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        *Samantha*

      

      

      Sunlight. Actual, golden, warm-on-my-face sunlight. My first coherent thought of the day was, So, this is what it’s like to sleep soundly through the night and wake up after sunrise. The next was, I feel fucking awesome.

      For the first time in two years, I was well rested and not fighting a caffeine-withdrawal headache.

      Maybe I’d died and this was the afterlife, a high-thread-count sheet, a cocoon of perfect warmth, and a brain empty of intrusive thoughts but full of serotonin, the type only made possible by an appropriate length and number of REM cycles. I allowed myself the decadence of drifting there, savoring the delicate pressure of a memory-foam pillow against my temple, the gentle weight of a duvet across my hips, and the luxurious sense of not having a single place I needed to be.

      I let myself enjoy this blissful state for exactly eight seconds before my limbs, traitorous as ever, craved movement. So, I began to stretch, arching my toes. But before I could fully commence a morning starfish, I froze. Because my left hand was palming the undeniable reality of another human being.

      There’s a microsecond between “that’s a person” and “which person” that, for most people, might be raw panic. For me, however, it was pure professionalism. I had a procedure for this.

      Step one: Assess level of nudity. My left hand, still frozen mid-stretch, confirmed bare skin, but not below-the-waist bare. Chest, maybe? Arm, maybe? Stomach, definitely. And a muscly one.

      Step two: Identify the person. Keeping my eyes closed, I mentally replayed the previous twelve hours. Had I gone out? No. Had I let anyone into the building? Also no. Had I, at any point, consumed more than the recommended daily allowance of alcohol? Negative.

      So, no hookups. No midnight social calls. No one should be in my bed.

      Yet, this warm body next to mine definitely existed. And this wasn’t a dream, I wasn’t asleep. Someone warm and solid and occupying a scandalous percentage of my mattress.

      Step three: Confirm position. With the meticulousness of a bomb technician, I moved my fingertips. Male, for sure. Hairless chest, ridged with muscle. Not moving, which meant asleep or possibly dead. Breath? Yes, regular, slow, and deep. So, not dead. I could feel his chest rise and fall beneath the new position of my left hand.

      Step four: Open eyes, assess the scene, and—oh my God!

      This wasn’t the afterlife. This was a penthouse apartment in the Lower East Side of Manhattan.

      And I was spooning Andreas Kristiansen.

      Not just spooning, but aggressively spooning. I was ladling him, as though sometime in the night I’d turned into an octopus and decided his body was my favorite rock to cling to. My left leg hooked over both of his, my left arm splayed across his chest and under his shirt, and my face nestled in the crook of his neck like a needy baby possum.

      My stomach folded itself into an origami crane. How did this happen?

      Meanwhile, Andreas, for his part, either didn’t mind or hadn’t yet noticed. He lay mostly on his back, turned slightly toward me, the soft sound of his breathing barely audible. Shifting backward and reversing out of his neck, I tilted my head and readjusted my temple on the pillow. His face was less than six inches from mine, so close I could see the individual eyelashes resting on his cheek, the faintest pink flush along his jaw.

      Step five: Detach with minimal jostling.

      I tried. I really, really tried to execute an elegant, silent disengagement. What happened instead was I pulled my arm back, but in my haste, whacked him square in the solar plexus. Andreas grunted and flinched, which caused me to overcompensate. I attempted to roll away and simultaneously kick off the duvet, but gravity betrayed me. Damn gravity, always letting me down!

      I tumbled off the edge of the mattress and landed on the carpet with a muffled thud.

      For a moment, I just lay there, listening to the pounding of my heart in my ears, contemplating how in the heck we’d ended up in bed together.

      Above me, I heard Andreas take a deep breath. A moment later, he peered over the edge of the bed. He blinked, hair sticking up in sleep-wild directions, and regarded me with what felt like cool, clinical detachment. “Are you injured?” he asked, voice husky from sleep.

      I scrambled to an upright sitting position, heat flooding my cheeks. “No, I’m fine,” I lied, even as I clutched my tailbone, which would absolutely be bruised by lunch.

      Andreas’s gaze did a quick vertical scan, pausing at my legs, then darting back to my face. “Good,” he said stiffly, an unmistakable yet faint blush blooming over his cheeks.

      Is he embarrassed? Good! Who did he think he was? Climbing into bed with me?

      I pushed my hair out of my face, indignance flaring in my chest. “I, uh—why are you in my bed?” I demanded.

      Sitting up fully, Andreas righted his shirt in a way that felt oddly modest and careful, and then cleared his throat. “You are mistaken. This is my room.”

      I looked around. Oh my God!

      He was right. The massive window, the bare walls, the sheer size of the bed—I was in the main bedroom. His bedroom.

      I pressed my palms to my eyes. “Oh fuck. I sleepwalked again.”

      “Correct. You came in around three. You did not respond to verbal cues.”

