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Chapter One
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Darlene

They were watching her again. 

It should have been creepy, two very large men staring at her, yet there wasn’t any threat in their body language. Darlene Tallman knew all about men who issued threats with just a look. Their angry eyes, cold sneers, and jittery hands—excited by the prospect of hurting someone who couldn’t possibly fight back.

These two didn’t look like that. The expression on their faces was... concerned. Oh, they tried to hide it, but she knew the difference between worry and menace.

She wished she knew why they were concerned about her. 

Was it personal or professional?

They didn’t talk much, seemed to communicate mostly with heavy stares, frowns, and a whole lot of hovering.

She wanted to ask if they... liked her or if they thought she might leave, go back to her life on the streets.

Ha! She was never going back to her old life.

She’d been hurt so many times. Betrayed so many times. Nearly died this last time. Now... she was trying something new: caution. She was tired of men telling her what to do, using her however they wanted, and ending up with nothing and no one.

She was done with being a doormat.

Done.

If they didn’t want to talk to her, to tell her their concerns, well... she wasn’t going to ask.

Darlene finished checking her housekeeping cart to ensure she had everything she needed for her shift at one of the most exclusive hotels in New York City. After one last glance at the two men, who stood silently near the exit of the housekeeping supply section of the hotel maintenance floor, she pushed her cart past them.

“Good morning, Mason, Magnus,” she said in a quiet voice in their general direction.

“Good morning, Darlene,” they replied in unison, their deep, dark voices in sync.

A shiver of pleasure ran up her spine. 

Don’t be stupid. They’re polite to everyone. 

They wouldn’t be interested in her anyway, not with her sexual history. Three years of sex work on the streets of New York left her with a lot of scars, some visible, some not. 

The two men knew about it all.

They followed her to the elevators, as usual, and watched as she got into a car to go up to her assigned floor. They didn’t say anything more, they just... watched. Watched with an intensity that was as physical as a touch.

It took a few seconds after the elevator doors closed and she began to go up before she could fully relax her shoulders and fan her face. Mason and Magnus Breznik were the hottest men she’d ever seen in her life. 

The identical twins stood well over six feet and had shoulders to match their height. They kept their hair shaved on the sides, but longer on top. Their dark hair had a natural wave to it that made her hands itch to touch and stroke. They had the lightest blue eyes she’d ever seen. The first time she’d seen Mason’s eyes she’d been so surprised and fascinated she’d stopped talking in the middle of a sentence and hadn’t been able to start speaking again until he was out of sight. 

If sex appeal was a power source, they’d be a nuclear power plant.

Despite their size, they didn’t frighten her, not much anyway. But she had been scared for them. She’d come across them in the lobby a couple of weeks ago covered in blood. Mason had been shot. He said he wore a vest, but still, shot.

They’d been so kind to her, and it wasn’t the two-faced kindness she got from most men. The kindness that went away the second you said, no. During one scary moment, they didn’t ask her for anything, they didn’t take anything either, they just held her between them until she calmed down, then stashed her in their suite. Once the confrontation—the sheer stupidity in the lobby—was over, they’d come back and escorted her to her own room.

She’d been grateful, relieved, and mystified by their behavior. One moment, they acted like two men who wanted her, touching her with desire on their faces, and carrying her off to safety. Then they backed off so hard, she wondered if they finally remembered she’d been a prostitute for three years. Or maybe they liked a different type of woman? Someone taller with self-confidence and an education? She loved to read, but hadn’t finished high school.

Whatever the reason, they just watched her. They didn’t talk to her or come too close to her. They watched.

It was pissing her off.

And there wasn’t a damn thing she could do about it.

The elevator arrived at her assigned floor, dinged, and the doors opened. Before she could start pushing her cart out, a human tornado whirled into the space.

“Darlene, good,” the tiny woman who was her boss said. “I need you to go up to the larger suites today.” 

Louise Marabell, the head of Housekeeping, determined where each of her staff worked in the hotel. But the larger suites on the upper floors of the hotel were reserved for staff with more seniority than she had. 

The tips were amazing.

She was the newest member of the Housekeeping staff. She should be the last person on the list.

“Why doesn’t anyone want to work those rooms?” Darlene asked, in a hesitant tone.

Louise stared at her, then sighed and pushed the button for one of the higher floors. “The guests in those rooms are a little... odd.”

“Odd, how?”

“They follow the cleaning personnel around the suite.” She waved Darlene’s next question away. “No, they don’t touch anyone, they just follow them around. And one of the Japanese guests tries to make conversation, but it’s not... normal conversation. It’s a little weird. Could you give it a try? If it bothers you, you don’t have to stay.”

