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      Nadia

      The sound of metallic parts clash in my ears. Cigar smoke fills my nostrils. I hear girls screaming and pleading nearby.

      Nadia, look at me. Look here. He slaps my face hard enough to make my head spin. Open your pretty little Russian mouth, whore.

      “Nyet…nyet!”

      I jerk awake at the sound of my own voice pleading into the darkness.

      I try to move, but I can’t–my wrists are immobilized–chained to the bed.

      No, wait. They’re not. I sit up and rub them to be sure. I’m free. It was just a dream.

      Another flashback.

      The lamp beside my bed glows because I can’t fall asleep in the dark. Worse, if I wake in darkness, I scream until I’m hoarse.

      I blink, looking for the cots. For the other girls chained to them, but I’m in my own bed. My own bedroom. Not in the basement of Leon Poval’s sofa factory but in our luxury apartment in Chicago. In the bratva building they call the Kremlin.

      My brother Adrian and his girlfriend Kat are in the next bedroom. I probably woke them with my cries.

      “I’m all right,” I call out in Russian, in case they’re bracing for my screams.

      I climb out of bed and walk to my sewing table to pick up my sketchbook.

      Three years ago, when I was a different person altogether, I dreamed of designing wedding gowns. I worked as a seamstress doing alterations in a high-end bridal shop and went to school to study fashion design.

      Now, I barely leave the apartment. Agoraphobia keeps me trapped here with my sketchpad full of designs and a sewing machine I never use.

      I flip it open to the last drawing I made. Four musicians on a stage. Each wearing punked-out versions of a business suit in black pinstripes and red accents. The jackets have one or both sleeves roughly removed, without a neat hem. One has a lapel missing from the left.

      The female lead singer is in tiny shorts with fishnets underneath and a pleated red skirt just on the sides of the shorts. Her red tie is wrapped close around her neck like one of the collars Kat likes to wear.

      Then there’s her brother, Flynn–the lead guitar player. Tall and dashing. I have him in the jacket missing both sleeves, showing off his shoulders. A red t-shirt underneath–no tie. Black pants with skinny legs. I haven’t sketched his face, but my mind conjures it from memory.

      Pirate smile. Eyes that crinkle at the edges. A warmth and ease that extends beyond his lanky form.

      He’s the one thing that lures me out of this building. Away from the security I derive from living in the fortress of the Russian mafiya.

      I know his friendliness toward me is just that–a casual amicability he extends to everyone in his sphere. I know he takes a different girl home every week–sometimes two. At the same time.

      Flynn is a player. Not the guy for me, and yet I’m drawn to him.

      He gives me a reason to try to conquer my PTSD and panic disorder. A reason to leave my room.

      I fully expect he’ll wreck my heart–that probably can’t be helped. But heartache has to be better than the torment of solitude. Or worse–being afraid to feel anything at all.
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      Flynn

      Nadia is having a panic attack.

      I'm in the alley behind Rue's Lounge sharing a blunt with my buddies in the band when the stunning young Russian comes flying out the emergency exit door gasping for breath.

      She veers quickly around the corner like she doesn't want to be seen.

      “I'll see you guys inside.” I push off the wall and pass the blunt back to Ty, our drummer. I don’t call attention to Nadia, the girl who lives in my sister’s building. I'm sure she wants privacy while she tries to get control.

      I'm all too familiar with what a panic attack looks like. My mom suffers from anxiety and depression, and I've spent my entire life helping her navigate it. Lightening her moods. Working to make her smile.

      I stroll around the corner like I'm still just out for a smoke and find Nadia with her back against the bricks and tears streaming down her face. I don’t know her that well. Not well enough to presume she wants to talk to me right now. Or that I’m any comfort to her.

      But I’m incapable of walking away. Not before trying.

      Her eyes widen when she sees me, and she gasps harder to catch her breath, doubling over at the waist, her hands resting on her ripped jeans.

      I lean my back against the brick wall beside her, so we're side by side. No direct eye contact. No threatening interaction required.

      After a moment, she lifts her torso, but she’s still unable to breathe. Her face is red and tears leak from the outer corners of her eyes. I can't think of any words to say, so I just take her hand and thread my fingers through hers.

      She struggles to inhale for a few moments longer, and then some of the fight drops away, and her arm loosens.

      “Hey,” I say softly.

