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I CRAVE A LOVE THAT drowns oceans...

Nadia’s gone. 

It’s for the best, I know, but that doesn’t mean I’m not still keeping her safe. I know she still needs me - and I still need her. 

Her move to Miami isn’t going to stop me from ensuring that she and her father are under my protection, especially with the Serbian boss Kozlov circling me and looking for any weakness to exploit. 

Yet I still crave her. I need her close to me. And I don’t know how much longer I can last with the woman I love so far from my arms—and my bed...
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Nadia

––––––––
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AS I FELT THE COOL sand beneath my feet, I let out a sigh. This was what I had come here for – this was where I wanted to be, more than anywhere else in the world.

At least, that’s what I had to keep telling myself.

We had been in Miami for about six weeks now. It was hard to believe that we were only a month or so out from our life back in New York – hard to believe that it had been so long, too. It seemed like just yesterday I had told my dad we needed to get out of the city and move on, and he had agreed as soon as he realized I was serious. I knew that it must be terrifying for him, not knowing what it was that his daughter wanted to flee from, but I couldn’t give him all the details of everything that had happened between Andreas and I.

Andreas. That was a name I had been doing my best to forget, even though he seemed determined to keep himself at the front and center of my mind at all damn times. 

I didn’t have a whole lot of time to myself these days, and what little time I did have, I was sure as hell not going to spend sitting around thinking about a man who I knew I was never going to see again. He was back in New York, along with the rest of my old life, and it was best for all of us to just pretend that none of it had happened and we were happier here than we ever had been back home. 

My father and I were living in a tiny apartment just above a tanning salon, one that a cousin of his had been able to find us at short notice. When we made a break from the city, I hadn’t really thought about where we were going to go next, but luckily, my father had something in his back pocket to help us out. If he didn’t, we might have been living out of our car right now, and I knew I couldn’t have handled that. Not after everything that had happened. 

I had been looking for work since the moment we had set foot here, and even now, with a few jobs under my belt, I kept my eye out for more. I couldn’t let up – the studio apartment my father and I were sharing was too small to last us for more than a couple of months, and I wanted both of us to have our own space sooner rather than later.

I had managed to pick up a couple of midday shifts at a little café that needed to bring in more staff since it had started getting overrun by customers coming off the beach now that it was pulling into summer, and I was working a few nights a week at a bar downtown too. Not exactly the fanciest place in the world, but all I was doing was slinging drinks, so I didn’t mind. On Sundays, I headed in to a little flower shop to cover the mornings for the owner while she took her family to church. Thanks to all of that, I was finally starting to scrape together some money. 

“You don’t have to work this much,” my father had fussed over me, once I took on the third job. “I can help take care of you—”

“It’s fine,” I promised him. He wasn’t working yet, unable to find anything, but he was looking. “I’m the reason we needed to leave, I can help out now that we have.”

The truth was, I really didn’t want to have any time to myself to think. Because if I did, then I was going to have to admit there was only one person on my mind, and that was Andreas Salieri. 

At least I didn’t have to dance anymore, not for those creepy guys. After what happened with that psycho back in New York, I was going to keep as low a profile as I could manage as long as I was out here. I knew how easy it was for men to get attached to you, and that was far more likely to happen when you were shaking ass than when you were helping them pick out the perfect bunch of roses for their girlfriend or whatever. 

I had to admit, I was getting pretty tired of all the work I was doing, but it was better than the alternative – being stuck in that tiny apartment all the time, with nowhere to go, nothing to do. Dad had been spending some time with his cousin and that seemed to be doing him good, but I didn’t have anyone here I really knew, and I wasn’t sure how I was meant to start finding friends.

I had tried to talk to some of the people I was working with, but I had no idea what I could tell them and what I couldn’t. Where was I even meant to begin? If I filled them in on the truth of why I had come here, they would have thought I was crazy, even dangerous. And I had never been good at lying. Besides, what was the point of spinning mistruths to people you wanted to be friendly with? There was no good reason for it, and there wasn’t a chance in hell I was going to let something like that get in the way of making a real connection down here.