      Dropping my hands, I refused to feel mortified as I assessed the situation. Yes, I’d sleepwalked into his room and climbed into his bed and ladled him aggressively, but he just stated that he’d been aware of my invasion for several hours, and was cognizant when it happened, and had done . . . what? Anything? He just let me sleep with him?

      “You tried to wake me up?” I squinted at him.

      He nodded, still stiff and serious. “Only at first. Then I remembered your roommate said you were a sleepwalker, and you told me yourself you have insomnia. It can be dangerous to wake a sleepwalker, so I let you sleep.”

      Hmm. There was some logic there. And yet⁠—

      “So, your solution was to let me”—I gestured, indicating the proximity of our bodies—“occupy your personal space all night?”

      The pink on his cheeks burned brighter and he cleared his throat again, saying with a hint of defensiveness, “It seemed to work. You slept well.”

      I stared at him, noticing, to my utter incredulity, how this expression he currently wore made him look ridiculously adorable. What is he thinking? What is this expression?

      Not quite embarrassed, but something like it. Not regretful. Definitely not ashamed. More like . . . bashful?

      That’s it.

      Huffing a short laugh, I rolled my eyes at myself, even as my lungs burned with confusion. I didn’t understand him. Why would he be shy about it? Wasn’t he the one who let me sleep in his bed? WHATEVER!

      Since I was still on the floor, I checked to ensure my oversized T-shirt covered me to mid-thigh and did my best to ignore my lack of pants. “Well, then”—I forced a calm confidence into my voice I didn’t quite feel—“I apologize for sleepwalking into your bedroom last night. I will barricade my door from the inside to keep it from happening again.”

      “Is that safe?” Andreas stood, tugging on the front of his button-up, long-sleeve pajama shirt. I noted against my will that Andreas wore a dashing matching blue-and-white pin-striped pajama set. You know, the ones with the mother-of-pearl buttons, piping at the wrists, and a pocket at the left breast. Basically, they were the pajama equivalent of an expensive suit.

      In that moment, the stark dichotomy between us struck me. Andreas in his suit of fancy pajamas, likely costing more than my entire wardrobe, and me in my oversized, four-dollar cotton T-shirt. The last fifteen years had taken us on completely contrasting paths. We were not the same.

      Andreas reached for his phone while I mused over our surface level differences, but also the invisible ones. Our upbringing, education, and life experiences. Suddenly, I felt immensely curious about him, where in the world he’d been, what he’d been doing, who he’d met, who his friends were. Had he gone to college? I had no idea.

      I could look it up online, but I didn’t want to read about Andreas. I wanted to know about his past from him.

      I was so busy with my own thoughts that I didn’t notice he’d extended his hand to me until he said, “Do you need help standing?”

      “Um—” I didn’t need a hand, but his hand was so nice. Therefore I did what any self-respecting hand aficionado would do. I accepted his fingers.

      He hauled me up, steady and effortlessly. But instead of releasing me, he held on. “Are you sure you are not hurt?” he asked, voice suddenly softer.

      My brain short-circuiting on the gentleness of his tone, I blinked at him dumbly for several seconds. But then I caught my reflection in the mirror behind him and my hair was in a full-blown Einstein-on-MDMA situation. Yeesh.

      Extracting myself from his grip, I crossed my arms and backed up a step. “I’m fine. And I think I’m late for work.”

      His eyes flicked down to my legs, then back up, and he straightened his spine before speaking. “You have to work today?”

      “Yes.”

      Andreas’s eyes narrowed. “Today is Sunday.”

      Aw crap.

      “That—that’s right.” I spoke and nodded haltingly while fumbling with improvised bravado. “But for a PhD student who has to fight for lab time, there is no such thing as a weekend. So, I better get to it.”

      I marched around him, but then spun in the doorway, remembering something I’d meant to ask yesterday. “Oh, so. Andreas. Was the adoption paperwork filed? When will it be final?” For good measure, I tacked on some humor. “Just want to know when to start addressing you as father dearest.”

      I noticed his jaw tighten at my joke. Pushing his hands into his pajama pockets, he leveled me with his trademark bored stare. “Unlike PhD student labs, courts recognize weekends and are closed until Monday.” He sounded calm, but I sensed an undercurrent of odd aggression. Or maybe my vibe-checker was on the fritz this morning. Highly possible given my unconscious brain’s choices.

      He went on. “I have pulled some strings to get it fast-tracked. Everything should be finalized before Thanksgiving.”

      “That’s good. Thank you.” This felt like the first real, official step toward revenge. The engagement was all a show, but this adoption was legally binding. Perhaps my subconscious would avoid his bedroom once everything was final.

      On that note. “Oh, again, since I’m apparently sleepwalking, I should barricade my door⁠—”

      “Do you think that’s safe?” He shuffled a step forward.

      “—but you should probably lock your door at night. If I somehow get past the barricade and door, I don’t want to impose on you again. I am really sorry about last night.”

      Andreas openly inspected me. The silence stretched for so long, I thought he might not respond, and I was just about to leave when he finally said, “I will keep that in mind.”

