mouth to kiss her palms. He gripped her hips and slid his long fingers down until he almost reached her knees. While he was bent, he gave her shoulder a nip that made her smile through her enflamed skin and excitedly thumping heart.

“What are you doing?”

Ugh. Her voice had come out soft and lover-like. Not sexy and fucky-like as it should have done. Come on, Dale, you can do better!

He pulled her against his front and rubbed his chest on her back, and a growing erection across her ass. “Making sure they know you’re mine. We’re only visiting with four of the ten we have, but they can still be a handful.”

When he was done, he ran his hand in a possessive swipe over one of her butt cheeks before opening the gate, and for the next twenty minutes, Dale had to suffer through watching Mr. Murdery act like a big kid as he played with a small pack of ferocious guard dogs. Once he was sure she wouldn’t be their meal, he allowed her to sink to the floor so she could also get mauled and slobbered on.

As they left the kennel, she wasn’t feeling so confident in her ability to remain distanced. They stopped in something of a mudroom to wash up before returning to the house via a brick path that was sheltered on either side by twelve-foot walls.

Their next stop was a kitchen with quartz countertops, stainless steel appliances, and fresh herb plants sitting in front of the windows.

“Sit.”

Lukas stood next to an island that boasted three sinks and a mountain of fresh produce on one end. He pulled out a carved stool and waited for her to slide on before turning away.

“Excuse me for a minute.”

She wordlessly watched him walk out an arched exit that didn’t have a door attached. Once he was gone, she tried to reassure herself that she could do this. Just because he was all sorts of attractive, it didn’t mean he was going to get inside her. She wouldn’t allow it. She knew how to protect herself when it really mattered.

The windows across the way had no curtains or blinds, which afforded Dale a perfect view of two men strolling by a fountain in the beautifully lit gardens. They wore all black and had gun belts like the ones cops wore. But, unlike a typical officer on a street corner who carried only a revolver, these two had semi-automatics hanging over their shoulders.

It is quieter than usual because many of our men are at the hospital watching over my father. He was shot in the head last night. Samuel and I were there.

A shudder rocked her, and she sat up straighter, tucking her hands under her thighs. “Doesn’t matter,” she murmured as something started to shake deep in her chest. “None of this matters to you. It’s not your business. If he gets hurt or killed, it’s his life, and it won’t affect you at all. You’re gonna be the perfect house guest, prove you’re not a rat, then go. End of.” She wouldn’t feel afraid or sorry or sad or happy. She would be horny but dead inside. That was it.

Funny how the simple plan sounded like the most difficult one she’d ever made.


EIGHT

 

 

Lukas made his way back to the kitchen carrying a bottle of wine from the cellar. He’d considered bringing Dale down to show her his pride and joy, but he wanted to feel her out on the subject first. If she had no interest in wine, he wouldn’t bore her with his.

He slowed his approach, wondering if maybe she’d gotten up and was snooping…

No. She was sitting on her hands, talking to herself.

“It’ll get easier. You’ll see.” She grimaced and brought her hands up to rub her makeup-free face.

When he’d first seen her after her trip to the bathroom, he’d been struck by how young she looked. Young and so naturally beautiful she’d taken his breath away.

Kind of like she had when he’d watched her play with the dogs. She hadn’t shied away from the licks and bumping heads. She’d welcomed them. Had shared the dogs’ excitement and had spoken to them as if they were a bunch of little kids.

“Ugh. It doesn’t matter,” she groaned. “Good with the bad, right, Oma?” She looked up. “Okay.” She seemed to think for a second. “He’s fucking with my head, but we’re going to be fantastic in bed together.” She winced. “It’ll have to do. Something good to go with the very, very bad.”

A calmness stole over him at hearing her acknowledge their attraction. But how was it he was fucking with her head? “I wouldn’t say very, very bad.” He wouldn’t pretend he hadn’t been listening either. “Maybe just bad.” She turned and didn’t even blush when he entered the room.

“You give yourself too little credit.”

He didn’t argue as he placed the bottle on the counter and went into the drawer to find an opener. “You speak to your grandmother the way I speak to my mother.”

She cleared her throat. “I saw your protection making the rounds.”

Ah. Maybe it was his lifestyle that was fucking with her head. That was understandable. But she’d get used to it. Just like his mother had for his father.

“As she was when she was alive, my mother is my go-to when I need an ear.” As he twisted the screw into the cork, he watched her out of the corner of his eye. She seemed annoyed, and she was twirling a lock of her silky hair around her pinkie with enough speed to make the habit blur.

“Was your father injured here at home?”

“No.” He popped the cork. “When did your grandmother die?”

“I don’t want to get to know you, Lukas,” she blurted.

“That’s too bad, Magdalena, because that’s what we’re going to do over the next hour.” He went and took a couple of glasses down from the rack in the corner, and brought them and a loaf of bread back with him. He set the bread aside, and, unfortunately, the musical glug-glug of the wine being poured was broken by the crack of Dale’s question.

“Why?”

“Because my father is expecting us to visit him tomorrow evening, and I will not walk into his hospital room with a stranger and try to bullshit him into believing we’re in love when you appear nothing but shit scared and gun-shy. I hope you like red.” He handed her a glass.

She took it, and he had to swallow a moan when the first thing she did was smell it.

“In love.” She shook her head as if the idea was impossible. “Why do you want me to meet your father?”

“Because he needs to meet you. You like wine?”

“Yes.”

“Do you know much about it?”

“Some.”

Her one-word answers were both frustrating and entertaining. “Would you like to elaborate?”

“No.”

“Why? Do you think I might laugh at you? Correct you? Make you feel foolish?” He could already see that, despite her perfect appearance, her self-confidence wasn’t healthy. Was her critical father to blame? Lukas wanted to backhand the man for daring to tell his daughter her opinions were worthless. What kind of asshole did that?

Or did the blame for Dale’s lack of confidence lay with her mother?

“You don’t seem the type who has to belittle someone to make himself feel big.”

“I’m not.”

“Good.”

Snooty little thing. “Wine is a passion of mine,” he supplied. “I own two vineyards. One is in California, the other in Italy. Now it’s your turn. Tell me something about yourself.”

She brought the glass to her lips and took a small sip. “I like to be on top. I like the control. Not only speed and positioning, but how deep I let you into my body. Mmm.” She tapped her nail on the glass and held his eyes. “Congratulations, Lukas. Your wine is rich and seamless on the palate.” She slid off the stool. “It possesses striking depth.” And walked around the island. “Along with black cherry and chocolate,” she bumped him back with her hip and placed her glass down before hopping up to sit on the counter in front of him, “there’s a hint of menthol and spices. It’s lovely. Where’s your kitchen staff?” She took her glass up again and had another drink.

The control he’d always taken for granted when it came to women was circling the drain faster and faster. Should he punish her for teasing him? Strip her and fuck her until her shields fell? Maybe he should give her hell for continuously trying to shut him out when he genuinely wanted to know her?

Or did he do what was right and have some patience with her considering he’d landed in her life like a bloodied sledgehammer, and she likely needed at least a few hours to get used to his presence.

“This kitchen is for our private use. The main kitchen is on the other side of the house.” He took a drink of wine that tasted exactly as she’d described it. “When the time comes, I am going to enjoy watching you ride me. I won’t fight your need to control your pleasure.” He stepped in between her spread legs as her gaze flattened because he hadn’t taken her bait. “I won’t fight your need for anything, except freedom. You no longer possess the right to that.” He laid his hand over her mouth when it flew open. “I know that will anger you, but I don’t mean it in the sense you’re happily taking it. Until you learn the ways of this life, I must keep you sheltered. Because the moment word gets out that I have taken a partner, the vultures will descend. And if you think for one minute I could leave you vulnerable, you haven’t been listening at all.”

She pulled his hand down. “I’m not going to be your partner. I’ll meet your dad for reasons unknown, and I’ll spend a night or two in your bed, but that’s it.”

Why was she fighting this so hard? Having to ease her into forever with him wasn’t only frustrating, it was beginning to feel insulting. Was she really going to make him work for it? He was a goddamn catch in elite circles, for fuck’s sake. Women loved him. Why didn’t she?

The only reason he could think was that she was protecting herself. She was centering on sex and avoiding anything to do with emotion and feelings. The same way he used to.

“I will not hurt you, yagodka,” he said in a gentle tone. “And I will never let anyone else hurt you.”

Her beautifully arched eyebrows snapped together. “Says the guy who killed a man by impaling his brain with a weapon I supplied,” she said hotly.

He loosely clasped her legs just above the knee and could feel a tremble going through her. “Are you still upset that I inadvertently made you an accomplice to Nero’s murder?” Now she was just grasping at straws.

“Ya think?”

“Is that why you’re shaking?”

“No. I’m hungry. All I’ve eaten since breakfast is three donuts, and I only ate those because I was feeling sorry for myself but pretending not to.”

He wanted to kiss the fucking breath out of her. “Why were you feeling sorry for yourself?”

“Because I get weak sometimes.”

A non-answer, but an enlightening one just the same. “So you’re hard on yourself, are you? Would you by any chance be allergic to anything?”

As he stepped away, she opened her mouth to answer but hesitated just long enough for him to know she was about to lie to him. His anger ignited that she would try.

“Tons. You might want to seriously consider letting me go because, if you meant it and you don’t want to hurt me, you’re going to end up killing me by feeding me something you shouldn’t. I’ll be the most high-maintenance kidnapping victim you’ve ever kept in this…this…place.” She raised two fingers. “Swear to God.”

Lukas walked away. He went over and buried his grinning face in the refrigerator. Her ridiculous speech aside, she’d raised two fingers, but not in a typical scout’s honor—which was really three fingers—with the digits side by side. She’d crossed hers in the type of gesture one generally hid behind their back.

As his humor subsided, he took out an antipasto tray and returned to his entertainment.

“I would like you to tell me exactly what you are unable to eat, and why.” He removed the glass cover and set the tray beside Dale on the counter before breaking the bread apart with his hands. “Well?” He didn’t bother with plates, but he did go back to the fridge to get a container of fresh mozzarella that he opened and sliced on a wooden cutting board. He glanced up.

“Uh…” The striking green of her eyes shrunk as her pupils dilated. “You’ll have to give me a minute. I can’t think right now.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m afraid of you.”

Liar. He was looking at desire, not fear. “That will pass soon enough.” But he’d go along with it for her sake.

“Is that what always happens?”

“What do you mean?”

“With your victims. Does their fear wear off in so short a time?”

“My victims.”

“Yes. Your kidnapping victims.”

Ah. Of course. He picked up a cherry tomato and wrapped it in a piece of shaved prosciutto. He brought it to her mouth. “Open. As you are my first victim…” He paused. “Female victim,” he clarified, “I can’t say.”

She pulled her head back a little. “You’ve kidnapped men before?”

“Not for the same purpose.”

“And what purpose is that?”

“To make you my wife and have a houseful of babies.” Could he be any clearer? “Open for me, Dale.”

Her hands had curled into fists and a yearning he could almost feel glowed in her eyes. But, naturally, she blocked it when she parted her lips and took the food from his hand. As she chewed, his cock filled. He would have to have her after this. It was getting late, but she didn’t seem the least bit tired. He fed her an olive and two more slices of meat before reaching for something behind her. As she drank her wine, he placed the small rack down then drizzled some olive oil and balsamic vinegar over the tomatoes. Stabbing one with the fork supplied on the side of the tray, he then added a slice of mozzarella before offering it.

“I don’t have allergies,” she murmured before accepting the food.

“I know.” He placed his free hand on her hip and petted her, wondering what she’d be like when she wasn’t in defense mode.

“You’re not disgusted because I’m sitting on your counter?” she asked after swallowing.

“No.” He pressed his lips to the edge of her jaw. Her skin was flawless.

Her fingers drifted down his abs. “I thought you were a self-indulgent hot-head.”

He remained silent.

“I’m not thrilled to find out that you’re not. Well, right now you’re not. You’re surprisingly gentle and kind of generous, and…really too attractive for your own good.”

He chuckled and ate a few bites himself. After washing the food down with a drink of wine, he kissed her as a reward for her honesty.

“Samuel would disagree when using the word gentle to describe me.”

“He’s probably jealous of you.”

“Jealous? Why?”

“I don’t know. Because you have so much game.” Her forehead puckered before smoothing out. “You’re siblings. Aren’t same-sex siblings always jealous of each other?”

He tore a piece of bread in half and fed her the soft part while he ate the crust. “Not in our case.”

“Of course, not.”

“That makes you sad?”

She straightened from the slouch she’d settled into. “What makes you think I’m sad?” A challenge presented in the angle of her chin.

“You’re right in front of me, and I can see perfectly, Magdalena.”

She pulled a face and buried her nose in her wine glass again. He took that as a sign she didn’t like how well he’d read her. Problem was, he could see how she felt when she mentioned siblings, but because she wouldn’t talk, he didn’t know why. Because she didn’t have any? Had she had one or more at some point in her life? Had they moved out of town, and she missed them?

He was about to ask when his phone went off. The sound had him shifting from pleasure to business with a jarring speed. He pulled it out and answered.

“Son?”

His heart hit his ribs with a thump he was sure had been heard around the world. “Papa? Are you okay?”

Dale slowly lowered her glass.

“Fine. I…needed to talk to you.”

“Of course. Is Yuri with you?”

“Yes. I’m fine, Lukas. I…dreamed of your mother. I thought she was…I thought I…she’s gone. Yes?”

Emotion rose up to thicken his throat. “Yes, she’s been gone for a long time now,” he forced out as he held Dale’s clear emerald stare. “It must be the injury and meds screwing with you.”

“I could have sworn she was real.”

He turned away and stuck his finger and thumb into his eyes sockets. Was this what he was setting himself up for by so easily accepting what was happening with Dale? A painful, lonely existence if she was ever taken from him?

“Maybe she came back to visit with you, Papa. God knows she must miss you as much as you miss her.”

“Yes. She would.”

Lukas saw Dale slip off the counter through the reflection in the window. “I was going to tell you to forget it and get some rest, but, maybe you should close your eyes and see if she returns.”

A staggering comfort was delivered when he felt hesitant arms slip around his waist. After the briefest hesitation, Dale rested her head between his shoulder blades. Her fingers stroked his chest as she held him.

“Papa? Do you think you can stay awake for a while?” he asked, following a sudden urge.

“Yes, I…think so.” He sounded distracted.

“I’d like to bring Dale to meet you now. Do you feel up to that?” He felt her stiffen at his back as a gruff sigh came through the phone.

“It would be my pleasure to meet your woman, Lukas. You know this.”

“We’ll be there shortly.”

“I’ll be waiting.” Didn’t sound so distracted anymore.

Lukas hung up. “I know you must be tired, but—”

“This is the end of a workday for me. I’m cool.” She came around to his front without letting go of him completely. She kept her head down, denying him a glimpse of her face. “I don’t have anything to wear to meet this soft-hearted mafia boss you talk to so sweetly.”

He’d just learned more about her. She was the generous one, and courageous.

“You have a closet full of clothes. Let’s go find something. I don’t want to keep him waiting.”

He took her hand, and she didn’t complain once about the speed with which he brought them up to his—now their—bedroom.


NINE

 

 

As they left the house, Dale put Lukas’s conversation with his father out of her mind. She couldn’t think any more about what she’d heard in his voice. The understanding. The love, edged with such pain when he’d talked about his mother. Hearing him and being drawn into feeling what he’d been feeling had made her wonder if she’d imagined him smashing Nero’s head onto that glass. How could that have been this tender, emotional man?

“Is the hospital far?” she asked as they traveled that high-walled path again, heading toward what she could only assume was the front of the property. “Do you drive yourself or…”

Her question dried up because they’d reached the end of the path. There was no courtyard or circular drive with a selection of luxury vehicles. But there was a helipad with a frickin’ chopper sitting in wait.

She planted her feet that were now in heeled sandals to match the mauve summer dress Lukas had requested she wear. She’d have said yes to the lovely off-the-shoulder creation even without his comment about how beautiful the color would look with her eyes.

“Dale? What is it?” He squeezed her hand.

She decided then that she liked hearing both forms of her name from him. “Uh, I’ve never been in a helicopter before, Lukas.” She spoke quietly because three men she’d seen at Scorch were approaching.

“I’ve got you,” he assured her. “You’ll be fine.” He then addressed the men who all looked remarkably alike with their light eyes and sandy hair that was cut at varying lengths. They were all over six-feet and looked more than capable of killing with the same ease Lukas had. He introduced her, and they took a moment to shake hands and say hello. All of them had identical bulges under their suits to match the one that was once again visible under their boss’s.

“Are we ready?” Lukas asked Adam whose eyebrows seemed to be pulled down in the center to create a permanent frown on his heavy forehead. He nodded and walked on ahead with Milan. They lithely hopped into the front of the sleek black aircraft with the tinted windows. Yasha fell in behind her and Lukas and shadowed them as they went around to climb into the back.

As Dale inhaled the scent of leather while easing into one of four surprisingly roomy seats, with Lukas sitting next to her and Yasha across from them, she didn’t feel as if she was about to fly. It felt like they were in a fancy car. She kept that to herself, though, because she didn’t want to embarrass anyone by oohing and aahing over what money could buy. If she had her phone, she’d have snapped a picture and sent it to Erika.

“Lukas?”

He turned from strapping himself in and caused her pulse to kick just by meeting her eyes. “Yes?”

“Uh, would you mind texting Farah for me? I was hoping she might go to my locker and grab my purse before she leaves the club. I feel naked without my phone.”

His gaze flicked over her as he went into his pocket. “Use mine.” He held the device out to her.

Terrified of what could be found on that camera roll, not to mention his contact list, she shook her head and barely refrained from raising her hands, pinkies up. “I don’t need it right now. I…” she looked around, avoiding Yasha’s curious stare, “just wanted to take a picture, actually.” What the hell. She was just being honest. “As I said, I’ve never been in a helicopter, and my friend, Erika, would get a kick out of this.” She proved her claim as a novice when she nearly vaulted into Lukas’s lap when the engine started.

He put his phone away and grinned the entire time he fitted an aviation headset over her ears. He put one on, too, and melted her panties when he spoke.

“It can get loud your first time, and I don’t want you arriving at the hospital with a headache.”

His voice was hot-fudge-sundae delicious as it burrowed directly into her ears. Like that was what she was supposed to be focusing on at the moment. “Hm. God forbid I should have a slight headache when meeting a mafia Don who just denied entry to a bullet with his titanium cranium,” she muttered. What the fuck was she doing here? And what the fuck was going to happen to her after she was introduced to Lukas’s powerful father? What if the man assumed their relationship was serious? How would they get around that? She turned in her seat. “What should I expect to happen during this meeting?”

His relaxed chuckle made the hair on her arms rise. “My father is a Bratva leader, Magdalena, and if there is one man in this world you should not fear, aside from me, it is him. Like Farah, you will have him wrapped around your little finger in no time. Oh, and a Don is the title once used by the Italians. Many have done away with it and prefer to use Boss because that says it all, doesn’t it?”

Mafia Culture 101. Great. “I don’t need a lesson in mob terms. I need to know what’s going to happen after I meet your dad. Honestly. What’s the point in this, and how will you explain it when he gets out of the hospital and I’m nowhere to be found?”

“We’ll discuss it later.”

“When later? What will we do after we leave the hospital?” Would she spend the night with him? A couple of nights? She had a class to teach tomorrow afternoon, and she had to be at Scorch by seven tomorrow evening.

He glanced at their guards. “Since the boys can hear our conversation, I’ll refrain from answering that, but I’ll let you know once we get back on the ground.”

That was when they lifted off. She grabbed Lukas’s leg and glanced across to see a grin on Yasha’s profile. Guy looked like he could be a movie star with his thick neck and square jaw. His hair was just long enough to flop boyishly over his forehead. She couldn’t see the other two goons, but she was sure they were also laughing at her. And didn’t that make her feel good.

She slowly brought her narrowing gaze back to Lukas. “Let’s just hope you don’t have the same issue later that you had an hour ago. Otherwise, we’re going to have one long, boring night.” She stuck out her tongue and would have given him her back while ignoring the deep laughter that filled her ears from four different mics had she not looked beyond her grinning mobster to see the area they’d just left.

Holy. Fucking. Shit. From up here, she could see everything surrounding the mansion she’d only seen but a portion of. There were lights everywhere. Was that a hangar? Were those stables? And was that a horse track way over there?

Lukas squeezing her wrist brought her attention back into the helicopter. “I think you’ve cut through the material.” He unstuck her nails from his thigh and brought her hand up to look at it in the dim lighting. “Does Farah insist on these for work?”

Dale had coffin-shaped acrylics that she usually kept painted black but for her ring fingers, which she did with a silver glitter. “No. I like them. They make my fingers not so Shrek-like.” Her fingers were actually long and thin, but she felt self-conscious with him staring at her hand. She looked outside again, but all she could see now were tiny headlights from the cars on a miniature freeway.

“Your fingers are as beautiful as the rest of you.”

“FYI: compliments make me want to crawl into a hole, so feel free to keep them to a minimum for the duration of our acquaintance.”

He pinched the tip of her ring finger. “You have a smart mouth, Ms. Vaner.”

She studied him for an extended minute, trying to see around the absurd contentment that continued to ooze from him. He stared back at her, allowing it. “Can I ask you something you might not want to answer with your posse listening?”

“My boys are used to hearing things they have no interest in when it comes to me, so, feel free.”

Oh? Like what? Him having sex with his girlfriends? Him arguing with the bitches? The sudden urge to scratch his eyes out for having had those females in his life came from out of nowhere, and it was so fierce and ugly it took her breath away.

“Uh,” she cleared her throat and tried to get back on track. “For a guy in the middle of some bad mojo with people shooting at you and all, and your dad gravely injured and in the hospital, you seem to be doing okay.”

He brought her knuckles to his lips and placed a kiss on them. “Thank you for that. You should have been with me last night.” Shadows moved through his eyes. Dark, writhing ones that sent an icy finger trailing down her spine.

Because he’d just insinuated she was the one responsible for easing him, she dropped the subject and faced forward.

“Was that not what you wanted to hear, yagodka?”

“No. It wasn’t,” she said flatly. “Is there anything I should know before this meeting? Do I call him something specific, like Your Majesty or Your Grace?”

“No. His name is Kostya, and that is what he will ask you to call him. As long as you remember we’ve supposedly known each other for some time, and you continue to be your smart-ass self, we’ll have no problems.”

She threw him a withering glare but had to look away because his playful smirk started to mess with her reproductive system. Her ovaries were having a goddamn party, and she could have sworn she felt her eggs punching and kicking to try to be first in line.

Ugh!

 

***

 

As Lukas approached his father’s hospital suite, the difference he felt this time around was so marked it should have been unsettling. The change had come on so quickly he was sure anyone else would have felt insecure about it.

Dale’s cold hand found his as they walked into the waiting area. He didn’t. He clasped her fragile bones in an effort to warm her. There was no room for insecurity here. No need for it either. What he would continue to rely on was patience.

He nodded to Yuri and a male nurse as they entered a room that didn’t feel as claustrophobic as it had earlier. His gaze anxiously sought out his father…

The back of the bed had been lifted, but the Pakhan’s eyes were closed.

Fuck.

Lukas deflated like a kid whose birthday party had been canceled at the last second.

“He’s not sedated,” Yuri said, coming over. “If you give him a nudge, he’ll wake.”

Lukas’s spirits revived.

“This would be Dale?” The masculine appreciation that flashed in the back of the surgeon’s eyes was forgiven because they owed Yuri a debt they’d never be able to repay.

Lukas let go of Dale’s hand and slid his arm around her waist. He’d have moved her to stand at his back if it wouldn’t have made him appear strange. “Dale, this is my father’s surgeon. Yuri, Dale Vaner, my fiancé.”

He wasn’t sure whose eyes went wider, Yuri’s or Dale’s, and he didn’t care to find out because a sound had come from the bed. He looked over Yuri’s shoulder to meet his father’s elated stare.

“Did I just hear that? Or are both my ears damaged?”

Pulling Dale along—was she trying to rearrange the bones in his hand?—he moved to the side of the bed to kiss his father’s too-warm cheeks. “You heard correctly, Papa. How are you feeling?”

“Uncomfortable. Where is she? Move your big head.”

Appreciating the familiar tone, Lukas stepped aside so he could show off his prize. He looked at Dale, trying to see her as his father did at that moment.

Young. Exquisite. Nervous. His.

There was no way he could have described the satisfaction he gained from introducing his future wife to the head of their family.

Dale, who’d recovered from her introduction to Yuri, offered the Pakhan a smile that was warm but careful. Her dimple peeked in and out of view. “Hello, Mr. Zavrazin. Magdalena can be a mouthful, so please feel free to call me Dale. I’m sorry to be meeting you under such unpleasant circumstances.”

“Nonsense.” He took and held her hand between his. “You will call me Kostya, and believe me; this is a pleasure I have waited years for. She’s very beautiful, son,” he added in Russian.

“I know,” Lukas answered in the same.

“Does she know who we are?”

“Yes. She’s witnessed me at my worst, but she feels deeply enough to still be at my side.”

His father chuckled. “Lukas is bragging,” he said to Dale, reverting to English. But he was the one who sounded proud.

Dale glanced up, and for the second time, Lukas had the pleasure of seeing her blush. “I usually do, too, when I introduce him to my friends.”

“He is a good man. His mother and I couldn’t be prouder of our boys. Samuel said you work at the club, so you must know him and Farah.”

Fear closed in to ruin Lukas’s moment. His father had just spoken as if Lukas’s mother were still alive. Had he seen her again? In his dreams? Was she coming now because it was time for her husband to join her? Had Yuri missed something? Had a piece of the bullet broken off and lodged somewhere in his father’s brain?

Was he not out of the woods yet? Was there still a chance Lukas and Samuel might lose him?

“…been at Scorch almost a year,” Dale was saying as Lukas shoved aside his frantic thoughts.

“All that time?”

He saw hurt flash in his father’s eyes, and he swept in to fix it. “But I only discovered her recently. And, like you and Mama before us, one look was all it took.”

“I thought Samuel said you’d been putting off introducing her. When did you meet?”

“Not long ago,” Lukas hedged, and avoiding Dale’s eyes because of what he was about to do, he shared some incentive he hoped would be enough to ensure his father wouldn’t give up on life yet. “Dale moved into the house tonight, Papa. So when you come home, you can take your time getting to know each other.” He gave no indication he’d just received a sharp kick to his calf. “Yuri, how long do you think it will be before we can bring him home?”

“I can’t say, Lukas.” The surgeon was sitting at a desk in the corner.

“Days? Weeks?”

Yuri turned with a genuinely apologetic look. “I won’t say yet because I don’t want to get your hopes up for nothing. Give me a day or two and I’ll know better.”

Lukas understood. “I’m curious because,” he leaned closer to his father’s good ear and lowered his voice, “Dale and I have decided to start a family right away, and it would be nice if you could be home when it happens. That kind of announcement shouldn’t be made in a hospital.”

“But you still have some time, Kostya,” Dale cut in as she slipped her hand through Lukas’s arm and gave his bicep a pinch that was sure to leave a mark. “Lukas certainly isn’t trying to rush your recovery. Are you, Lukas?” Her fragile jaw was set, and he could see betrayal and disbelief in her eyes.

“No, of course, not, yagodka.” He held her chin and kissed her, and felt something more than surprise when she let him. “He knows that.”

“How would he know that from what you just said? If he’s still in the hospital when a little plus sign shows, it will still be shocking news, won’t it? Wildly shocking and life-altering. Won’t it, Lukas?”

He wished he could let her know why he’d shared his plans. But he couldn’t very well stand there and explain his selfish need to give his father a reason to come home. What if Lukas’s mother came to visit tonight and took her husband with her when she left again? He wanted to beg her not to, but, looking at Dale, how could he? Of course, Leane would want her Kostya with her, wherever she was. Lukas fully understood that now.