I supposed there was a part of me that felt like all of this was going to be over soon. Even though I had done everything I could to ground myself here, really make myself sure that this was my home, it was still not enough to snuff out the nagging pull that told me to go back to New York. I had spent my whole life there, all my memories with my mother were there, and I didn’t know if I could stick it out here much longer without craving a return. 

And that store – my father’s store. He had spent so long getting that place off the ground, and even though we had been struggling with it, the thought of it just sitting there empty made my heart hurt. I knew that he felt it too, even though he was doing his best to pretend that he didn’t. He didn’t want me to think I had made his life any worse, but I knew I had.

If only I had known not to strike a deal with that fucking Salieri guy. I should have known from the first day I met him that he was someone I needed to stay the hell away from. He had that energy about him, a guy who you just knew was going to be trouble, but a guy you couldn’t say no to either. When he pulled me close that first night, dancing all up on me, I had felt something, and that something had gotten me into one whole hell of a lot of trouble.

That said – he had been the one to get me out of that mess when that Robert guy had rolled up at my apartment to try and steal me away for himself. I shuddered, and it wasn’t just the cool morning air had me feeling cold – the thought of his hands on me, of the way that he had basically tried to take me for himself, that was enough to bring me right back to the moment. If Andreas hadn’t been there to get in the middle of it, who knows what would have happened.

I headed towards the ocean water, inhaling the scent of the salty sea air around me. I was still getting used to being so close to the sea, but there was something peaceful and comforting about the way that the waves lapped up the shore. When I hadn’t been able to sleep a couple of times, in that first week here, I had come down to the beach to watch it and soothe myself for a little while. 

And, since I had mornings during the week off, I liked to come down here and take a little swim. It was pretty busy on the beach already, but I liked it that way – felt safer with all these people around. I knew I didn’t have anything to worry about. A few of them were already splashing about in the water in front of me, and the sound of them calling to each other, cutting through the waves, made me smile. 

It was nearly ten now, and I didn’t have long before I had to head home and get changed for my shift at the café. I liked a couple of the girls who worked there, but for the most part, I kept to myself, not wanting to give too much away. I was sure that they had started to notice how much I was holding back, but I hoped they would just put it down to shyness. No way would they guess someone like me had been up on stage, dancing for tips back in New York...

I carefully piled up my stuff on the sand where I could see it, and let the cover-up I had thrown on over my bikini drop to the sand below me. I just wanted to feel the ocean on my skin and let it wash away everything that was still clinging to me.

But before I could, I heard my phone buzz on the ground beside me. I bit my lip. I knew who it was, who it had always been, every single day at the same time since I had left New York. 

Andreas. 

He had called over and over again, at the same time every day, even though I hadn’t answered a single one of his messages. I had expected him to grow tired of trying and just let me away, but instead, he kept touching base, or trying to. I could have blocked his number, if I was really determined not to hear from him, but honestly, that routine was something I had found myself looking forward to.

I picked up my phone. I could have answered it. It crossed my mind every single time he called, and really, I knew it wouldn’t have done any harm to talk to him. He might have asked me to meet with him, but there was no way that was going to happen. He would never find me out here, and that was the way I wanted it to stay. 

Right?

I watched as the call rang out, and a few seconds later, a text popped into my inbox – the same text that he always sent. 

“Nadia, call me when you can.”

And that was it. I watched as the message joined the long line of texts from him, all saying the same thing. Was he getting annoyed with me now? If I did answer, would he be pissed? I could only imagine that the answer would be yes, which gave me even more reason to keep ducking his attempts to get in touch with me. 

I put the phone back down again and headed towards the water. I could feel it lapping up against my ankles, and I closed my eyes, trying to ground myself in this moment, to remind myself why I was here. I had come all the way to this city because I needed to get away for a while – forever, maybe – not because I was trying to make something long-distance work with Andreas Salieri. 

Even if I couldn’t get him out of my head. Especially not those amazing fucks we’d shared, especially the ones at his apartment.

Damn, being with him was unlike anything else that I had ever experienced before. I wasn’t certain that I would ever get over it, but I had to try – had to attempt, at least, to put it to the back of my mind. I had noticed a couple of guys checking me out at the bar I worked at now, but none of them had done anything for me, not compared to Andreas.