      She whimpers.

      I’ve been drawn to this girl since she first started coming to see the band. She’s gorgeous but in the most understated way–almost like she’s hiding. Like she doesn’t want anyone to see her. But then she lights up when I talk to her, so I figure maybe she’s just shy.

      Now I think I understand it better. She has social anxiety.

      Which is totally cool. There is no one less daunted by mental health issues than I am.

      “I love your new hairstyle.” With our hands still joined, I reach up and brush a lock of hair from her brown eyes.

      She showed up tonight with copper highlights in her brown hair and her previously long hair cut into a long shaggy bob that frames her heart-shaped face. She's also wearing make-up tonight–another first. Black eyeliner sweeps under her eyes and out toward the outer edges of her brows in a dramatic nod to punk. The upper and lower lids are rimmed and shadowed with gold, copper and bronze that catch the light and make the gold flecks in her eyes pop. She’s wearing an open flannel shirt over a pale pink tank top that molds to her breasts.

      I purposely don't address the panic attack. I'm not going to ask her what's wrong or if she's okay. I know none of those things will help her move past this moment. She's probably already embarrassed enough that someone has seen her.

      “You do?” she chokes out. I hear the relief in her voice that we're not talking about the tears.

      “Yeah,” I say. “You look great.”

      She takes her fingers back and wraps her arms around her waist. I push off the wall to face her and adjust the lapels of her black leather jacket, zipping it up because she looks cold. I guess even if you’re from Russia, Chicago is too damn cold in February to stand outside for long.

      “Do you want a hit?” I ask. I have another blunt in my pocket that I could light up. As soon as I offer, I wish I hadn’t.

      It feels wrong to offer her weed even though I know marijuana is useful for anxiety. I feel like a reprobate. I have no idea how she feels about partying or drugs or even alcohol for that matter. I’ve never seen her drink anything but a bottle of water.

      Besides, I don't want her to go down that rabbit hole if she’s not already in it. I know so many people who've wasted entirely too much of their lives getting stoned–myself included. Nadia seems too fresh and bright for that. She seems pure.

      “What?” She looks me in the eyes for the first time since I arrived.

      “Never mind,” I say. “It was a dumb idea. I have a better one.” I catch her hand again and tug her toward the van the band uses to transport our instruments and equipment.

      She hesitates, dragging her feet a bit, so I stop to wait. “Are you scared of me?” I am a guy she barely knows trying to pull her to his car in a back alley. It makes sense she’d be reluctant to follow.

      But she shakes her head, and the resistance leaves. I pull her to the back of the van where I open the doors. After I crawl inside, I hold my hand out for hers. Her brows go down, but she takes my proffered palm and climbs in. “What are we doing?”

      I pull the doors shut and sit cross-legged on the carpeted floor of the van. “It's warmer in here.”

      She gets comfortable, leaning her back against the sidewall of the van. “Won't your bandmates miss you? I mean, don't you have to go play?”

      I shrug. “I'll go back in a minute. For now, it's nice to be away from the crowd. Don't you think?”

      Probably understanding that I'm helping her, she tips her head back against the side of the van and lets out a soft sob. A tear streaks down her face.

      I keep my mouth shut. This is the art of being with someone in a meltdown. You match their energy. Share the burden. Normalize the moment.

      Even though she’s crying again, I sense the panic ebb. The tears are the letdown that comes afterward.

      “I like my hair, too.” Her Russian accent is sexy–I could listen to her all night. “I felt so strong tonight.” She swipes at the tears with the back of her hand. “And I want to go to a party with you.” When I tilt my head in puzzlement, her eyes widen like she wishes she could take the words back. “I mean–you invited me last month, and I wanted to go, but crowds make me hyperventilate. So I've been trying to work on it.”

      “Yeah,” I say like it's all no big deal. Because, truthfully, it isn’t. She could freak out or cry all night, and I wouldn't judge. I wouldn't run. I have a capacity for chilling with emotional wreckage.

      I let her gather herself in silence for a beat then offer, “We could go to a party tonight.”

      Her gaze lifts to mine in a sort of shocked wonder. She’s wearing a pink-gold lip gloss that makes me want to kiss her pretty bowtie mouth.

      “After the show. I already know of at least two parties. We could go to both. You know–try it out. See how you do.”