      Hoping that statement was his way of politely agreeing, I nodded, then darted out, speed walking back to my side of the apartment. Once safely in the sanctuary of the bathroom, I braced my hands against the cool countertop, stared into the mirror, and tried to process the previous five minutes.

      My hair was a fright. My shirt was askew. I still felt the ghostly imprint of Andreas’s hand on my skin.

      One night into living with him, and I’d already been betrayed by my subconscious brain. I had to get a handle on myself. I was an adult. A scientist. A woman with a mission and that mission came first.

      And yet, the only thing I could think about, as I stared at my reflection, was how good it had felt to be held by him. Even if he hadn’t meant it that way. Even if he was, very soon, going to be my legal father.

      I groaned into the sink, then splashed water on my face. “Get it together, Sam,” I whispered.

      But my skin still tingled where his hand had touched mine, and somewhere in my chest, something soft and dangerous took deeper root.
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        * * *

      

      If I were being honest, I needed the cold late-autumn air. I needed the sting, because my brain had been running a fever since approximately 8:45 AM, which was when I’d tumbled out of Andreas’s bed.

      I hadn’t even managed to put on my shoes before fleeing the apartment, waving off Andreas’s offer of coffee. Instead, I’d clutched them to my chest like a security blanket. Tara, who seemed to have the tact of a Buddhist monk and the judgmental restraint of a golden retriever, merely greeted me when I appeared on the sidewalk.

      “I’m teaching a kickboxing class tonight. Want to come?” Tara asked as soon as she pulled into traffic.

      “Yes. Please. What time?” Anything to postpone going back to Andreas’s apartment.

      “Nine.”

      I thought for a moment. “That works. I’ll finish up work around six, grab a bite, then we can head straight there? I’ll digest while I check out the gym.”

      “Sounds good.” Tara flipped on her turn signal and the remainder of the drive passed in silence.

      I spent it recalling all the boys I’d left before, every strategy for extracting inconvenient feelings or letting them die on the vine. Usually, disentangling myself was as easy as identifying a man’s most repugnant opinion and, if necessary, blowing it out of proportion until I couldn’t see the good anymore. But Andreas hadn’t cooperated last night, sharing none of his repugnant opinions.

      My second strategy was typically foolproof and involved asking myself: What was so special about this guy, anyway? What did I actually like about him?

      I mean, sure. Andreas was handsome. So were lots of guys. And he was a kisser of rare talent, so that was something special. And he was thoughtful, smart, and strategic. And he seemed to genuinely care about doing the right thing, even if it made his life difficult. And I’ve known him forever. And his hands . . .

      DON’T THINK ABOUT HIS HANDS!

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I gave my head a quick shake to dispel the image of Andreas’s gorgeous hands and decided to talk myself out of liking him later. For the remainder of the car ride, I stayed busy by making a mental task list of all the work waiting for me at the lab.

      But the lab was even less successful as a distraction. My hands shook so badly during pipetting that I had to recalibrate the digital reader three times, which is, for anyone keeping score, three more times than I’d ever miscalibrated it during all my years of grad school. By 2:00 PM, I’d gotten so little work done, I abandoned the blessedly empty lab and worked instead on a project Dmitry had emailed to me last week. He’d asked me to read through his methods section. I edited it for him instead, adding new citations and fleshing out a few of his placeholders.

      The only thing that kept me grounded was the knowledge that, after work, I’d hopefully get to burn off at least a fraction of my anxious energy doing violence to some heavy bags in Tara’s kickboxing class.

      That was my new plan: punch things.

      When 5:30 PM rolled around I figured enough was enough. I texted Tara, changed in the locker room, and made my way downstairs. Standing just outside the front doors of the biology building, blue scarf wound up to my nose, I searched the curb for the familiar hulk of Tara’s Mercedes. The wind had me blinking against the cold.

      Movement flickered at the edge of my vision. A man, tall, moving forward purposefully, strode up the far side of the street. His suit was an expensive blue-gray, not the fun blue of a retro car but the cold, almost metallic blue of a winter sky right before it snows. He wore a cashmere overcoat that looked incredibly soft. It reminded me of Andreas’s. Don’t think about Andreas!

      Refocusing on the man, I noted his hair was cut close on the sides, styled just enough on top that it seemed to mock lesser men who dared to try the look. Huh. He sorta looks like Andreas . . .

      Before I could chide myself for thinking about Andreas again, I registered who this man was, and every neuron in my prefrontal cortex fired at once.

      Henrik Kristiansen.

      Andreas’s half brother, the one Andreas had described as “unpredictable and often resorts to physical violence.”

      Henrik’s stare locked on me at exactly that moment. A pulse of adrenaline had me standing straighter.

      Run.
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      Henrik’s eyes were glacial and blue enough to make you believe in recessive gene dominance. His gaze met mine with an energy so openly malevolent it was practically scented with testosterone.

      I tried not to look rattled. My hand went for my campus badge a full second before my brain gave it the order. Henrik’s stride lengthened. He cut across the sidewalk without once glancing for traffic, because obviously the cars would stop for him. They did.