Darlene had met and dealt with the worst humanity had to offer.

She could handle weird. 

“No problem,” she said with a shrug. “I actually prefer to know where a guest is if they’re in the room.” Getting blindsided by some asshole too many times did that to a person.

“Thank you,” Louise said with a huge smile. “Please see me before the end of your shift, I’d like to know how things go for you.”

“Sure,” Darlene replied with a small smile. 

The elevator dinged and the door slid open.

“Call my cell if you need anything,” Louise said as Darlene pushed her cart out of the elevator car.

Darlene nodded and smiled, but no matter how strange the people were, she wouldn’t call. She needed this job. Only a few weeks ago, she’d been halfway to dead and living on borrowed time. 

Then a miracle happened. Her friend Samantha had shown up on the street with her boss—who was also her boyfriend—and they’d thrown her a lifeline. A respectable job in one of the fanciest hotels in New York. They had employee housing and freaking medical benefits. Every other employee she’d met said the same things to her.

The Brezniks were the best people to work for in the whole city.

The Brezniks took care of their employees in ways no other employer did.

The Brezniks didn’t allow the abuse of their employees.

All she had to do was tell the cops about the man who had tried to kill her. A man who had cut a fucking map into her back with a knife.

In the hall in front of her, the nearest door opened and two people stepped out. This was the first room she was assigned to clean, so it was nice that she didn’t have to knock and interrupt their morning.

She’d seen both of them before in the lobby, and again in one of the hotel’s large conference rooms. They were part of a group of Japanese tourists. Important people given the personal attention Anna Breznik had given them.

Darlene stopped her cart and bowed to them. “Good morning.” She didn’t come out of the bow until after they’d returned her good morning with one of their own.

She’d lived in Japan for two years when her dad had been stationed there. Join the Navy, see the world didn’t just apply to the sailor, but the sailor’s family as well. Her Japanese was rusty though. 

“I must clean your rooms,” she said, speaking more slowly than she normally would. “May I go inside?” 

When her first pimp realized she spoke a little bit of several languages, she’d ended up with a lot of out-of-town Johns. Who knew being a sex worker would provide lessons on how to get along with people whose first language wasn’t English?

The man and woman stepped back.

“Of course,” the man said. He extended an open hand toward the door.

“Thank you,” Darlene said with another quick bow.

She pushed her cart into the room. 

It was a large suite, so she was standing in a living room with a couple of couches, chairs, and one loveseat. There was a large TV mounted on the far wall between the doorways to two of the bedrooms. Two more bedrooms faced them from the other side of the room. Each pair of bedrooms shared a bathroom. There was also a small kitchen area immediately to the left of the door to the suite.

She left her cart with a pocket full of garbage bags, and went around to pull and replace each garbage bag in the suite, all six of them. The male followed four paces behind her the entire time. The other eight people in the room watched her silently from their seats on the furniture.

She could see why other people found their silence and attention strange, but she liked the quiet. No one was calling her names, yelling at her, or swearing at her. Their attention was curious in nature. Their heads were tilted slightly to one side or the other, as if she were doing something interesting and mysterious.

She’d been confused so often in her life, she knew just how they felt, trying to adjust to another culture whose behavior and expectations were so different from your own.

She relaxed more and more as she finished with the garbage and moved on to cleaning the bathrooms. 

She didn’t even notice that she’d begun humming under her breath and bopping her head in time with the song until the man following her said, “You are... singing and dancing?”

She stopped wiping out the sink to look at him. “Yes. I’m sorry if I offended you. I’ll stop.” She gave him a small bow.

“Oh,” he said, also bowing. “No offense taken. Your voice is... good. I was surprised.”

“Surprised?”

“Yes,” he glanced over his shoulder at the rest of the suite, probably checking with one of the other guests. “The other cleaning people were... uncomfortable. You are...” He glanced away, mentally searching for the right words, “Light, your spirit is light and happy.”

“I am happy,” she said, then caught her breath, because she was happy. For the first time since she ran away from her horrible family, she was truly happy.

He studied her for a few more moments. “You are not... afraid?”

She snorted, then covered her face with her hands as heat crept up her cheeks. “I’m sorry, it’s just that...” How was she going to explain this? “Your curiosity is understandable. I’m a stranger in your space, your safe place. Your interest in what I’m doing is natural.”