“Yes, Magdalena,” he said as softly as he could. “It will be shocking. But someday, you’ll look back on it as one of the highlights of your life. Trust me.”

She took hold of his hand and squeezed his fingers so hard his knuckles cracked. The look in her eyes? She was pissed, but…what was that? She looked away before he could identify the excited light, then hid completely by laying her head on his shoulder.

“Has he always been such a bully?” she asked his father.

“Absolutely.” He winced but tried to play it off by shifting as though finding a better position for his bandaged head. “His mother says he’s like me that way.”

Again with the present tense. Lukas was grateful when Yuri appeared on the other side of the bed, penlight in hand. He might be allowing them some privacy, but he was watching his patient all the same.

“Are you from Houston, Dale?” his father asked as he was examined.

“Yes, I am. But maybe we should talk about that another time.” She patted his hand, which, unlike Lukas’s, was full of ink. “It’s very late, and Lukas also needs a good sleep to reboot after all that’s happened. He hasn’t been thinking very clearly since you were injured.”

“Yes. Okay.” Kostya watched as Yuri adjusted something on one of the IV bags, then asked, “I hope your parents were okay with you moving into our home before you and Lukas exchanged vows.”

The nervous giggle that escaped Dale pulled Lukas’s focus away from Yuri inputting something into the iPad he always carried.

“Oh, I left my father’s house a few months ago to move in with…a friend. But that’s also a conversation for another time.”

As jealousy burst like a blood-filled balloon in Lukas’s gut, Dale leaned forward and placed a soft kiss on his father’s cheek.

A man. She’d moved in with a man. He knew it by the way her eyes had nervously flicked to him. And she was blushing.

Who the fuck was he? Was he at home, waiting for her in their bed right now? Was she missing him? Did she love him?

“Maybe we should drop by your old place and take care of a few things before we go home, yagodka,” he suggested. Two murders in one night? Might be a bit much. Maybe he could just maim the ex-fucking-boyfriend.

Or was the man more?

Had he asked Dale to marry him? Had they gotten married already, and she hadn’t shared that detail with her employers?

“Loose ends are not something I like to leave…unattended,” he tacked on when she didn’t respond.

She shook her head hard enough to make her midnight hair shimmer. “We’re good, Mr. M…agoo. Put the snifter away. There are no loose ends to deal with. Honest.”

She’d almost called him Mr. Murdery. Fitting just then because he was undeniably feeling homicidal. But this wasn’t something they could discuss with his father watching them. “We’ll talk about it later.” The put-off came out more as a warning.

“Yeah, maybe not.” She inched away from him. “Thankfully, we’ll be too busy making babies to do any more of this talking business you seem to enjoy so much.” Talking was said in the same way others spat out words like horseshit or motherfucker.

He watched and saw the moment she heard what she’d just said.

“Uh, I mean…” she squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head. “Well, you know.” She peeked at his father, who was trying not to smile, then at a grinning Yuri, and only then did she glare at Lukas again. She sighed and shrugged, and suddenly appeared tired. “Whatever. Lukas shared with me how much you loved his mother, Kostya, so I guess we don’t have to pretend couples sleep like Lucy and Ricky and only hold hands, right? I’m so sorry for your tragic loss. You must miss her terribly.”

The smile lingered on his father’s face. “I do, but it’s beginning to feel as if she is here again, and everything is all right. Son?” Lukas moved up the bed, which brought him next to Dale again. “You did well. I’m proud of you.”

“Thank you, Papa.”

“Feel better soon,” Dale murmured.

“Thank you, Dale. I will. Now that I know Lukas is happy,” he added.

Lukas felt as if he were being ripped in two. Half of him wanted to drag Dale out of there and demand to know who the fuck his new enemy was. The other half wanted to make sure his father hadn’t meant he would feel better soon because he was going to leave to be with his wife.

“He just needs some rest.” Yuri gave Lukas’s arm a pat before edging them out of the way so he could lift the side-rack on the bed.

Lukas shook himself and bent to kiss his father. “We’ll be back tomorrow, Papa. With Samuel and Farah.”

“They were here…a while ago.”

Lukas looked at his watch. Almost five a.m. He hadn’t realized it was so late. He considered asking if Samuel had mentioned the meeting, but his father’s eyes were already drooping. “Sleep well.”

As the nurse lowered the bed, Lukas joined Dale at the door, and after getting a reassuring “confusion is only natural, Lukas” from Yuri, they left.


TEN

 

 

Had Dale seriously been delusional enough to think the guy walking next to her was sweet and generous? 

Ugh!

“Fiancé?” she whispered through clenched teeth as they passed through the rear doors of the posh hospital. “I moved in tonight? Starting a family right away?” She tried her best to stay quiet because their entourage was surrounding them.

Lukas didn’t respond, and she wasn’t sure what exactly she should have felt at that point other than sheer panic.

Trapped? Abso-fucking-lutely.

Afraid? Bing-fucking-o.

How about safe? Uh, she was surrounded by four dangerous men, one of which seemed pretty damn taken with her, so, yeah, she’d check that fucking box.

And, finally, embarrassed? Fuuuck.

She could barely smile her thanks when Adam held the helicopter door open for her. Certainly couldn’t speak it. She threw herself into the aircraft and whipped around to face Lukas who gracefully entered after her. The door closed and silence fell.

She waited for a few seconds, her chest pumping, her heart slamming furiously against her ribs.

“Aren’t they getting in?” she finally asked.

“Not yet.”

She looked out the tinted windows to see three broad backs. Good. “Then maybe you can explain to me why I have bus tracks all over my fucking back when all I did tonight was come here to do something nice for you and your father. How dare you introduce me to that surgeon as your fiancé! How dare you tell your father I moved in with you! How dare you announce that we’ve decided to have babies together! Lukas! Do you have any idea how I feel right now? How fucking furious I am?”

He was staring at her with an alarmingly empty expression on his face, but his jaw was jumping every few seconds. “You live with a man?”

The quiet malice in his tone had her sitting back with a thump. Her lungs were burning, and her face felt hot as hell. “What?”

“Answer the question.”

The slowly spoken demand had her immediately identifying with anyone he’d ever interrogated and did what she was told. “I did. Yes.”

“For how long?”

“Four months.”

He winced. “You shared his bed for four months?”

Was this guy for real? “No.”

He came forward so quickly her eyes fluttered. “You will tell me this story without prompts from me, Magdalena. Or I will send my men to your former home with instructions to disarm the warning system and burn the goddamn building to the ground while the tenants sleep in their beds. Do you want that on your conscience?”

Her face cooled remarkably fast as the blood left her head. “If you overreact like this all the time, why ever would I trust you enough to marry you and have your children?” Not that she was considering it.

Calm stole over him from one blink to the next. “You’re right. I am overreacting again.” He stroked his hands over her shoulders and down her arms to the tips of her fingers before sitting back in his seat. “You do that to me, and I can tell you, it isn’t as unpleasant as you might think.” He waved a hand for her to speak.

She didn’t. It was as if her saliva had turned to glue and sealed her mouth shut. She wasn’t a toy monkey. Put a coin in and watch her go. He could go fuck himself.

She wrapped her arms around her middle and looked out the window.

Aaaand after what must have been the longest four or five minutes of her falling-apart life, she brought her attention back to him. He was waiting. His hooded gaze rested on her, his grey eyes hungry, predatory. His hands were folded one over the other in his lap.

“I could stare at you all night.” His tone was gravely, the edges rough and invasive. “Take your time. Gather your thoughts. And tell me about him.”

So much of the fight left her in that moment. She wanted to tell him about Liam. After all, what was there to hide? Only the one small detail. “I teach yoga at a studio during the day, and he’s a regular in my class. I moved in with him because I was ready to…leave home, and we eventually slept together. Apparently, he needed more than I would ever have given him, and he just might find it with the girl I came home to find him cuddling with on the sofa.”

His hands fisted so hard his knuckles turned white. “What’s this boy’s name?”

She frowned, thinking of blond, blue-eyed Liam who’d turned twenty-seven this past January. “This boy?”

“A man is not disloyal. A boy is.” He took his phone out and waited with his finger poised over a blank page. “Did you love him?”

She made a face. As if. “Considering I haven’t thought about him once since moving out, I can honestly say no. I liked him. He was a friend of sorts.”

“Of sorts.”

“Yes. I don’t have those.”

His brows drew together. “Friends.”

She nodded.

“Why?”

She shrugged and looked out the window.

“When was it you found him with the girl?”

“Today. Well, technically, it was yesterday.”

His expression lost its killing edge, softening as he lowered the phone to his lap. “You’ve had a busy day.”

“Yes, I have,” she admitted, feeling maddeningly weepy because his voice had gone all squishy.

“You’re handling it beautifully.”

A ball of emotion lodged in her throat and she wanted to take a fork to it. She would not go all girlie with this guy! “Thanks,” she shoved out. “An explanation or two from you would be helpful. Feel like offering it now?”

“When you give me his name.”

She shrugged again. Not happening. Liam didn’t deserve a wedge of glass jammed into his brain. “Never mind. By the way, I’m sorry if I embarrassed you in front of your father. Sometimes I talk before thinking, and I did that earlier.”

She was gifted one of his rare full smiles that made her entire body sing.

“You did not embarrass me, Magdalena. Quite the opposite.”

“I told your father we were going home to fuck, Lukas.” She looked to make sure their goons weren’t listening. “I can’t believe I did that.” She dropped her face into her hands because she was impatient to get to it. Gawd. “Just kill me now.” She reached out and put a hand on his knee. “Not for real though.”

She heard him shift, and then he was cupping her face and bumping her hand out of the way with his nose. She wasn’t really in the mood to kiss until she felt his mouth on hers and flames began licking at her wherever their bodies came into contact. When he parted her lips with his tongue, she participated because she couldn’t help herself. Until she remembered the men a few feet away outside the doors.

She tried to pull away. “Your goons—”

“Will not interrupt.” Back he pulled her.

“Because you do this a lot?” she asked, holding him off with inches between them. The sickest feeling took up residence in her stomach. Jealousy. Its sharp edges were jagged and dangerous, and so unfamiliar they frightened her.

“Because I will let them know when I need them.”

She laid a hand on his hard thigh. “Oh.”

“But I have had other women. I won’t deny that.”

She wouldn’t have expected him to. “How old are you?”

“Thirty-four.”

“I’m twenty-two. That’s quite the leap in years, huh?”

He leaned back and looked down at her body. Had he felt her shiver? She gasped loudly when he brushed a knuckle over the visible bead that was her nipple.

“That seems to interest you,” he drawled.

She didn’t comment. No sense in letting him know she’d always found older men attractive because they seemed more capable of taking care of their women than the young, cocky ones concerned about nothing more than how their pecs looked in a shirt.

She wasn’t sure if she couldn’t protest or just didn’t want to when Lukas dragged her over until she was straddling his lap. He placed his hands on her ribs and spread his fingers before caressing her. Up and down he moved. Slowly, deliberately. On his third pass, he didn’t stop below her breasts but listened to her silent plea and came up to cup them. He measured their weight, kneading them, heating them through the thin material of her dress with the fire coming from his palms. He held her eyes as he stroked his thumbs across her nipples, causing shards of pleasure to lance through her. She had to open her mouth to get some air into her lungs.

“Now you get handsy?” There was a tremor in her voice that mortified her.

He didn’t respond but to get her nipples between his thumbs and fingers. He pinched. She felt the beauty of it right down to her soul.

“I’ll do this to you when we get home. Only, you’ll be naked.”

Her head bobbed in a nod. She couldn’t resist him physically. Couldn’t deny that. And she didn’t want to resist him, she remembered. Have some sex and leave; get on with her life. Where had that plan gone?

He rolled her nipples and licked his lips as her back arched all on its own, offering him everything.

Everything?

“This boy you lived with,” he said as he watched his hands work on her. “The one who cheated on you.”

“He only kind of cheated. We were more friends-with-bennies than anything else,” she said distractedly.

“He never made you feel the way I do.”

She didn’t answer that but to make a quiet sound that could have meant anything.

He pinched her harder and lifted his knees to make her slide down so that his thick erection met her needy pussy. “Did he, Magdalena.”

She moaned when an arrow of desire ripped through her, connecting her nipples to her pulsing core. “Never,” she gasped, feeding his already overblown ego.

“I didn’t think so. But the little prick hurt you.”

“Not really. He just proved again that people are shitty.” She covered his fingers and squeezed them so he’d squeeze her again. “Feels so good when you do that.”

“I want to strip you and fuck you right here. I’d like the boys and anyone walking by to hear you pound on the windows and scream when you come on my cock. Are you a noisy lover?”

Her ability to speak deserted her.

“I think you’re a noisy lover. Tell me what gets you to the point where you lose your mind? What don’t you like, yagodka? Do you have any hard limits?”

Did she have what? God, she could barely think. This man was taking her over. He wasn’t only tearing her walls down faster than she could throw them up, he was making her forget the damn things were there for her to use.

She placed her hands flat on his chest. His heart was beating steady and strong. “I…don’t know. You can do anything you want to me. With me. On me.” She shrugged. “Whatever.”

His mouth firmed into a hard slash “Is that so? Then I guess we’ll head to a club downtown that allows select patrons to perform for the elite crowd. I’ll tie you to a platform that has perfectly placed cut-outs, and I’ll fuck you while more than a hundred masked onlookers masturbate into troughs some of the more adventurous visitors have been known to bathe in at the end of the night.”

Dale shoved his hands off her and hammered down a Keep Out sign as she slid off him and moved to the side. Her lips were curled, and goosebumps rose so fast on her body they actually caused her pain. “No. No, no, no. Not that kind of anything. Fuck, Lukas.” She shuddered. “I’ve obviously given you the wrong impression.” Goddamn him. Was he one of those? “Seriously. I’m not a whore to be used in front of others. I know that sort of shit goes on, and I’m not one to judge, but I’ve never had any interest in being a part of it.”

She stiffened and slapped at him when he reached across to slip his hand under her hip. He ignored the protest and pulled her over until their legs touched. “Thank you. That is what I wanted when I asked what your hard limits were. An actual answer with a short explanation. No public displays, and no sharing. Noted, and appreciated.”

She gave him a wary look.

He sighed. “I have been to one too many parties where bodies fucking was the offered entertainment. But my self-respect has always been too healthy for me to consider participating. Observing also lost its appeal very quickly. That’s not to say I’m prudish and don’t have a perverse streak because I do. I simply wanted some basic information in order to avoid doing something you might not be comfortable with.”

Not appreciating that he’d regularly attended such lewd parties, she looked around the space they were in and wondered what the hell he was talking about, considering where they were. “What was your plan?” she said, not hiding her sarcasm. “To bind my hands and feet together with your tie and prop me on the floor while you give it to me up the ass?” When he gaped at her, she snapped, “Well? What else could we possibly do in here that would be considered perverse? Your men are standing right outside the door, and I’m sure a chopper cop is going to knock on the window any second because we’ve been parked here for a long time and that’s probably a no-no.”

His face was tight with a smoldering desire. “Is that something you would be open to trying in the privacy of our bedroom?”

Should it bother her that he so readily waded through her shit and focused on what mattered? And would she try it? Yes. If not only because he’d just pleased her beyond belief by asking her to try rather than telling she would.

But she wasn’t stupid. She knew who held the master key here. “Would you?” And had he presumptuously said their bedroom?

“Hard and rough or slow and gentle; whatever you need, in whatever position you desire. I’ll be at your service.” He brushed his lips across hers in a kiss that was whisper soft. “Then, once you’re feeling secure, I’ll take over, and we’ll cross a few lines. But I’ll never bring you to a place you don’t want to go. You have my word.”

She melted all over the fucking place. Where wouldn’t she go with him, she wondered as desire sprinkled with gratitude fogged her brain. Within the drifting clouds, a scene came alive in her mind. Her, naked body bent in half and covered in sweat, helpless and moaning, her chest and cheek pressed to the carpet. Lukas behind her, also naked, his expression fierce as he thrust his thick, lubed—

His hard rap on the window sent her arms splaying like she was about to fall off a building. Three doors opened in the next second and their guards filled the helicopter. She quickly strapped herself in with clumsy fingers then froze when Lukas slid his hand between her knees and loosely gripped her leg as the engine started.

“Don’t ever play poker, yagodka,” he said for her ears only.

Milan, who’d taken the seat across from them, handed over their headsets and they put them on, but there was no chatter in her ears. She released a slow, silent breath and forced herself to relax against Lukas as they took off. What had he seen in her expression? Just how far she’d go with him?

Of course, that was what he’d seen. Because she also had a perverse streak that she hadn’t yet explored. Sex with Liam had been nothing but missionary. She’d figured he was either careful with her because she’d been a virgin, or he just hadn’t been very adventurous. She would never have put him on the spot by asking, and that had left her feigning sleep much of the time or begging off saying she had her period. It was mean, but, at that time, sex hadn’t been about pleasure.

But the thought of experimenting with Lukas…

A moan tried to escape into the rattle and hum of the chopper. At least now she finally appreciated how important the role of chemistry was when seeking out a sexual partner. She didn’t just want to fuck around with this man. She felt she needed to. Need. God, even the word made her blood heat.

She hugged his arm and stifled a yawn as her head landed on his shoulder. The minute they got back, she was getting them naked…mmm…she would touch him everywhere…kiss him all over…die of pleasure when he did the same…she would look into his eyes as she rode him…kiss him some more…love him so hard…

Her eyes slid closed and sleep claimed her before she could correct that last one.

 

***

 

Lukas stood next to his bed where he’d just settled a sleeping Dale in her place on the right. As he’d carried her in, he’d been tempted to shake her or knock her head into a doorjamb to “accidentally” wake her on the way upstairs. But that would have reeked of desperation. And even though he was desperate to have her, he would never go so far as to display that fact.

Or had he already?

He didn’t know, and, shockingly, didn’t care.

As the morning light began to glow outside the doors across the room, he reached out to touch her cheek, feeling its softness. Twenty-two years old. He ran his finger down a strand of hair that looked like a winding, inky path leading to her navel. She seemed older. He laid his hand across the flat expanse between her hips. She was soft-hearted but didn’t appear to like the trait. He caressed her lightly enough that he wouldn’t disturb her. Trustworthy and strong-willed, too. And smart. He bent and kissed her lips. Highly sexual.

His phone buzzed, making him curse in his head. He straightened and pulled it out quickly in case it was Yuri.

It was Samuel.

He went into the closet to get undressed as he obeyed the terse text demanding a call.

“Are you home?” he asked when he heard his brother’s voice.

“Farah is, but I’m at the hangar. You’re going to want to come out here.”

He stopped in the middle of shrugging out of his suit jacket. “Why?” Aside from the one on the property that housed the chopper when not in use, they kept two hangers at a small airport near Channelview. But only one of them was used for conducting business they wanted kept private.

“Maksim’s red flags popped up for a reason, and we have ourselves some company.”

“I’m on my way. Don’t you dare kill anyone.”

“We’ll be waiting.”

Pulling his jacket back over his shoulders, he walked out of the closet feeling the presence of his gun under his arm. He debated whether or not to wake Dale to tell her he was going out, but in the end, stayed quiet as he closed all the blinds to darken the room.

After silently shutting the door behind him and starting down the hall, he texted the boys to get back out to the chopper.

Because this directly involved his father, he refused entry to the guilt knocking on his door. He wasn’t putting business ahead of Dale by leaving her alone on her first night/day in her new home.

He was simply being the man his father had raised.


ELEVEN

 

 

Fifteen minutes after arriving at the hangar, Lukas paused, waiting for howls of pain to subside before continuing. When they did, he pressed the trigger to start the drill again.

His boys were near, so were Samuel and Maksim. Vasily, Gheorghe, and Sergei were standing a few feet away, watching the festivities with no expression on their faces. The bodyguards and anyone else involved in the night’s capture were hanging around the vehicles that had been swallowed up by the massive building upon arrival.

Two Bloodhounds, who Lukas had already thanked for their impeccable hunting skills, were off to the side smoking a joint. Samuel had taken care of the money transfer to pay their steep fee before Lukas had arrived.

When another fresh round of wails from one of their organization’s accountants tapered to a mere gurgle, Lukas let up and placed the tool on the steel-top workbench on his right.

“You screwed us,” he murmured, looking at his handy work. “Now I have screwed you.”

James Szabo was sitting on a heavy wooden chair that looked to be a dark cherry red but hadn’t always been. The unfinished wood had begun to turn color when Lukas had first started drilling. Now that he’d gotten the fourth screw in—two in James’s knees and two just beneath his shoulders to securely anchor him—the chair was saturated. The pattern left behind would be patchy and uneven as the blood might not seep all the way beneath the heavier parts of James’s body. Sometimes, the designs turned out to be something some might consider artistic.

He gave the outsides of James’s thighs two solid slaps which produced outright shrieks. The piercing sound forced Lukas back, and he moved to the end of the workbench to submerge his hands in a deep pot filled with hot, sudsy water that smelled of a potent antiseptic.

“Nicely done.” Maksim was resting his ass on the table, his arms and ankles crossed. He’d asked half a dozen times if Lukas wanted a hand, and had seemed put out whenever he’d been refused. “What did you use?”

Lukas looked at Yasha. “Lag screws?”

“Structural wood screws.” Yasha struggled with the proper name because, as he hadn’t been in the U.S. as long as the rest of them, when he became upset, his English suffered. He took the box out of his pocket, adding, “Unthreaded shank allow for painful movement.” When an r dared to show in his speech, the damn thing was sent rolling all over the fucking place.

Maksim nodded, looking intrigued. “I’ll have to remember this. What will you do now?”

“Provide way out,” Yasha answered, his voice chillingly flat, his emotionless gaze glued to James’s bobbing head. He, Milan, and Adam were front and center during the procedure as they had a vested interest in the reasons for last night’s shooting. Losing their uncle had been a blow they had yet to take the time to process. None of them had, for that matter. But they would.

As Yasha spoke to Maksim, he picked up a screwdriver. “If pussy withstand pain and frees self, Lukas promise to go out into city. We give small head start. Then we begin search.”

Milan revived their guest by waving a small vial of Nose Tork directly beneath James’s nostrils, leaving the older man wide-eyed and sucking in harsh breaths. His thin body was sweating profusely.

Lukas finished drying his hands with a towel he threw directly into the trash that would be burned before they left, and accepted the screwdriver that he carefully placed in the small space between James’s trembling legs.

“Depending on how determined you are, you might still get out of this alive,” he said as Maksim came to stand next to him. They both studied James.

 “If they don’t free themselves, and depending on the circumstances, my father has been known to leave the chair for the survivors to find on their front lawn. A decorative memento, if you will, to remind them not to repeat their loved one’s mistakes.”

“Where do you get them?” Maksim nodded beyond their immediate surroundings to the two dozen chairs stacked against the far wall. They were similar to a lounger but had thick wooden slats that could be locked in a variety of positions, and, Lukas knew from experience, the design was sturdy enough to take a real beating.

He looked up to make sure Adam didn’t mind being called out. When he got an unconcerned shrug, he nodded to his loyal driver, who was often much more than that, where he’d gone to sit on the bumper of someone’s Navigator.

“Adam makes them in his spare time.”

Maksim sauntered over and Lukas heard him ask, “Mind if I put in an order?”

A smirk showed through Adam’s trimmed beard as he stood.

Leaving them to it, Lukas brought his attention back to the one responsible for altering his life. And James had. Right down to the way Lukas’s thought pattern had changed since his father had been shot.

No longer did he have tunnel vision that kept him focused solely on making money and keeping their position in this volatile world their organization had dominated since settling in Houston. Now, he was expanding his sights. Looking beyond, as his father must have done the day he’d backed out of a parking spot only to knock over and mangle a beautiful girl’s bicycle. Lukas’s parents had been married within two months of meeting, and he’d been born nine months later.

He wanted his and Dale’s story to mimic the one his mother had so loved to share near the end of her life. Only, theirs would have a tighter time frame of events.

“Lukas…please, show some mercy…” James moaned through a cough. His throat sounded raw, and he probably had a broken rib or two because Lukas had allowed his boys one strike each when they’d first arrived.

“You have disturbed my life, James,” he said, his tone almost casual. “In one sense, I feel almost grateful.” He should be laying next to Dale right now. Watching her sleep. Learning if she snored. Was she prone to nightmares? Did she enjoy sleeping in or was she an early riser? Did she wake feeling…needy?

But, instead of possibly benefiting from that if the answer was yes, he was spending his valuable time with this greedy cunt who’d shared a meal with him and his father not even a week ago.

Remembering the blind trust that had surrounded them at that table had Lukas’s fury spiking. He looked at James’s swollen hands that had once functioned well enough to enable him to create a computer program capable of funneling small amounts of money from select Zavrazin business accounts into another that had been hidden offshore. But not hidden well enough. Not when one had a man like Maksim Kirov combing through their files looking for discrepancies. The loss to the organization wasn’t great—a quarter of a million dollars in all—but the insult was.

The sad thing? James could have continued with the scam had he not panicked the other day during dinner. Apparently, Samuel had made an innocent comment about the Szabos’ home, and guilt had interpreted it to mean something entirely different to James. Thinking he’d been found out, his solution had been to distract them with the shooting in an effort to buy him enough time to better cover his tracks.

“I would have been unhappy had you just stolen our money.” Lukas bent at the waist and came down until his face was even with the thief’s. “After fucking us for…how long was it? Had to be more than a couple of years, going by how much you accumulated. Was the guilt getting to you? Were you ashamed? Is that why you misconstrued Samuel’s innocent comment about the size and beauty of your fucking home? Did you know you were going to attempt to murder your Pakhan when you left his table a few days ago?” He let a tight right hook go that sent James’s head snapping back. Milan eventually had to help put it to rights so Lukas could continue. “Were you looking at my father while wondering where to put your bullet?”

When James shook his head in denial, Lukas grabbed his neck and lifted him and the chair off the ground. He slammed the heavy weight into a wide support column before dropping the piece of shit to the ground and spitting on a man he was itching to kill.

He went to walk away but turned back. “You better pray you have the strength to take those screws out and can make it to the city before midnight tonight. Because when the clock strikes twelve, my boys will descend on two homes.” He looked to Milan and waited for him to recite the addresses James knew well because they belonged to his sons—his accomplices. “We will do to the occupants of those homes, exactly what you tried to do to my father. Only we’ll shoot them in the head with honor. We will show our faces, explain why we are there, and we might even allow them a few minutes to say goodbye to their loved ones.” He took James’s cell off the table and dropped it so he could crush the screen with the heel of his Ferragamo. He didn’t want to make this easy. “If you don’t make it out of here, it’s unfortunate you won’t be receiving one of those phone calls.”

As Lukas walked away from the blubbering man, he was grateful the small audience parted to let him through without him having to excuse himself.

All he could see at that point was his father’s ear hanging off the side of his head, his silver hair soaked and dripping with blood. What if, as Lukas and Samuel had sat on the floor of that warehouse, neither of them hiding their fear as they held their father tightly while reassuring him everything would be fine, Kostya Zavrazin’s eyes had gone vacant. What if he’d died in their arms and Lukas had forever lost the chance to do what he’d done tonight with Dale? Make happy the man who’d spent his life loving and caring for his family.

Yes, his father was a ruthlessly demanding leader. But he was also a playful, witty, patient and affectionate father who’d shaped his sons to be men of honor. Their character was a reflection of his, and Lukas now had a burning need to pass that on to the next generation.

James had almost stolen so much, and, now, Lukas was feeling the constraints of time. He wanted to present his son to his father. His gut clenched. Or his daughter. What if Dale gave him a baby girl? One who looked like her mother? Would Lukas one day stand there attempting not to laugh as his toddler tried to put one over on him, the way he’d found himself doing with her mother?