      “Samantha!” he called, voice friendly and entirely at odds with the felony violence in his gaze. He lifted a hand, palm up, as if inviting me to a sociable game of Russian roulette.

      I took a step back toward the biology building, thumbed the badge, and held it at the ready. “Henrik,” I called back, forcing calm into my voice. “Didn’t realize you were allowed outside of a cage without a leash.”

      He grinned, flashing teeth. My fear made them look both whiter and sharper than possible. “Rumors of my incarceration have been greatly overexaggerated.”

      As he approached, I did my best to hide my movements and intentions. The moment he got within ten strides, I scanned in, pulled the door open, and slipped through, letting it close with hydraulic slowness between us as he ran to grab the handle.

      Too late. It clicked shut with me on the inside and him on the outside. Thank God.

      Henrik’s features twisted with anger and he pounded on the glass door. Internally, I gave myself a high five for not flinching. Outwardly, I slowly crossed my arms and pasted on an unperturbed smile. Apparently resigned to the impenetrable partition between us, Henrik huffed a laugh and placed one palm flat against the glass. The look he gave me belonged on a National Geographic special.

      “What, not even a handshake?”

      “I don’t like being touched by violent offenders.” I shrugged.

      He huffed another laugh and pushed away from the building, his eyes scanning me openly. I took the opportunity to calm my racing heart and inspect him as well.

      Up close, Henrik looked older than Tobias. Less pretty boy, more “CEO of Fight Club.” His nose had clearly been broken more than once, but rather than diminish his beauty, it only enhanced the suggestion that he was dangerous. His hair was much lighter than Andreas’s, but not quite the golden white of his older brother’s.

      His smile widened as it settled on mine again. “You’re a coward, Samantha. Just like your father.”

      If he wanted to anger me, he succeeded. I’d always suspected Tobias and Henrik had something to do with what happened to my father. I decided to take his current statement as proof.

      I smiled back, showing all my teeth. “Oh? Most people just tell me I have his eyes.”

      Henrik leaned in again, forehead nearly touching the glass, his blue eyes boring into me. “You’re not as clever as you think. Or as safe. I’d have caught you, if I wanted to.”

      I pretended to check my phone, though my hands shook so much I almost dropped it. “Then why didn’t you? Worried I’d get blood on your expensive coat?”

      Henrik chuckled. It was a deep, rolling sound that might have been pleasant in another context, like, say, a commercial for luxury vodka, or an ad for a private island. “You know, listening to Andreas is a mistake. He makes promises he can’t keep, and he doesn’t know anything about taking care of a woman.” Henrik gave me a quick, lascivious once-over, licking his lips as he added, “Maybe you and I could reach an agreement instead. Unlike my little brother who has no experience, I know what I’m doing.”

      I cringed at the thought, an honest expression, and shook my head. “No, thank you. I prefer my men to walk upright.” I gave him a look, then turned my back on him for two seconds, just to see what he’d do.

      What he did was pound once, hard, on the glass with the side of his fist. It made me flinch and triggered a wave of heat down my spine.

      I spun, holding my phone like it was a can of mace. “Leave. Or I’m calling the police.”

      He pressed his hands together, prayerlike, then splayed them wide in a performance of mockery. “You don’t even want to know why I’m here?”

      “No.”

      He looked over both shoulders, scanning the sidewalk. “It’s good you’re cautious. It means you actually understand what’s at stake.”

      That, for some reason, angered me more than anything else he’d said so far. “I know exactly what’s at stake.” I’d lived through losing everything. It was time for this psychopath to know how it felt.

      Henrik grinned again, and there was something feral about it. “I know about the addendum.” He sing-songed the statement like a taunt. “To the will, right? You plan to have a baby. Are you two already trying?”

      For a moment, I literally could not speak. My ears rang with an icy static, and every drop of blood in my body tried to leave at once.

      He knew about the will. And about the grandchild clause. Andreas had been right to be paranoid.

      Henrik laughed at my silence. “You’re not even denying it?” His eyes dropped to my stomach. “Are you knocked up already?”

      I managed to get my tongue unstuck. “Henrik, why are you here? You don’t need to stalk me to know what’s happening. Just text Tobias and get your briefing.”

      He leaned back, clearly enjoying himself. “Tobias doesn’t know how to get things done.” Then he lowered his voice to something deeper. “And because I want you to hear it from me that nothing is guaranteed. Nine months is a long time. Anything can happen.”

      I did not respond. There was nothing to say to that.

      His smile faded, replaced by a darker and flatter expression. “I’m not going to let my Genetix be inherited by a fucking fetus. So, if you have a death wish, keep playing house with my little brother. But don’t get too comfortable.”

      Henrik didn’t move, not at first. He just let his words hang in the cold air, hands pressed to the glass, mouth twisting in the approximation of a smile. I stayed where I was, just on the other side of the door, thumb still white-knuckled around my phone, wondering why I hadn’t called the police yet.