The man considered that for a few seconds. Then he stepped closer to her. Only one step, but she could tell he was doing it to see how she would respond. His face was alight with inquisitiveness and nothing else.

“Now?” he asked.

He wanted to know how she responded if she perceived a threat. 

She almost laughed, but managed to keep it to a smile. This was the most polite threat she’d ever encountered. “There is another reason why I’m not afraid.”

His eyes widened slightly and he almost seemed to quiver in anticipation. “What is it?”

“I work for the Breznik family,” she said, surprised at the level of pride she heard in her own voice. “They do not tolerate... harm to their people. If a guest hurt me, they would be punished.”

She didn’t know how, but she knew it right down to the marrow of her bones that it was true.

“Ah.” The man smiled and nodded. “And so you are safe.”

“Yes.”

Someone in the living area said something in rapid Japanese. Darlene only understood one word. Samurai.

“Samurai?” she asked.

It was the man’s turn to blush. “My companion thinks that the Breznik family has a responsibility to their people and their people to them. Like in the time of the Samurai. It is an honorable relationship.”

She thought about that for a second, reviewing the interactions she’d had and witnessed between hotel employees and the Brezniks. There was respect there on all sides.

“Yes,” she said. 

The man nodded again, then backed away a few steps. She went back to her cleaning.

She finished that side of the suite, tidying the bedrooms and making sure everything was stocked. Then moved to the other side of the suite and began with that bathroom. She was halfway through it when there was three very loud knocks at the door. They were so forceful, she could feel the vibration in the sink counter.
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Chapter Two
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Darlene

There was a hasty conversation in Japanese, then the door was opened.

“I’m looking for one of our housekeepers who hasn’t checked in.” The words were said in a deep, dark, grumbling tone.

Mason or Magnus. Or both. Worrying about her again. 

Wait a second, she’d never had to check in before.

Darlene walked out of the bathroom and through the bedroom in time to see Mason, yes she was sure it was him, standing much too close to the Japanese gentleman who’d spoken with her.

She’d seen that body language in him before. Usually prior to physically ejecting someone from the hotel. 

The bottom fell out of her stomach, leaving her in a freefall without any way to slow down.

These guests were important. A conflict between Mason and the guests would be bad for everyone.

She cleared her throat. “Mr. Breznik,” she said in a tentative tone. 

Mason’s head snapped in her direction. 

“I’m terribly sorry to have caused any alarm.” She tried to smile, but she was sure she had too much adrenaline rushing through her for it to be convincing. “Did you need to speak with me?”

“Yes.” He stepped back two paces away from the Japanese guest, his face as expressionless as ever. “Outside, please.”

It took effort to swallow and make her vocal cords work. “Of course, sir.”

She headed for the suite’s entrance and walked out in the hallway. She felt more than heard Mason following her out. He was so close behind her his body heat warmed her back.

She walked several paces down the hall toward the elevator before stopping and turning to face him.

“I didn’t know I was supposed to check in,” she said before he could begin chewing her out.

He stared at her, unblinking for a couple of seconds before he said, “You’re usually done with the rooms much faster than this. Was there a problem with any of the guests?”

She thought about the extremely polite Japanese guests. “No, not at all. It’s a suite, so it takes longer to clean than a regular room.”

Spots of color reddened Mason’s cheeks. “I... had forgotten that.”

He’d forgotten... wait a sec... what?

“There is no check-in protocol is there?” Her thoughts jumped to the next obvious conclusion. “Do you time me?” Before he could answer, she asked, “Do you watch me on the security cameras?”

Mason opened his mouth to reply, but nothing came out. He swallowed, but still... nothing. No denial, no excuses, and no apology.

Oh yeah, he watched. That’s all he and his brother ever did with her. Watch.

“You did, didn’t you.” She said it like it was an observation not a question. “You and Magnus.”

Mason’s mouth slowly closed, then he tilted his head to one side, his gaze intent.

Darlene didn’t give a shit about whatever he found so fascinating. She’d had enough of their arm’s length caretaking of her. As if they had the right to do that. As if she wanted them to do that. The health and security of hotel staff was one thing, but this surveillance and freaking out when she didn’t stay on their schedule was going to end.

She pointed a finger at Mason. “You and your brother are going to stop this nonsense right now.”

He straightened, his stance no longer hesitant, his chin raised, his eyes hard. “No.”

She glanced behind him and saw two Japanese guests watching them from the doorway of their suite.

She refocused on Mason and narrowed her eyes. “Yes.”

Mason took a step toward her, putting his body within touching distance. 

He sucked in a breath, probably to say no again, but she beat him to the punch. “You are going to get me fired.” 