      I know she was already writing tonight off as a failure. Maybe she was waiting outside for a ride to go home. But I figure the night is still young. Panic attacks pass. The best thing to do is just move on. Try again. Not make a big deal out of it.

      Her full lips part.

      “Nadia!” A male voice bellows in the alley.

      Only because I hear the panic in his voice–like he’s afraid something bad happened to her– do I kick open the back doors to the van and call back, “She’s in here!”

      I climb out to find the guy I think is her brother striding toward me like he’s about to kick my ass.

      Nadia follows me out and stands beside me, which makes the guy slow his step. “I’m here, Adrian. I’m fine. It was cold, so we sat in the van for a minute.”

      He’s definitely her brother–there’s no mistaking the resemblance. I’ve seen him in the building a few times. Another one of the lethal-looking tattooed Russian mafiya members. I’d be more wary if my sister, Story, wasn’t living with one of them.

      I guess her boyfriend normalized the mob for me.

      His girlfriend runs up behind him and hooks her arm through his like she’s trying to slow his roll. “She’s okay. Let’s go back in, Adrian.”

      Adrian doesn’t move. He gives me a glower before turning his gaze back on Nadia. “What happened?”

      Ugh.

      Does this guy not know that bringing it up is only going to bring her down?

      “I invited her outside for some fresh air,” I lie, looping my arm behind her back like this was some kind of flirtation and not a near-emergency.

      He ignores me. “We should go.”

      I draw Nadia closer. She lets me. She fits nicely by my side, her smaller purple Converse beside my black ones. I like the feel of her against me.

      She glances up at me uncertainly. “I-I’m going to stay.” She looks back at her brother. “Flynn and I are going to a party after the show.”

      Adrian’s girlfriend’s face splits into a smile. “That’s great! See? She’s fine. Let’s–”

      “No.” Adrian squares off like he’s going to fight me if I try to convince him otherwise. I can’t tell if he’s protective or controlling or both. I’m going to give him the benefit of the doubt and say he’s concerned because he knows about his sister’s social anxiety, but I don’t think making a big deal about it does her any favors. If anything, it reinforces the feedback loop that there’s something wrong with her.

      It’s Nadia who takes charge. She pushes me toward the building, simply walking away from her brother.

      “Nadia!” he yells, but he doesn’t follow.

      I sense both their gazes on our backs as I take Nadia’s hand and lead her in through the propped stage entrance door.

      Inside, Story is waiting with the rest of the band, her electric guitar looped over one shoulder. She thrusts my guitar at me. “Jesus, Flynn, where in the hell–oh.” She sees Nadia and chops her own tirade off. “Hey, Nadia. I think Adrian’s looking for you.”

      I shrug off my jacket and toss it over a chair. “He found her,” I clip, sliding the guitar strap over my head. I catch Nadia’s gaze and see she’s starting to turn frantic again. I tip my head toward the stage. “Come here, I want to show you something.”

      Her body goes rigid. “What?”

      “Flynn, we're going on now,” Story says with impatience.

      I ignore her, stepping close to Nadia, right into her personal space. “Do you trust me?” I meet her gold-flecked eyes with mine.

      She locks onto my gaze like I’m a lifeline. Like she’s walking on a tightrope, and if she dares to look away, she’ll lose her balance and fall.

      I shouldn’t take offense that her answer isn’t immediate. We don’t really know each other. We’ve never even been alone together before those few minutes in the van. She’s just a girl who comes to my shows. An acquaintance.

      But I know my intentions are good. I know down to my bones that I speak her language. Not Russian. But another one. The emotional one. Or energetic. I may not know anything about her, but I get her completely.

      “Flynn!” Story hisses over her shoulder as she and the other band members go out on stage. The crowd cheers.

      Finally, Nadia gives a tiny nod.

      “‘Kay. Come here.” I send her a smile and take her hand, leading her to the wing of the stage. I yank a chair over and situate it just behind the wing. “Sit here.” I point at the seat.

      She hesitates, blinking into the stage lights.

      “Just sit,” I coax.

      With faltering steps, she advances and sits in the chair, looking up at me expectantly.

      I point toward the stage with a grin. “Best seat in the house,” I tell her. “You can see everything on stage in complete privacy.”

      She cranes her neck around the curtain and darts a look toward the packed house. The air is thick and warm with bodies.