      If he wanted to intimidate me, he was succeeding beyond his wildest expectations.

      I watched as he pulled a phone from his coat, thumbed a text or maybe took a photo. Then, like he’d grown bored with the whole “terrorize Sam” event, he took a step away from the door, rocked back on his heels, and surveyed the street. For a heartbeat, I thought he’d leave. But instead, he pivoted on one shoe and scanned the sidewalk, head cocked in a way that was at once predatory and weirdly expectant.

      I followed his gaze and saw why.

      Not too far away, a black Mercedes pulled up, then idled. A moment later, the driver’s-side door popped open and out stepped Tara, all five foot, eight inches of her, hair up in the same efficient ponytail as mine. She wore a navy windbreaker, dark leggings, and sneakers, but the way she moved made the clothes look tactical.

      Henrik squinted at her. I watched, fascinated, as the gears turned in his head. For a second, I wondered if he would assume Tara was me. As Tara walked toward us with long, unhurried strides, Henrik started forward, his interest likely piqued.

      At fifty feet, his shoulders bunched and he glanced back at me with unmistakable confusion. But then he turned back and met Tara halfway up the steps to the building.

      “Hey,” Tara called out, voice calm.

      Henrik stopped, shoulders rolling back, and for a moment I thought he might just bowl her over. Instead, he put on that same flat, professional smile. “You’re not Samantha,” he said.

      “Nope,” Tara agreed, shifting her weight, then continuing to walk up the stairs and around him with a casual authority. “Just a friend.”

      The words hung there as Henrik turned back toward the building, watching her. Eventually, he released a laugh that didn’t touch his eyes. “Well, since Samantha won’t come out to play, maybe I could play with you.”

      “I wouldn’t advise that,” Tara replied, inspecting me, then mouthing the words, Are you okay?

      I nodded, but then shifted my focus back to Henrik, not wanting to take my eyes off him for even a second.

      She turned her back to me and he looked her over, top to toe, and I saw a flash of something—caution, maybe, or the animal calculation that precedes an attack. “Why? You some sort of ninja or something?”

      “Something like that,” Tara said, and took one step closer.

      There was a stillness then, the kind of hush that comes before an avalanche. Henrik continued openly sizing her up, then darted a glance at me through the glass. I tried not to look like I was cowering, but there was a zero percent chance I was fooling anyone.

      “Tell your friend to come out and talk like an adult,” Henrik said, voice still soft but edged now.

      “Nah.”

      Henrik’s smile dropped. “‘Nah?’”

      “That’s right. Nah.”

      He laughed again, but this time it was short, almost a bark. “You’re serious.”

      She said something that sounded like “Deadly,” but since she faced away from me, I couldn’t be sure.

      And then, as if they’d been following pre-rehearsed choreography, they both moved.

      It was fast. I barely registered the blur of Henrik’s hand as he reached for Tara’s neck, or the way Tara stepped inside the grab, twisted his wrist, and drove a knee into his gut so hard it lifted him an inch off the cement. He doubled over, more from surprise than pain, but Tara was already behind him, one arm around his throat, the other pinning his wrist. Henrik tried to elbow her but she shifted, swept his feet, and brought him down in a controlled sprawl on the cold concrete.

      He thrashed, kicked out, tried to roll. Tara let him, but only enough to humiliate him further, and then—when he growled and went for her ponytail—she caught his arm, bent it backward, and held it at an angle that seemed impossible.

      Henrik let out a curse so loud it reverberated through the glass.

      “Let. Go,” Tara said.

      Henrik, to his credit, tried one last time to flip her. She let him get just enough leverage to think he had a shot, then shifted her knee into the small of his back, and he went face-down with a yelp.

      “I told you to let go,” Tara said, voice steady, not even breathing hard.

      Henrik’s reply was a string of expletives in what sounded like Swedish, though it might have just been the universal language of defeat. Tara let him go, slow, never giving him her back. To his credit, he didn’t even try to stand. She stepped away and kept her eyes on him, posture relaxed but ready.

      In that moment, I really, really wanted to go to Tara’s kickboxing class.

      Tara straightened, brushed her hands together like she’d just finished a particularly annoying round of weeding a garden, and said, “He’s not armed. You can come out, Sam.”

      For a few heartbeats, I just watched Henrik, face-down, still trying to recover his dignity if not his wind. Then I pushed open the door, adrenaline burning through my veins, and hurried down the steps. I gave Henrik as wide a berth as the stairs allowed.

      He looked up at me, eyes glassy with rage and, maybe, confusion. “You think you’re safe? You’re not,” he spat.

      “Get in the car, Sam,” Tara said, never looking away from Henrik still sprawled on the ground.

      I did as she instructed, rushing for the door, opening it, and catapulting myself inside. I had never wanted anything more in my life than to be inside a locked Mercedes, surrounded by reinforced steel, and speeding away from this entire encounter.

      What felt like seconds later, Tara slid in behind the wheel, yanked her own door shut, and had the car in gear before I’d even managed to get my seat belt buckled. My hands shook so hard I had to use both of them to thread the latch through the buckle.