Just the idea of losing her job punched panic into her heart. A sob got caught in her throat, making it hard to find enough air to speak, but she had to find a way to make him understand. “This job is the best thing to happen to me in a very long time, if I lose it...” She couldn’t finish the sentence. If she lost it, she’d likely be dead.

“You will not lose your job,” Mason growled. “I guarantee it.”

“Is there a problem?”

Mason spun on his heel so fast it made her dizzy.

The Japanese guest who’d spoken with her earlier was standing right behind Mason, and now Mason was looming over him. Mason’s shoulders and back were rigid underneath his suit jacket.

Darlene frowned, that wasn’t quite right. She glanced down and saw that he had his right hand tucked behind his leg and there was a long, wicked knife in his grip.

Holy crap, where had that come from?

He was hanging onto it so tight his knuckles were white with strain. His whole body looked like it was about to explode. 

She moved before her brain fully comprehended what he might do with that knife. 

She stepped forward, grabbed Mason’s wrist, slapped a smile on her face, poked her head around Mason’s body, and managed to say in a too cheerful tone, “No, nothing at all.” She had to suck in a breath to steady her uneven breathing. “Mr. Breznik and I were just having a difference of opinion.” She shrugged. “He’s very passionate about his job.”

At that Mason turned his head to look at her with one eyebrow raised.

She managed to keep the smile on her face by forcing her lips to stay where they were. “Isn’t that right, sir?” She squeezed his wrist.

He studied her for another moment. “Very passionate,” he said in a flat tone.

The Japanese guest looked from her to Mason and back. “I see.”

Mason broke eye contact with her to glare at the guest. “Do you?” he asked, his voice clearly saying he didn’t believe it.

The guest looked between them again, then a hint of a smile lit up his gaze. “Yes, I think I do. If you don’t mind, I would like to provide a small note of feedback regarding the young lady’s work.”

Mason didn’t say anything, but she had to use more and more strength to keep his hand where it was. 

The guest seemed to take this as permission, and gave her a nod of his head. “Your housekeeper is kind and works with great diligence. No harm will come to her from any of us.”

Mason didn’t say anything for several seconds, then, finally, he growled out, “During your stay?”

“Anywhere, at any time.”

The tension in Mason’s body ratcheted up another level. If this kept up, she was going to have to use her body weight to keep him from stabbing the guest. 

“Why?” Mason asked.

“As I said, she is kind and... joyful. Happiness is sometimes difficult to find in the world today. It should be protected and allowed to flourish.”

Mason remained silent for another moment, then said, “Agreed.” He relaxed his shoulders, arm, and hand.

The Japanese guest bowed to Mason and walked back to the doorway to his suite.

Once the guest was out of sight, Darlene let go of Mason’s wrist and he did something that made the knife disappear.

How had he done that?

Never mind, she didn’t have time to figure out his magic trick. “I have to finish cleaning the suite,” she said to Mason. “If you will excuse me?”

Mason turned to face her again. “Why did you stop me?”

She blinked, and the anger that had subsided when the guest came to talk to them reignited, burning a hole through her sternum. “Because I didn’t want you to lose your job, or end up in jail,” she hissed at him. She smacked his chest with one open hand.

He glanced down at her hand, which was still touching his chest, then he looked at her again. “You were trying to... protect me?”

She rolled her eyes. “Yes.”

“Why?” He sounded so confused.

“Because I...” Damn it, she’d almost said, because I like you, because you and your brother are the hottest men I’ve ever met, because if something happened to you I don’t know if I would ever recover. “Because I... care about you. You and your brother are my friends. I don’t have a lot of those.”

“Friends,” Mason said flatly as if he didn’t know what the word meant. He stared at her for so long, the expression on his face slowly transforming from irritated and angry to something closer to satisfied. “You care about us?”

He didn’t take a step, but somehow he seemed closer to her.

“Yes. You and your brother are good men and you’ve been kind to me.”

He snorted and shook his head. “We are not good men.”

She gave him a sad smile. “I guess that depends on how you define good, doesn’t it?” Darlene turned and walked back to the suite she was cleaning. 

She’d bet her next paycheck that her definition of good was completely different than his.
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Chapter Three
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Mason

Mason watched Darlene walk back into the Japanese guests’ suite, uncertainty rolling in his gut. He’d lived for hundreds of years, but this was the first time he could ever remember feeling so unsettled, unsure, and uneasy.