The longing that filled him had him wanting to return home so he could impregnate his woman tonight. He would fill her young, fertile body until it overflowed. And he would do so again and again in the coming weeks while he got to know her. Until the day he was able to stand before his family and proudly share their news.

Kostya Zavrazin wouldn’t be known as Papa in their home anymore. He’d be Dedushka.

“Your ability to gain control is impressive, Lukas. A few of my boys could learn a thing or two from you.”

He looked over his shoulder to see Vasily had followed him to the open hangar door. The Pakhan made his way over to stand at Lukas’s side, and they both looked out over the tarmac and field beyond, watching as it gradually brightened under the rising sun.

“I brought Dale to meet my father tonight,” he said without looking over when he saw Vasily’s head come his way. “He liked her.”

“And her?”

“She put her foot in it at one point, and I moved things beyond her comfort zone, but, other than that, she did beautifully. She charmed him the minute she opened her mouth.”

“As she did you.”

“Yes.”

They were quiet for a moment.

Then Lukas turned to a man whose opinion he respected almost as much as he respected his father’s. “I know you’ve never been married, but, do you have any advice to give a man about to propose to a skittish little dove who apparently doesn’t trust easily?”

Something dark passed over Vasily’s face, but Lukas couldn’t identify it without it being obvious that he was trying to.

“Be patient with her. She’s young, and she isn’t familiar with our world but for what she’s seen at Samuel’s club. Or so he said.” He went into the inside pocket of his jacket and took out two cigars. He offered one to Lukas. “I brought them from home in the hopes of sharing with your father.”

“He would have enjoyed that.” Lukas accepted one and took his turn lighting it from the Zippo Dmitri held out when the byki materialized from the shadows.

“I think you’re aware it will take Dale some time to come to terms with much of what we do.” Vasily puffed on his cigar. “Don’t shut her out. Don’t think you’re doing something good by keeping her in the dark. You won’t protect her that way. You’ll hurt her. And don’t let her shut you out. Women who try to be strong for us eventually end up harming themselves.” He paused, then went on. “Let her talk. Even if it’s just to hear the beauty of her voice, let her talk to you. Because one day you’ll find yourself willing to do almost anything if only to hear one more word.”

It was then Lukas realized Vasily wasn’t guessing on what might work, he was speaking from experience. The sorrow that rose into the warm morning air was almost as palpable as the cloud of blue smoke they were creating.

“Be honest with each other. At all costs. And when you have children, don’t ever take them for granted. Love and nurture them the way Kostya and Leane did with you and Samuel. Believe me, they will have you seeing the world through different eyes. Enjoy that, don’t fear it.”

Before Lukas could overstep and pry into Vasily’s personal life to ask who he was speaking about, they were joined by Gheorghe, Maksim, and Samuel, and business once again overthrew a topic that shouldn’t have been so easy to dismiss.


TWELVE

 

  

Dale held her breath as she inched out of the bedroom and slowly pulled the door closed. She kept the sleeping occupant in her sights until the very last second because, who knew, it might be the last time she would ever see him.

She tried to ignore how that thought made her feel and winced at the muted snick that sounded when she released the knob. She waited. When she didn’t hear any commotion from Lukas, she let her breath out on a quiet sigh. And, again, she stood there, staring at the pretty design on the pewter doorknob.

She’d woken up an hour ago after a fitful night’s rest. Well, it was almost noon, so morning’s rest would be a more appropriate description…

She was stalling.

She looked up and down the empty hallway then back at the door. Maybe she should wake him. Or wait inside until he woke on his own.

“Or maybe you should find Farah and get gone,” she murmured, remembering her dreams.

She chewed on her lip and rubbed at her chest. Something between her breasts felt…wrong. Wrong and familiar. She could feel it deep inside, where she normally refused to allow company. A new presence. One that was protesting her escape. Protesting so vehemently, it was making her want to go back and sit near the pillows again, staring, smiling every little while, wanting to touch.

She squeezed her eyes shut and dropped her hand. It was all in her head. Lukas’s talk of fate and shit had gotten to her. Those dreams. They’d been dumb and had centered around babies and white fucking dresses.

Screw it.

She went left, and by the time she reached the end of the hall, she was kind of trotting, and her breath was coming too fast considering she was in great shape. Fucking Mr. Murdery had screwed her up. Prick bastard and his sweet but psychotic ass. She wanted to go back to his bedroom for a piece of it. But not only that. She wanted to cuddle with the prick. Then she wanted him to breed her! To give her a dozen pups. She wanted to make him laugh. Maybe run down to the kitchen and bring back some stupid snacks that she would feed into his idiot mouth before crawling on him and doing some nasty things to his moron body that she’d eye-fucked for twenty solid minutes when she’d first woken up. She’d been happy to see him laying next to her! Happy! Excited, even! Content! Because it had felt right! What was right?

“Goddamn him,” she growled as she rounded the corner.

“I’m sure many have,” Farah said from her slouch on a brocade loveseat that sat beneath a massive mirror overlooking the curved staircase. She let her phone that she’d been tapping into fall to her lap. “But you’re the first I’ve seen try it from inside this house while doing a pretty pissed walk of shame. So he did kiss you last night. And…” She looked at the chunky silver watch on her thin wrist. “Probably did a hell of a lot more considering the time.”

Dale went over and tried to compose herself as she planted her feet in front of her boss. “I met his father, if that’s what you mean. Can you call me a taxi, please?”

The irreverent humor twisting Farah’s lips disappeared as she hopped to her feet. She and Dale were similarly dressed, Farah in white shorts and a black tee, and Dale in black shorts and a white tee that she’d found in the closet that was as big as the bedroom she’d had growing up. There hadn’t been a few things for her. The right side had been fully stocked! With clothes, shoes, boots, coats, pajamas, bathing suits, underthings…all in her size! All beautiful! All bought for her!

“What do you mean ‘you met his father?’” Farah demanded.

“Just that. He took me to the hospital at four in the morning, and I told his poor dad that Lukas and I weren’t going to talk when we got home because we were going to be too busy making babies! I said that, Farah! Oh, Gooood,” she moaned as she banged the palm of her hand on her forehead. “Am I even supposed to be talking to you? Is someone going to kill me for being disloyal? Or will he just deny me sex? Because that would do it. Ugh…I don’t know what the fuck is happening to me.”

Farah pulled her down to the loveseat. “Okay. Let’s back up. And, yeah, you can talk to me, you dunce. Why do you think someone’s going to kill you for that?”

“Because your in-laws are the fucking mob,” she mumbled as she rubbed her prickling eyes.

“What?”

She dropped her hands and looked at her boss’s shocked expression.

“What did you say?” Farah breathed.

“Uh…I…um…” Oh, no…

Farah dropped the expression and grinned as she punched Dale’s shoulder—her massive wedding ring nearly punctured the skin. “I’m just fucking with you. I know who my husband and his band of merry men are.”

Dale moaned and clutched at her stomach, not appreciating the warped humor. “You people are so messed up.”

“Guess you’ll fit right in. Now. Tell me what happened. Everything. And don’t worry about Lukas. He knows I’ll get the story out of you at some point so it might as well be this morning. Maybe I can help.”

Dale wasn’t sure about that, but she started talking anyway, telling Farah about bumping into Lukas, kissing him, the murder, waking in his bed, the dogs, the hospital visit. “Is he mentally unbalanced? Do I need to disappear because he’s going to come after me when you call me that taxi?”

“Uh, sorry, sweetie, but Mama ain’t risking that man’s wrath by calling you no yellow car.”

Dale gaped. “What? But I just explained to you how crazy he is! He said he wants to combine his DNA with mine! He talks about love and fate the way we talk about makeup and donuts! He thinks he loves me!” she hissed.

An excited light appeared in her boss’s eyes. “He does? Wait. You guys are going to have babies? In this house?” She jerked Dale against her in a spontaneous hug. “That’s the best news I’ve heard in forever. You don’t know how badly Kostya wants grandchildren. I wonder what he said to move Lukas along. He told us he was going to put a scare into…” She looked down toward the door, and a slow smile came over her face. “Ooooh. That’s what Sammy meant…wow. What a low blow,” she murmured. “Poor Lukas.” She focused on Dale again. “Sorry. I just realized my father-in-law isn’t above using a near death experience to his advantage. What I can’t believe is that Lukas fell for it. But our guys do love their papa.” She looked down the stairs again. “I can’t wait to get to the hospital so I can see what he thought of you.”

“You do realize I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Dale said as she tried to control her temper, which was coming to a nice simmer. “But back to my problem; if you want babies in this house, why don’t you have them?”

“How I wish.”

The wistful note in Farah’s voice popped Dale’s all-about-me bubble. “You wish? What does that…does Samuel not want kids yet?”

“He does, but I can’t. Well, I could, but…” She shrugged. “I have a clotting disorder that my doctor says contributed to the three miscarriages we’ve suffered. My worry-wart hubby won’t try again because when he asked my doc about possible harm that could come to me, she told him if a clot forms there’s a chance it could travel up to my lungs and cause a pulmonary embolism. He heard that and snipped our chances of getting pregnant again. Didn’t even talk to me about it first. After, he said I should understand, and he tried to turn the tables and all that crap, but still…”

Dale sat there in total shock. “I’m…I’m so sorry, Farah. I had no idea.” What would she do if she couldn’t have the babies she so badly needed in her life?

Gawd. Here she was bitching about not wanting to have Lukas’s child—even though she could already feel the little beauty ghost kicking in her belly, and she’d dreamed about it and had been overjoyed giving birth all by herself and handing the baby to her father; stupid dream had given her a tiny girl with grey eyes and dark curly hair—and Farah wanted Samuel’s but couldn’t have it.

“I feel like such a bitch.” An immature bitch. She didn’t fall apart under pressure. She usually rose to the occasion and tackled her shit without fear.

But she wasn’t without fear this time because there was so much at stake. She was terrified she was doing the one thing she’d promised herself she would never do.

Care about someone other than a child who couldn’t walk away from her.

What if she nurtured these feelings, and Lukas got bored and cheated on her or broke up with her without cheating, she couldn’t imagine what she’d go through before making it out on the other side, an empty, broken person missing…

No. He wasn’t her soulmate. He wasn’t. It didn’t matter that the label had whispered through her dreams all morning, and had been so prevalent in her mind when she’d woken in his arms, feeling like she was home. She would never be so stupid and gullible to believe in that shit.  

“So you don’t want kids then?” Farah said, sounding disappointed. “I kind of get that. You’re still young. But maybe—”

“I never said I didn’t want kids,” Dale interrupted, almost growling as the pressure building in her chest got worse.

Her boss’s eyebrow pulled down over one eye. “Then what’s the issue?”

Dale almost laughed. Issue? She wanted to talk issues? How long did she have? “The issue is I don’t know your brother-in-law any better than I know any other mobster!”

“So get to know him. Are you attracted to him?”

Warning! Possible talk of feelings ahead! “What does that have to do with anything?” she demanded as the pressure became almost unbearable.

“It helps to want the man you’re gonna combine DNA with,” Farah patiently explained.

“I know that!”

“Then why’d you ask?”

Boom.

“Because I’m stalling and trying to center on anything but what’s happening to me, Farah!” She jumped up and threw her arm out to point at the window in the downstairs foyer. “It’s almost noon, but instead of going to my dad’s to get my shit out of his house before his wife sees it because she doesn’t want me there the way they want her son there, I’m being held prisoner by a man I want to run and hide from as desperately as I want to stay and cuddle the fuck out of. He’s patient and sexy and nice! A murderer is not supposed to be nice! He has dogs! And they love him! He left me a toothbrush on the side of the sink, Farah! He fed me last night, and even wanted to know how I like my sex!” Her voice broke. “He didn’t get mad at me when I embarrassed him in front of his father. A father he loves like crazy and isn’t afraid to admit it.” She sucked in some air. “He killed a guy for me!” she wailed, throwing her hands up. “And the way he looked at me before he did it? Oh my God. That look did something to me! He’s done something to me! And nothing I say to myself is fixing it! I wasn’t supposed to feel this shit for anyone. I swore to myself I wouldn’t! Especially not after only knowing the fucking guy less than a day. One day, Farah! What will he do to me after a week? A month? If I have to stay with him, he’s going to make me…he’s going to make me…” Farah’s sympathetic expression disappeared when Dale wrapped her arms around her head and tucked her chin to her chest to hide her tears. “I don’t want to do this with anyone. I don’t get over being hurt. It stays with me forever, and I hate it.”

It wasn’t Farah’s arms that came around her in the next second. The scent of mountain streams and pine trees preceded a deep voice speaking quietly in Russian as she was gathered to a hard chest by arms she knew were Lukas’s. She went willingly, unable to fight the warmth. The strength. The fucking comfort she was too stressed to deny herself.

“Wow,” Farah whispered. “I didn’t think this one had it in her to lose it like that. She’s always so together. It’s okay, sweetie.”

Dale wanted to lose it all over again when she felt her boss pat her back. “Come oooon,” she moaned around a sob that got lost in Lukas’s robe, “don’t give me sympathy!” She’d never been more embarrassed in her fucking life.

Lukas tightened his arms. “Shh. Yagodka,” he murmured, “let me make it better.”

She cried harder.


THIRTEEN

 

 

Thirty minutes later, Lukas silently mouthed thanks to Farah before closing the bedroom door and bringing the tray to the bed. He put it down on the nightstand and, leaving the fresh croissants and fruit, picked up the cup that had a string with a small label hanging off the end of it.

He settled on the edge of the bed and handed it to Dale who was sitting quietly where he’d left her amid the pillows. She hadn’t fussed when he’d settled against the headboard earlier with her in his lap, her face in his neck. She’d just held onto him as she cried tears that had sounded more angry than sad. Maybe he was self-centered, but the anger seemed to be directed at him. Not that he’d gotten that impression when he’d come around the corner and seen Farah wide-eyed and Dale mid-melt-down. Anger hadn’t filled the air between them so much as fear. Fear and a palpable sense of defeat.

He was ashamed to say the defeat had been attractive to him.

With a hoarse thank you that made him want to hold her again, she accepted the tea.

“Farah said you prefer this to coffee.”

She nodded, her head downcast. “Bet you wish you’d heard that from me, huh?”

Again, little darts of ire stung his skin. “Yes.”

“Control issues much? Told you I’d be high-maintenance.”

How was he not bothered by this impudent side of her? If anyone else spoke to him the way she did, he’d have put a stop to it after the first snarky word. With her? He was amused, and appreciated that she wouldn’t be a submissive little mouse awaiting her next command. Though, once they got to a certain point in their relationship, that might be nice, too. In bed, at least.

“If this is the worst I can expect from you, I think we’ll manage,” he said dryly.

She didn’t acknowledge that. “Do you always wear boxers to bed?”

He frowned and looked down at his robe. Couldn’t see the boxers now, but he knew they were there because when he’d woken to find Dale gone, the fucking things had been twisted around his balls. “No.”

Her expression went sour. “That’s what I thought.”

In other words, she appreciated the gesture he’d made for her sake. “Look at me, Magdalena.”

She tilted her head and gave him a perfect view of swollen eyes that were now so green they appeared otherworldly. Her nose was pink, and she looked beat, but she was still so fucking beautiful it almost hurt to look at her.

“Tell me what it is you’re fighting so hard. Tell me why you tossed and turned beside me all morning, muttering about hating white and wanting to be left alone.” At one point, he’d watched her face crumple in her sleep as she’d begged someone not to take her baby. Not her, too, she’d said. It better not have been him in that fucking dream.

“I dreamed I was playing in the fountain outside the kitchen. I was wearing a wedding dress.” Her delivery was as empty as her expression. “When you came out and saw me, you didn’t get mad. You joined me in the water, and we had sex against the statue’s ass. It was broad daylight, and I’m pretty sure I orgasmed in my sleep.”

It took a second before he could address that. She must have had that particular dream while he’d been at the hangar, because if he’d seen her orgasming in her sleep, there’s no way he wouldn’t have slipped his hand beneath the covers and helped her along.

“We’ll have to make that dream a reality one day,” he said, then waited to see her reaction.

Her head came up and her eyes settled on nothing across the way. Her expression? One of are-you-fucking-kidding-me? She leaned over and placed her tea on the tray, then flopped down and jammed a pillow on top of her head.

He grinned at the dramatic nonsense and stroked his hand over her hip and down her toned thigh. Her ass was delectable in the shorts Bianca had chosen. Their personal shopper was actually his cousin. She’d studied fashion design at college and was now trying to make a name for herself in the industry, but would accept no help from him or Samuel and their connections. Stubborn girl was too much her father’s daughter. Lukas’s uncle Semion, who’d been named after Lukas’s late dedushka, lived a few miles down the road. Their properties joined at the stables.

Lukas frowned when he realized Bianca and Dale were around the same age. He didn’t appreciate the thought because he still saw Bianca as a young girl just entering adulthood. With Dale, he was ready to thrust motherhood upon her.

“What bothered you most about the dream?” he asked to distract himself. “The wedding dress or the fact that I didn’t react badly when I saw that you’d ruined it…likely on purpose to see if I’d react badly,” he added under his breath.

“I don’t mean to bait you,” he thought she said. “It just keeps happening.”

He removed the pillow and drew her up.

“You’re trying to make me lose my temper?”

“I’m trying to make you see that you can’t feel what you think you feel for someone you don’t know. What if this weepy pain-in-the-ass sitting with you is who I am? You wouldn’t want me. Thank God this is just me reacting to…this.” She pointed at him. “I’m usually much better protected. I mean, much more together,” she corrected.

“Protected?” he questioned, sensing that had been a slip. “From what?”

“All these feelings floating around,” she sneered as she fluttered her fingers in the air. “Or how about allowing myself to dream of white fucking dresses and wanting it with someone badly enough to have sex in public.”

Interesting. “Those were dreams, but they’re still relevant. So, what you’re telling me is…” He paused to make sure he understood. “Rather than being happily protected, since you met me, your emotions have taken over and are coming out in the form of fear and panic because you’re smothering what really wants to escape.”

Annoyance twisted her lush mouth. “You sound like a crooked attorney leading the witness.”

“Pardon?”

“On TV, they call what you just did leading the witness. You just tried putting a bunch of words in my mouth to conveniently lead us to the conclusion that suits you.”

“Then I picked something up in school after all.” At her raised brows, he tried not to sound smug when he revealed, “I am a licensed attorney. Though not a crooked one because I don’t actively practice.”

She straightened and blinked, and had never appeared younger or more innocent. He wanted to corrupt her. Stain her with the blood on his hands. He would drag her into the murky depths of his underworld where he would make it so if he shot a man through the heart for daring to speak to her; she would do nothing more than wrap her body around him and purr her thanks in his ear while ignoring the dying man’s final breath.

“Lukas? Are you serious?”

She had to ask twice because he’d lost himself for a moment. In a darkness he wouldn’t reveal until he had her in a place she couldn’t escape from without breaking her own heart.

“I studied international and comparative law at Harvard.”

She groaned loudly and slid off the bed. Her legs were long and graceful as she made her way to his dresser to peer into the case that held some of his watches. He’d have bet anything that she wasn’t seeing a thing.

“That just sent your sexy skyrocketing,” she muttered almost too quietly for him to hear. “A fucking attorney. Seriously.”

She turned and leaned her ass against the top drawer, and when she crossed her arms, the tops of her breasts rose above the neckline of her T-shirt to say hello to their new owner. In his mind, he blew them a kiss and promised to get to know them better soon.

“Not that you need it,” she added, “but the odds just keep stacking in your favor, don’t they?” She looked away from him. “I can’t believe you’re so egotistical that you have your watches engraved. And what’s with that anyway? Why aren’t you a Boris or a Mikhail? Lukas doesn’t sound very Russian. Neither does Samuel, for that matter.”

He stood, his palm itching to give her ass a sound slap for the belligerent attitude. “My mother was French. She met my father while she was studying world economics in Moscow.”

That peaked her interest. “Really? Russian and French. How romantic.”

“They were. My parents lived a true love story.”

She wilted again and dropped her eyes to her feet. “Lucky them.” It looked like she was fighting a bone-deep exhaustion as she put her arms back to prop her hands on the dresser.

A pointless move, because when he reached her, he took her hands off the dark wood and kissed her knuckles. “Stop fighting what you’re feeling, yagodka. Let it out and watch it bloom. Once you do, you’ll see the beauty in it. I promise you.”

She came forward to bump her head against his chest. “I don’t understand how you’re so convinced this is what you think it is. God, you smell good,” she muttered, giving him a little shove with her forehead.

He smiled and tried to explain. “It’s simple. I believe in it. I believe that something that arrives suddenly is just as strong, if not stronger and more everlasting, than something that requires time to develop.”

“‘Something?’”

“I don’t want to alarm you by using the L word,” he whispered.

Impatience billowed out of her as she straightened. She gripped his chin to turn his face this way and that. “You’re not afraid at all.” There was that anger again, coming through with the accurate observation. “That’s how I know this is crap. Because if you felt something real, you’d fear losing it.”

“Because something real inevitably leaves.”

“Exactly,” she stated firmly, falling right into his trap.

“Who left you?”

Her eyes narrowed to slits, and she glowered. He let her, and eventually, the look morphed into something with less hostility and more heat. She came up to beat against his control by nuzzling her face into his neck.

“How about we drop this pointless discussion and do what we never got to do last night?”

“How about you stop trying to shut me out?”

She went to wrap her arms around his neck, but he stopped her. When she met his eye, he shook his head. He knew what she was doing. What she continuously attempted to do; make their coming together about nothing more than the same fucking he’d done with so many other women. Well, staggering role reversal aside, he wasn’t going to allow it. When he joined his body with hers, it was going to be meaningful. Profound. It would change their lives by binding them together forever.

“Talk to me first,” he suggested in a reasonable tone.

She groaned and walked away. When she reached the bed, she turned and fell back like he and Samuel used to do into the pool when they were kids. She threw her arms above her head. “Are you always this irritating?”

His blood heated because she looked totally relaxed. “No.”

Her eyes rolled. “Are you always this patient?”

He wanted to laugh as he pictured the lack of patience he’d shown at daybreak. “No. Patience and understanding are not traits I was known to possess until I met you.”

“Weak and weepy isn’t who I was until I came into contact with you.”

Like he was a disease. One she would never find a cure for because one didn’t fall out of love.

He hooked his hands under her arms and dragged her up so her head was resting on the pillows. Then he sat next to her. “Accepting what is isn’t a weakness, Dale. It takes strength. Especially as what is developing between us frightens you.”

“It doesn’t frighten me. It repulses me. There’s a difference.”

But she was no longer denying its existence. How was that for progress? Now all he had to do was get her to open up to him so he’d know who to kill for hurting her so deeply that she couldn’t celebrate falling in love.

“Why did you want me to meet your dad?” she asked again.

Remembering Vasily’s advice about being honest, Lukas grabbed a bunch of red grapes from the tray Farah had brought. He held one over Dale’s mouth. She opened, and he dropped it in, but she had to roll over and come up on her elbows to swallow it after she chewed.

“Samuel and Farah can’t have kids,” he began only to stop when she nodded, her eyes pulling down at the corners because her frown became so heavy.

“She just told me why. I feel terrible for them.”

He did, too, to the point where he’d considered not having his own so his brother wouldn’t have constant reminders of what he was missing running around the house. One talk with a furious Samuel had cured Lukas of the altruistic thought.

“Because of that, carrying on the Zavrazin name has fallen to me. My parents started mentioning the next generation when I was twenty-five, which was how old my father was when they had me.” He ate a grape before giving her another. “It’s never been a priority. Until now. My mother didn’t make it to see my children, and after my father was shot, I realized it could have been the same for him. This is the only thing they’ve ever asked of me, and I’m ashamed to admit I completely blew it off.”

Tossing the stem onto the plate, he ate three grapes he’d pulled off and fed the last two to her before grabbing a handful of pitted cherries.

“After my father came out of surgery, my single status was the first thing he addressed.” As he fed her most of the cherries, he recounted the conversation he’d had with Samuel and his father, and the subsequent plan that had involved her. “When I got to the club and collided with you in the corridor, the plan blew up. I didn’t want to meet this chubby comedian named Dale who Farah thought would be perfect for me. I wanted to introduce you to my father. Turned out you were one and the same,” he said with a smirk, “and, after I kissed you, there was no question; you were the woman I would bring into our family. I just knew. And, sure, it was unsettling for a few minutes because it changed everything. But, now? Having you here?” He paused, trying to find the words to describe how at ease he felt with this. “When I left last night and was working on the man who shot my father, knowing you were asleep in my bed was one of the most comforting—”

“Wait a minute.” She popped upright, but instead of telling him off about how secure he already was in them, she said, “You left last night? And you know who shot your dad?”

“Yes. The man is being punished, and will continue to be punished until his heart stops beating sometime in the next eighteen hours. His accomplices will also pay dearly.”

She blanched. “Oh. Well, I guess congratulations are in order…?” She shrugged and gave him a helpless look. “Not sure what the protocol is when you get your man. Or men. Should I kiss you? Hug it out? High five?” She put up her palm.

We’re so close, he thought as he dried his hands of the moisture the cherries had left behind. Then he tumbled his woman down into the sheets. There was no fear or censure in her expression. She just went with it, smiling and squirming until she got her leg free and wrapped it around his knee. Already, she was separating the things he would do in a business setting from who he would be at home.

“Do you get aroused when you ‘punish’ people?” She air-quoted with the two fingers she then sliced through his hair.

“No. I get aroused knowing when I’m done handing down my punishment, I’ll now be coming home to you.”

She hid by moving in to kiss along his jaw. “Let’s drop that, okay?”

“No.”

“Jerk.”

“Dale…” he warned.

She bit his earlobe and snuggled her bent arms between them so that his body would have completely hidden her from view from anyone entering the room. She looked remarkably comfortable under his heavy weight.

“You’re an affectionate little thing,” he commented as he went down to nuzzle her sweet-smelling neck.

“Take my clothes off and I’ll show you affectionate.”

He chuckled. “So ready to make babies.”

“Ugh.” She wriggled free so she could fist the hair above his ears and peer into his face. “You keep mentioning children, so I’m assuming you’re talking a reasonable stretch of time for this relationship you’re insisting on.”

Her need to act deliberately obtuse wasn’t endearing. “Yes,” he said, adopting her practice of using one-word answers.

“And when you get bored of me?”

“I won’t get bored of you.” Ever.

“Won’t get bored. Why? Are you a special species of man that I’ve never heard about before?”

“Yes. I’m one of the rare ones who is loyal to the death to those he loves.”

She scoffed and didn’t say anything for a stretch. She just slid a hand through to pull at the back of his hair before running the tip of her nose up the front of his throat. She inhaled a few times. “Loyal to the death, huh? Are you sure it wasn’t you who sustained the head injury?” The question was a bitchy one, but the warble in her voice said her emotions were once more getting the best of her.

He let it pass and shifted to settle more of his weight on her since she seemed to like feeling the security that came with it. He’d have liked to let his hands start roaming, but something in the air was telling him they were close to a breakthrough.

“Okay. Let’s say for argument’s sake I agree to have your child.”

And there it was.

He was surprised his balls didn’t explode when he felt her shiver beneath him.

“What happens when you don’t want me anymore? Will you kick me out and try to keep my daughter?”

His triumphant smile fucked off as the air left his lungs in a soft whoosh. “Our daughter,” he corrected without thinking. Goddammit, he felt a burn beneath his lids. “No, yagodka. I would never separate our child from her mother. You will remain here and raise her with me.” Raise them, he corrected silently. “Always.”

She let her head fall to the mattress and nodded without looking at him. “Always. How many children are we talking about?”