      The Storytellers should really be playing bigger venues, but Rue gave us our first job, and we're loath to snub her now. If she decides one day she's sick of the crowds we bring, then we'll move somewhere else. For now, our fans will just have to get here early or buy their tickets in advance because we pack the house and sell out every Saturday night.

      “See?” I tilt my head toward the audience. “If you can't see them, they can't see you.”

      At last, I win one of her rare but beautiful smiles. Like a flower blooming in the snow.

      “All right—we are back.” Story speaks into the microphone. “We're going to get going with our next set just as soon as my brother gets his butt out here onto the stage.”

      The crowd cheers. “Flynn! Flynn! Flynn!”

      “You okay?” I ask Nadia.

      She nods. I see hope shining behind her expression, and it does something odd to my chest.

      “Don't go anywhere,” I tell her.

      Pink stains her cheeks. “I won't.”

      “Promise?”

      “Flynn!” Lake yells from the stage.

      I wait for Nadia's answer.

      “Promise,” she says.

      I flash her a smile and jog out to the stage just in time to get hit by three girls' panties at once.
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      Nadia

      Gospodi, girls are throwing their panties at Flynn. He picks a pair up and slingshots it back out into the crowd, which makes the fans–male and female alike–roar in approval. He starts up the riff to one of the Storytellers’ original songs.

      My heart is still racing, but this time it's not from fear. The mechanical gear sound that starts up when I’m having an attack stopped screeching in my ears.

      No, my thrill has everything to do with Flynn Taylor. The guy with a pirate smile who is rapidly overtaking Story’s glory as the darling of The Storytellers. The hottest new sound sensation in Chicago. Flynn is becoming the heartthrob every teen girl dreams of. Fortunately, most of them are too young to even get into Rue’s. The rest, though…

      Let’s just say Flynn gets plenty of action.

      Which is why I can’t decide whether to be thrilled he’s taken an interest in me or just write it off because the guy takes an interest in every female in our age range with a pulse.

      The band strikes up their second set, and I jiggle my toes to the rhythm and hum along. I know all their songs by heart. I sometimes go down to listen to them practice in the studio in our building. That’s where I first met Flynn. I was standing in the hallway waiting to go in and clean the place after they finished. He asked if I was coming to see their show Saturday night.

      I’d shocked myself by saying yes.

      The first time I tried, I made it to the door and had to leave. The next time, I made it a little longer. I’d come in and sit down with Oleg, Story’s boyfriend, the mute bratva enforcer. Once people started coming in, I’d leave. Over the last few months, I’ve worked my way up to staying for longer and longer periods of time with larger and larger crowds of people.

      I think I’m doing so well until something like tonight happens.

      I’m not even sure what set me off. There was nothing particularly different about tonight, but when I got up to go to the bathroom, I got jostled by several people, and it set off a full-on panic attack.

      It's funny how Flynn didn't seem weirded out to find me crying in the alleyway. I think he was just playing it cool, and I absolutely adore him for that. It was sweet the way he covered for me with Adrian–not that Adrian wouldn’t know the truth.

      I pull out my phone to text Adrian that I’m backstage, and he can go home without me. It feels wild and daring. Almost as crazy as jumping off a cliff.

      He texts back to say he’s staying. Obviously, he doesn’t believe I’ll go through with it.

      Am I really going to a party?

      The idea both thrills and terrifies me. I've been working myself up to this for weeks now. I asked my therapist to prescribe me the anti-anxiety meds she had suggested months ago. I cut and colored my hair. I let my brother's new girlfriend, Kat, do my makeup.

      Tonight, when we left the Kremlin, the building that houses Chicago's bratva, I felt on top of the world. Well, not on top of the world–that's going way too far. But I felt strong and bold, like a different person.

      The girl in the mirror looked like she could be in a punk rock band like Story. She looked like the kind of girl who could hold her own. The kind no one would mess with.

      I may be low-level obsessed with Story. The front person of her own band. The punk rock star with a giant Russian bodyguard for a boyfriend. But maybe that's just because I'm fascinated by everything to do with Flynn. And Story is Flynn's older sister.

      I watch him now from the side of the stage. My position lets me be a fly on the wall, and I prefer it so much to being out with the rest of the fans. Back here, I feel safe. I feel like an insider. Especially because Flynn deposited me here.

      He made me promise to remain! That thought has my heart racing again.