But I hated Andreas. I knew I did. Just because we’d shared something physically intense didn’t change that. I still knew the kind of person he was and there was no way I was going to forget that. He was out of my life now, way behind me, where he belonged, and I was going to make sure it stayed that way.

I knew that he would get tired of trying to contact me sooner or later, and I couldn’t wait until he did. Because, as it was, seeing his name flash up on my screen sent a shockwave through my body, and I wasn’t sure when that was ever going to change.

I sank down into the water, let it rush over me, and ducked my head beneath the salty waves. Closing my eyes, I tried to let it cleanse me, but honestly, I had no idea if anything would be enough to scrub away the memories of the man I just couldn’t seem to forget.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



Chapter Two 
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Andreas

––––––––
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I HUNG UP THE PHONE and sighed. When the hell was I going to get to talk to her again? 

I had no clue how long Nadia was going to make me wait before she spoke to me once more, but I was starting to feel like I was losing my damn mind, being this far from her. Did she realize how worried I was about her? How much I wanted to talk to her? How insane I was going, going from having these intimate nights with her, to having her not even able to answer my calls? It wasn’t fair. 

But at least I knew she was safe now. As soon as I had caught wind of the fact that she was getting out of the city, I had sent a couple of my guys to trail her – I wasn’t having her followed, just making sure that she was safe. I had eyes on her whenever I needed them, and from the sound of it, she was enjoying her new life in Miami. She was working hard – as if she’d ever do anything else – and I hoped she was taking some time for herself, too. Some time to relax. It was what she deserved, after everything she’d been through.

And if she would just answer my calls, I would be able to secure that for her. But she was still skipping out on me, and I knew that I couldn’t let my life revolve around her anymore, not really. Especially with everything that was going on here with the Serbians.

It had started with their attack on the club, nearly six weeks ago now. I still couldn’t believe they had come swinging for me that hard, just because I refused to meet with them, but it shouldn’t have shocked me. These people were never the types to do anything by half-measures. 

I was just lucky that nobody had gotten seriously hurt. They had at least waited until most of the people who worked there were out of that place, and the worst we’d had to deal with was some smoke inhalation and low-level burns. 

But that didn’t mean I was going to sit back and just let them get away with it. I had to strike back. And so, I had.

It was only a week later that I went after Yersel Bank, the company that helped launder most of their cash – it was an open secret that they worked with that bank, it wasn’t exactly like I was exposing them or anything, but it was a statement. A statement to remind them that I wasn’t going to sit back and let them do this, just because I had been trying to shift my father’s business to something a little more legitimate. 

Nobody had been hurt there either, but now we were at a stalemate – and whoever made the next move, I doubted we were going to get away without any bloodshed. It was just a matter of who was going to start it. Because once it began, it was going to be nigh-on impossible to get it to stop.

And yet, my mind was still on her. On Nadia. I wanted her back here. I knew I would have felt better if she was waiting for me back at my place right now, if I knew that I could just walk back through that door and see her again. But she wasn’t. She was all the way down in Miami, and I needed to forget about her. 

How the hell was I meant to pull that off? I had been calling her every day, and she still hadn’t so much as picked up the phone for me. I wasn’t used to not getting what I wanted, especially when it came to women, and it was so much worse now I’d had a taste and she had ripped it away. Didn’t she want more, too? What was she hiding from? I knew that a lot had happened since we had met, but that didn’t mean that she had to hide from me.

Shit. I needed to get her out of my mind, but she was driving me crazy. Did she have any idea what this was doing to me? Any idea how hard it was to contain myself when I knew she was so close, but so far at the same time? She must have known how hard it was for me to stay focused on anything other than her, her, her, the way she made me feel, the way that I wanted her back, the way that I would have done anything to ensure that happened. I missed her like crazy and I felt like I was going to lose it unless I found some way to fit her into my life again, but I had no clue how to go about that, not really, not when she wouldn’t so much as answer my calls.

I needed to forget about her for the time being, and soon, because Mauro and I had a meeting later today that would make or break the chaos going on between us and the Serbs. I had no clue where to start. But we were hoping that a conversation with some cooler heads would let something sensible prevail, instead of the chaos that had been going down lately. 