“I would like three or four, but that is something we will decide together.”

Her eyes fluttered closed but didn’t stay like that. “Three or four. Three or four babies.” There was so much turmoil in their depths when she finally looked at him that he almost commanded her to open her fucking mouth and tell him where it stemmed from. But then she said, “And you want to marry me.”

“Tonight, if I can arrange it.”

“Tonight.”

“Were you a parrot in a former life, Magdalena?”

“Maybe. So what happens if I give birth to your child and he or she doesn’t have the qualities and characteristics you like. Will you shun him or her and try again?”

That’s when his patience with her disappeared. He surged to his feet, bringing her with him, and all but dragged her to the full-length mirror in the corner. “Do you see that? Do you see us? Me?”

“Yes.” Her chin was up high, but her voice came out small.

“Do I look like the kind of man who would shun his child? Look at me!”

She was.

“From what you know of me, is that truly a question you can ask?”

She turned, and her imploring look begged him to understand. “That’s my point. I don’t know you, Lukas. And I don’t want to. In all honesty, I’d kill to have your baby, but that’s because I just want a baby. Not all this other shit. But I know that isn’t going to happen, so it’s back to me not knowing you well enough to feel I can do this with you. I have no idea what your favorite ice cream flavor is much less what you’d do if we had a diagnostic test done and it came back positive, which could indicate something might be wrong with our baby. Would you make me have an abortion to avoid having a child with a disability?” She placed her hands over his slamming heart and shook her head. “I don’t want to know that you would or wouldn’t. I don’t even want to know how you react when you’re stuck in traffic and late for an appointment. I don’t want to know how you treat wait staff or the guy behind the register at a grocery store. What if you’re a stuck-up, arrogant prick, and I have to stand there dying of shame while you shit on them because you think they’re below you?”

She talked faster and faster as she finally allowed him to learn some of her fears while revealing more and more about herself.

“What if you hate Christmas? It’s my favorite holiday. What if Valentine’s Day is your favorite? I fucking hate it. What if you hate the beach? I live for the water. Or cats? What if you’re cruel to them? I love them even though they’re hurtful little fuckers because they don’t love us back. What if you get up early in the mornings to work out, and I feel like I have to join you or I’ll look lazy? I hate getting up early, which is another reason I work at a place that’s open most of the night. What if you don’t get my jokes? What if yours are stupid? What if you snore and it annoys me? What if you treat Samuel like shit and I begin to hate you for it? What if you leave me alone a lot? I hate being alone. What if you end up being one of those fathers who can’t stand hearing their child cry, and I have to take in all of that emotion every day all day and it drives me insane because I might have postpartum and you’ll be off bullying the world while I try not to shake my poor innocent little baby for something she’s doing because she just wants to feel loved. What if—”

He covered her mouth when it looked as if she was about to start hyperventilating. The quick breaths coming from her elegantly sloped nose heated his skin.

“Stop this, O Prophet of Doom.” Why did he suddenly want to laugh when not a minute ago he’d wanted to throttle her? “Where the fuck are you getting all this?” He did laugh, then, because winning always made him feel good, and judging by how far into the future Dale’s thoughts had gone, she was already planning their lives. “Like every other couple, we’ll learn about each other as we go,” he assured her, conveniently ignoring the fact that she’d said she didn’t want to know him. “And we’ll be tolerant and considerate because that’s how people are with those they care…”

His humor faded when he realized he might have won long before now. “You don’t want to know me because you don’t want to care about me. And you’re scared because you feel you can? Or maybe you already do…?”

She reached up and grabbed his wrist with both her hands, but she didn’t remove his palm from her mouth. He was right. He could see it in her eyes. She was afraid of the way she already felt.

“Aw, fuck. My sweet little berry,” he sighed, rubbing his nose across hers. “Who did this to you? Who was it you cared about that hurt you so badly?”

Her eyes flooded with tears as she shook her head, her small nostrils flaring.

“Okay. You don’t have to tell me. Not right now, anyway.” He removed his hand in time for a sob to pop from her mouth.

She bit her lip and blinked rapidly, trying to gain control.

He went back to their original topic to give her some time, and because he had to nail her down while she was vulnerable. A prick move, sure, but hey, one he wasn’t above using to get what he wanted.

“I swear on my family; I will never reject a child of ours. Not even if she comes from your body missing an arm and both legs. My experience has taught me that people with disabilities are sometimes better equipped to love more generously than the rest of us. Maybe because their focus in life is different? I don’t know. But I can tell you this with complete certainty, my mother being confined to a wheelchair for much of her life never hindered her ability to love and care for her family. She…cherished us. My brother and I, and my father, too, flourished because of the connection she formed with us. Working limbs and an upright stance had nothing to do with that.”

He could see Dale was shocked. And beaten. He’d never been more pleased to see a woman look so resigned at the idea of being stuck with him.

He’d have to tell her about his mother and her MS in more detail. He just didn’t feel comfortable doing so now, when he was acting in a way Leane Zavrazin would never have approved of. She’d have been disappointed that he was pushing so hard to get his way. It wouldn’t have mattered that he was doing so to please his father—and, as mentioned, to get his way because he was used to things working out for him. It wasn’t right, and his mother would have called Lukas out on it.

“Believe me, yagodka.” He pressed his lips to her brow. “Feeling abandoned or unwanted is not something my children will ever experience through their father.”

He wished he had an unlimited amount of time to prove all of this to her. Unfortunately, he didn’t, and they had to move this along. His father needed some solid, tangible reasons to stay with them instead of leaving this life to be with his wife. And Lukas knew showing up at the hospital today with a diamond on Dale’s finger would be a great beginning.


FOURTEEN

 

 

Dale let go of Lukas’s arm and did something that seemed to be getting harder and harder. She moved away from him. Then she wrapped herself up and began pacing in front of the French doors. It felt as if the floor was vibrating, but that was just her.

“Listen, why don’t we—”

She put up a finger for him to give her a minute. She needed to seriously think about what was happening in her head right now.

A decision had been made without her realizing it. She could feel it. That same excitement she’d felt when she’d moved in with Liam, times a million. It was buzzing over her skin, zapping her with little blue and pink blasts of anticipation.

She was going to do this.

She was going to stay with this powerful Russian and have his children. Her children. The ones she would form an ironclad relationship with. The ones she would love without reservation. She would shower them with that love. Kiss and hug and fawn over them. And her precious children would return her love. They would look to her for guidance and comfort. She would be their shoulder to cry on and their champion to celebrate victories with. She would support them in their endeavors and be there for them when they stumbled. They would never know indifference from their mother…

She stilled. Not her children anymore. Their children. She threw a brief glance at daddy and almost had an orgasm. She wouldn’t be the only one showing love and guidance. They would now do that. She and Lukas would raise their babies together.

Feeling abandoned or unwanted is not something my children will ever experience through their father.

She bit her lip as his words passed through her mind. That statement had to be the most erotically charged thing any man had ever said to her.

Nibbling on her thumbnail, she wandered over and bent to look at a framed picture of Lukas and Samuel propped on the low table next to the loveseat. They were on a beach somewhere warm, both of them in khakis and untucked white button-up shirts.

“Who put this photo here?”

“I did.”

She straightened to see he hadn’t followed her but had stayed by the mirror. A big plant that was almost as tall as he was framed his back, making it look as if he had wings.

“Did you buy the frame?”

His lip kicked up, and he leaned on the wall. When he crossed his inked arms, the ropey muscles in his forearms stood out. His wrists were thick, his hair only a dusting.

“No. I had our housekeeper pick one up for me. Samuel and I were in Belize in that shot.”

“Do you have tattoos on your torso?”

“Yes.”

“Do they describe your history? Like the movies say Russian mafia tattoos do?”

“Some of them.”

She swallowed, her fingers itching to peel off his clothes so she could see for herself. “Do you have stars on your shoulders?” She remembered Viggo Mortensen having stars done on his shoulders in that one mob movie she’d seen years ago.

“Yes.”

She dropped his eyes and began pacing again. He would be loyal to the death. There was no doubt in her mind. He would love hard, and if he was anything like his parents, he would love forever. He would be a champion for his children. Would take care of them. Be there for them. He would be there for her. That was another thing she somehow knew.

My parents lived a true love story.

In Dale’s life plan, what would be said to describe her?

Oh, our mom won’t tell us who our dads are because she’s afraid we’ll like them and eventually choose them over her.

That was what the future held for her precious babies. Pain and an identity crisis before puberty because of their mother’s insecurities.

She looked over at Lukas who was watching her struggle, and didn’t feel as emotionless as she should have when checking out a possible sperm donor. She felt…too much.

She looked away and didn’t bother questioning why panic didn’t come on the heels of that realization. She wasn’t getting answers anyway.

Was she really going to do this? Commit to him? Right now? Because they were about to have sex. She knew it. And if they did, that would be it.

“Do cuddle bugs annoy you?”

A frown interrupted his silent scrutiny of her. “Cuddle bugs?”

“Yeah. You know, when guys are done, and you roll over like we don’t exist. Well, I think I’d probably feel the need to cuddle into that part of your back that curves in a little. I wouldn’t make a sound as long as you let me touch you. Would that annoy you?”

He sighed, and his eyes closed for a moment. “Why would you not make a sound, yagodka?”

She revealed a little about herself to him with her answer. “I just like to be touching. Human contact. Some of us need it more than others.”

The light that flared in his grey eyes warmed her from across the room. “I would be more than happy to accommodate a cuddle bug at my back, or anywhere, whenever she feels the need to touch me.”

Fuuuck, he was good.

She slowly approached him, her eyes flaring a little when he pushed off the wall to meet her in the middle of the room. But rather than stop in front of him, she circled around. All the way around, looking him up and down. She put her nose close to inhale his scent, and concentrated on the peace that came with it. Didn’t question that anymore either. She just let it happen.

“I’d like to negotiate a few terms before I commit to this arrangement.”

Again, his eyes slid closed, only this time, his mouth moved as if he were saying a silent prayer.

“Go on,” he urged when his lids came up.

She moved around him again because she couldn’t stay still. “If you ever feel life is getting to you, I want your word that you’ll talk to me about it before it gets to the point where you feel you can’t.”

His arm came out to stop her from going by. She paused and looked up at him. “I swear to God you’ll know more of my thoughts than you’ll be able to handle. But not the ones that would be a burden.”

“Burden me,” she insisted, never more serious about anything in her life. “I would rather have that than for you do try to deal with something on your own when we’re supposed to be partners. Which brings me to number two.” She pushed his arm down and did another slow circle around him. His ass was sublime. “You don’t own me. I’ll be your…partner.”

He made a sound as if spitting at the term. “My wife,” he corrected.

She stopped at his back. How could she be his wife when he’d never…

He turned and gracefully lowered himself to one knee in front of her. “Magdalena,” he said without pause. Her eyes bugged when he took her hand in his. “I would be privileged beyond words if you would agree to spend your life with me. Do me the honor of becoming my wife as soon as I can arrange it.” He kissed her empty ring finger. “Please, say you’ll marry me. Right now. Don’t think, just feel what’s happened between us. Don’t be afraid, just feel it.”

Her throat completely closed up.

She was too terrified to feel anything but all the hope and anticipation she was getting from him.

But…

She…

Nodded.

She fucking nodded her head.

His chest expanded on a long breath, and he stood, bringing her with him by wrapping his arms around her waist. “Holy fuck,” he breathed before kissing her hard on her mouth. “Say yes,” he demanded against her lips. “I want the word from you.” He lifted his head and glared at her. “Now, Dale.”

“Yes,” she rasped. “Yes, I give you my word.” She put her fingers between their mouths when he would have kissed her again. “But I’m not finished.” She was freaking out!

He hesitated, then shook his head as if to clear it. “Okay. I’m sorry.” He put her down as his energy buzzed through her body. “What else?”

“You can smile,” she said, wryly, when it looked like he was hurting himself to hide the fact that he wanted to.

He blinded her with the rays that shone through when the expression engulfed his face. He exuded a genuine happiness no one could have faked, and Dale responded to it, her mood automatically mimicking his by forcing her to return that beautiful smile.

“You’re lucky you’re adorable. Otherwise, I’d probably hate you,” she muttered with little heat.

“What else? Come on. Let’s get this done.”

“You’re a gloaty winner, you know.”

“Gloaty?”

“Yeah. I just made it up. Now shush. Let me get my grump back on so I can get through this.” She walked a few feet away, and when she returned, coming up behind him, she was ready. “You can’t kill anyone else because of me.”

“Non-negotiable. If anyone hurts you, they’re dead. Next.”

Miraculously, warm and fuzzies abounded, and she thanked him for that with a kiss she placed between his shoulder blades. Then she moved again because she’d go crazy if she didn’t. “I want whatever ceremony we’re going to have to be small, and I don’t want any announcement made in the papers or anywhere else you people blast your news.” For some reason, she was feeling greedy. She didn’t want her family to know about this. They’d moved on, after all, and now, so would she.

Lukas’s hand came up to grab her, but she snaked by it and walked away. When she reached the foot of the bed, she bent in half and hugged her calves. Her back had never been so fucking tight.

“Jesus Chriiist,” Lukas said roughly. “Are you trying to get me thinking of nothing but fucking you during such important negotiations?”

She released her legs and came up so she could laugh. “Would you shut up. I’m tense.”

“You’re flexible.”

She pointed at herself with her thumbs. “Yoga instructor.”

“A tense one. I can help with that.”

“You will. When I’m done.”

“When I’m done,” he corrected, “because you’re not the only one who has some points to make.”

“Oh? What are yours?”

“You stop working. Last night was your final shift at Scorch.”

She was about to laugh in his face until she remembered he’d said three or four kids—she wanted to bawl her fucking eyes out in gratitude. She’d be too busy to work. And not only that, with the line of work her—gulp—future husband was in, maybe being a bird on a wire wasn’t the smartest thing she could insist on.

“Okay. But can I work until I get pregnant?”

“No. You’ll be too busy trying to get pregnant to leave the house much less work while you’re gone.”

Her body readied to take him. Slow down, you horny thing. “I don’t want a nanny.”

“Done. We’re having an actual wedding. Who will you invite?”

A wedding. A fucking weeeddddiiing. “I don’t know. Farah?”

“She’ll be there with Samuel.”

“Okay. Then we save on invitations.”

“There won’t be time for invitations. You won’t ask your parents to come?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because.”

His mouth did that thing where it stretched into a thin line. It slowly relaxed as he made his way over, and he began circling her. “I want honesty from you at all times, Magdalena.”

“Okay.”

“How many lovers have you had aside from that boy whose headstone I’m still trying to get out of my mind?”

She tried to turn to gape at him, but he landed a gentle swat to her ass.

“Eyes forward,” he commanded. “I let you look, now you let me.”

She bit back a smile. Jerk.

“How many, Dale?”

He’d tricked her by demanding honesty before asking this question. “Are you sure you want to hear about exes?”

“How many?”

She had to force herself to focus because, where she’d kept her hands to herself, he wasn’t. A finger trailed across her hip. A knuckle down her spine. His palm swiped over her shoulder to move her hair aside. His entire hand rubbed over her midriff as he went by.

“Why do you want to know that?”

“Curiosity.”

“Just Liam.”

He stopped behind her right shoulder. “The boy you told me about…took your virginity? Less that four months ago?”

Every hair on her body stood on end as she nodded, and it was a while before the strands laid down again because her mobster went on a rant in Russian that had him prowling the room like a pissed animal. His hands fisted and opened repeatedly, and the tendons in his neck stood out with every curse he spat.

But when he came back to her, his tone changed. Went low and soft. “You have no idea the rage I feel knowing I lost that to him. By a few motherfucking months.” He growled under his breath as he grabbed her hips from behind and came down to sink his teeth into the muscle that joined her neck to her shoulder. Her knees nearly gave out.

“I didn’t think it would be important to anyone,” she admitted.

He released her. “I would have treasured that sweet cherry for the rest of my fucking life.”

Oh, shiiit. “I’m…I’m sorry I didn’t save it for you,” she offered, feeling like she had to. Was that regret settling around her heart?

“What is Liam’s surname?”

Yeah, because she’d grown stupid in the last few minutes. “Why?”

“Curiosity, Dale. Remember?”

“Curiosity killed a man named Nero. Liam is just a normal guy who doesn’t deserve a whiskey snifter in his brain.”

His fingers squeezed her hips, prompting a moan to fly up her throat that she caught at the last second. “I’m going to fuck you so hard for refusing me that name.”

She laughed in delight, so looking forward to that. “Okay.” 

“But you don’t deserve an orgasm right now, so that’ll have to wait.”

“What? Yes, I do! You popped a different cherry last night, so I deserve a hell of a lot more than one.”

He gripped her chin and brought her head around so she could see his blazing eyes. “A different cherry?”

“My murder cherry.”

They stared at each other. “And yet you’ve agreed to marry me. Do you know what they call that?”

“Lust-induced delusion?”

“Unconditional acceptance.”

She felt her expression fall. “Whatever. We’re doing what we’re doing, but it has nothing to do with my heart.”

His smile stretched slow and wide. “Who mentioned anything about your heart, yagodka?” he asked silkily.

Grr. “How about we shelf this for the time being and get naked before I don’t want to anymore.”

He snapped his teeth at her. “Can I trust a dirty pervert to pick this conversation up later and be as honest as you’ve been these past few minutes?”

A dirty pervert? She was almost insulted. “I’m the most trustworthy person you’ll ever meet. And, yes, I promise we’ll come back to this, but first, I want to sample the goods.” Yeah, okay, so she was a dirty pervert. He’d get over it fast enough because he was the only one who’d ever benefit from it.

With that thought in mind, and without turning to clue him in on her intent, she reached to the side and cupped his package. Once she had a good grip on the hard length, and he’d sucked in a harsh breath before letting loose a filthy curse, she followed her hand and came around to press her body to his, slowly and with a grin she knew couldn’t be very attractive because it felt cunning.

“Well, Mr. Murdery? Are you going to let me play with my new toy now that you’ve gotten your way?” She held his beautiful eyes and ran her palm up to the tip of his shaft before going all the way to the base. Good Lord, this was going to be amazing. Her reward for the chance she was taking. The daunting, irrational chance she knew better than to take.

He didn’t say a word. She didn’t think he was even breathing.

“What’s the matter?” she whispered, taking in the ruddy color coming into his cheeks. “Is your soon-to-be wife offending your sensibilities?” Going up on her toes, she licked across his lips and then blew a light stream of air—

Dale found herself bumping down to her heels and gasping, then moaning and grabbing Lukas’s shoulder to hold herself up because her unpredictable gangster had just tunneled his hand into her shorts. He slipped his long fingers under the edge of her panties to slide them over her very wet pussy, then slowly inserted one, pulled it out, and swiftly sent in two.

“Mmm. You’re soaked and apparently ready for my cock, soon-to-be wife.”

She nodded as her vision winked in and out. “Gotta get off my feet.” She was panting. On the verge of an orgasm. No foreplay. Not even a kiss. “I’m going to fall, Lukas.”

“Let go of my cock, Magdalena,” he instructed as he pushed deeper into her body and strummed her swelling clit with his thumb. “Let go or I’ll make you stand here and come into my hand.”

“Yes. I will. So hard. For you. Just…a little…” She grasped his wrist and tried to push him deeper. He obliged, and she shuddered. “Yes…so fucking…good.” Her hand tightened on his cock, and she stroked.

“Let. Go.” He pumped higher and rolled her clit harder with each word. Naturally, since he was pleasing her, she jerked him tighter and more evenly.

“I’ll make you see stars if you tell me one more thing about yourself.”

“Oma died when I was thirteen, and I was devastated,” she blurted.

“Another.”

“Bastard!”

He started pulling out.

“I had a dog once, and my mom took him to the shelter when I was at school because I forgot to pick up his shit in the backyard.”

He swore and slipped in deep again. “Tell me something good, damn you.”

“I think you’re amazing, and that scares the fuck out of me.”

He fisted the hair at her nape and pulled until she had no choice but to look at him. When she saw triumph blazing from his molten eyes, she closed hers and shook out of his hold before blindly going up in search of his mouth. She found it—because he gave it to her—though he made her strain to keep it.

“Work for it,” he demanded.

She planted her feet and pushed, shoving him off balance. “I have been!” She followed him, going up on her toes so she didn’t lose either of her pleasures. “Lukas…”

“Come on, Magdalena. Come closer. Take what you can’t resist.”

“I can resist,” she argued as her jaw tightened because he was now concentrating on her G-spot. The back of his knees hit the bed, and they went down. “Just don’t want to.” She pinned him, and their hands, and let out a little yelp because falling had his wrist grinding against her clit. She rode him, stroking his cock, and worked his fingers deeper into her by thrusting down with her hips. She gripped his hair and moaned into his mouth as she tried to kiss him while he said something in Russian before coming back to English.

“That’s it,” he rasped. “Such a hungry little pussy.”

“Yes…shouldn’t feel like this. Should never feel this good. Making me so stupid.” She held her mouth against his but was too far gone for kissing. A desire she’d never felt before was thundering through her body. Stealing any sense of decency she might have held onto with anyone else. It was enslaving, and she wanted it to stop as desperately as she wanted more.

“It should always feel this good,” he corrected, giving her a little shake before putting that hand to good use by cupping her breast and rolling her nipple between his talented fingers.

Her movements became erratic as her orgasm bore down. “I can’t stop. I’m…oh, God…I’m sorry…” His fingers moved faster inside her, going deeper and pressing harder as the strength in her muscles started to wane. He rolled her over and took full control by claiming her mouth in a kiss that owned her, his tongue plunging, his taste—

A loud knock on the bedroom door had her head whipping towards it, her teeth bared.

“Lukas?” It was Samuel. “We’re leaving for the hospital in ten. Papa called and is waiting. We’ll be out front.”

The interruption should have stolen some of her pleasure. It didn’t because Lukas didn’t let up. “Come for me, yagodka,” he ordered as he wrenched her head back and trapped her bottom lip between his teeth. He looked into her eyes as he caught her writhing leg and pinned it to spread her. His thumb rolled her clit with more speed, and she finally found the sense to try to stop him by grabbing his wrist, but he prevented it by slapping her hand away. Her eyes searched for the door again. Farah’s husband was waiting. Lukas’s fingers. Her orgasm. Oh, God…

“Thank you, Samuel,” she called, trying desperately to keep her voice normal as her climax rushed in. When Lukas released her lip, she added, “We’ll be down in a second!”

“Oh, okay. No problem, Dale. Thanks.”

She didn’t care in the least about the smile she heard in his voice because her body locked up as her orgasm hit, tearing through her with hurricane force. She clamped her lips together to contain a scream and threw her head back as she blew apart.

Lukas groaned and smudged his mouth up the front of her throat, licking and nibbling as he pumped into her, helping her ride the crashing waves that swept through to clamp and release his fingers. “Tight and hot. Yes, Magdalena. My sweet, greedy pussy pulling at me. She likes her new owner’s touch…so fucking beautiful…and all mine.”

At that moment, he couldn’t have been more right.


FIFTEEN

 

 

As they sat down for their second and final meal of the day, Lukas was still reliving the blinding pleasure that had been etched into Dale’s face as he’d brought her to orgasm for the first time. The highlight of the event hadn’t been him getting her off but her open acceptance of the pleasure.

She hadn’t been shy or uncomfortable. She’d given him the gift of a goddamn yes, then had been eager and exposed, and she’d allowed him the honor of watching her come apart for him. Even when she’d returned to earth and had eventually gotten up to go into the bathroom to get him a wet washcloth—that he hadn’t needed because he’d licked the evidence of her desire clean from his fingers the minute her back had been turned—she hadn’t ducked her head or refused to meet his eye. She’d smiled. She’d kissed him. And she’d hurried him along so Samuel and Farah wouldn’t have to wait on them.

The blushes and downcast eyes arrived when they’d stopped by the jewelers on the way to the hospital. After some initial nervous hysteria on the bride-to-be’s part, Lukas finally had the distinct pleasure of sliding his ring on his woman’s finger. They’d received congratulatory hugs and kisses from Samuel and Farah and had gone on to the hospital with the two proudly grinning idiots to spend an hour with his beaming father.

Lukas glanced up to watch his fiancé move around the table in her strappy sandals and burgundy lace dress that was classy but casual. She quietly thanked him before taking the seat he held out for her.

Should never feel this good. Making me so stupid.

He frowned, remembering her words as he pulled out his own chair while everyone else did the same. He’d caught her, more than once today, nibbling on her thumbnail and looking as if she might be second-guessing her decision to marry him.

Or she could have needed to use the restroom.

Fucked if he knew for sure because she’d stuck to surface chatter all day. Not that they’d had much time alone, but still. Samuel and Farah fucked off into their own little world every thirty minutes. They didn’t care who else was around.

But the moment he’d slipped his arm around Dale’s waist or tried to take her hand, she’d suddenly developed an itch or had needed something from her purse that Farah had handed her when they’d met in front of the garage. She hadn’t been happy to see her phone was missing, but she’d been a good girl and had yet to mention it. Lukas was in the process of replacing hers with a tweaked phone that would be near impossible to hack.

Reaching for one of the bottles of Pinot Noir he’d gotten from the cellar a few minutes ago—Dale had shaken her head without meeting his eyes when he’d asked if she’d wanted to see it—he tuned into the conversation she was having with Farah just in time to hear her dreamy sigh.

Vasily, Maks, Sergei, and Samuel were having a private—speaking Russian—discussion about what had gone down at James’s son’s homes, because it turned out, the accountant hadn’t had what it took to get all four screws out, and he’d perished with his shoulder still attached to the chair.

Gheorghe had taken a seat at the other end of the table, on Farah’s left, and was listening to the girls.

“Dean and Sam were my go-to for the longest time,” Dale was saying, “but Erika forced me to binge watch her show. Now, I’m sad to say, I share my fantasies equally between the Winchesters and Rick and Daryl.” She put a hand up when Farah started to protest. “I know what you’re going to say, and it won’t change anything.” Smiling at Gheorghe, she accepted a platter of grilled lamp chops. “I don’t know why, but all the grime just adds to it for me. Can you imagine not having to do a PTA check before bed every night?”

Farah laughed as she wrinkled her nose and accepted a glass from Lukas. “Thank you.”

Wondering what flavor of fantasy Dale was partial to using when she masturbated—if she masturbated—he poured for her and Samuel before handing the bottle across to Farah so she could reach Gheorghe.

“What’s a PTA check?” Lukas asked Dale as she transferred some mixed greens to her plate from a large wooden salad bowl.

Her gaze went around their guests before she whispered, “That isn’t something ladies talk about at the table, Mr. Murdery.”

“Then you shouldn’t have any issues. What is it?”

Her eyes widened on a shocked laugh, and for the first time since they’d left the bedroom, she voluntarily touched him by cupping his jaw and kissing the corner of his mouth. “Screw it. I can’t resist you.” She gave him an affectionate little nuzzle. “We’re officially friends.”

He licked the taste of her off his lip. She’d been resisting him all day? “How’s that?”

“You just insulted me, and I liked it.”

He arched a brow. “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that. PTA?” he reminded her.

She leaned into him under the pretense of placing the salad bowl down in exchange for the salt. “Pits, tits, and ass, baby,” she said quietly enough for no one but him to hear.

Naked. He needed her really fucking naked.

To get his mind off his cock that was once more straining against his zipper, he sent his attention across the table to Gheorghe. “Markus stayed with us when he was in town a couple of weeks ago,” he said, speaking of Lucian’s younger brother. “It was a nice change to host a Fane rather than have one show up unannounced the way you and Lucian tend to do.”

“Markus and my sister are anomalies in our family.”

The Romanian didn’t soften his statement with a smile, but he did appear at ease as he ate, keeping his eyes on his plate. The man needed to see a barber.