      I take in his tall, lanky form as he performs. He is the epitome of cool–everything a rising star should be. Neatly trimmed beard, a skull cap on his head. His clever fingers dance over the bass guitar strings. He smiles and scowls and performs like a dream.

      I watch his shoulders and biceps flex under a faded Radiohead t-shirt as he plays. He’s masculine without being threatening. He has that laid-back demeanor that makes it possible for me to breathe when he’s around. He makes me forget who I am–which is a good thing.

      Because I absolutely hate the skin I live in.

      As I watch, a slow pulse starts up between my legs. My breasts get achy. I want him.

      I want Flynn Taylor.

      I watch the entire set from my vantage point. They play through all their songs, mixing in covers from other bands, as usual. They keep the show fresh for their fans–there’s always something new every week.

      This week Story pulls out a kick-ass version of Nena’s “99 Luftballons.” Yes–the German version–and her accent isn’t half bad.

      When it’s over, the band exits the stage, and Oleg, Story’s bratva boyfriend who doubles as a bodyguard and sound engineer, comes onstage to pack up the equipment.

      The bar hasn’t closed yet–they always end a solid thirty minutes before closing time, or else the bouncers can’t get people out the door. Tonight they ended even earlier, but no one seems inclined to leave.

      In fact, the girls start up a giggled chant, “Flynn! Flynn! Flynn!”

      Heat flushes down my neck and arms. I’m not jealous. I’m not. I mean, I have no expectations of Flynn. I’m definitely not reading anything into the fact that he invited me to a party. He probably invited six other girls to go party with him tonight, too.

      That thought makes my stomach turn.

      Okay, fine. I’m totally jealous. I want Flynn’s attention.

      All of it.

      I’m not foolish enough to think I’ll get it. I’m shocked he’s even noticed I’m alive. I honestly don’t know how I even got this far with him. I know I am no threat to any of the girls out there. I’m far too damaged. Barely functioning.

      It’s been a year since Adrian freed me from the basement of Leon Poval’s sofa factory, and the PTSD still has me firmly in its jaws. Some days, I still can’t even get out of the apartment.

      All I know is Flynn makes me want to try.

      “There he is!” One of the young women shouts, pointing in my direction.

      I jump to my feet like I’m under fire and find Flynn right behind me, his hands steadying my waist.

      It means nothing. He touches everyone, I remind myself, but that doesn’t stop the frantic beat of my pulse everywhere.

      He spares the young women crowding the edge of the stage a friendly grin and wave, and they instantly take it as an invitation to launch themselves up onto the platform and rush toward us.

      When I flinch, he catches my hand, which makes all five of the women barrelling toward us react with comic dismay.

      “Are you coming to my party, Flynn?” A gorgeous brunette asks. Her shirt barely contains her ripe breasts, and she has eyebrows to die for.

      I don’t hate her. Much.

      “Yep, we’re coming.” He nudges me, and her mouth opens in even more visible dismay. She appears semi-drunk, so all of her reactions are exaggerated and obvious.

      “Oh. You both are? Well, um, okay. Cool. Who’s your friend?”

      “Nadia. This is, um…Candice.”

      “Cadence,” she corrects with a scowl.

      "Oh right. Totally. Send me the pin for your party?"

      Her gaze travels from Flynn to me, and she blinks a couple times. “Yeah. I mean, yeah. I will.” She brushes her hand down his arm, and he doesn't react at all.

      I'm already regretting my plan. I can't hang with Flynn. Women like this will be throwing themselves at him all night. What if he decides to hook up with one of them, and I'm suddenly on my own? I need a wingwoman. I wish Kat was single. Which is stupid since I wouldn't know her at all if my brother hadn't brought her home to live with us.

      The women walk away.

      “Flynn, I don't know about the party,” I say.

      But just then Adrian appears behind me, like he knew I would fail, and I draw myself up. I can be that woman I saw in the mirror tonight. The chill one with highlights and punk eyeshadow.

      “Let's go.” Adrian tips his head toward the door.

      “No. I'm going to the party.”

      “I just heard you say you changed your mind,” he says in Russian. I guess he’s trying to not embarrass me.

      “Yeah, and I changed it again,” I answer in English. Adrian’s right. I need to practice it, or I’ll never get fluent.

      “I'll take her back to the Kremlin,” Flynn tells Adrian.

