I didn’t want to stop the kiss, but I knew I
needed to stop the kiss. I pulled back from
him and looked at him, expecting him to look
angry that I had stopped. Instead, he almost
looked like he was in a trance. [ could feel his
strong, but soft grip on my hips. | just
scanned his entire face. He was so handsome.
His blue eyes always so intense that I felt like
he could see inside me. I lifted my hand to his

face and traced my finger along the features

of his face. His thick eyebrows, his long

eyelashes, his cheekbones, his stubble that
was as pleasant against my skin as [ had
originally thought, his plump lips that feltso




- lir 8"111 my kltchen after putt g cr
on my bruises like | was going to break.

does he know how insignificant these bruises
are compared to what I’ve endured in the
past.

I leaned my forehead against his, my
thoughts still racing through my head. I
inhaled and sighed. I felt him wrap his arms
around me even tighter and pull me as close
to him as possible. It was such a small
gesture, but I found myself fighting back tears
once more. | just wanted to stay like this for

as long as possible.




just want him to gather information right
now.”

“Yes, sir,” Misha said as he left the apartment,

closing the door behind him. Adrik walked
back over to me, placing himself in between

my legs again.

[ was biting my bottom lip, worried about
what I had just heard Misha tell Adrik. He
swiped his thumb over my bottom lip to get
me to stop biting it. “Don’t worry. We will




“You should be resting, not worrying,” he saic
as he settled into the couch beside me. I laid
my head in his lap. He reached for my hand
and intertwined my fingers with his. With his
other hand, he rubbed my forehead gently.
“We will find him.”

[ tried to relax with his words. I closed my
eyes and concentrated on his warm touch
against my cool skin. His fingers moved into

my hair. “Can I take your hair down?”

Without opening my eyes, I reached up and

pulled the elastic out of my hair. My halr fel




- Eh“tb’ugh my hair in a very long time.

When I woke, I was in my bed. It took me a
few minutes to remember that [ had fallen
asleep on the couch, with my head in Adrik’s
lap, his hands running through my hair. I
sighed at the memory and realized that I

hadn’t had any nightmares this time.

Thank God. I'd rather not have to relive that

ever again.

I stretched and went to the bathroom to
splash some water on my face. I walked back
to check my phone. Four messages, three

from Max, one from Adrik. I opened
first. '




the kitchen to fin
: ei and Viktor were back or if | was
e :
~ stuck with Misha and Grumpy McGee.

I have an epic tale to tell you about Kim
tonight.

How you doin? Want me to drop some food by
your place on my way home?

Ok, I'm guessing you're asleep by your lack of

response. No soup for you!

Just as I was about to close my phone,

another message from Max came in.




when you texted. What explosion are you talking .
about? I didn’t hear anything or see anything,
so I have no idea what you're talking about.

Clearly it wasn’t as close to me as you thought.

Max: There was a warehouse a few blocks from
you that exploded a few hours ago. Firefighters
are still working on putting the fire out. I just
heard about it on the news at the gym. I'm glad

you're okay, gingersnap.

Aw, you love me. You really love me, Maximus

Decimus Meridius.

stra




Viktor, and Misha still there. They all looked

very tense and were speaking Russian quietly.

“You guys wouldn’t be tense about that
building that exploded close by, would you?”

They all turned to look at me with wide eyes.
“How do you know about that?” asked Viktor.

1 held up my phone and jiggled it. “I'm afraid
[ have bad news, boys. The whole city knows

about it now. Is that why you all look like you -

want to kill someone right now?”




“Where’s Ivan? And Stephen, was it? I dic

meet him. I just heard his name last night.”

“Ivan is on his way back here. He was at that
building that exploded, yes. We think it was a
trap,” said Viktor.

Misha clicked his tongue at Viktor and said
something in Russian to him. Viktor just
shook his head and said, “she will find out
sooner or later. Boss wants us to be honest
with her, so I am honest with her.” He looked
at me like a proud older brother, winked, and
added, “she’s stronger than she looks.”




second’s notice.

Misha just said, “Ivan” as he opened the door.
Everyone relaxed as Ivan’s imposing figure

filled the doorframe. His bald head and face
were covered with soot. If he wasn’t already
wearing all black, I would’ve bet good money

that his clothes were covered in soot as well.
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