“Markus and Daria are social beings,” Lukas explained to Dale. “They enjoy the company of others, whereas Gheorghe and Lucian, who you’ll meet when we go to New York next month, don’t. You’re not to take offense. It’s nothing personal.”

Gheorghe didn’t comment, but a trace of a smile was evident when he raised his glass in a silent salute. The only time Lukas had known the guy to converse like your average person was when he was with Lucian. Otherwise, he observed and was standoffish to the point of being rude.

“What about you, Dale?” Farah wiped her mouth with her napkin. “Has he ever bothered you? I’d have remembered if you’d come to me with it, but maybe you took care of it yourself.”

Dale tipped her head and paused her task. She’d taken all the meat off the bone and was cutting it into small pieces. Lukas smiled privately, thinking she would do the same for their child in a couple of years.

“Who?” she asked.

“Garrett Dawson. He’s a handsy dick who frequents the club,” Farah explained to Lukas before going back to Dale. “He’s made a real nuisance of himself with Gretchen. So much so that I had to send Kong and Yusef to his place to give him a warning. He hasn’t been to the club since, and I was hoping we’d seen the last of him, but you were there when Gretchen said he called her. He said some horrible things in his message. We’re trying to figure out how he got her cell number.”

Concern dotted Dale’s expression as she ate a piece of lamb. “He targets my section every once in a while still, but he doesn’t talk to me anymore. His friendly attitude changed in a hurry when I told him I was gay. He didn’t believe me and asked why I live with a man, and I had to tell him Liam was also gay and we were best friends.” She shrugged. “I think he might live near me because I see him at the grocery store I go to. He pretends not to know me,” she said with an eye roll.

“You live with a man?” Maksim asked as he passed on some butternut squash Vasily offered him.

Lukas gave the instigator a warning look. “We’d have known that if Samuel kept better records.” He addressed his brother. “Who collected the few bits of information in that file? Damien?” Damien was Samuel’s byki’s four-year-old son.

Samuel grinned. “I didn’t think she would one day be living under our roof, so I only asked for the basics.”

Maksim’s attention was still on Dale. “Does he know where you are?”

Shifting in her seat, Dale fiddled with her cutlery. Her ring glittered beautifully beneath the chandelier. “I moved out before work yesterday, so it doesn’t matter.”

“It never did,” Lukas added.

“Not to you,” Maksim said. To Dale, he confirmed, “You’re not really gay, though, are you?” The interested note in his voice had Vasily giving Lukas an apologetic shrug as he pushed his empty plate aside and picked up his wine glass. Dmitri was at the end of the table, and like Gheorghe, he was observing in silence as he finished eating. Sergei was absent as he’d opted to have dinner sent to his room.

“No. I only said that to Garrett so he’d stop groping me.”

Groping her? Lukas pictured some desperate prick touching her without her permission. “Two killings in two days?” he murmured. “You’re going to make me set a personal best, yagodka. Now.” He looked across to Samuel. “Let’s move onto how the fuck this asshole knew her roommate was a man, and why he’s been nosing around her neighborhood.”

“One of the girls probably told him about Liam.” Dale wasn’t eating anymore but pushing her food around her plate. “And, as I said, I think he lives near me because I’ve seen him more than a dozen times in the past couple of months.”

Everyone at the table looked at her.

She looked back with those innocent emerald eyes wide with discomfort. “What.”

“Why didn’t you tell me that?” Farah put her utensils down.

“Farah said you live—or used to live,” Samuel corrected when he saw Lukas open his mouth, “just outside of Midtown. Garrett Dawson lives in Garden Oaks with his wife and two kids.”

“Oh.” Dale’s smile was forced as she shook her head when their housekeeper touched her elbow to offer her lemonade or iced tea. “No, thank you.” As Oksana went around the table, Dale said, “Maybe Garrett works around my old apartment. Or the studio where I teach. Or he could drive through that neighborhood on his way to and from work.”

Farah shook her head, looking more and more disturbed. “He owns one of the dealerships on Shepherd Drive.” Which was on the other side of downtown Houston.

“Do you have someone on this?” Lukas asked his brother.

“When Farah came to me with it last night, I sent the boys out. The wife told our ‘detailers’ Dawson hasn’t been home in a couple of days, and he hasn’t shown at the dealership either. She said he gambles, and he’s done this before, but we don’t think he’s on a bender. I’ll let you listen to the message he left Gretchen later.”

Farah made a face that had Lukas wanting to hear the message now.

“Don’t worry,” Samuel said to her. “We’ll find him before he follows through on it.”

“On what?” Dale asked. She was rubbing her stomach like she felt sick. “What did he say to Gretchen?”

Samuel exchanged a look with his wife, and spoke only after Farah nodded. “He described how he would nail her before he killed her in front of her kid.”

Dale gasped as Lukas went cold. If the guy was planning that kind of fun with Gretchen, what was to stop him from adding Dale to his list of possible victims? Was that why he’d been hanging in her neighborhood? Had he been learning her routine? Hoping to catch her unawares so he could snatch her?

Lukas looked down the table to see Maksim tapping away on his phone. The guy must have a harem for how often he texted. “Maks?”

Without lifting his head, Vasily’s valued avtorityet started rattling off information, listing everything from personal debts to how unimpressive Garrett Dawson’s marks were in high school. “He doesn’t have a car in his name, so I’ll bet that means he drives those off his lot. Give me a second.” He tapped for a minute in the silence that now surrounded him. An awed silence. “Yeah. His dealership’s records show six vehicles are out. Four of them are customer rentals, two of them are not…” More tapping. “GPS says the wife has a Caddy in their driveway in Garden Oaks. That means…” A low chuckle sounded, and when he raised his head to look at Samuel then Lukas, there was a determined gleam in his silver eyes. “Got a laptop? The asshole scrambled the signal on the GPS. Looks like he doesn’t want to be found.” He stood as Samuel did the same, but didn’t follow when Samuel headed for the office and their computers.

Instead, Maksim continued to look at Lukas. He switched to Russian when he spoke.

“I’ll pin this prick down only if I get to come along for the ride. Oh, and I want him in pieces. Or is it pieces of him.” He waved a hand. “You know what I mean.”

Lukas had to smile. Maksim wanted a piece of Dawson. He got it. “Be my guest. But I won’t be going out personally unless there’s evidence Dale was a target.”

“Oh?” Maksim came around the table. “I enjoyed watching you work last night, so how about we make it a date.” When he reached Lukas, he motioned him to his feet with two fingers. “Personal files from his home computer,” he said, holding out his phone.

As Lukas looked at six names—three of which he recognized from Scorch—and long, detailed descriptions of what would be done to the women once Garrett Dawson was in possession of them, the groping sadist earned himself the number one spot on his most wanted list.

He looked to Samuel who was waiting by the door. “Mine, yours, and a friend Dale has mentioned are three of his six targets. You’ll probably recognize the others.” He kept to Russian so as not to alarm the girls. “According to this guy, the ladies are in for a lot of hard fucking. Something that sounds strangely like reconstructive surgery on a pussy that ‘doesn’t deserve his worship any longer.’” He air-quoted. “And when he’s through ‘punishing them,’ a slow, agonizing death, because ‘that’s what stuck-up whores deserve.’”

Samuel was the least violent of the two of them, but seeing the viciousness that twisted his feature just then, you’d never know it.

“What is it? Sammy?” Farah went to get up, but her husband shook his head and came back to place a kiss on her head.

“Don’t. Just ignore me. Knowing this guy was hanging out at the club pisses me off.” His tone was even, but his eyes were still furious. “You’re housebound until I say otherwise.” She didn’t protest when he lifted her by the chin and kissed her before snapping, “Maks? You want that computer?”

The two left, with Gheorghe following like a dark shadow, and Vasily and Dmitri soon did the same with Vasily saying they were going to the hospital to sit with Lukas’s father and Yuri. Lukas was to tell Maksim to keep them updated.

When it was just him, Dale, and Farah, his sister-in-law stood.

“Well, since it’s still early, I’m going to the stables.” She looked distracted as she headed for the exit. “Do you ride, Dale?”

“No. I’ve never had the opportunity.”

“That’s too bad. Maybe Lukas will teach you, and we can start going out together.” 

After she was gone, Dale got up. “What was that all about?”

He shrugged. “Dawson’s about to get spanked.”

“That was understood. What were you guys saying?”

He hooked a lock of her hair with his pinkie and brought it under his nose. “I’m aware you don’t speak Russian, Dale.”

“Which is why I just asked you to translate.”

He brought the ends of her hair over to tickle her chin. “We didn’t want you to know what we were saying.”

“Why?”

“Because there are certain things you’re better off not knowing.”

“Am I in danger?”

 He almost laughed. “No, yagodka. I would never allow it.” He took her hand and left the dining room.

“Are you sure?”

“Absolutely.”

“Okay.”

Her hand squeezed his while her trust did the same with his heart.

“Farah’s a different animal here than she is at work.”

“She’s not second-in-command here.”

“I get that,” she said as they crossed the hallway to enter the kitchen. “I’m just surprised she was so compliant when Samuel grounded her.”

“She understands that when her husband puts his foot down, it means he’s either protecting her or trying to find some piece of mind. She loves him enough to give him that without causing unnecessary drama. I’m confident you’ll soon do the same for me.”

Lukas hid his smile by kissing her knuckles and played dumb by pretending not to see her skeptical look.


SIXTEEN

 

 

So being housebound for her own protection was in her future. Dale couldn’t say she was looking forward to that. In fact, she wasn’t sure she’d ever accept being told she was a prisoner until her husband said otherwise. Maybe if he offered some sort of explanation…? Samuel hadn’t.

“If you do that to me in the future, will you at least tell me why I’m not allowed out of the house?”

“Yes. I can do that for you.”

Oh. Well, that was easy. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Does your father still live in the Sharpstown area?”

Her stomach lurched. “Yes. Why? Was that information in my file?”

“Do you visit him often? Could Dawson have followed you there at any point?”

That spooked her enough to make her stop him in front of the counter she’d sat on last night while they’d eaten. “No. Aside from yesterday, I’ve only gone back once since I moved out. I thought you said I didn’t have to be concerned.”

“You don’t. Why don’t you see your father?”

She focused on an elegant wrought iron bird cage that held potted flowers rather than birds. “We don’t get along. But I would like to go over and get the things I dropped of yesterday.” Not that she needed any of it. Everything from clothes to tampons had been stocked in Lukas’s rooms for her.

“Would you like to go now?”

She looked up at him. So accommodating, her mobster. She moved a little closer. Sure, she wanted her perfume. Her underwear. Her own bras. Her photos and…stuff. But they could wait another day. “No. I think—if you’re staying home—I’d like to do other things right now.”

Like get pregnant. There was a new urgency riding her, and she was pretty sure it had something to do with needing a baby now, so she could focus on it rather than this developing fascination with its father. She had to nip this damn thing in the bud before it got away from her completely. As it was, she could barely make it out in the distance, and the more time she spent with him, the faster it moved beyond her grasp.

“I’ll accommodate that. But first, are you on any medication? I didn’t think to ask if you have any sort of condition I should know about. And why don’t you and your father get along?”

“The only thing I need meds for is this bi-I-need-to-have-sex-polar disorder I seem to have developed. Is that a known illness?” She went on her toes to nibble her way up the side of his neck, trying harder to distract him. “I’m pretty sure I caught it off this doorknob at work last night, and it’s become a damn uncomfortable affliction. Affects the brain like you wouldn’t believe.” She swirled her tongue around the shell of his ear. “Think you might be able to help me work it out of my system, Mr. Murdery?”

He got a loose grip on her nape and came close to her ear. “I’ll have you moaning in under five if you tell me about you and your father.”

She grew instantly wet between the legs. “That’ll ruin my mood. And after that freaky conversation we just had that ruined dinner, I was hoping we could go the other way and do something enjoyable.” Her ring caught the light, drawing her eye. “We have to get this insured.” She turned her hand to show him the incredible emerald cut diamond weighing her finger down. “Maybe I shouldn’t wear it until that’s taken care of.”

This ring had been his second choice. The first had been five carats, and he’d understood she didn’t want it when she’d laughed so hard she’d had to hide her flaming face in his chest. The only reason she hadn’t burst into tears was because she’d known Samuel and Farah were looking around the exclusive shop behind them, and Dale had refused to embarrass Lukas. She’d agreed with his second choice—three carats—and had been staring at the masterpiece all day.

He tugged on a strand of her hair. “Why do you bring so much into a conversation? Do you think I’m unable to wade through your stall tactics?”

She looked away, shaking her head.

“Frank sent the information to my insurance company before we even left his shop, so the ring stays on your finger. I’ll take you to your father’s tomorrow, or if you’d prefer, I can have someone else pick your things up. I’ll fuck that rather attractive sounding disease right out of you the minute you give me a little insight as to what puts that look in your eyes every time your family is mentioned. And you can forget about the conversation we had over dinner since you’ll never be affected by it because you’re also under house arrest until that asshole is in the ground. Now. About your father.”

Mmm. This man was too much. And she was so fucked up because the moment he settled those issues, a million more floated to the surface. In between thinking about babies and sex today, she’d been trying to come to terms with what she’d committed herself to. She’d given up her life—not that she’d had much of one to give up. But it had been hers. Now? She was Lukas’s.

My sweet, greedy pussy pulling at me. She likes her new owner’s touch…so fucking beautiful…and all mine.

 She’d come so hard when she’d heard that. She’d like it. A lot. Even though she’d gone on about them being “partners,” she knew that wasn’t the way their relationship was going to be. Having Samuel put Farah on lockdown tonight, and having her accept it without protest, proved to Dale what she’d already known. The Zavrazin men weren’t your average brothers. They were autocratic and used to commanding and being obeyed.

Because her parents had been hands-off, Dale had been making her own decisions pretty much her whole life. What if she couldn’t conform to Lukas’s ways? Would she eventually end up resenting him? Or worse, what if, after the chase, he found she really wasn’t worth the effort?

“If I ask you something, will you answer me honestly?”

He hesitated, then nodded. “Yes. Even though you have a hard time with the concept, I won’t punish you for it by mimicking your closed mouth.”

She wanted to kiss him and slap him at the same time.

“Are you one hundred percent sure you want to do this?” The day’s growth tickled her palm when she touched his cheek. She’d been waiting for hours to feel it on her inner thigh. “Because if you change your mind before the big day, all you have to do is tell me. I can give this back, and we can go our separate ways.” She tapped her thumbnail on the diamond, and pushed through to get the rest out over the pain that flared in her chest. “Really,” she said as he stepped back to lean against the counter. “I’ll understand if you think we might be too different to make this work.” She cracked her knuckles and waited.

“Is that what you thought about whenever you disappeared into your own head today? How different we are?”

“Yes. But it’s not just that.” When she looked around the spotless room, she felt the top pop off the boiling pot of her anxiety, and everything she’d been worrying about came flowing out of her. “Every little while it hits me what I’m doing, and I’m freaking out.” She pointed in the direction they’d just come from. “I just walked away from a dirty table I won’t ever have to clear. I won’t have to do dishes or clean or paint when the walls get chipped or dirty. I like doing that stuff. It’s relaxing. But here, I’ll get in the way, or I’ll interfere with someone’s job, or I’ll just get laughed at if I want to clean the toilet. I’m no longer going to have to worry about making rent or budgeting my paychecks so I can take a few days off every couple of months just to lay around and do nothing.” She flapped her hands in front of her. “But if I lay around doing nothing here, your brother and Farah, and eventually, your dad, will think I’m a lazy mooch. What if your dad doesn’t like me? That could very well be because I can be so annoying,” she informed him. “I think stupid shit and share it before I realize just how stupid it is. Want an example? I’m beginning to feel like I better have sex with you soon, so you get your money’s worth. But you’re not paying me,” she whispered as she grabbed two handfuls of her hair and looked at him in horror. “Isn’t that fucked up? Please tell me that’s fucked up.” Before he could, she blurted, “I’m not bringing anything into this relationship but myself, Lukas, and I don’t think that’s enough.”

He took a hesitant step toward her. “Have you always suffered from anxiety?”

She dropped her arms to her sides. “No. That’s the fucked-up part. I’ve never let myself give a shit about anything before, so I never had cause to worry. Not about anything.”

He smiled and put his hand out.

She moaned. “Are you doing this on purpose?”

“What?”

She gestured to him and all this patience he had with her. “This…” She rolled her shoulders to try to get the knots out of her back. “You.”

“What. Do you want me to apologize for being irresistible? Is that what you mean?”

She tried not to smile. “No. That’s not what I mean.”

“Then I’m afraid I’m at a loss.” He flapped his fingers.

“I don’t think you know the meaning of the word,” she muttered as she put her hand in his and tried not to feel ignored when he didn’t find anything she’d said worth addressing as he continued through the house.

Instead of going to the back of the kitchen and turning right, which would have brought them to the foyer and the staircase, he went through the arched exit he’d used last night and brought her to the end of a short hallway. He opened the door and got her through it before closing it behind them.

She breathed in, and when the smell of leather and everything male filled her nose, she looked up from the tiled steps they were taking into the lower level of the house. What she saw was a man cave like no other.

The walls were made up of subtly illuminated refrigerator units, all of them encased in dark wood and reaching floor to ceiling. They were filled with bottles of wine. Each had its label facing out, row after row, all the way around the room. Except where a massive stone fireplace broke the uniformity. There were brown leather couches and a couple of chair groupings. Small tables holding what she was pretty sure were humidors were scattered around, and a couple of chandeliers that matched the few free-standing lamps were above them but muted to a light glow. Fresh flowers, chocolate brown floor tile, and a gorgeous area rug completed the masculine decor.

“Your wine cellar?” she ventured a guess as they reached the bottom step. He was showing her another piece of himself by bringing her to this room. And, as she’d already known, he was beautiful.

“My wine cellar.” He brought her around and proceeded to talk wine. Thank God she knew all the basics from the courses she and Erika had taken when they’d been hired at Scorch last year. She asked about his vineyards after he told her most of his stock came from the two he owned, and soon found herself relaxing in the cozy room that suddenly didn’t seem as big as it really was.

They eventually ended up in front of one of the large sofas. He took her shoulders and turned her to face him before he sat with his arm thrown over the back of the sofa, and his ankle hooked on his knee. He was wearing black slacks and a midnight blue shirt. No tie.

“This room is mine. No one has permission to come down here other than Oksana. And that’s only at my request when I feel it’s in need of dusting. As of today, this room also belongs to you. When you feel the need to clean…” He waved his hand around. “You may polish and scrub to your heart’s content. I promise to bring snacks down and to leave dirty glasses, and even the odd ashtray when I enjoy a cigar, so that you know there are dishes that need to be done and you can get to them at your leisure. Also, I have a feeling we’re going to make something of a mess of our bedroom. Cleaning it will fall to you because I’m much to set in my ways to bother. But,” he put up a long finger, “once you’re pregnant, you can fight with me every day if you feel you must, but you will not scrub a toilet or push a vacuum cleaner around. If I learn you have, you’ll be sorry.”

She was in love.

Well, not in love in love, she distractedly corrected, but in such a powerful lust it was crazy.

She moved forward and came down on her knees at her accommodating mobster’s feet.

“The money you’ll get used to,” he continued. “And if you have free time to laze by the pool while I’m working, take it, because once the children come, you’re going to wish for those empty days. Or so I’ve heard.” He twirled a piece of her hair around his finger. “My father is going to love you, and I can jerk off just as well as the next guy if you’d like to wait to have sex. Now, that’s not to say I’ll enjoy the wait, but, until you realize fucking me isn’t some sort of payment option, I don’t want your pussy. Because, yes, that’s very fucked up.”

As his deep voice feathered into her ears to soothe her worries, she held his lazy stare and trailed her hands up and down his hard thighs. “Know what, Mr. Murdery?” she whispered as she leaned in to press her aching breasts into his lap. She placed a kiss on his chest where his shirt was open. Her first. She slipped her tongue out for a brief second to taste him and shivered when he stroked his hand over her hair.

“What.”

“When our children come to me with a problem, I’m going to take them by the hand and lead them straight to their father.” He inhaled sharply, but she wasn’t sure if it was because of what she’d said or because she’d gotten her hands between them and was fingering the buckle of his belt. She slid the leather through and undid the clasp. “Because you’re going to be amazing with them, and that’s incredibly sexy.” She undid the fastener on his pants and inched the zipper down. She kissed his chest again. “I’d like to see you.”

“I’d like to see you.”

“Me first.”

He nodded at her body. “Get rid of the dress. That’s it. Just the dress.”

She scraped her fingernail across the length of his erection, her mouth watering to taste. To tease. To satisfy. Her stomach dropped and rolled with nerves at the thought.

She got up and pulled the stretchy material of her dress down one arm.

“Slowly, Dale. Let me savor this.”

She glanced up from his chest to see him rubbing the tips of his fingers across his lips. His arm was still over the back of the sofa, but his legs were splayed to the sides now.

A king.

She was going to procreate with a king.

Inching the sleeve the rest of the way off, she talked because she felt self-conscious. “A year after Oma died, I asked my mom about getting a headstone for her grave. She told me if I wanted one so bad I could always ‘start dancing because those girls make enough money to buy any stupid shit they want.’” She pushed the dress down to her hips as Lukas’s darkening eyes met hers. “I’m sorry I can’t do this any sexier. Had I taken my mom’s advice, I’d have been one broke peeler.”

“Stop putting yourself down,” he ordered in a voice so rough it was like sandpaper over her tingling skin.

Hooking her thumbs into the material, she wriggled her hips to draw his attention then slid the dress down and off. She shook it out and laid it over the table behind her, making sure to take her time bending over so he’d get a good view of her backside. Doing yoga every day did more for her than keep her sane.

She heard the creak of leather and then felt warm hands stroke down her back, over her ass, and down her legs to her ankles. His mouth landed on her right cheek, and as his hands roamed up her front, skimming over her thighs and midriff to come up and cup her breasts, he bit her just hard enough to make her gasp. Her eyes slid closed as he laved the spot with his tongue.

Wanting to do the same to a particular part of his body, she turned in his arms. He pressed his face to her flat navel.

“Tell me you know this is real.”

Ignoring him, she pushed at his shoulders and came down. “I want you in my mouth. But I’ve never done this before, so you have to help me.” Her hands were grabbed before she could pull his pants open.

“Excuse me?”

She kept her eyes on the glimpse of skin she could see where the edge of his shirt had pulled free from his pants. “I want you in my mouth,” she repeated, not brave enough to say it any other way.

“You’ve never sucked a co—performed a blowjob?” he corrected at the last second.

Her face blew hot. “No. I…haven’t dated much, and casual sex didn’t have a point, so…”

He groaned and dropped his head back. “Magdalena. If you honestly think you’re not bringing anything into this relationship, you couldn’t be more wrong. And I’m not talking blowjobs.”

She smiled at the reassurance, and, surprisingly, didn’t need details. Didn’t really want them because she would just find a way to disregard them.

“That dimple of yours is turning me into a weak man.”

She looked up from the bulge hidden from her view to see him glowering at her. She smiled wider and pulled his pants apart while putting a hand inside to scoop out his hard length.

The softness in the air bled out as a sharp-edged desire took her over at the sight of one magnificent cock. Long, thick, and topped with a perfectly shaped head. She wrapped both hands around him and stroked only once before opening her fingers and kissing up the front.

“Tell me what to do,” she whispered between her lingering pecks.

His hand fisted on his thigh as he wrapped the other in her hair. “When you see it…smell it…feel it…and you know it’s my cock…what do you want to do with it, yagodka?”

Instead of answering him, she parted her lips and pulled the bulbous head into her mouth. His moan came from low in his belly, growing harsher and lasting forever when she began sucking gently and steadily. When a warm saltiness presented on her tongue, she made a noise that sounded awfully proud, but she didn’t care.

“That’s it,” he murmured as he reached down and stacked her hands instead of leaving them overlapping. “Fuuuck. Just keep doing what you’re doing, but move your hands up and down while you work.”

She did, slowly and rhythmically, and because she’d seen as much porn as any other girl her age, she continued to mimic what the actors had done by licking Lukas like a lollipop, kissing the weeping slit, and going deeper each time she took him into her mouth. His dark curses and encouraging moans were reassuring.

When she came to the top at one point, he tightened his hold on her hair, preventing her from going down again. “I won’t come in your mouth. Not yet.”

“It’s okay. I want it,” she admitted baldly, uncaring what it sounded like. Nothing mattered right then but the pleasure she was giving him. She wanted to make him feel the way he’d made her feel this morning. Mindless. Needy. Desperate for more. It was all back, creating an aching throb in her pussy she could barely stand. “I want you to finish.”

“Because you feel you owe me?”

Her face screwed up. “No. Because I want to make you feel the way you made me feel this morning. It was incredible, and I want to give that to you.”

“You sure?”

She nodded enthusiastically, and before she knew what was happening, he was lifting her and dropping her into his lap.

“Then I’m finishing in your pussy.” He had a hold of her hips, and he ground his erection up. His hands moved over her heated skin, his touch almost rough.

He thrust up and caught her clit with his shaft. She cried out, and couldn’t stop her hips from rolling, dragging her silky underwear up and down his cock. Needing his taste, she captured his mouth and kissed him with all the desire she was feeling. When his hand got between them and delved into her panties to rub her soaked pussy, she nearly combusted.

“I’m ready.” She pulled his hand away as she panted against his lips, her fingers undoing the buttons of his shirt. She was shaking from the need to touch him. To feel the warmth of his skin against hers. “Please let me stay on top.”

He ripped his shirt off, then got her out of her bra and bent to suck one of her nipples into his hot mouth as she forced her hips forward. He was holding her tightly, but she made it just far enough to catch the tip of his cock with her opening. When she began moving back, he sunk in little by little.

“Oh my God, Lukas,” she breathed, savoring the feeling of taking him for the first time as she stared at the Russian text and images inked all over his upper body. His abs were rolling hills, his pecs two sexy pillows, his nipples small and brown. “Yes, yes, yes…”

He gripped her hips and lifted her off his lap, then, letting go of her nipple, he held her eyes as he lowered her, impaling her body with his—

“Wait!”

He froze.

“A condom. I…I don’t take birth control.” Her nails sunk into his shoulders when she realized too late that she didn’t need it. “I never have,” she panted, feeling reckless and afraid at the same time. “I used condoms the few times I had sex.”

He groaned and tightened his grip on her, making the muscles in his arms and shoulders bulge. “If you’re trying to make me come, you picked the right thing to say,” he growled. “Now close that beautiful mouth and watch the fucking joy on my face as I get my bare cock into you. A first for both of us, because I’ve never fucked without a condom either.”

He all but dropped her down so that his wide girth stretched her entrance to the limit.

The one-two combination of his words and the sensation of taking him into her body sent Dale to a place not of this world. She was lost. And, at the same time, she was found.

 

***

 

I don’t take birth control.

Lukas was shocked his balls hadn’t given up the fight right then. The minute those words had left Dale’s mouth, his lower back had tightened, and he’d felt the need to piston into her like a machine until he came. Inside her. Deep inside where his release would be most effective.

Now? Feeling the tight sheath sucking and grabbing at him. He was glad this was going to last. Their first time. Experienced in a place he was most comfortable. He didn’t feel bad that they weren’t in a bed. Hell, she was lucky he hadn’t taken her on the goddamn stairs.

“I need to fuck you, yagodka,” he growled. “I hope you’re ready.” He twirled his thumb around her clit and nearly passed the fuck out when she undulated her entire body in a gorgeous wave that began with him deep inside her and ended with only his tip immersed in her heat. She did it again, her toned stomach rippling as she worked his length, driving him to the edge in a matter of seconds.

“God, you’re beautiful.” She panted the compliment as if plucking it from his mind as her hands roamed over his chest, her long nails scraping his nipples then his clenching abs. “I’m so ready for you.”