      “No. We will all go to party,” Adrian says, which makes Kat bounce in pleasure beside him. She’s my age and very social. A party will be right up her alley.

      I should be mad, but I’m actually a little relieved. If I freak out, I can duck out with Adrian and Kat.

      Flynn splits a look between me and Adrian. “Want to ride with me?”

      I nod, a little breathless that he keeps pursuing me this way.

      Adrian’s upper lip curls as he looks at Flynn. “You touch her, I kill you.”
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      Flynn

      Nadia’s hand is clammy in mine as we weave through the party. I’ve already been offered drugs five times. I normally wouldn’t be counting. I also normally wouldn’t have declined the offers, but something about Nadia’s fragility makes me want to stay sober.

      Story would be proud of me. She’s here at the party with Oleg. The whole Russian contingent came. Probably because no one trusts me with Nadia, which shouldn’t irritate the fuck out of me. It’s true that I’m not the most reliable guy. I party too much. Sleep around. Shirk responsibilities other than music, and even with that, I suck at the business end of things.

      Thank fuck it’s actually starting to pay the bills. Ever since we did the music for Skate 32, the Youtube famous skateboard stars, we’ve really taken off. Our self-produced album gets a lot of downloads, and we’re booked two to four nights a week at different venues in town. Story’s even talking about us going on a low-budget tour this summer. For the first time in my life, I have more money in my pocket than I need for monthly expenses, and it feels great.

      The party builds steam. Someone puts on some music, and at least twenty people crowd in the small apartment.

      I don’t think this scene is working for Nadia, but I can’t really think of a better one.

      I don’t want to ask her back to my place because that would just end up with us hooking up, which feels wrong. Not because her brother said he’d kill me–and I do believe he’d try. He probably wouldn’t even let her leave here with me.

      Same as I would’ve kicked Ty or Lake’s asses if they ever tried anything with my sister. I know they’re not worthy, and I wouldn’t let them even think about trying. And believe me, I know they wanted to. Before she met her giant Russian protector, that is.

      I’m not worthy of Nadia, either. I hook up with girls a lot. Okay, all the time. But I don’t stick. I don’t do relationships. Case in point–Candice-Cadence. Whatever her name is. I had sex with her last week. And it was the second time–a big mistake. One-and-done is a much better policy. Twice is pushing it. Three times, and they think you’re married.

      But Lake is here, and he’s into her, so I’m hoping her interest will shift in that direction. That was the real reason I suggested early in the night that Candice-Cadence host a party. Of course, that was before I knew Nadia was coming out.

      Nadia, the beautiful, skittish Russian whose defenses I’m dying to penetrate. I don’t know anything about her, but I can tell she’s full of potential. There’s this flickering glow she tries to hide under hunched shoulders and avoided eye contact. I saw it the first time we met. There’s a brilliance that started to show itself tonight in her new haircut and bold eyeliner. And I want to be around when it comes out.

      So that means not doing the one-and-done thing with her. Being a friend. Sticking around longer than one night.

      So no sex, despite the fact that she’s one hundred percent my type. I know I could rock her world and get her to forget all her fears if I just had her underneath me for an hour.

      I find a perch on the arm of a couch and tug Nadia to sit in front of me. It’s not quite on my lap, but we are nested together, her ass against my angled hips, my arm around her waist. I breathe in her scent, which has warm undertones like butterscotch.

      I washed up in the bathroom at Rue’s and changed into a clean shirt in the van, but I still wish I’d had a shower. If I were high right now, I’d probably just go be-bop into the bathroom and help myself. But I’m not high, and I’m not leaving Nadia on her own. Not when I can see her back heaving with too-quick breaths. I lean forward, my hand tightening against her belly. “Let’s play the storyteller game,” I say in her ear.

      She turns her head in my direction, and the corners of her mouth lift. “What is that?”

      “It’s a game my sisters and I used to play when we were bored. An add-on game. Each person adds a new line to the story.”

      “You have more than one sister?”

      “Yes, Dahlia is the baby. She’s in college in Wisconsin. The only normal one in the family.”

      “Okay, let’s play.”

      “I'll start. One time when I was young, I saw a grasshopper.”

      Nadia gives an embarrassed laugh. “And…since I did not know what a grasshopper was, I ate it.”