      “Are you really okay? Did he touch you?” she asked, eyes darting between me and the road.

      “He didn’t touch me, and I am okay,” I said, and not believing it. The adrenaline was leaving my system and now I was shaking all over. “Thank you.”

      Tara gave me a smile, but it looked tight. “May I suggest I take you home now and you skip kickboxing tonight?”

      “Uh . . . okay.” I nodded, agreeing with her. I would go, just not tonight.

      She grinned, the real kind this time. “Come next week, okay?”

      I nodded again.

      We merged into traffic, leaving Henrik behind. The car was silent except for the muted thump of tires over potholes and the steady thrum of my pulse, which refused to slow down.

      I was shaken, and scared, and my hands weren’t going to stop trembling for at least a year, but there was something else under the surface—a kind of bright, savage relief. And, deep down, a quiet, vengeful satisfaction. Henrik had fallen for the smoke screen. He thought we were trying for a baby.

      The truth would never occur to him, not until it was too late. And by then, Genetix would be mine.
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      I sensed Tara’s gaze move over me every so often in the rearview mirror as I pressed my palms together, knuckles white, and tried to will my heart to slow. She said nothing, bless her, and seemed to be unbothered by the altercation with Henrik. Meanwhile, I was playing it on loop in my brain. She’d thrown a grown man to the ground and made it look easy. And now, she behaved as though roughing Henrik up was the same as assisting an innocuous, little old lady cross the street. Maybe, to her, she had. Maybe I was an innocuous little old lady.

      We drove in silence for a block, then two, the hum of the engine and the rhythmic tick of the turn signal the only sounds besides my own ragged breathing. At the next red light, I spoke without planning to.

      “Can you drive around for a bit before heading back to the apartment? I just need a few minutes.” My voice sounded too thin, almost childlike. I hated that, but didn’t have the energy to make it tougher.

      Tara nodded, eyes flickering to me in the mirror. “Sure. But I’ll have to let Andreas know. I just told him we were on our way and if we’re running late, he’ll want to know. Is that okay?”

      For a second, I bristled at the idea of being surveilled, but the feeling faded just as quickly as it arrived. I had no problem with Andreas keeping tabs on me. Not after today. He was right about his brothers and he was right about Henrik in particular. It wasn’t paranoia if it was warranted.

      “Yes, of course. That’s fine.” I exhaled and tried to melt my spine into the seat.

      Tara thumbed her phone at the next stoplight, probably sending a perfectly bland update. It dawned on me that this was my life now. Status reports. Driver/bodyguard. The prospect didn’t even feel dystopian; it felt reasonable given the stakes.

      The Mercedes glided through city blocks where people in expensive yoga pants jogged with their dogs and didn’t have to wonder whether some Scandinavian sociopath was plotting to end their nonexistent pregnancy. I envied them, a little. Or maybe a lot. I’d never admit that out loud, even under torture, which I now suspected Henrik would be happy to provide, gratis.

      After two turns, Tara spoke again, voice pitched low. “You handled yourself really well. I know you’re probably shaken, but you kept your head.” She paused. “Most people don’t.”

      I tried to snort, but it sounded more like a hiccup. “I hid behind glass, Tara.”

      “And you didn’t run. You made him work for it. I’ve seen plenty of people freeze up or faint, or try to punch back and end up with a concussion. You, though—you got out of the situation, kept your wits and your phone, waited for me, stayed focused. Good job.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just nodded.

      By the third left turn, my hands had stopped shaking. The adrenaline ebbed, which meant a wave of exhaustion washed over me, threatening to knock me out cold right there in the back seat. I watched the city scroll by through the tinted window and let my mind go blank for the first time since I recognized Henrik’s face.

      The thought emerged, Why had Henrik called my dad a coward? I didn’t know. Either way, the next steps were clear. I had to be smarter, meaner, and better prepared. There was no room for error, not when people like the Kristiansens existed.

      I waited until my pulse slowed, until I could speak without feeling like my tongue would tie itself in a hangman’s knot, before instructing Tara, “You can take me back to the apartment now.”

      Tara caught my gaze in the mirror, checked my face, then nodded. “Got it.” She steered us into traffic and in five more minutes we were pulling up outside the apartment building.

      By then, I felt almost like myself again. I thanked Tara, even though I knew she didn’t need to be thanked, and grabbed my backpack from the floor. I lifted my hand to the door handle when I caught sight of Andreas on the sidewalk.

      He stood with his arms folded, eyes on the Mercedes, body angled toward the street like he was preparing to intercept a riot or maybe chase down a rogue food truck. He wore a charcoal sweater that probably cost more than my monthly rent at my old apartment, and for some reason, the sight of him, there, clearly waiting for me in the dwindling daylight and cold, made me want to cry.

      Before I could even pull the door handle, Andreas was at the back window, knocking. The knock was polite, but the force behind it suggested he was two seconds from tearing off the whole door.