Good girl. He gripped her hips and lifted her so he could pound up. She cried out, her breasts bouncing, her hair shimmering all around her shoulders and flirting with her ribs. Her eyes glazed with a bone-rattling desire as he worked her body.

“I’m going to…Lukaaaas!”

She climaxed. Her head fell forward as her body shook, her knees trapping him. Her nails dug into his forearms where she’d latched on, and he fucked her through the orgasm, trying to take in everything at once. Her expression, her pleasure, her tight little nipples, her fragile shoulders and the indent of her waist, her flared hips and the black thong he’d shoved to the side, her long legs bent, her shoes still on.

“Tell me you know this is real,” he demanded as he slowed his pace. “And tell me loudly. We’re soundproofed down here.”

She denied him and took the pace back up, draping herself over him as she moved. Her mouth meshed with his, and she kissed the sense right out of his fucking head. Christ. She fucked him so good, knowing just when to go slow, when to speed up, when to stop completely until the urge to come had passed. He could smell their sex, hear it. She was drenched, and he was in fucking heaven.

“I want you under me.”

She nodded—so compliant—and all but fell to the side. He followed her down and settled his weight on her. She mewled like a kitten and wrapped her long legs around him to press her heels into his ass.

“Mmm. Even in my dreams you didn’t feel this good.” Back to his mouth she went as her hips thrust up.

He pulled his head back, denying her the kiss because he was too busy watching her. His hungry little berry was totally owning the moment. Her comfort level was off the charts, and it was the sexiest fucking thing he’d even witnessed.

“Are you enjoying yourself, Magdalena?”

She got her hands between them and greedily stroked his length as he pulled out. She tightened her slippery fingers and he watched her eyes roll when he pushed back in. “Looove. You don’t know how much.” She bared her teeth in a gorgeous hiss when he jerked his hips and lunged hard, trapping her hands. “Oh my God…you’re so…hard…so hot. Love this. Love it so much.”

“Because what’s between us is real.”

“Yes. Yes, it is.” She got her arms above her head in a feline-like stretch, displaying her firm breasts in such an inviting way that he gave each of them one long, slow lick across her nipples. “Fuck me,” she begged in a hoarse whisper. “Make me come again. That’s only ever happened when I’ve been alone in bed, and I need more. It’s different with you inside me. Stronger. Better.”

That’s because they were made for each other. Their bodies created to mesh perfectly right down to basic chemistry.

“Come on, Mr. Murdery,” she encouraged with a sultry little wink that he felt right at the base of his cock. “I can take it.” Her smile was a mixture of sweet and naughty. When he saw the dimple, he slipped a hand beneath her lush ass and delivered a hard and steady thrust that had her sinking into the leather at her back.

It didn’t take long for her inner muscles to clamp down, and he wasn’t sure if it was the way her voice broke when she screamed, or the steady suction on his length, or it could have been the power of her climax that showed in the way the tendons in her neck strained, but Lukas was sent into the abyss with her.

He’d never been more conscious of his body whacking out, and when he felt his release flow from his body into hers, emotion actually caused a burn beneath his lids. Condoms had always been a necessity for him. That had to be why this was so fucking spectacular. Why he just couldn’t take the pleasure for any length of time. Skin on skin. So hot. Wet. No protection against the incredible feeling of her body kneading his, gently coaxing from him what was necessary to create their first child.

He buried his face in his woman’s neck and shoved hard once more, as deep as he could go. His climax stretched on for-fucking-ever.


SEVENTEEN

 

 

It wasn’t until two days later, just before dark, that Dale was delivered curbside to her dad’s house. Two busy days spent planning—they’d agreed to have a private ceremony Sunday evening as Yuri had announced Kostya would be allowed home by the end of the week where he would be supervised by the surgeon and a small staff. Two busy days spent searching for a true psychopath who appeared to have fallen off the face of the earth. Two days of quiet talks in Lukas’s home office, where he tried his best to learn her life story—Dale told him only what she was able to talk about without feeling like vomiting, then she usually distracted him by crawling into his lap and ending the conversation with sex unlike anything anyone had ever experienced in the history of sex. Two days of breakfasts, lunches, and dinners spent hearing bits and pieces of Lukas’s history that Samuel, Farah, and Vasily seemed happy to share. Visiting with her future father-in-law and dress shopping, wedding dress shopping—done online—had taken up the rest of their time.

“This is where you grew up?”

Dale looked around the average neighborhood with its simple brick bungalows spaced out on either side. There were trees everywhere, including the big one in the middle of her dad’s front yard. She nodded and reached for the handle to open the door. “Quite a leap from stables in the backyard and vacations in Belize, huh?”

Lukas climbed out of the driver’s side of an extravagant car he’d told Dale was a Pagani Huayra. She’d never heard of the brand before much less seen or ridden in one. He and Maksim had spent some time discussing the make as Maksim also had one back in New York.

“They won’t offer one,” she murmured as they walked along the flowerbed, “but don’t you dare accept an invite into the house.” She heard two engines shut down behind them. A motorcycle being driven by Milan was parked at the curb in front of Lukas’s car. The Land Rover carrying Adam and Yasha was parked behind them.

The sight of a blue bicycle laying between her dad’s Toyota and the garage had Dale stalling, the years falling away. She looked to the side, between the houses, and almost expected to see him lope around the corner, his black hair sweeping into his eyes, his mouth turned down in a frown that he’d worn as naturally as any other body part.

“Dale?”

Her chest compressed when the space between the houses remained empty. “Yeah. Sorry. The bike…it…rattled me.” She grabbed Lukas’s hand, linking their fingers, and started moving again, faster than before.

He stopped her. “Why did it rattle you?”

“I’ll tell you later.” She pulled.

All six-three of him stood there as if he’d grown roots out of his feet. “Tell me now.”

She put her back to the house and grabbed the open sides of his midnight-blue suit jacket. She gave them a jerk that made their bodies bump together then hugged up to his solid support and stayed. “They’re going to be looking out the window behind us. I don’t want to be here, Lukas, so if we could move this along, I’d appreciate it.”

“Why, Dale?”

As her nape tightened and the feeling of being observed grew, so too did her urgency to get her shit and scram. “Let me tell you later. Please,” she hissed. “I’ll even make you a deal. How about, uh, I’ll get the full-length white dress with the beadwork instead of the shorter plain cream one I could tell you didn’t like. ‘Kay? Deal?” She put her hand into his. “Squeeze to shake.”

He bent and kissed her on the mouth as he squeezed. “Deal. But with the veil.”

“Fuuuck me,” she groaned against his lips. “Fine. The veil. I’m going to look so stupid standing on your veranda in that contraption.”

“It’s our veranda. And you’re going to look as if you should be walking down a runway, and you know it. Now take a breath and let me meet this dickhead who told his impressionable daughter her opinions didn’t matter.”

She blinked. “You remember that?”

His mouth went crooked. “It’s only been a few days since you told me, so, yeah, I remember.”

She went up and kissed him. “In case I forget to tell you later, you’re pretty great.”

He smiled and finally let her drag him to the door. She knocked.

“What the fuck is that?”

“What.”

He had a look of angry disbelief on his face. “Where’s your key? I thought this was your home.”

She brought her head back and looked at the half-moon window. “His new wife asked for it when I moved out.”

Dale thought she heard him mutter fucking bitch, but she couldn’t say for sure because the door was pulled open. Her dad stood there with the wife behind his left shoulder, her dark hair the same box shade as her husbands. When they saw Lukas, Dale’s dad frowned, and Ursula’s eyes went round, a gross, almost covetous smile forming on her face.

“Dale?”

Why did he always say her name as if he had to confirm it was her and not some imposter? “Hey, Dad. I’m here…” Should she mention the permission he’d granted on Saturday? “For the things you were holding for me.” That was vague enough.

“What things?” Ursula asked. 

Her husband ignored her, but it didn’t come naturally. “Didn’t you take them when you left on Sunday?”

Lukas stiffened next to her.

Dale bit back a sigh. “I didn’t show Saturday night, so, no, I didn’t have the chance to get them.” Seeing Ursula’s smile slip as she glared at the back of her husband’s head, Dale nodded at the closet. “If you could give me my bag, we’ll let you get back to your evening.”

Lukas’s hand came sailing out to hang between them all. “Mr. Vaner, I’m Lukas Zavrazin, Dale’s fiancé.”

Dale gritted her teeth. She’d wanted him here for support—he’d refused to let her come on her own—but she’d had no intention of introducing him.

Her dad didn’t hide his surprise as he warily shook Lukas’s hand. “Fiancé.” He looked at her. “Things with Levi just ended. How have you moved on so fast?”

The censure in his tone wasn’t appreciated. “His name was Liam, Dad. And, really? You’re going to stand here and attempt to lecture me on fidelity?” she asked bluntly while glancing at Ursula and wondering how long it would be before she was the other woman. “Can I have my bag, please?”

He kept his eyes away from Lukas—didn’t attempt any conversation to get to know the man his daughter was marrying—and stepped back. He bumped into Ursula and had to work his way around her to open the closet because the nosey idiot barely moved.

“A Zavrazin owned a club my friends and I used to go to before I had my kid,” Ursula said to Lukas. “Great place. Any relation of yours?”

Dale could feel Lukas’s eyes on her, but she didn’t return the look as she watched her dad move a blanket off her bag before pulling it out. He’d tried to hide it better after she’d left the other day. Nice.

“Which club?” Lukas asked in a brittle tone that would have sent Dale searching for an excuse to leave had it been aimed at her.

“Scorch.”

“It’s my brother’s.”

“Oh! Wow! Great place,” Ursula repeated, gushing the words as she leaned against the wall so she could squish her arms together and plump her cleavage.

Dale wanted to tell her she’d missed a spot with her self-tanner. A white patch on her left boob had an uneven orange border.

Lukas completely ignored the obvious woman and took Dale’s duffel from her father without thanking him. He linked his and Dale’s fingers again and pulled her away from the uncomfortable scene.

“Thanks, Dad,” she called back without getting a response as they motored toward the car. Yasha was handed her bag, and without a word, he carried it back to the Land Rover while Lukas opened the door and helped her into the car. It felt like she was sitting on the street as he slammed the panel shut before going around to his side.

He got in and slammed his door so hard she was surprised the glass didn’t shatter. As a sexy growl came from the engine, an equally sexy one came from her mobster. Then he was voicing his anger. In Russian.

“Hey, I have an idea,” she said, speaking loudly so as to be heard. “How about you speak English so I can understand what’s happening in your beautiful head?”

“He did not hug you or even smile at you!” he roared as they sped off down the street, his accent more pronounced than she’d ever heard it. “He did not even congratulate you on your coming marriage! His daughter! How the fuck did he not know you hadn’t shown at his house on Saturday night? If I hadn’t taken you, Garrett Dawson could have snatched you after work and not a motherfucking soul would have known because your own goddamn father was not aware that you had not come home!” He obeyed a stop sign, but just barely.

“Lukas, it’s okay.”

As she found herself plastered to the seat, he gave her a black look. “It’s okay?” he asked in a chilling tone. “It’s okay, Magdalena? How can you fucking say that? Jesus Christ, I wanted to break his jaw for the total lack of interest he just showed. But the boy was watching so I couldn’t even tell the fucker off. Has he always been like that with you?”

Her stomach soured. “Yes. What boy?”

He stopped behind a taxi sitting at a red light. “Yes? Yes?” He growled again and flexed his hands on the steering wheel. “The one peering around the corner from what you said was the living room. His hair was lighter than his mother’s fake shit, but he shared her narrow face.”

Dale hadn’t seen him. Thank God. Where did he sleep? “How old did he look?”

Lukas blew out a hard breath that apparently helped calm him because his voice wasn’t so sharp when he said, “Six or seven.”

She nodded and tried so hard not to care as they zoomed past houses, St. Francis Church, Dale’s old school. When they reached the freeway, she stared at sign after sign. Best Buy. Marshalls. Olive Garden. Crown Plaza Suites. But by the time they merged onto sixty-nine, with her stomach aching along with her heart, she knew she’d lost.

“My parents were weird,” she said as she focused on the taillight of Milan’s Ducati. “My dad worked nights driving a cab—he’s with Uber now. When he wasn’t working, he was sleeping so we either we had to be quiet or get out of the house until he woke. And then we had to be quiet because he was having his dinner and watching his shows before he had to leave for his shift.”

Lukas stared at the road, his jaw stiff, and Dale waited for the questions to come.

They didn’t. All that happened was, once he shifted gears, he reached over and took her hand. His thumb rubbed over her ring every little while as, for the first time, he gave her the freedom to speak only if she wanted to.

The ploy worked.

 

***

 

Lukas couldn’t speak through the icy rage locked in his throat. He wanted to demand more. He needed fucking details about Dale’s life. But he couldn’t get a word out, and, naturally, his well-protected clam didn’t give up shit without prodding.

Until she miraculously did.

“My mom wasn’t the best either. She was…cold.”

So fucking grateful for even that, he let up on the accelerator and placed a kiss on her wrist. She took their hands back and began playing with his fingers as she gathered her thoughts.

“I’m aware it sounds gripey, but, she didn’t care about us.”

Lukas looked over when she pluralized again. “Us? You and your father?”

She dropped her eyes to their hands, but the agony he caught before she hid from his gaze had his gut spasming. “I had a brother.”

Her announcement sent shock sweeping through him. “What? Where is he? What do you mean ‘had?’”

“He’s gone. Dead.”

“Oh, fuck, Dale.” He squeezed her hand, pissed that they were in the car now that she’d finally decided to open up. Or maybe that was why she was talking. Because he wasn’t able to entirely focus on her. “I’m so fucking sorry, yagodka.”

“Thanks. Anyway, like I was saying, my mom didn’t take much of an interest in either of her children. It sucked, but I got through it.”

Her brother hadn’t. “How did your brother die?”

“He just did.”

Shut down. Hard. What the fuck could that mean? Murder? Disease? Suicide? “Okay.” He kept the disappointment he felt out of his voice and waited to see if she’d give him anything more. He heard her take a deep breath, and then she broke his heart.

“My mom never came to school for track and field events, never saw me in a play, and wasn’t interested in seeing me come first place in my cross country meets. She never talked to me about boys, didn’t give me anything resembling a birds-and-the-bees talk, and I only knew about getting my period because the girls in my class talked endlessly about it when they got theirs. She never picked me up after school, didn’t come to the office the day I broke Jason Barber’s nose for tickling me, I have no school photos because she never bothered ordering them, and I never complained about it, which meant Oma didn’t know it bothered me enough for her to learn how to do it. My brother…he didn’t care, about anything, so… Anyway, I had two birthday parties that Oma put on for me, and to show you what a winner she was, my mom went out with friends because she didn’t like the noise. When Oma died…” She squinted and looked out the windshield. “She didn’t cry. The cold-hearted bitch didn’t cry when her own fucking mother died. She looked at her watch. We sat in the pew with my dad almost snoring, and she looked at her stupid piece of shit watch that her boss had given her for Christmas. She lives with him now in Florida.”

Her arm’s length way of living was suddenly beginning to make sense. “Do you see her often?” He had to ask, even though he wasn’t sure how he’d react if she said yes.

“No.”

Thank fuck. “Do you talk with her? On the phone? Texting?”

She shook her head. “No.”

Good.

In a move Lukas saw as her finally showing him she was coming to trust him, Dale shifted, moving her body so she was facing him.

“I remember when I was five or six, our neighbors across the street had this big dog I’d play with—I don’t know what breed he was. We were screwing around on the road one day, and I went to run, but he tripped me up and I fell instead. Tore my knee open.” She passed her fingers over her right knee, but he couldn’t see anything because she was wearing a pair of black high-waist pants with her black heels and clinging red blouse. “I ran into the house, freaking out because the skin was hanging off like a piece of bologna and blood was running down my shin. My mom was on the phone with her friend, and as I pointed to my leg and tried to stop crying because I knew she didn’t like that, she put her hand on my forehead and pushed back until I was just outside the kitchen door. Then she put her finger to her lips and let the door swing shut in my face.”

She paused, her forehead creasing like she was confused. She was staring at his chest, but by the vacant look in her eyes, she was six years old and back behind that kitchen door.

“I went to…my brother’s room, but he was…in a mood, so I left and went to the bathroom. Cleaned my knee with toilet paper.”

She stopped again, and he watched her rebuild her walls by moving to face forward. She sat stiffly, her back a straight shot of spine. “Made a fucking mess,” she murmured, her voice small. “But I got the job done on my own. After, I tried to reach my mom again and again. Eventually stopped, though. I guess I understood on some level we’d never connect.” She closed down completely when she turned away to look out the passenger window, saying, “When she left when I was fifteen, I wasn’t heartbroken. I wasn’t.”

That last whispered add-on proved she had been.

Lukas swallowed past a thickness in his throat as he compared her upbringing to his, noting the difference between what had been denied her and the unconditional love and affection he’d lived with all his life. He was almost embarrassed to admit he’d taken much of it for granted because it was just the way things were.

The way things should have been for his beautiful little berry.

And the way things would be for her from here on out.


EIGHTEEN

 

 

Shutting down the water an hour later, Lukas walked out of the shower and dried off. He eyed the boxers he’d thrown on the counter. Fuckers weren’t going to do much good hiding his dick that refused to behave now that he and Dale were in the privacy of their bedroom.

The minute they’d come in from the garage and headed this way, Mr. Let’s Get It On had stood at attention.

He yanked on the boxers and pulled his robe off the back of the door. It was too fucking hot for it, but he shoved his arms through the sleeves anyway because he wanted to make sure Dale was okay, and she wouldn’t pay any attention to his questions if he strolled out naked with his dick pointing at her.

He opened the door—

She was in the center of the room.

Standing on her head.

“What the hell are you doing?” He approached, moving slowly so his robe wouldn’t part and show her just how gorgeous his cock thought she looked in workout gear. That ripe, apple-shaped ass? Goddamn him.

“Sirshasana,” she whispered in a breathy voice. Her forearms were laying flat on the floor to create a frame around her head. She’d put her hair in a loose bun, but strands were already escaping.

Lukas realized that instead of his efficient server; he was seeing his yoga instructor for the first time.

He watched, enraptured, as her legs started to go over, and at first, he thought she was falling, but it was too controlled. One long, graceful limb stopped, but the other continued all the way until her toes touched her hands, leaving her in a tight arch that left her leg extended straight up.

He lowered himself to the bed. “Your form is stunning.”

“Shhh.” Even her shush was slow and measured.

Two minutes later, she came up on her hands, and her leg went back up so she was in a full handstand. Back over she went, but only until her legs were horizontal, which sent her back into an arch he wouldn’t have believed if he hadn’t seen it with his own grateful eyes. Her head came up, and she looked straight in front of her with her legs extended above her as a visor.

He was able to enjoy that pose for another two minutes before she went back into a handstand. Her legs slowly fell to the sides…sweet Chriiiist…then crisscrossed like they’d done when she’d been sitting beside the pool earlier today talking with Farah about flowers she didn’t think they’d needed for the wedding ceremony that would take place on Sunday. Lukas was fascinated by the concentration on her face.

Two minutes after that, she gradually untangled her legs, brought them and her hips down to swing in front of her like a slow-moving pendulum only to send her legs straight up again until they were…behind her fucking arms and shoulders, her feet over her head.

He waited as long as he could before quietly asking, “What is that called?” Foreplay?

“Tittibhasana. Or Firefly.”

The strength in her arms and legs, her core, her shoulders… “This is why you have such a spectacular body.”

Her eyes unhurriedly came up from the floor to center on him. “If you don’t close your mouth, I won’t let you play with it after I’ve had a shower.”

Not a minute later, and with more speed but no less form, she went back into a handstand and gracefully went over to walk right out of it.

Lukas purposely allowed her to walk by him with a mischievous little wink. She closed herself into the ensuite, and he didn’t even break the door down when he heard the shower go on. He wanted to.

He stood there and retied his robe, and was still standing facing that fucking barrier hiding her from his eyes ten minutes later when she emerged, her hair damp, her skin rosy and lush, the very air around her free from anything resembling tension. She wore only a towel. His cock throbbed while his balls tucked up tight and died a painful death.

“I need to ask you one question before we play. Just one.” She passed by him so close her arm brushed his. Instead of smelling of his soap and shampoo, she once more carried the scent of exotic berries because she’d used the toiletries she’d taken from her bag when they’d first come upstairs.

“Is it a yes or no question?” She disappeared into the closet, and when she came out less than a minute later, she wore a pair of black see-through panties that rode low on her hips, and a short black babydoll nightgown with hot pink straps. Between her perfect-handful breasts was a matching hot-pink bow that he wanted to tear apart with his fucking teeth.

“No.”

“Aw.” She gave him a pout as she went over and too-slowly—there was no way her back had to arch that much—climbed under the covers.

“That ass is begging to be used.”

Her hand slipped as she adjusted her pillow and she bumped down onto her elbow. The abrupt movement knocked her hair forward so that it swept down to hide one eye. The visible one was wide with a surprise that turned into a wary possibility. She leaned over to offer him a beautiful view of one plump cheek that she palmed and gave a good squeeze to. “Is it?”

He went to her. “Begging. Do you always go to bed with your hair damp?” She shrugged and took the hand he held out. He pulled her to her feet, and she grinned when he whipped the sheet off the bed and wrapped it around her. “One question.”

“That will turn into a thousand.”

“Not with what I’m sporting at my hips. One quick one that I hope won’t ruin your mood, but I’m afraid might.”

Her gaze flew to his groin. “Then let me take care of you first.”

He groaned, his dick jumping, trying to get her attention. “Get on the bed. On that side.” He gave her a push, and she fell back. Her laugh sounded almost as beautiful as how she looked doing it.

“Why don’t you just have me?” she asked as she got herself where he needed her. A good distance away. “We can talk after.”

Tempting, but, no. He sat, but then found it annoying that she was so far away. He curled his fingers around her ankle and tugged her over. Their eyes held as she slid across the sheets. When he wrapped his free hand around her calf, her lips parted and she, too, reached out. She didn’t stop him from holding her or try to pull him closer. She just laid her hands over his. He was shocked by how cool they felt, but not by their beauty. He watched in silence as she warmed first her palms then the backs of her long fingers.

Her nipples were hard. From being cold? Or was she turned on?

“Would you like me to adjust the A/C?”

“No. I’ll be fine in a minute. I thought a cold shower might help shut down my need for sex because I saw the thinker in you come out of the bathroom earlier and I knew you’d want to ‘talk.’” Her eyes went skyward as she inched closer. “But the shower didn’t help because you’re still here, which means I still want sex.”

He couldn’t love that any more. “Tell me what happened to your brother.” Then I’ll fuck you until we both pass out. 

Her playful mood died right before his eyes. She pushed away, ending up in the center of the bed, sitting on her hip. “I already told you more than I’ve ever told anybody else.” Her legs were bent and off to the side, leaving her feet in front of him. He touched the tip of his little finger to the top of her pinkie toe. She jerked it away.

“Put it back, Magdalena,” he ordered with a steady look. “Right now.”

It took two heartbeats before she was straightening her leg to give him his toy back. Her feet were as perfect as the rest of her. Long and graceful. Toenails painted an elegant nude. He took her foot and lifted it to place a kiss on her arch. Her hands slapped down on the mattress as she shuddered then ground her teeth loud enough for him to hear. She jerked, squirmed, and cringed all at once.

“Can’t do that,” she gasped, holding herself tight. But she didn’t pull her foot away. “Ticklish. I peed my pants once when my friend didn’t stop tickling me. Broke his nose. Fifth grade.”

Lukas barely swallowed the laugh that shot up his throat. “Did you.” Barely making contact, he leisurely ran his thumbnail from her toes to her heel, and watched in fascination as she imitated a person being electrocuted.

“No! Please, don’t!” She flipped onto her back, dislodging the sheet, and ended up arched, her breasts straining the sheer material of her nightgown, her legs straight, her hands fisting her hair.

“You look like you’re having an orgasm.”

“I’m not!” she wailed. “Don’t do it again. It’s torture!”

Because he had a cruel streak, he did it again, and she howled his name like a little wolf.

“Luuuukaaaas!”

Fuck. He could have watched her all goddamn night. But he wasn’t that cruel. Not all the time. But she didn’t know that, he thought as an idea came to him.

He released her with a suddenness that left her foot bouncing on the mattress. She swiftly dragged herself into a sit with a final shiver he wanted to see again after she came in his mouth. With a look he tried to make as sinister as possible, considering he was aiming it at her, he went to the dresser and removed four ties from his drawer.

“I’m going to bind your wrists and ankles to the bed and tickle you until you tell me what I want to know.”

She pressed herself against the headboard, breathing heavily, reminding him of her first night here. “No, you’re not,” she said with full confidence.

Because she was already that secure in the knowledge that he wouldn’t hurt her?

But could she read him when he lied?

He grabbed her ankle and had it firmly tied to the short post within seconds. The other took a little longer because she tried to fight him. When he got to her first wrist, she said something that altered his plans.

“You can torture me until I pass out, I won’t tell you something you don’t need to know.”

It was easier to do her second wrist because she gave up the fight.

Noting that, and smelling her, feeling her skin under his fingers, seeing the perfection of the female form she worked so hard to attain now helpless before him…Lukas gave in and allowed her to keep her memories to herself.

“Okay.” He went to the dresser to take his knife out of its ankle holster, then returned to hold it poised between her breasts. “Was this a purchase of yours or did Bianca choose it?”

“Bianca.”

While Dale swore at him, he sliced down the middle then cut through the straps at her hips so that the panties ended up just as useless as the nightgown. Placing the blade on the end table, he pulled the ruined fabric out from under her and tossed it to the floor behind him.

Skin, skin, and more flawless skin. “Naked and helpless,” he drawled as he shrugged out of his robe and all but ripped his fucking boxers off. “This should be fun.”

Her eyes zeroed in on his hard-on, and stayed there as she licked her lips and spoke. “Are you letting me off the hook?”

“Yes.”

Her gaze flicked up. “For real? You’re not going to manipulate me into sharing?”

He glared at her as he climbed onto the bed so that he was on all fours with her beneath him. “No. I’m not going to manipulate you into sharing who you are with me,” he growled as he bent and licked the underside of her breast. He sucked hard enough to leave a mark then came up the firm mound and pulled her nipple into his mouth. “Mmm…berries.” Through the fog permeating his brain, he wasn’t sure she understood what he said because he was sucking her as he said it.

“Untie my hands, Lukas. You deserve a reward.” The bed frame shuddered as she pulled on her bindings. Or was that caused by the shiver that rocked her, bringing with it goosebumps and stiffer nipples?

He came off her with a wet pop. “No. You’re being punished.” He went to her other nipple and shifted his hips down to drag the front of his cock around her navel.

“Punished?” she questioned in a breathy voice as he nibbled on her with his front teeth. “For w-what?”

“You’re a bad girl for not wanting to spill your guts to the man you’re marrying in a few days.” Gripping her hip, he pulled her over enough to expose her ass. Then he landed a sound slap that made her yelp and her tight glute jiggle. It was so fucking beautiful he had to spend some time there, so he fell to his side and got his mouth going.  

“You better not bring out a whip and blindfold,” she warned as she squirmed to press into his face. “Untie me. Even one hand so I can touch you.”

Smoothing his hand over her reddened cheek, he shook his head and kissed his way over her thigh to her bare pussy. Since she was spread for him, he didn’t hesitate to split her lips with his eager tongue and delve into her wetness. He didn’t hesitate to bury his tongue as deep inside her as he could go. And he didn’t hesitate in saying, “You’re going to remain as you are until I make you as mindless as you are helpless.”