      I chuckle. “But then I learned a grasshopper is an insect, so I quickly spit it back out.”

      Nadia's face splits into a full smile. She twists to look at me, laughing, her nose wrinkled. “Gross. I’m sorry.”

      I shake my head dismissively. “Keep going.”

      “Okay…this grasshopper turned out to be magical.”

      “It changed into rainbow colors.”

      “And then it spoke. It said I will grant you one wish.”

      I nudge a lock of Nadia's hair out of her eyes. “And what did you wish for?” I change the game.

      She swallows with effort, her lashes fluttering as she meets my eye and then looks down. “I wish to never be afraid again.”

      My chest aches. “I wish that too–for you.”

      “What would you wish for yourself?”

      I spread my arms and quirk a smile. “To fly!” I say with a grin. “Isn't that everyone's default wish?”

      She rolls her eyes, but her laugh is throaty and rich. It makes me want to win it at least one hundred times tonight. To make her laugh and laugh until she forgets all her cares. Everything that caused the pain behind those expressive brown eyes.

      “What’s up, party people?” Lake hands me and Nadia shot glasses and pours cheap tequila in them.

      Nadia looks to me for guidance.

      I waver. Loosening her up isn’t the worst idea. “Do you like tequila?”

      She looks lost. “I have not had?”

      Lake tucks the bottle under his arm and waves a salt shaker. “I have salt!”

      “What are you, like the tequila fairy?” I ask.

      “Yep.”

      “Where are the limes?” I demand.

      Lake shrugs. “No limes. She’ll have to kiss your sour pucker for that.”

      I inwardly wince. For once, I’m not trying to get laid. But it’s damn hard to resist when her gaze goes to my lips like she’s wondering how I’d measure up.

      Well, I am here to show her a good time. One kiss never hurt anyone.

      I hold out my palm. “Give me your hand, Nadia.”

      I’m grateful when she doesn’t hesitate. She holds it out to me with a smile. I take her fingers and spread her thumb wide, trying not to think about spreading other parts of her to give access to my tongue. I bring her hand to my lips and suck the webbing between her thumb and forefinger.

      She startles and holds her breath, but seems entranced rather than repulsed.

      When it’s thoroughly wet, I pull back and hold my hand out for the salt shaker. Lake gives it to me with a smirk. He’s seen me do this routine at least three hundred times. I don’t know why he likes to watch. I guess because I make it into a spectacle, and everyone around gets horny.

      It’s a party trick.

      I shake salt on her moistened skin, then quickly repeat the action to my own thumb pocket. Holding her gaze, I show by example how it’s done, slowly sucking the salt off my thumb. I wait until she mimics me, and then we both down our shots at the same time.

      “Whew!” She shudders, her mouth screwing up.

      “I know. You’re supposed to suck a lime now to finish it off. Do you want a kiss?” I’m already reaching for the back of her head, but I would stop and rewind in a heartbeat if she showed any indication of not wanting it.

      She nods, her gaze lowering to my lips again. I tug her face to mine and slant my lips over hers, stroking them softly. I tease the seam of her mouth with the tip of my tongue, and she gives me entry, letting me slide my tongue in. She returns the kiss tentatively, letting me lead. I take my time and explore the softness of her mouth, the tangle of our tongues. The lingering salt and tequila taste.

      “Hey, I want some of that,” Cadence purrs beside us, draping one hand over my shoulder. Lake closes in next to her, giving me a help-out-a-bro look.

      I guess Cadence is smart. She goes for Nadia, not me, and leans in for a kiss.

      “Oh.” Nadia’s eyes widen, but she lets it happen. Meanwhile, I’m ready to rip Cadence off her if Nadia looks the slightest bit uncomfortable. “Okay,” she says when Cadence triumphantly pulls away.

      This is another party trick I’m well-acquainted with. It’s the free-love thing. Cadence wants me again, but I’m with Nadia and she’s with Lake, so she’s showing how cool and flexible she is by maneuvering us into a group thing.

      My dick is semi-hard because I’m an oversexed male, and the prospect of carnal pleasure is being dangled in front of me, but I would’ve been cool just hanging with Nadia. No sex. Just making her feel comfortable.

      “Come on. Let’s go in my bedroom.” Cadence speaks only to Nadia, leaving this up to the one person most likely to object.

      Nadia shoots me a questioning look.