Mauro was meeting with me at the office to discuss everything we were going to need to touch on to make this work, and I had to be ready for it. I knew that he would see straight through me if I was still hung up on Nadia. I just hoped that he would be willing to overlook it and pretend that he didn’t see it for now. I could do without the hardcore speech on why I needed to forget about her – I already got, I just wanted to linger on the thoughts of what we’d done together a little longer.

When Mauro arrived, I swear it looked as though he had aged twenty years. I knew that all of this must have taken its toll on him, but that didn’t mean it came as any less of a shock to see him looking so... exhausted. I hoped that he wouldn’t be harmed by this. I knew he was getting older now, and the last thing I wanted was for him to end up struggling because of everything that he was going through. Everything that we were going through. 

“You okay?” I asked him, and he nodded at once, not leaving any room for discussion.

“We need to go over our plan for the meeting this afternoon,” he explained. I nodded – I knew that we were going to need to approach this thing with the Serbs as clearly as we could, but I was still wary about what I expected from them, when it came down to it. I got the feeling they would be all too willing to twist whatever agreement we came to in order to fit their own desires, and I just hoped that they would be smart enough to see that they would have done better keeping on our good side.

“Of course,” I replied, and he sank down into the seat opposite me and pulled out a handful of scrawled notes he had put together in preparation for this. I eyed them nervously. I hadn’t put that much thought into this, and I was starting to wonder if that had been a mistake. I needed to be on my game right now, ready to fight, but I was still stuck in the headspace that revolved around Nadia and not much else. 

“I want to call a ceasefire right away,” he explained. “Lay down the law, make sure that they’re not going to damage any more of our property.”

“And we’ll agree not to go anywhere near theirs in return?” I asked. He nodded. 

“That’s the idea...”

He kept talking, and I did my best to listen – honestly, I was trying to take this all seriously, and I knew that the future of my father’s business relied on me being able to take this all in and really put in the effort to hear him out, but I was running over everything that had happened with Nadia instead. Trying to work out if I had misread something, if I had thought that there was more between us than there was. 

Eventually, Mauro noticed that I was distracted, and he raised his eyebrows at me pointedly.

“You thinking about her?” he demanded bluntly. I nodded. I knew that there was no point in hell of trying to deflect his guesses about me, he had known me for long enough now that he could always guess what was going on inside my head.

“Yeah.”

“You need to forget about that girl,” he told me. His voice was edged with annoyance, and I couldn’t blame him, honestly. We had bigger things to think about right now than some random girl I’d hooked up with a couple of times. Just because she had suddenly dropped out of my life didn’t mean that I had to put everything on hold until I could get her back, especially not with all the shit that was going down with the Serbians right now.

“I’m trying,” I muttered. He had no idea, of course, that I had sent some of my guys down there to keep an eye on her, and I was certain that he would have flipped shit on me if he had. I knew the way he was when it came to anything outside of work. He had been so close with my father, and he didn’t want that man’s legacy to end up in the gutter because I couldn’t keep it in my pants.

“Try harder,” he told me firmly. “She’s gone. And there’s a good reason for that, remember?”

“I know, I know.”

“You need to remember that,” he told me. I hated it when he got like this, but he felt like he didn’t have a choice right now – he knew I was distracted, and distracted at about the worst time in my career that I could have been. We were locked in the middle of this crazy bullshit with the Serbs, and I was thinking about a girl. Yeah, that about tracked for my focus on work.

“I do—”

“She’s a Serb,” he reminded me, leaning forward. “She might not be working with them, but you never know – they could call in a favor and pull her to their side, and then you’ll be involved with someone working against you. We can’t risk that. You understand?”

“I understand,” I muttered. He was right, of course he was, but I hated to admit it. I had spent so long trying to preserve my father’s legacy, even improve on it, but it seemed like all I could manage was walking it back and getting distracted by this random woman.

No. She wasn’t some random woman. I knew there was something special about Nadia – I just couldn’t do much about it now that she was in Miami. In another life, maybe, we could have worked something out, but here, now, I had to accept that we had missed our chance, and that I needed to get over it. 