And that’s what he did. While she writhed and jerked, he tongued her, sucked her anywhere she seemed to like it, and he stroked her everywhere he could reach. All the while building her up with praise for the work she’d done to gift her husband-to-be with such perfection. He congratulated her on the person she’d turned out to be despite the shit examples she’d had growing up—aside from her grandmother, he made sure to point out. He told her how much he was looking forward to watching her mother their children, how he knew she was going to excel in the role.

But he didn’t tell her what he really wanted to.

That he loved her. That she’d become the most important person in his life. That he didn’t know what he’d do if he ever lost her. She’d somehow connected with him on a level that made it seem as if she’d always been there, and he suddenly wasn’t sure how he’d gotten to this point in his life without her.

When she was covered in sweat and looked on the verge of either crying or beating the shit out of him, he couldn’t tell, he came up and settled his weight on her. His cock slid into her soaked core with ease, and the snug little beauty clamped down on him.

“I’m sending my boys in now, Magdalena,” he informed her as he whipped his head to the side so the sweat dripping off his chin wouldn’t fall on her. As he began thrusting, increasing his speed as he went, her face contorted because she was coming for the third time. “One of them is going to succeed in creating my daughter tonight. I know it. Did you hear me, yagodka?” he ground out as his control started to disintegrate the more her pussy worked his length.

But she didn’t hear him because she was screaming, her limbs trembling. He got her wrists untied without losing his rhythm but could do nothing about her ankles because his release crippled him. Ripped him apart. Shattered him. Black spots danced in front of his eyes and his brain ceased functioning because he’d held off for so long.

His love’s arms tangled around his head and she held him together as he came undone.


NINETEEN

 

 

Why are you seeking him out?

Wandering through the darkened living room, Dale still didn’t know the answer to that any more than she had when she’d asked herself the question while leaving the bedroom.

She’d woken thirty minutes ago, alone, and hadn’t been able to go back to sleep for wondering if Lukas had left or if he was somewhere in the house.

He was here, she now saw. Sitting beside the pool, smoking a cigar with Vasily standing in front of him.

Okay. You’ve seen him. Now go back to bed.

She should have, but she kept going, passing by the slowly turning globe and glass encased jeweled peacock figurines she’d admired earlier today. She told herself it was the novelty of actually enjoying someone’s company that had brought her down here, but the relief weakening her bones made her a liar. She’d needed to make sure Lukas was okay.

That didn’t alarm her as much as it would have even yesterday.

As she neared the door, she heard Vasily talking.

“…another week. We’ll be going from here to Seattle then returning to New York later in the month.”

“What’s in Seattle?” Lukas asked as he watched Dale stick her head out the open French doors. He lifted a hand and beckoned her over by crooking two fingers.

Vasily looked back but continued talking as he gave her a nod. “Gabriel is still there. Alek isn’t at the moment because I’m using the jet.”

“How are the boys? I haven’t seen Moretti since he was in Houston before Christmas. He came in to iron out some details with the builders for a project they’re overseeing in River Oaks.”

Vasily nodded. “They’ve been doing a lot of business here the past couple of years. Legit business.” He sighed over that. “I’ll be happy when both of them realize they’re meant for more than this half-life they’re living.”

Lukas took her hand when she reached him and tried to draw her into his lap. She held back and, while he smirked, she settled on the arm of his chair.

“Is his brother still running things? I’ve heard some stories. Guy sounds like an asshole.”

“He certainly has assholes under him,” Vasily allowed as he gave them a wave and bid them good night.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.” Dale watched Vasily disappear into the house. She liked him. He had a very calm aura. It was too bad that the more time she spent around him, the easier it was for her to see his peace was an odd form of detachment rather than serenity.

“You didn’t. He was already on his way in.” He tugged on the hem of the oversized grey sweatshirt she’d paired with grey sweatpants and no socks. “Come here.”

She climbed into his lap, sitting sideways with her legs up and her arms around his neck. Her head automatically went to what was becoming her favorite spot on his shoulder.

“This mine?” He plucked at her sleeve that had slipped down to expose her shoulder.

“It was in the closet, so I hope so. I’d be embarrassed if Farah came out and found me all cozy and warm in one of Samuel’s sweatshirts.”

His chuckle dissipated into the quiet night surrounding them. They listened to the muted hum of the pool filter for a few minutes until Dale’s thoughts forced her to speak.

“Would you do me a favor?”

He caressed her thigh and put his cigar on the lip of an ashtray that sat on the table next to them. “If I can.”

“Will you let the subject of my brother go?” Earlier, when he’d asked about that dark time in her past, she’d thought she might later regret sharing. She didn’t. But that didn’t mean she wanted to go into details he didn’t need to know.

“Would you do me a favor?”

Unease came over her. Because she could already feel herself wanting to nod and give him an, “Of course, anything you’d like, O’Master.”

She rolled her eyes and mimicked him. “If I can.” Hers hadn’t come out quite as gracious sounding as his had.

“Will you tell me about him so I don’t have to continue wondering? I’m not sure which is more frustrating, your refusal to give up information or the line I’ve drawn for myself in the sand.”

She sat up to look at him. “What line?”

“The one that prevents me from having my people dig into your past. I could have every detail of your life at my fingertips in the next twenty-four hours. But I’ve somehow convinced myself I’d rather wait to hear about you from you.”

She sighed and brought their foreheads together. “I should change your name from Mr. Murdery to Mr. Manipulator.”

He dabbled around her collarbones with his fingertips. “I honestly didn’t try to manipulate you that time.”

That time. She chuckled and was gearing up to tell him to drop the subject once and for all when something struck her. She was kind of laughing, her face curved into a smile, but it wasn’t real. She wasn’t feeling amused. And she knew if she looked into a mirror right then, the expression on her face would have reminded her of her mother. Or, more specifically, the hollow smile that had forever been on Lorraine’s face.

Knowing she was wearing it, Dale dropped it immediately, but not before she realized just how hard she was trying to remain beyond Lukas’s reach. Which, again, made her…her mother.

And Lukas…was her.

Since the moment they’d met, he’d been trying his best to connect with her on a level that wasn’t surface and meaningless. She’d held him off. Efficiently and callously shutting him out time and time again. And, as she’d done with her mom, he just continued to try. While she, like Lorraine, remained aloof and unreachable.

Was that who she wanted to be? Did he deserve a wife like that? What would that do to his generous, affectionate nature after a few years?

No. She screwed up her face. No. She couldn’t do that to him.

She…didn’t want to do that to him.

Which meant she had to do something for him. For this man who was making her every dream come true. He was giving her the babies she’d always wanted. Twice as many to love as the two she’d have been able to afford on her own. She was living a life of luxury, wanting for nothing. For that, as well as the deeper, more meaningful things he was doing for her, she owed him a lot more than a story about something that had happened almost eight years ago.

She slowly laid her head down again and inched open the vault holding her memories. When the thorny vines whipped out and clamped around her heart, she didn’t fight the pain. She breathed through it, taking in Lukas’s familiar scent. He was so stable and warm against her, and she concentrated on that until her jaw unlocked, and she started talking.

“His name was Noah.”

She had to stop when a scalding wave of grief crashed over her, nearly washing her right out of his arms. She hadn’t said her brother’s name since the day he’d died. What the fuck was she doing?

Lukas’s arms tightened around her, his mouth coming down to settle in her hair. “I’ve got you,” he murmured.

That…helped, and she was able to blink the tears from her eyes. Her throat opened again, and she continued. “He was three years older than me, and I didn’t know it at the time, was too young to recognize it, but he suffered from depression. He was always surrounded by darkness. It was in his eyes. His voice.” It had been a constant shadow in and around their home. “In my freshman year of high school—he was a senior—I went to class one day. It was a Friday, and he had a spare first period. Lunchtime came and went, and we always met at the bike rack and would walk down to the corner to grab a sandwich at the deli. He worked there on Saturdays and during the summers, and the owner liked him so he’d let us eat for free.”

She stared at the calm surface of the pool. The water should be choppy and crashing over the sides considering the turbulence tearing through her just then.

“I came home at three o’clock, mad because he’d skipped the whole day without letting me join him. I went straight to the basement and threw open his bedroom door.”

She couldn’t stay still and pulled out of Lukas’s embrace to stand with her back to him. She was shaking as she crossed her arms, squeezing her hands into fists as she remembered.

“He just stared at me. He didn’t greet me. Didn’t smile. Didn’t do anything. Not even when I screamed.” She wiped at her chin when she felt her tears drip off. “He just stared without seeing me because he’d hung himself before lunch. Or that’s what the coroner told my dad a couple of days later.”

The feeling of Lukas’s hands coming to rest on her shoulders had a strange effect on her. Rather than shake them off and run, she turned and burrowed into his chest. His arms banded around her and she appreciated it because that’s what held her together as she went on.

“I’ve tried not to feel responsible or guilty about his suicide because when he was alive, I did everything I could think of to draw him out. But I could never reach him, and since it happened, I’ve just felt…nothing, really, because I stopped. I don’t care about people, which means I don’t feel for them, and that protects me from being hurt. But I’ve wondered about things. You know? Like, was he thinking only of himself that day? Or did he think about who he was leaving behind? Was he sad to be leaving me? Did he know I would cry for months? Every time I went into the bathroom at school where I used to text him, I cried. When I found myself alone in our kitchen where he’d spent so much of his time eating, I cried. When I went into our backyard and saw our bikes, I cried. When I walked by his bedroom, I would open his door and stand there, not knowing what else to do because he should have been there. When I went back to school, I walked alone…with the wind for company when it used to be him. Did he know I would miss him for the rest of my life? Why didn’t he care enough to get some help? Or did he? I know he must have tried talking to our fucking parents. Or maybe he didn’t, I don’t know. But if he did, and they failed him, it wouldn’t be a shocker. I’d like to ask, but if I knew for sure, I’d probably kill them.”

She clutched at her anchor’s lower back. “You know what the worst is? The anger. The anger I feel because he knew my parents wouldn’t bother him in his room. They liked when we stayed in the basement. Which meant he knew I’d find him. Why didn’t he care that he was leaving me with an image of ceiling tiles on the floor and him hanging there like that? Did he not know I would try to get him down? Did he not know, for the rest of my fucking life, I would remember how tight that motherfucking rope was?”

As she began to cry in earnest, she tried to apologize. “I’m sorry. I don’t m-mean to put these f-feelings on you.”

Lukas didn’t say anything but to shush her. He cupped the back of her head, kissed her temple, and held her against him as the inferno burned through her chest.

A long time passed, and when she finally quieted, he stripped them both and brought her into the cooling water of the pool. She was so exhausted, she didn’t even protest but to say, “Your people.”

“Are used to Samuel and Farah. They know enough to stay away when they hear the pool being used in the middle of the night. Hold your breath.”

She took half a breath and closed her eyes. He gently dunked her to wash her ravaged face, then turned her around so she basically floated on top of him as he bobbed in the refreshing water.

As the minutes passed, she began to feel lighter and lighter. But it wasn’t because, for the first time since her brother’s suicide, she’d unloaded all she’d kept inside. It was because the man behind her was holding her up. Supporting her. Sharing his strength in an unassuming way she couldn’t help but appreciate…and accept.

 

***

 

Lukas held Dale, feeling her skin against his, her breath feathering over his shoulder because she’d turned her head to the side.

Suicide.

Jesus Christ.

“Something else that’s non-negotiable in this relationship,” he murmured. “You’re never again to apologize for sharing your grief with me.”

As she nodded, she sent her hands under the water to stroke his hips and thighs. “I just know how overwhelming other people’s emotions can be, and I hate the idea of making you feel the way others have made me feel.”

Empathy was definitely a burden on her. “You’re affected by others’ feelings more than the average person.”

She nodded again, her touch on his thighs becoming even more gentle. Almost reverent. “Their energy—their emotional energy—comes at me in…waves. I try to block it so that only ebbs and trickles touch me because it can be overwhelming. Yours I don’t feel the need to protect myself against. When you’re sad, I’m sadder. When you get angry, my heart races and I feel my blood pressure rise because I get angry right along with you. When you’re feeling passionate, I’m bombarded. It’s like a tidal wave sweeps over me and pulls me under so that my desire becomes ten times what it was and, yeah, that’s how I lose my mind when we’re in bed.”

Well, fuck. That was interesting. His cock certainly thought so, because it solidified between her ass cheeks. “Ignore that. It was bound to happen.”

Disobeying him, she turned in his arms and wrapped her legs around him, trapping his length against her pussy. She rubbed her breasts on his chest as he looked into her face. Her guard was down completely, and the natural way she smiled at him proved it. She wasn’t hiding from him anymore. He’d finally gotten through her defenses.

“I can’t express to you how sorry I am for the loss you suffered, Magdalena.” Now that he knew her past, he understood why she was afraid to let anyone close. How did one trust when the people in their lives consistently let them down? Or turned their backs on them altogether?

Her eyes fluttered closed because she’d caught him with her feet and impaled herself on his length. “Thank you, Lukas,” she whispered as she worked him in and out of her with slow, leisurely rolls of her hips.

As she pressed tender kisses around his mouth, he kicked them to the shallow end so he could put his feet down.

“I remember so many people telling me they were sorry, but it means something to me when you say it.”

Because she could hear the love he felt for her in his words? “Why?”

She skimmed her lips across his jaw. “Because I know how loyal and committed you are to those you love. It’s pretty beautiful to watch you with your dad and brother. And even Farah, though you’re more careful with her. Your devotion to them means you know what I lost.” She kissed him, making the tangle of their tongues as slow and erotic as how she was working his cock with her hot sheath. “In a selfish way, your loyalty also means our children will prevent you from ever leaving my life completely, and…I, well…since we’re getting married Sunday and all…” She hid her face in his neck and finished almost too quickly for him to understand. “YoushouldknowI’mcomingtoappreciatethat.”

With a surge that splashed water around them, Lukas got them to the stairs. He laid her out and took over, loving her harder and quicker as her long hair snaked around them in the water. He didn’t look at her wet breasts or beaded nipples but held her eyes, growing addicted to the new clarity in their depths as he watched her climb to the pinnacle. Just as she went over the edge, he gave her the only response he could to her incredibly brave revelation.

“I love you, too, Magdalena,” he whispered too quietly for her to hear over the pounding of his hips. He knew she still wasn’t ready for that yet, but she was close. Goddamn, was she close.

 

***

 

Through the mind-bending pleasure that was as comforting as it was chaotic, Dale was so in tuned to Lukas she felt what he wouldn’t say. He communicated it in the way he touched her with such possession. With such reverence. It came to her on the air. And was reflected in his eyes. She’d even heard it in his voice when he’d offered his condolences.

He loved her.

Honestly and single-mindedly.

Rather than refute it or doubt it was possible in so short a time, Dale finally accepted it. She no longer had a choice. It was possible. Now she knew first hand, didn’t she.

Holding him close as he brought his heavy body down on top of her, she wrapped him up and felt every point of contact as he shuddered through his release. The power behind it had him growling into her ear, and that, too, she savored.

Mr. Murdery. Her passionate, romantic mobster.

How could she have thought she would live any sort of life without him?

  


TWENTY

 

 

Saturday evening, one week from the day she’d met Lukas, Dale smoothed down her light sweater-style dress and made sure the tops of her thigh-high boots were even before bracing herself and pushing through the staffroom door she’d been breezing into almost every night for the past year. Tonight was different. She was getting married tomorrow, and she was here to follow through on a decision she’d made earlier in the day as she’d sat beside the pool with Kostya, getting to know a man she should be terrified of, but wasn’t.

A round of high-pitched screams assaulted her ears just before she was tackled by a gaggle of four of her co-workers. Erika was the loudest.

They were all talking at once, so Dale made out only bits and pieces.

“…thought he got you,” Erika said into her ear.

“…worried I’ve been, you little shit,” Elaine chastised in her perfect mother voice.

“…scared the pants off us!” the twins cried in unison as they both took a side and hugged Dale until her ribs hurt.

“What are you guys talking about?” she finally managed to say, because, look at her, she was feeling emotional. Couldn’t imagine why. She also feigned ignorance so Lukas wouldn’t or couldn’t be implicated in anything that might befall Garrett Dawson, assuming that was who the girls were going on about.

Erika grabbed her by the shoulders and gave her a shake that dislodged all the hands grabbing at her. “You disappeared, Dale! Couldn’t you have called? Where the fuck have you been? You don’t know how scared I’ve been after all that shit with Garrett. I’ve called your cell a billion times. Nagged the hell out of Liam by knocking on his door on the off chance you went back there even though I know you moved out last week. I didn’t have a number or address for your dad’s place, and couldn’t find one online.”

The knot in Dale’s throat grew. “He’s in the phone book.”

Erika gave her a dunce-cap look. “Well, fuck me. I forgot there was such a thing.”

Everyone laughed and moved aside so the other girls who always converged in the back corner of the staffroom could get by and out to the floor; the club would open any minute. Hi, Dale and Glad you’re back, sweetie and Happy you made it in, Dale came flying at her.

This, she thought as she forced herself to take in the greetings and smiles, and, yes, even the rolling eyes and turned up noses some of the bitches gave her. This was why she’d made a decision that was so out of character, and why she was now here to talk to…her friends.

She used the label because that was who these girls were. Her friends. It’s who they’d always been, and she just hadn’t wanted to acknowledge it until now.

Over the past few days, watching Lukas with his family and friends, and even his staff that he was so nice to, had opened Dale’s eyes to what she’d been missing. A connection. She’d been behind her walls for so long, refusing to feel or hear or see those reaching out to her, that she’d forgotten the beauty in it. But now that she’d allowed Lukas in, because he was in, she wanted more. More of what he made her feel. For the first time in eight years, she wasn’t lonely, and it was wonderful.

“So? Where were you, you inconsiderate bitch?” Erika asked as she dabbed at her eyes.

Dale laughed and, taking a quick look around to make sure it was just the four of them, she put up her left hand. Four pairs of eyes bugged, and then the screaming started again. This time, there was nothing she recognized as actual words, just reaction to the rock she now wore on her ring finger.

As they hollered and gawked, Dale took another breath. She’d ask. The worst thing that could happen is they would say no. And that would be okay, considering the number of invites of theirs she’d turned down over the past year. Yet they continued to ask her to go shopping, to the movies and out for drinks, to concerts. The least she could do, she’d decided today, was ask them to her wedding.

“Magdalena?”

Peace flooded her at just the sound of his voice. She turned away from her crew and had to strain a little to see the door because they were holding her hand. Butterflies filled her tummy when she saw Lukas standing there in his charcoal suit, looking like the dominant mafia baddie he was. Milan and Yasha were behind him, and Patrik Ilyaev, Dale’s new bodyguard, was next to them. Patrik was more verbose than Lukas’s muscle, and Dale appreciated that since Lukas had told her Patrik would be with her every time she stepped foot outside the compound. She was confident they’d get along after they got to know each other a little better.

“Hey.”

The breathy word filled the room because it had grown silent. The girls were staring just like she was.

“Uh…” She took her hand back. “Do you have a minute to meet my friends?”

Lukas made his way over, but rather than smile and greet the girls, he slid an arm around her waist and kissed her forehead. There was something going on with him, but when she’d asked about it on their way into the city, he’d put her off.

“Sorry. I saw the floor full of uniforms and thought you were done with your girls.”

She shook her head and turned, knowing she now wore the same proud look on her face that Lukas had worn when he’d introduced her to his father. “Lukas, these are my friends, Erika, Elaine—she has a baby boy I’m madly in love with—and our twins, Peyton and Paula. Girls, this is Lukas, my fiancé.”

“Mr. Smells Amazing,” Erika said as she shook Lukas’s hand first. “Sorry. Can’t pretend this isn’t a shock.”

Lukas smiled, and after the others took turns saying hello, came back to claim her hand. That’s when she put her neck on the chopping block of life and hoped for the best.

“Uh, I wanted to ask you girls if you’re busy tomorrow evening. Farah said she’d be willing to rework the schedule, and, um, I was wondering if you might like to come to, uh, well…” Nerves made her laugh. Or maybe it was the sudden anticipation coming from the four stunned beauties in front of her. “Uh, yeah, so, we’re getting married tomorrow night, and I’m going to be the only one without guests. I’d love to share the occasion with all of you. If you can make it.”

Around a chorus of enthusiastic yeses, Lukas kissed the top of her head while murmuring what sounded like more of his quiet praise in Russian.

 

***

  

As Dale’s girls filed out to go to work, Lukas wished his gut wasn’t a block of ice, because he would have liked to thoroughly enjoy watching Dale teeter around on her new legs. She’d just put herself out there with her friends, and, even if she hadn’t admitted she was nervous about issuing the invite, he’d have understood what it meant for her.

Too bad there was more important shit going down tonight that made it impossible for him to truly appreciate the moment that had just passed.

His phone buzzed, and he took it out and brought it to his ear just as Samuel and Farah walked in.

“Yeah.”

“He just left his car. Take your brother and get the hell out of there before you fuck everything up.”

Lukas wanted to climb through the connection and throttle the sonofabitch running the show tonight. Maksim had no fucking idea what was at stake here.

Samuel did, though. “That Maks?” His brother looked grey around the gills as he switched to Russian.

Lukas nodded.

“Tell him if anything goes wrong, we’ll be enemies for life. I swear to God.”

“Do you two read from the same script?” Maksim drawled.

“He knows,” Lukas assured Samuel before saying into the phone, “Who’s where?”

With unconcealed impatience, because they’d already gone over this, Maksim told Lukas who he had stationed where in the building to monitor Garrett Dawson as the cocksucker fell into the trap they’d set using Dale and Farah as bait.

When Maks and Vasily had first come to him and Samuel with their idea this morning, Lukas had politely told them to fuck off. But then Vasily had revealed they’d found the first two women who’d been on Dawson’s list. Both had been Samuel’s bartenders. Maks and the crew he and Samuel had put together had found the girls’ remains in a storage unit Dawson had rented under his son’s name. They’d been dead six or seven days. Because Maks had worked out Dawson was zealously OCD, and he wasn’t moving past the next two names on the list to get to the other girls who were in plain sight—but being protected—he was convinced the guy would wait as long as it took to get through his list in the order it had been written. Which meant, their murderer was in hiding until Farah and Dale came back on the scene because they were his number three and four.

“The prick just entered the building,” Maksim growled around the sound of a keyboard being banged on. “You have to move now. Take your muscle, and go into the club proper. Make sure you walk by the main bar. When Dawson sees you and Samuel, he’ll know the girls are alone and he’ll go searching. But you know they’re not really alone,” he added in a long-suffering tone, “because the boys are camped behind every closed door in that fucking hallway, and two of them won’t stop complaining about the stench behind the dumpster in the alley. Come on, Zavrazin. I have them covered.”

The reassurance did nothing to lessen the dread clawing its way up Lukas’s spine. “Why don’t I just take him out when I see him at the bar.”

“I told you earlier, if you do anything in gen pop, you’re going to draw attention. We’re doing this from a distance. Didn’t you hear Gheorghe’s warning before he left?”

Yes. Lukas had heard it. Over a late dinner last night, while Dale had been in the kitchen with Farah, Gheorghe had told Lukas and Samuel that his cousin wasn’t impressed by the spotlight their personal issues had put on the city. Lucian had sent along a message stating that if they did anything to exacerbate the problem, their Bratva would be punished. Getting a warning like that from the Romanian wasn’t a treat, but Lukas understood why it had to be done. In their world, gaining the attention of the authorities, or worse, the press, meant stopping whatever business one was in the middle of until the spotlight moved on and operations could continue with no one the wiser.

Fine. He got it. The takedown would be quiet, and he’d have to trust Vasily’s boy.

“Don’t worry,” Maks drawled. “We’ll lure him into the alley, take him out, and you can be home making babies with your woman within a couple of hours. Vasily said you’re trying for a kid already. Who the fuck talked who into that?”

Lukas hung up. Apparently, his father and Vasily had been chatting.

He went to Dale and took her face between his palms. “Samuel and I need to take care of something. I want you to go out back with Farah and wait for the car.”

“Okay.”

The unconditional trust staring up at him from those emerald eyes nearly brought him to his knees. I love you, Magdalena.

“Come on. We gotta go.”

Samuel looked fucking ill as he stared at his wife from the doorway. It was clear both he and Lukas shared some control issues. Maybe they should have been more insistent when refusing Maksim’s offer—demand—to run this takedown. But, because the Goliath had essentially done most of the legwork himself, pinning down Dawson and all but orchestrating the fucker’s next move, Lukas hadn’t felt it was in their right to insist Maks allow them to take over.

“Are you okay?” Farah went to Samuel, looking concerned as she smoothed his hair back from his forehead. “You look worried.”

“I love you.”

She blinked and smiled. “I love you more.”

“Go wait for the car,” Samuel reiterated for nothing. “I’ll be with you the second it’s over.”

Lukas kissed Dale once more then pushed his brother out into the corridor before Farah could ask any questions. The girl could be relentless when she wanted answers.

 

***

 

“Okay. You’re going to figure out soon enough when to be suspicious of these guys,” Farah said as she frowned at the empty doorway.

Dale was doing the same. But whereas Farah didn’t look particularly bothered, Dale’s stomach was in knots because she’d picked up on the anxiety that had increased exponentially during Lukas’s phone call. “You mean like now? What the hell was that about?”

“I don’t know. And we probably never will.” Farah grabbed her purse from the table and followed the path her husband had just taken. “Let’s go. If the car shows and we’re not out there, they’ll get the call and shit will hit the fan.”

As they left the staffroom and headed down the corridor, Dale looked back. “Lukas said Patrik would be on me twenty-four-seven.”

“They must have needed him.”

Dale skipped to catch up. “Why don’t you have a regular guy?”

“I do. He just left with his brother.”

Dale chuckled. “You’re very good at handling this. I feel sick being out in public alone for the first time since all this happened.”

Farah gave her a look. “Hang out with them for seventeen years and you no longer find yourself reacting when they get like that. I used to throw a fit, demanding to know every detail. I soon found out it’s better to be in the dark about certain things. She nudged Dale’s shoulder. “What’s gotten into you—aside from Lukas—since you hooked up with him? You used to be the one handling shit with no trouble. Now you’re, I don’t know, emotional or something. Maybe you’re pregnant.”

Or maybe she was becoming a rational human being who experienced feelings along with the rest of them.

They looked at each other and smiled, sharing the excitement that came with the idea of a baby on the way. While they’d made Oreo cheesecake last night—it was Kostya’s favorite—and the men had closed themselves into the dining room for a business dinner, Farah had admitted she and Samuel were freaking out at the prospect of having a baby in the house. She’d promised Dale to try her hardest not to become a pain-in-the-ass, but only if Dale promised she and Samuel could babysit on date night. Dale had agreed.

“Can you imagine?”

“Wouldn’t that be amazing?”

They spoke at the same time and laughed as they pushed through the steel door to get out to the back alley. It was brightly lit, but otherwise empty.

“It’s too soon any—”

“It takes one time, Dale,” Farah interrupted as she walked around a puddle to look right and left. A light drizzle was falling, making the area around them misty. She frowned as she looked back at the door, and then at the alley again. “Guess we rushed for nothing,” she murmured in a flat voice as she got Dale’s arm in a tight hold and started toward the street that was two hundred yards away. “Fifty bucks says they meet us at the curb.” The quiet mutter sounded annoyed.

They walked at a steady clip while talking about the earliest they’d heard of a woman learning she was carrying. Neither of them looked back when they reached the sidewalk just as Adam brought the Land Rover to a sudden halt in front of them.

 

***

 

Lukas pulled his earpiece out and got out of the back of the truck to look beyond Dale and Farah. According to Maksim’s eyes, Dawson had entered the corridor and spotted the girls just as they’d reached the door. Proving it, the slim man in a pressed suit now stepped out of the building into a circle of light—

A burst Lukas knew very well was brain matter blew out from the back of the guy’s head, and he crumpled.