Normally, when he and his brother interacted with a woman, they didn’t have to do much to indicate their interest. They’d sit or stand next to her and make strong eye contact. They didn’t have to say much. The woman usually understood and either ran from them or invited them up to her room.

Darlene was different. She kept asking them questions, like what do you want? Is there a problem with one of the rooms I cleaned? Or did you want to talk to me about something? 

What they wanted was to fuck her, feed her, and keep her safe in their private suite for the rest of her life. If they told her that, she’d probably run away, then he and his brother would be in an awkward position. Because they would follow her.

He and his brother were sure. Darlene was someone who, despite all the shit done to her, was kind, generous with her care, and carried an air of innocence. She’d been horribly abused by everyone in her life. From what Samantha had told them, that included her family—and after she’d escaped that nightmare—everyone she’d met on the street. She’d been assaulted by a serial killer, injured, and had come too close to death.

Yet, she went about her work as a housekeeper at the hotel with an attitude of joy and gratitude.

He and Magnus had no idea how to talk to her, what to say, or what to do. They wanted her, and not just in bed. Her smile was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen in his long wicked life. He would do anything to be the person she smiled at.

But he and his brother were big men, scary looking, and had carefully cultivated brutal reputations on the street. It kept stupid people from making stupid decisions. It also kept them from making their desires known. 

If they told her, or showed her, how much they wanted her, she’d be frightened. She might try to leave the hotel. Magnus was certain of it, and Mason agreed with his twin.

They were trying to get her used to them being around by crossing paths with her several times a day. They were always polite, didn’t crowd her, and asked how she was feeling every morning.

One of them watched her on the security feed while she was working, to ensure she was safe even when they weren’t close by. But that had backfired on them today.

She’d been angry. At him. At his brother. For a moment, she looked like she was going to either hit him again or kiss him. She hadn’t, she’d smacked his chest with an open palm, then her anger deflated like a burst balloon. Her last smile had been sad.

He didn’t understand what caused her to be unhappy.

He’d need to talk to his brother, figure out what was going on in her head. 

Perhaps they were going about this all wrong.

Mason walked into the security office to find his brother watching the wall of security feeds from all over the hotel.

Magnus turned to look at his brother. “What happened?”

“She figured out that we watch her,” Mason said. “She got angry.”

Magnus studied him for a moment, then grunted. “And the Japanese?”

“He came out to tell me how good a job Darlene is doing.” Mason said. “But I think he did it because he felt protective.”

Magnus got to his feet. “Protective?”

“He made a vow to keep her safe.”

“Did you explain to him that she is under our protection?”

Mason let a satisfied smile slide over his face. “I didn’t have to, Darlene physically held me back. He noticed and acknowledged her claim.”

Magnus sat back down slowly, nodding his head.

Mason let some of his frustration out in his voice, growling, “She was angry. When she put it all together, understood that we watch her, it made her angry.”

“Why?”

“She said we didn’t have the right to do that. She’s afraid she will lose her job.”

Magnus snorted the same disbelief Mason felt.

“She’s also afraid we will get into trouble. She says she cares about us.” Mason took a couple more steps inside the room. “We might want to change our strategy. She isn’t like most women. I don’t think waiting for her to become comfortable with us is going to work.”

“We want her because she isn’t like most women,” Magnus said. He watched the screens again, but Mason didn’t think he saw what was on any of them.

“We should ask Anna for her advice.”

“Do you think she can help us?”

“She isn’t like most women either.”

“True. Let’s ask now.”

They found Anna working in Yvgeny’s apartment.

She glanced up when they entered, one eyebrow raised at the appearance of both of them at the same time. 

Normally, they went about their duties in a way that put one of them on roving patrol around the building, while the other manned the security office or performed other tasks near the lobby.

By the time they came to a stop in front of Anna, who was seated at Yvgeny’s never-used dining table, she’d refocused her attention on the computer in front of her. Alone.

“Where is Evan?” Mason asked.

She didn’t look up. “He has gone shopping.”

“You let him go alone?” Magnus asked, concern laced through his words.

“What is he shopping for?” Mason asked. Anna would never let Evan do something that would jeopardize his safety and security. Something else was going on.

She finally looked at them and smiled as if they were complete strangers. “Is there a problem?”

“Not with the hotel,” Mason said.

Silence.

After a moment, she raised one eyebrow. “You have a problem with something else?”

“Darlene,” said Magnus.

Both Anna’s eyebrows rose. “What did she do?”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
% They have lived lifetim

in service to others, but

for the first time, they |
want something for | |

themselves—her

p=...

JULIE ROWE





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