No matter how much it hurt. No matter how much I wished I could escape this chaos in my head. And no matter how much I wished I could find some way to bring her back into my life, and keep her there.
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Chapter Three
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Nadia

––––––––
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AS I HEADED BACK TO the apartment, I couldn’t help but smile. I was exhausted, but the afternoon at the café had kept me busy enough that I hadn’t had much time to think about anything else in my life – and that was putting me in a better mood than ever. 

But, as soon as I reached the door, I heard voices inside – and I slowed to a halt, pressing my ear against the wood so I could make out what was going on and who was in there.

Because my father didn’t really know anyone in this city, not yet anyway. Apart from that cousin of his. Who the hell was he talking to? I tried to make out what was being said, but whatever they were saying, they were speaking in low tones. I felt a shiver of worry run down my spine. That was basically never a good sign.

I hovered outside the door, until it finally opened – and a man I had never seen before stepped out. He glanced at me, but didn’t say a word as he took off down the corridor, and I peered inside to see my father sitting with his head in his hands on the edge of his bed, looking like he wanted to lock that door and make sure nobody bothered him again.

“Dad?”

He lifted his head when he heard my voice. I could see from the look on his face that he was having a hard time, and I wanted nothing more than to reach out to him and tell him it was all going to be okay – though I was sure that he wouldn’t have believed me, even if I had been able to tell him that. 

“Hi, honey,” he replied. He sounded exhausted. Whoever had just gone, they had clearly taken it all out of him, and I hoped that he was going to be okay.

“Who was that?” I asked, and he shook his head as he rubbed a hand over his face.

“It doesn’t matter.”

“Of course it does,” I protested. “What’s wrong? Why won’t you tell me who that was?”

“I... I can’t talk about it with you,” he replied, his eyes sliding away from me. I winced. I hated this. I hated feeling like he was keeping stuff from me, when all I wanted was for him to come out and tell me what was on his mind.

“Why not?” I demanded. “You really think that I can’t handle it?”

“It’s not that,” he replied, shaking his head. “It’s... it’s just not something you need to worry about.”

I sat down on the bed next to him. I wasn’t sure what it was going to take to get him to see that I really wanted to help. I was an adult now, and I wanted to make sure that I was pulling my weight around here, but it seemed like he would do anything and everything he could to keep all of this from me. He needed to remember that I was grown now, that he could trust me with the stuff he might have tried to keep from me for so long. I didn’t want that from him, didn’t want that for him – didn’t want him to have to shoulder that burden all by himself. I loved him too much. And I knew he had given up too much for me to expect him to just sit back and take care of it all himself.

“Please tell me,” I asked him softly. I knew this was a lot for him to take, a lot for him to admit to, but I needed him to come through and understand that I wanted to do anything I could to help. I loved him, and I knew that I couldn’t expect him to shoulder this enormous burden by himself.

He looked up at me. The corners of his eyes were creased, his brow furrowed, like he couldn’t believe he really had to do this. I hated the way he looked at me. Hated the grief that seemed written all over his face. It wasn’t fair that he had to go through with this, wasn’t fair that he did this to himself, or that I had pulled us into the middle of a mess that I had no idea how we were going to get out of. 

“It’s the store,” he admitted finally. I nodded. I was sure there was so much hanging over his head right now, but the place that he had breathed life into alongside my mother was his biggest concern.

“What about it?” I pressed him. We hadn’t really spoken much about everything that had happened there, and I had no idea how to get it out of him, or if there was anything else he was expecting me to take care of, if there was anything more I could do to ensure we didn’t lose that place entirely.

“I... had to hand over the running of it to some... cousins of mine,” he continued. He was dancing around the point, I could tell that much for sure, trying his best to avoid coming out with whatever it was that was truly on his mind. I wanted to push him, but I knew he would just avoid my questions, and I couldn’t handle that right now.

“Okay,” I murmured back. I put my arm around him, silently urging him to keep talking, to tell me what he was going through right now. I couldn’t even imagine how hard of a time he was having with all of this, leaving his home, the place where he had made a life with my mother, and coming out here to some city that he’d barely spent a day in previously. 