A silent shot from a sniper.

As the girls brushed by Lukas to climb into the back of the truck where Samuel was waiting—Farah didn’t look pleased—a black van zipped past their front end to shoot down the alley. It stopped, two men got out and tossed the body into the back. They slammed the doors, jumped back in, and continued driving to exit the lane at the other end. The light drizzle falling would eventually wash away any fluids left on the ground.

The van disappeared, and as quiet descended once more, Lukas vowed never to doubt Maksim Kirov’s organizational skills again.

He got into the truck and settled beside Dale. She hadn’t seen a thing. Had no idea she and Farah had just been used to draw out a killer who’d done unspeakable things to the women Maksim had found in the freezer in that storage unit.

And she never would, he vowed as he and Samuel exchanged a look so full of relief it choked him up.


TWENTY-ONE

 

 

The following evening, before his family, friends, and associates, and Dale’s small group of friends, Lukas married the love of his life. Samuel stood next to him, his proud best man, and Farah—more emotional than Lukas had ever seen her—was at Dale’s side as her matron of honor.

His father, still sporting a bandage over his ear, sat with his brother, Semion, and Vasily. All of the men wore black because even though they were celebrating a new beginning tonight, they were also in mourning for the men they’d lost the night Lukas’s father had been shot. The night Lukas’s life had changed forever.

He and Dale repeated vows, exchanged rings, and shared their first kiss as husband and wife. Through it all, Lukas knew all was well because he’d never seen the dimple flash so often.

They had dinner on the veranda where the ceremony had taken place. White flowers and tiny golden lights surrounded two long tables that had been set up. The Zavrazins and Tarasovs were scattered around both. When Lukas had stood to toast his bride, he’d looked to the end of his table and had seen the reason why Maksim’s confidence had been so great in the operation he’d organized to take Dawson out. Micha Zaretsky, Maksim’s right hand and one of their world’s most accomplished assassins, sat next to him. Garrett Dawson should have felt honored to have been killed by the man.

Once everyone had full bellies and fuller glasses, the tables were cleared and moved aside, and a small band began warming up. That’s when the clink of a solitary glass had Lukas pausing his conversation with Yasha who’d just informed him Nero’s father had been contacted in Detroit with the news that his son’s remains had been found in a whorehouse near the Mexican border. The Zavrazins had sent their condolences and would send a representative to attend the funeral that would be held next week.

The sound of his wife clearing her throat into a microphone had Lukas turning to see Dale standing in front of the band, champagne glass in hand. From the first moment he’d seen her come through the French doors, and every time he’d set eyes on her since, she stole his breath. The way she looked as his bride, wearing what had essentially been his choice, made his chest swell to the point where it felt as if his feet were leaving the floor. Her off-the-shoulder gown was snow white, and it hugged her curves to perfection. The beading around the neckline was minimal, though Dale hadn’t thought so, and the skirt was a tight A-line made up of the finest layers of chiffon. Her midnight hair was drawn away from her face in a gentle style that had the thick mass falling down her back in big curls. He’d had the distinct pleasure of folding back the veil he’d insisted on, but it had since been removed.

She cleared her throat again and smiled a little. Just one side of her mouth—which had been glossed over with a pale pink shimmer that was driving him nuts; he wanted her lips back. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I just want to say a few words before the dancing begins and people start drifting off.” Her smile grew when her eyes flicked to the corner where Maksim and Micha were with hanging with Paula and Peyton. Lukas noted the twins no longer looked as wary as they had when the boys had advanced thirty minutes ago.

“I’d like to start by thanking you all for joining us tonight. As Lukas said, we’re blessed to have you in our lives to share such a wonderful occasion. Girls,” she looked to the corner where her friends were scattered. “I love you, and I appreciate your support more than you know. I’m going to miss seeing you every day, but Lukas insisted I pass along that you’re all more than welcome to come out here and keep me company whenever you have some free time.”

Kisses were blown and exchanged on the air before she looked around and settled her warm green gaze on her father-in-law.

“Kostya, and Samuel and Farah.” She smiled at the other two. “Thank you for welcoming me…” she cleared her throat and ducked her head to hide by staring at the floor while she fought her emotions, “into your family. You have no idea how…special your acceptance makes me feel.”

Her next pause was longer, and when she lifted her head again, it was to find Lukas in front of her. He couldn’t stand seeing her struggle alone. He wouldn’t let her do it. Not anymore.

She put her hand out. “Oh, thank God,” she breathed, then balked and dropped the microphone to her side as everyone laughed. “I’m dying here,” she said as he drew her into his side.

“You should have told me you were going to do this.”

“I had no intention of saying anything.” She forced a smile because they were still being observed. “But then you were so eloquent, and your father and brother made me cry. I kinda figured I had to publicly tell you how much I love you before I ended up looking like my mother. She would be sitting off alone, resting bitch face in place, making everyone uncomfortable. I’m trying to avoid making enemies in this crowd. Know what I mean?” Her cheeks flushed a gorgeous pink when a smattering of chuckles sounded to indicate that even though the microphone was at her side, they could still be heard.

He cupped his hand over the thing and ignored the feedback that screeched through the speakers. “Would you like to share that with me before you announce it to the world?”

“What?” She looked up at him, and he could see by the strain around her eyes, public speaking was not her thing.

He smiled and kissed her, grateful the time had finally come where he could voice his feelings, even if it was in fucking public. “I’ve loved you my whole life, Magdalena,” he murmured so she knew what he wanted. “I just needed to find you to let you know it. Now, you’ve been claimed, you’ve accepted me, light and dark, and you’ll never forget who you belong to. Who you’ve always belonged to. From the moment you entered this world, you’ve been mine, and you will be until the heart in my chest grows quiet.”

She covered her face with her hands and pressed into his front. “Oh my God, Lukas.”

“Hey, don’t fall apart now. I need something back from you, and my patience on the subject just fucked off.” He pulled her hands away and used his thumb to wipe the tears from her cheeks. “Tell me.”

She gave him a watery laugh. “Already dropping commands, Your Grace?”

He winked and put a finger up to the crowd to tell them to hang tight. “Damn right.”

“Okay. Um.” She glanced at their guests. “Should we tell them to carry on?”

“No. They’ll wait.”

“Okay. I’ve, uh, been talking to that higher power you mentioned a while back, and um, I find myself thanking him a lot. For you.” She pressed her finger to the base of her nose and sniffled before finally allowing him to look into her eyes. “When you’re generous, I thank him. When you’re loving, I thank him. When you’re forgiving, I thank him. But I’ve now come to the conclusion that instead of him, I should be thanking you. For being so different from what I thought a mobster would be. And for being so sure this was real, right from the start. If you’d had any doubts and you’d let me walk away, I would have felt your absence for the rest of my life. I’d have mourned your absence, because…you’re right. I do belong to you. I fell in love the moment I looked into your eyes, and you’ve been rewarding me for it ever since. I should have told you…” she swallowed and gripped the sides of his tux tighter. “I was too scared to even admit it to myself. But now? After feeling how happy you truly are that we’ve done this? I don’t feel so afraid to let you know you’ve become the center of my universe.” Her hands cupped his jaw, and she kissed him. “Thank you for not giving up on me.” She kissed him again. “Because I am so in love you, Lukas. Please, just…don’t break me, okay?”

With his life now complete, he raised the microphone and opened his hand enough to expose a patch he could speak into. “She wants you all to know she loves me. Drink, dance, and have a good time, everyone. Thank you for coming.”

He dropped the mic, scooped his tearful bride up, and disappeared into the house to the sound of applause and whistles.

 


PROLOGUE

Four weeks later…

 

 

A quiet knock on his office door had Lukas looking up from his laptop. “Come in.”

The door opened to admit one stunning creature in an emerald bikini the same color as her eyes.

He sat back in his chair. “Wife.” The switch between business and pleasure was smooth and effortless.

“Hubs.” 

His Magdalena walked her perfect body over and pointed to the windows.

“Yes?” he inquired with a feigned innocence when she didn’t say anything.

“I’ve been waiting next to the pool forever. You said we could do this today.” She shifted on her hip. “It isn’t very hot outside, I’m in need, and we’re alone in the house for at least another hour.”

He frowned around the punch of a hard-on as thoughts of yoga lessons turned to concern for his father. “My father isn’t back yet?”

“No. Should he be?”

He made a call.

“Papa.”

A long-suffering sigh sounded. “Lukas, for Christ’s sake, you nanny worse than your mother ever did. We’re just coming up the drive.”

He put his phone down, smiling, when a dead line sounded in his ear. “He’s just pulling in.”

Dale crossed her arms and gave him a stern look from under her lashes. “Did you time that on purpose?”

“I know you’re trying to show your annoyance with me, but when you look like this while wearing that?” He waved a finger to encompass the whole package of beauty. “You just look totally fuckable.”

She dropped her arms and started backing away when he got to his feet. “Really. Well, fuckable isn’t how I’m feeling at the moment, so keep your monster contained because there won’t be any creaming the Twinkie right now.”

“Creaming the Twinkie?” he laughed as he advanced on her and her lush ass.

“Yeah. You know.” She danced behind his desk on the tips of her toes, grinning her beautiful head off. “There won’t be any shellacking the canoe for you. No putting any ranch dressing in the Hidden Valley. Your wife isn’t in the mood to play a game of Mr. Wobbly hides his helmet.”

He leaned on the desk, noting they’d done nothing but trade places. “How old are you? Are you sure I didn’t mistakenly marry a high school student?”

She poked her tongue out, which did nothing but make him want to suck on it. “I’ll be twenty-three in exactly five days, old guy. You better not forget my birthday, or you’ll be dropping stomach pancakes for—”

He lunged and caught her around the waist because she couldn’t very well dive through the window to get out of his reach. He barely understood her curse because she was laughing as he dragged her across his desk and fell into a leather armchair with her in his lap.

As papers fluttered to the floor and pens stopped rolling, she snaked her arms around his neck and kissed him. “You’re such a spoiled brat.”

“I know.”

“But you can’t have what you want right now.”

“Oh?” He slid his palm up her inner thigh to get at what he wanted. “Why’s that?”

“Because the minute your dad walks in—”

The doorbell chimed, interrupting her.

“He hits the bell, and you go running,” she finished with a soft giggle.

He gently stroked her covered pussy. “Does that bother you?” He watched her nipples harden. And then saw her brow wrinkle for a second as she put her hand over his to stop him from getting under the edge of her bikini bottoms.

“No,” she snorted. “Why would it?”

“I don’t want you to think I’m choosing him over you.”

“Lukas,” she rolled her eyes, “don’t be silly. I might describe sex and masturbation in a juvenile way to get a laugh out of you, but I don’t have the mindset of a child. I know you and your father are running an operation that means you need to be in constant contact. It doesn’t bother me in the least. Unless I don’t hear from you for a long time. Then I shit myself because I can’t help but think something’s wrong.” She pressed his fingers against her, but still wouldn’t let him in.

He knew all of this, but it didn’t hurt to have it verbalized. “Wanna make a deal?”

Her eyes began to sparkle. “Okay.”

“You come with me to see what he wants. When he sees you, if it isn’t anything important, he’ll let it wait and we can go upstairs and f—”

“Finally get to those yoga poses you promised to try that will help you deal better with stress?”

Her concern for him was an incredible thing. “I was going to say fuck, but your idea sounds okay, too.”

She whacked his shoulder. “Dirty mouth. How about yoga first, then we can get naked. Better yet; naked yoga. Mmm. Think about it. I’m the instructor, so you can look all you want, but you’re not allowed to touch until I say so. Think you can do it?”

“No.”

“Will you try?”

“For you? Of course.” He stood and put her on her feet then went to the corner and took a hoodie off the coat tree. She’d left it in here the other day after he’d stripped her of it so he could get a look at her stunning breasts in the sunlight that had been shining through the windows.

After he pulled it over her head, he took her hand and led her out of his office and down the hall to the entrance where his father waited with his regular byki. One of Lukas’s boys was just coming in the door with a fistful of mail.

As Lukas spoke to his father about a deal they were working on with an MC Vasily had vouched for before he and his crew had left, Dale remained quiet and unobtrusive next to him.

“You and Dale continue with your day,” his father eventually said. “We can talk later.”

Lukas was gearing up to sprint to their bedroom when Adam’s voice stopped him. “There’s a letter in here for a Mr. M.”

“Mr. M?” His father frowned as he turned from sending his byki to the kitchen for lunch.

“That’s probably for you,” Dale whispered, giving Lukas a shove. “You’re the only Mr. Murdery I know in this house.”

He grinned and put his hand up as he made his way over. “Claimed. My wife has a warped sense of humor,” he explained when the frown didn’t leave his father’s face.

“It isn’t really warped,” Dale assured her father-in-law as Adam also took his leave. “It’s a private joke. Just a little something I call him when he gets funny on me.”

His father leaned against the door jamb and crossed his arms before rubbing at his closely cut salt-and-pepper beard. “I cried when Lukas’s mother said ‘I do,’ and from then on, her private nickname for me was the Grim Weeper.”

Lukas tore open the plain white envelope as Dale laughed.

“See?” she said, watching him take out a card, “Mr. Murdery isn’t so bad after all.”

It wasn’t bad at all, he thought absently as he saw the card was grey with white polka dots. In the center, in a flourishing print were the words Property of the Zavrazin Organization.

“Did you have yourself registered?” He was only half joking.

She rolled her eyes. Her glittering eyes. “Turn it over,” she recommended in a voice that barely worked well enough to carry across the entrance.

The tension in the room skyrocketed. Even his father straightened and gave Dale a careful look.

Lukas headed for her as he flipped the card…

His knees turned to water, and he stumbled to a halt. A baby girl. There was a photo of a baby girl…a wave of heat blew over his face when he saw that it was a goddamn birth announcement.

December 18

Nine months away.

His breath left his lungs as his head came up. “Dale?”

She nodded, making tears splash down her face. “We did it.”

“Did what? What the fuck happened?” his father demanded in his most daunting Pakhan voice.

“Get over here.” Lukas scooped his wife against him before handing the card over, then he clamped his jaws shut and tried not to sob like a fucking girl. He held her for a long time, and when he pulled back, his father had discreetly disappeared. He’d taken the card with him.

“When did you find out?” He coughed the knot of joy out of his throat. “Jesus Christ,” he whispered as he slipped his hand down the front of her pants and laid his palm across her tight navel where his growing child was currently residing. He enjoyed the slow breath she took, and the warm look she gave him from under her lashes as she reached up to wipe the moisture from his cheeks.

“Last night. And no crying, yet, Papa. That part comes when we have our first ultrasound done and it shows two babies.” Her wink was the sexiest shit ever.

He knew she was teasing, but he asked anyway. “Are there twins in your family?”

“My aunt had twins, but, according to my mom, no one knew where they came from, so I’m assuming not on her side. On my dad’s? I don’t know. I’ve never asked.”

“Then we’ll revert to ways past and wait to find out. We don’t have any in the family, so I think we might be able to enjoy our children one at a time.”

She let out a shaky little breath. “Sounds wonderful.” She pressed forward, which sent his hand deeper into her pants.

The front door opened behind him and, as he regretfully removed his hand away from paradise, he heard Farah griping about the heat.

“You live in Texas, babe.” Samuel pulled her through the door. They were in running gear and covered in sweat. “Besides, we both know you’re just trying to make excuses for why you lost again. This isn’t even a challenge anymore. Hey, you two.” He waved. “This one is getting up there.” He winced and pointed to the ceiling. “She owes me another backrub.”

Farah landed a sound slap on his ass. “He shoved me into the brush when he said go. I almost fell on my ass. Where’s Kostya? I’m telling.” She was jerked back when she went to walk away.

“I didn’t push you hard enough for you to fall, you liar.” Like they were on a movie set, Samuel bent his wife over his arm and looked down into her face. As was the norm, he didn’t attempt to hide the love he felt for her. “How about we forget the backrub and you let me chase you around the pool for a while? That’ll cool you down nicely.”

Farah came up and kissed her man. “Deal. Get rid of our audience.”

Samuel pulled her up and waved them off. “Go find something to do. I need some alone time with my old lady.”

“Actually, we have—”

“Lukas.”

He turned at the sharp note in his father’s voice. He was in the doorway of the living room, wiping tears from his cheeks.

 “Kostya?”

“Papa? What is it?”

Samuel and Farah came across the foyer wearing matching expressions of concern.

Lukas’s father put a hand up. “Go upstairs. I need to speak with Lukas and Dale.”

The air stilled at the command in his voice, and as if they’d planned it, Farah and Samuel turned in unison to look at Lukas and Dale.

“Go,” Lukas said. “We’re heading up soon ourselves, so you guys can have the pool. But give the boys a warning. It is the middle of the day.”

Farah grabbed Samuel’s hand and dragged him away. “We’re just going to swim, Lukas. We’ll leave the inappropriate stuff to the newlyweds. Would you come on?” She pulled harder on her husband who was looking between Lukas and their father, but it was a slow departure.

Once they were alone, they went into the living room where his father closed the door. He looked down at the card then swiped at his eyes again. Dale pushed Lukas forward. She had her fingers pressed to her mouth as she tried not to cry.

“Papa?” He put his hand on his father’s shoulder, and avoided looking at the small part of his ear Yuri had been able to save. Eighty percent of his hearing was gone on that side.

“Son.”

Lukas was pulled into a hug, but when his father didn’t say anything, the reason for it became clear. And clearer still with what was said after he was released.

“I must ask you both to humor an old man and do as I tell you.” He looked at the card again. “Did you send these to anyone else, Dale?”

She shook her head. “No. I just wanted to do something special, something memorable, for Lukas.”

His father smiled around a sigh and let the card fall to his side. “If you were Farah, I would not request permission to hug you, but I know we are still getting to know—”

After a quick glance at Lukas that read aw, he’s so adorable, Dale hugged her father-in-law with an affection that seemed to grow more and more apparent every day. Thank God she’d never seen him at the hangar with those who’d crossed them.

“You’re a very sweet man,” she said. “If you ever need a hug and I’m handy, you let me know, okay?” She kissed his cheek before going to step back.

She was stopped when his father took her hands. “You must forgive what I am about to ask you, but please do not refuse me.” Before Dale could say anything, he added, “You cannot tell anyone you are pregnant.”

When Lukas’s fears were confirmed, he almost groaned. Seriously? Was his father really going to foist these outdated Russian traditions on Dale? Traditions that revolved around keeping such a blessing under wraps just so some imaginary evil spirits wouldn’t learn of the coming baby and try to harm it? He bit back a curse. “Papa, we live in—”

“I know where we live, Lukas,” he said impatiently, “and so do…others. I will not put your child or its mother in jeopardy when such simple measures can be taken to prevent it.”

When Lukas went to argue, Dale put a hand up to stop him. “It’s okay. I understand. It’s why I didn’t put a name on the announcement even though I’m pretty sure, uh, anyway. I won’t say, um, okay,” she laughed, “this is hard. What am I allowed to talk about? And can I really not buy anything? Because I’ve been waiting for this for what feels like my whole life, and when I read that I’m not allowed to prepare, well, I have to admit I cried.”

His father’s face fell. “I am sorry, rybka. Our customs…”

Dale put her hand on his arm. “Are wonderful. Really. Don’t apologize. I wasn’t complaining. Just…griping a little. So, tell me if I have it right.” She started ticking things off her fingers. “Lukas isn’t expected to be very involved in…the entire process.”

Lukas wasn’t sure what caused him to stiffen. Hearing the bullshit expectation she’d just voiced? Or the flash of guilt that had whipped through her eyes as though she didn’t like the fact that she was pregnant with their first child and was afraid to say the goddamn words.

“I shouldn’t hide away in the pantry and stuff my face with chocolate or oranges because the…uh, fearfulness might be passed along…? Right?”

Lukas shook his head when he saw how careful she was being as she went through the superstitions he’d heard all his life. And that need to please in her eyes as she looked at his father who was smiling with encouragement, seemingly thrilled Dale had obviously gone to the trouble to learn about their culture? Yeah. That wasn’t necessary. “Okay. Fuck this. We are—”

“Going to take a day or two to get used to this before making any decisions,” Dale cut in. She wrapped her arms around him and squeezed his waist until he looked down at her. “I’m sorry. I should have gotten this straight by now because I’ve been reading up on it all week, but I’m flustered because you’re angry. Don’t be angry.”

He cupped her nape and held her against his neck where she’d kissed him. “I’m not angry at you, yagodka. I’m angry because bringing up these outdated traditions killed my fucking buzz.” He glared at his father, but then felt his anger wane when his wife started laughing.

“Killed your buzz?” She wriggled out of his hold and tipped her head back to knock him for a loop with a dazzling smile and one sexy fucking dimple. “You’re hilarious. What would you know about a buzz? I’ll bet you’ve never had one in your life but by the almighty grape.”

“You forget the one I get every time I find myself between your legs,” he said into her ear.

Her laugh turned self-conscious and, as she blushed furiously, she cupped his face and kissed him. “I love you for that. Now. Let me finish.” She turned but held his arms around her. “I’m not to tell anyone until it’s clear I’m carrying. We can’t announce any names we might consider. I have to stay away from cats and the dogs.” Her bottom lip popped out in a seconds-long pout. “No clothes, toys, or prep of any kind can be made until after the birth. I can’t cut my hair. And once the baby is here, only those who are familiar to us can see her for the first couple of months.” She looked expectantly at his father. “Did I remember them all?”

He nodded, looking proud, and she clapped as if she was happy.

Lukas peered around to see her face. Okay. She looked really fucking happy.  “I have to tell Samuel,” he said absently.

His father shook his head. “He’ll figure it out on his own. There is no rule against that. And if he doesn’t, and it becomes obvious on Dale, your brother will understand.”

Dale patted his hands that were now resting across her navel. “Farah will figure it out before Samuel does. That’ll burn him. I can’t wait.” She was practically buzzing in his arms.

“Of course, she will,” his father said with a sad note in his voice. “I hope you won’t mind her involvement later. As she can’t do this herself, she will likely try to live the experience through you.”

Dale shook her head and all but hopped away. When she turned, her hands were clasped under her chin and she was literally glowing. “I wouldn’t have it any other way. Eek! I’m so excited!” She came back and nearly strangled Lukas with a hug. “It’s like a game. I grew up with no traditions but the ones I saw on TV. A couple of Christmases went by and we didn’t even get a tree, so this is so much fun!”

Lukas met his father’s eyes over her head and got a why-can’t-you-be-more-like-her look that had him smiling. Maybe following their traditions wouldn’t be such a chore after all.

“Lukas and I can talk about everything, though, right?” she clarified with his father.

“Of course.”

“Goody.” After blowing his father a kiss, she dragged her willing husband out of the room and up the stairs.

But when they reached the sanctity of their bedroom, and Lukas tried to keep up with a mouth that motored through plans too quickly for him to retain much, he eventually gave up and stripped the mother-to-be of her hoodie and the bikini.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m no longer comfortable with how tight the fit of that suit is. Circulation is important during pregnancy.”

“Is it,” she drawled with a glint in her eye.

“Yes. Very.”

“So is keeping a pregnant woman happy.”

He gently put her away from him before shedding his clothes in under ten seconds. “Looks like I have my work cut out for me.”

She giggled. “Not really. Pleasing me seems to come pretty naturally to you.”

He then did just that by loving her with his hands, mouth, and a few reverent words. When he saw her thighs trembling, he hooked an arm around her waist and lifted her leg up with a hand behind her knee. Then he sealed her back to the wall and entered her. Perfect fit.

“You were ready,” he said as he sucked at her bottom lip.

“From the minute I saw you.”

They locked eyes. “Liar.”

He lost contact when she dropped her head back because he’d started moving. “Okay.” She pulled her other leg up and wrapped them around his waist. Her arms came around to cradle his head. “It took me a minute to come around, but I’m yours now.”

“You’re both mine.”

She moaned. “God, yes. Forever.”

Wasn’t quite long enough for him, he thought as he brought her across the room and fell onto the bed.

Rather than allowing him to dominate by keeping her beneath him, his sweet but sharp little berry got him onto his back and settled into her favorite place.

Atop her throne where his regal queen was always meant to be.

 

 

 

The End


Vengeance Aside Playlist

 

Issues – Julia Michaels

Starving – Hailee Steinfeld

Beside You – Marianas Trench

Ins and Outs – Sofia Carson

Jolene – Ray LaMontagne

Carousel – Melanie Martinez

I Think I’m In Love – Kat Dahlia
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WANTED MEN GLOSSARY

Characters, Places, and Terms

 

(D) = deceased

 

Adam Demidov– Zavrazin Bratva, Lukas’s driver

 

Avtorityet/Brigadier – captain in charge of a small group, similar to a caporegime in an Italian/American mafia family

 

Boyevik – warrior who works for a Brigadier in a Bratva, similar to a soldier in an Italian/American mafia family

 

Bratva – brotherhood, Russian crime organization

 

Dale (Magdalena) Vaner – yoga instructor, server at Scorch, Lukas’s soulmate

 

Daria Fane - Lucian and Markus’s cousin, Gheorghe’s sister

 

Dmitri Zolin – Tarasov Bratva, Vasily Tarasov’s personal guard

 

Elaine Irwin – server at Scorch, Dale’s co-worker and friend

 

Erika Hernandez – server at Scorch, Dale’s best friend and co-worker

 

Farah Zavrazin – Samuel’s wife, manager at Scorch

 

Garrett Dawson – disgruntled Scorch regular, Micha’s target

 

Gheorghe Fane - Lucian and Markus’s cousin, Daria’s brother

 

Kryshas – ‘roofs’ or ‘covers’, an extremely violent enforcer, a cunning individual often employed to protect businesses from other crime organizations

 

Kostya Zavrazin – Pakhan of the Zavrazin Bratva, Lukas and Samuel’s father

 

Leane Zavrazin (D) – Kostya’s wife, Lukas and Samuel’s mother

 

Lucian Darius Fane – leader of the Fane organization, Markus’s brother, Gheorghe and Daria’s cousin

 

Lukas Zavrazin – Kostya’s Sovietnik and eldest son, Pakhan in-training, Samuel’s brother, Dale’s soulmate

 

Markus Fane - executive VP at TarMor Inc., Lucian’s younger brother, Gheorghe and Daria’s cousin

 

Maksim (Maks) Kirov – high-ranking member of the Tarasov Bratva, Vasily’s foster son (of sorts), owner of Rapture

 

Micha Zaretsky – Tarasov Bratva, Maksim Kirov’s right hand (boyevik), assassin

 

Milan Demidov– Zavrazin Bratva, Lukas’s personal guard

 

Patrik Ilyaev – Zavrazin Bratva, Dale’s personal guard

 

Peyton Hayes – Paula’s twin, Dale’s co-worker and friend

 

Paula Hayes – Peyton’s twin, Dale’s co-worker and friend

 

Rybka – little fish, a Russian endearment

 

Scorch – exclusive nightclub owned by the Zavrazin organization

 

Samuel Zavrazin – Kostya’s youngest son, Sovietnik in-training, Lukas’s brother, Farah’s husband, proprietor of Scorch

 

Sergei Pivchenko – Tarasov Bratva, Vasily’s nephew

 

Sixthes – an errand boy for the Bratva, the lowest rank, look-outs/information gatherers

 

Sovietnik – advisor and most trusted individual to the Pakhan, similar to the consigliere in an Italian/American mafia family

 

Vasily Tarasov - Pakhan of the Tarasov Bratva, Kostya’s life-long friend, uncle figure to Lukas and Samuel

 

Yagodka – little berry, a Russian endearment

 

Yasha Demidov – Zavrazin Bratva, Lukas’s personal guard

 

Yuri Davidenko (Dr.) – Tarasov Bratva, physician, surgeon, and medical researcher, Vasily’s private MD
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