      Tara unlocked the car, and he pulled the back door open, his silhouette momentarily filling the frame. His eyes, usually half-mast and unreadable, were liquid and alive. There was a tightness in his jaw and a wildness in the way he scanned my face, like he was searching for injuries or evidence of trauma that might not be visible to the naked eye.

      He did not speak, not right away. The air inside the car seemed to freeze, and then, suddenly, he reached inside, grabbed me by the shoulder, and pulled me out.

      I stumbled but he caught me. I was now pressed against him, my chin nearly to his chest, his arm locked around my back, his hand fisting the fabric of my jacket. It was a full-body hug, the kind meant to keep a person from falling apart, or maybe to keep the world from taking them away.

      He seemed to be vibrating. Not a lot, just enough for me to notice. His heart was a trip-hammer, beating through his chest so fast it made my own skip a few measures.

      He held me, and only after a long moment, did he speak. “He didn’t hurt you, did he? Did he touch you?”

      I shook my head, unable to find words. My throat was blocked by something big and jagged and stupid. Tears burned behind my eyelids, but I refused to let them fall. I could smell his skin and his cologne and, faintly, the chamomile tea he must have been drinking when he got Tara’s text.

      He stepped back, but only enough to look me in the eyes. “You’re sure?”

      I nodded again, trying to manage a reply, but all that came out was, “I’m okay. I’m fine.”

      His hand tightened on my upper arm and his voice dropped to a whisper. “You have to stay inside the building until your guard arrives from now on. Promise me. God, if something had happened to you, if he had hurt you . . .”

      That nearly undid me. He sounded so genuinely upset, so real and so raw, that I had to look away. My vision swam for a second, and I realized my entire body was cold, except for the spots where his hands gripped me. They were warm, unreasonably so.

      “It’s okay,” I managed, but it sounded pathetic, even to me.

      He shook his head. “It is not okay. I am sorry. I—” His words jammed together, tangled and sharp. “I will not let it happen again.”

      My chest hurt with the effort it took to not cry. For a moment, I wondered if this was all for show. But the pulse pounding under his skin, the way he kept glancing at my face and then away, like it was physically painful to see me scared, told me otherwise. He was afraid. For me.

      That, more than anything, made me feel oddly safe, safer than I’d felt in a long time. I had someone looking out for me, checking in, waiting for me to come home.

      Not allowing myself to think too much about it, I buried my face in his chest and let myself be held. I was so tired, so wrung out, that I didn’t care if the whole city watched. The pressure of his embrace was grounding, a force field against the rest of the world.

      Tara stepped away, silent and invisible as a shadow, giving us space. For the first time in a long time, I let myself be comforted. I let myself believe that maybe, in this one thing, I wasn’t alone.

      We stood like that for a long time, not speaking, just breathing each other’s air, until my heart slowed and my thoughts grew quiet. When I finally looked up, Andreas’s eyes were less wild, but the concern in them hadn’t faded.

      “You’re really okay?” he asked, softer this time.

      “Yeah,” I said. “I’m okay now.”

      He nodded, but didn’t let go. If anything, his grip tightened for a heartbeat, then loosened just enough for him to tuck a lock of my hair behind my ear, an oddly delicate gesture.

      He glanced toward the doorman, who had come out of his booth and now stood a respectful distance away, pretending to be interested in the curb. “Let us go inside,” Andreas said, but didn’t move.

      I stepped away first, feeling steadier, and walked through the lobby. He followed and hovered at my side like a satellite, orbiting, always within arm’s reach. I didn’t mind. The further we got from the sidewalk, the less I felt the urge to look over my shoulder.

      We entered the elevator, and only then did he speak again, voice low and meant for me alone. “Tara texted me that you did everything right. She said you were smart and you kept your head.”

      I tried to smile, but my lips wouldn’t quite obey. “Mostly I just didn’t want to be the star of a true crime documentary.”

      Andreas almost smiled. “I would not let that happen.”

      The elevator chimed and we walked in silence to the apartment. He opened the door and ushered me inside. For a second, I stood there, taking in the warmth of the space, the faint aroma of coffee and whatever savory dish Andreas was having for dinner.

      I dropped my bag in the entryway and turned to look at him. He studied me for a moment, then closed the distance and wrapped me in another hug. This one was less urgent, more careful. It felt like a promise, or maybe an apology.

      I let myself relax. I let him hold me up. And there were no cameras here. This wasn’t for show.

      “Thank you,” I whispered, not sure if I was thanking him for the hug, for worrying, or for being exactly who I needed in this moment.

      He didn’t answer, but he didn’t need to. He just held on, and I held back, and for the next minute, that was enough.
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      After an indeterminate period of time spent hugging in the hallway, I finally talked myself into pulling away. I’d had a shitty night, and accepting comfort, leaning on Andreas was appropriate given Henrik’s threatening antics—but only to a point!

      Now it was time for me to pull myself together, even if he was warm and smelled good and his body felt amazing. I needed to rely on myself.