“And I don’t know...”

He trailed off again. I scanned his words for some kind of clarity, but found none. 

“Who is it who’s looking after the place?” I pressed him. I wasn’t going to be happy until I heard it out of his mouth once and for all, and I had no idea what it was going to take to get it out of him.

“An old friend.”

“You don’t trust him with it?” I asked. He shook his head. 

“It’s not him that I don’t trust,” he admitted. “It’s the people that he’s enlisted to try and keep it ticking over that I have a problem with.”

“And what’s up with them?” I asked, worried. The thought of our little store being the center of some chaos back in New York made my stomach twist up into a knot. I hated the thought of that, of someone else getting in the middle of everything and making it a serious problem. What if our place was targeted next? What if we lost that, too? We would have nothing to go back to. If we ever had any intention of going back in the first place, of course. 

“They’re... they’re with the...” he began, but he couldn’t manage to get it out. I winced. There was only one thing that he would have been too worried to tell me about, and I was certain that there was something illegal about the people he was trying to avoid admitting to.

“The mafia?” I asked him, bluntly. We were already out of that mess as it was – we might as well keep it moving and be honest with each other. His head drooping down to his chest, he nodded.

“Yes.”

“Shit,” I muttered. I thought we would have left all that behind when we got out of the city, but clearly, I wasn’t going to get so lucky. How was it that, even after everything that had happened, I still seemed unable to shake the chaos of everything Andreas had brought into my life?

No, no, this wasn’t about Andreas, and I knew it. This was about my father. About my dad, the things he had tried to do to keep our business afloat. He had worked his ass off to try to keep that place open under his own steam. He just hadn’t been able to do it, when it came down to it. I couldn’t blame him for that. And I wasn’t going to, either. The two of us had passed the blame around enough as it was, and I refused to let that happen anymore. 

“What are they doing to it?” I asked. He shrugged. 

“I don’t entirely know,” he admitted. “I think... I think they’re using it for something that they shouldn’t.”

My mind raced as soon as he said that. What could he mean?

“I’m worried about it,” he admitted. “And I’m worried about you, too. I’m worried what this could mean for both of us. I...”

He trailed off, shook his head. I could tell that he was close to tears, and I wanted nothing more than to assure him that he had nothing to worry about. I was doing everything right, I was trying to get us back on our feet, and whatever happened to that store, I was going to make sure that we survived.

“I’m okay,” I promised him. “Really, I am...”

“What about the guy who’s been following you?”

“The what?” I blurted out, shocked. “What are you talking about?”

“You haven’t noticed him?” he asked, furrowing his brow. “He was at the café one of the days I came down there to meet you, and he was hanging around outside the apartment not long afterwards.”

A wave of exhaustion hit me. I wasn’t sure I could handle someone else like that. After what had happened with Roger, I couldn’t stand the notion of having attracted the attention of someone else, someone who wanted something more from me than I was willing to give. I had hoped that I’d left it all behind, but it looked like I wasn’t getting out so easily.

“You must be overthinking it,” I told him. I knew that he wasn’t. It wouldn’t be the first time something like this had happened, and it made me ill to even think about it going down the same way again. I hated the attention that I seemed to attract, hated the way men seemed to see me and spot an easy target. The last thing I wanted was to have some dude look me up and down and decide that he had found a decent target. I wanted to be left the hell alone, for the rest of my life, preferably, but there was already someone making himself a problem. 

“You’re just worrying too much,” I told him as gently as I could, but I wasn’t sure I really believed what was coming out of my mouth. I wanted to believe it, but that was a different thing entirely. I could buy that someone was out there, trying to get their hands on me. It had happened before, and I had seen without a shadow of a doubt the way men could go after women if they thought they were owed something from them.

What had I done? Made eye contact too long with someone while I was serving them a coffee or something? I was running through every interaction that I’d had since I arrived here, but I couldn’t come up with anything that explained someone following me around.

Maybe my father really was just paranoid. After what had happened, I didn’t blame him. I just hoped – prayed, with everything I had inside of me – that he was wrong, that I didn’t have to fear for my life, for my safety, for what little comfort we had managed to find since we arrived in this place. 
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