      Andreas won’t always be here to comfort me.

      Extracting my body, I gave him a vague smile, then stepped out of his orbit. Kicking off my shoes by the door, I picked them up and placed them in the closet, hung up my jacket, and ditched my backpack. I then drifted to the living room wordlessly, gravitating to the couch not out of conscious thought, but because it was the first surface that promised softness. The cushions were unfamiliar but not unfriendly, and I let myself sink into the plush expanse, arms crossed tightly over my stomach.

      I sensed Andreas hover for exactly three seconds, standing behind the couch, before vanishing. I heard him moving in the kitchen. Glass clinking, something ceramic rattling, the faint, deliberate pop of an electric kettle’s button.

      I focused on the sounds he made while I scanned the interior of his apartment. I hadn’t taken the time to really look at this room before. Taking note of the details now felt therapeutic, pulling me out of my head, forcing me into the present. The living room had the kind of curving, expensive lines you see in extremely old houses, and the books on the shelves were battered and dog-eared and grouped in weird little cliques, not for aesthetics but for accessibility.

      I also noticed a collection of sheet music, which stood out to me since it was the only sheet music on the shelf. The sheets were lovingly stored between layers of acid-free paper and were within a black linen box. I soon realized why he owned the collection. The composer was his mother, Augustina Loretto, and there were notations and scribbles in the margin of the first page. I assumed these notes were her handwriting. The sheets of music felt precious and private, so I didn’t look through them. I put them back safely on the shelf where I’d found them.

      On the coffee table, a single remote lay on a glass tray which also contained a pitcher of water, four stacked glasses, four white linen napkins, a blank notepad, and a single fountain pen. The windows swallowed half a city block and spit it back in watercolor versions of itself. It was all so . . . intentional. And elegant. And functional.

      I wonder what that remote controls? There was no TV in the room, not that I could see.

      Andreas returned with a tray holding two mugs and a small plate, each item selected and positioned with so much care that I wondered if he’d spent the better part of the last fifteen minutes searching the internet for “appropriate beverages and snacks for traumatized guests.” He set the tray down on the table, keeping it a safe distance from my knees, then sat on the opposite end of the couch, not quite facing me. Three feet of high-grade leather sofa between us.

      “Thank you.” It came out unsteady, too loud. I picked up the mug—the light golden liquid inside was, I assumed, tea—grateful for the anchor, and stared at the plate of cookies. After a long pause, I leaned closer and inspected them, the gears in my brain moving sluggishly.

      “Are these . . . shortbread with jam?” I finally managed.

      Andreas nodded, not looking at me. “Yes. I recall, those were your favorite when we were kids.”

      I squinted at the cookies, then at him. Then, on autopilot, I picked one up and took a bite. The taste yanked me instantly back to the memory of a kitchen in the Hamptons, my mom humming and rolling the dough into balls, little dots of red jam in the center of the thumbprint I made with my own hands.

      The flavor was exactly right—lemony, buttery, with the sharp hit of raspberry jam on the roof of my mouth. The nostalgia gut-punched me so hard my eyes stung, but all I did was chew in silence. They tasted exactly the same as my mom’s. Even the jam, which she’d make every summer over the Fourth of July from raspberry bushes she’d grown at our home in Connecticut. She’d then bring jars to the Hamptons and make shortbread in the Kristiansens’ vacation home kitchen.

      How’d he do that?

      “How did you do that?” The question tumbled out of me. “These taste just like my mom’s.”

      His face a composed mask, Andreas fidgeted with his mug, then set it down without drinking. He glanced sideways at me, then away, then back. Tension stretched between us and had become its own entity—less a cloud, more a flock of birds with nowhere to land.

      He cleared his throat. “Do you regret it?”

      I licked a crumb off my thumb, then stared at him. “Regret what? Eating the cookie? I never regret cookies.”

      He didn’t blink. “No. Agreeing to this plan. To inherit Genetix. Now that you know what Henrik is like.”

      I studied him, trying to figure out if this was a test, or a trap, or simply raw honesty. “No. If anything, meeting Henrik and seeing for myself firsthand how unhinged he is, makes me even more certain that taking over those Genetix shares is the right thing. I can’t imagine someone like him being in charge of my father’s company. Tobias is bad enough, but Henrik . . .”

      I let the thought trail off, not because I didn’t have a million adjectives to tack on, but because I’d already reached the upper limit of my emotional output for the day.

      Andreas nodded. “He is very dangerous.” He spoke without inflection, as if reading from a file. Or a police report. Or a court record.

      I sipped the tea, which was hot and herbal and probably blended for maximum relaxation. My hands had stopped shaking, but my insides still felt wobbly.

      “He’s been arrested many times,” Andreas continued, voice low. “My father’s connections and money have kept him out of jail, mostly.”

      “Has he ever killed someone?” I asked, surprising myself with the bluntness of the question. But I felt like it was an important one.

      Andreas went very still, his profile sharp in the light from the huge window. Eventually, he met my gaze. “No. Not quite.”
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