      I lean over and murmur in her ear. “Totally up to you.” I mean, I’m not one to turn down a good time. Maybe that’s what she’s here for.

      Cadence picks up her hand and laces her fingers through Nadia’s and tugs her toward the bedroom. Nadia follows, so Lake and I close in behind them.

      The lights stay off; the door gets shut.

      I kiss Nadia because I didn’t get enough before. I hear the sounds of clothes being stripped off. Lake’s working Cadence. I fill my palm with Nadia’s ass, squeezing roughly as I deepen the kiss. Cadence pulls my sleeve toward the bed.

      I tow Nadia with me, kissing her the whole way. I get her jacket off and slide my hands under her shirt. She arches against me.

      Cadence crawls over to give Nadia another kiss while I cup her breast. She lets out a whimper.

      “Oh. Um… where’s the bathroom?” Nadia asks.

      Cadence laughs throatily. “Down the hall on the left.”

      “I’ll be right back.” Nadia slides off the bed and stoops to pick up her jacket.

      She slips out the door.

      And never comes back.
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      Nadia

      Don’t panic, don’t panic, don’t panic.

      Everything is fine. I just need to leave. The metallic clanging grows louder inside my skull.

      I find Adrian sucking on a beer in the kitchen, standing guard in front of Kat, who sits on a countertop.

      The minute he sees me, he knows what’s up. He whirls, puts his hands on Kat’s waist, and lifts her down. They follow me out of the apartment, down the stairs and out to the street.

      I’m not in a full-on panic attack, thank God. Just teetering on the edge of one. My breath is short, the sound of chains rattles in my head.

      I guess it’s a testament to how much I like Flynn that I even attempted intimacy. I mean, the thought of letting anyone touch me that way ever again usually freaks me out.

      For one second there, I was the girl in the mirror. The one who looks confident and tough. When Cadence kissed me, it wasn’t scary. Neither was Flynn’s kiss. So I figured it might be the perfect opportunity. Try out sex with people who seem safe.

      The group thing made it feel safer, initially, although that probably seems strange. The entire time I’ve crushed on Flynn, I’ve worried about what would happen if he wanted to have sex, and I couldn’t do it. How embarrassing and awful it would be. It seemed like I’d be in the spotlight, and I just knew I wouldn’t be able to perform.

      So this opportunity–just fooling around at a party with other people–it seemed like less pressure.

      And I was turned on. It seemed great.

      Until it wasn’t.

      And now, I just want to clear out of here before Flynn realizes I’m gone.

      “Where’s the SUV?” I rub my nose, imagining I smell cigar smoke, even though it’s not there. I feel the links of chain around my neck tighten. The edge of desperation creeps in.

      Adrian presses the fob, and his alarm beeps.

      I jog to it and throw open the back door, practically diving in.

      Adrian is kind enough not to say I told you so. “Am I going to kill him?” he asks calmly as he climbs behind the wheel after holding the door open for Kat.

      “Nyet.”

      “Are you okay?” Kat twists in her seat to look back at me.

      I touch my fingers to the skin around my lips. I still feel the echo of the kiss where Flynn’s facial hair tickled me. “Fine. Totally fine. I just… I was done, that’s all.”

      She turns back. “It was fun to go to an American party.” Kat is originally from Ukraine but spent the last seven years in England. My brother–who, like me, left his innocence in Russia–kidnapped her there and held her hostage to capture her father but ended up falling in love with her.

      Madly in love. They are adorable together. They have wild, kinky sex all day and night, which is part of the reason I’m trying very hard to get better.

      I want to move out and give them privacy. Not be so pathetically dependent. Not get triggered by so many things.

      I work hard to swallow. “Yes.”

      Kat turns again. “Flynn is way into you.” She knows about my crush on him. She’s the one who cut and colored my hair and did my makeup for tonight. Made me feel like I had a chance.

      And it seems she was right. Flynn took me to a party. He kissed me. He brought me in a bedroom to make out.

      “I don’t like him,” Adrian interjects.

      “You don’t have to like him,” Kat points out. “It’s Nadia’s opinion that matters here.”

      “He lacks honor. I don’t trust him. He will hurt you.” Adrian meets my gaze in the rearview mirror. “I’m not trying to cockblock. I just don’t think he’s right guy, Nadia.”

      “So you are trying to cockblock, since he’s the one with the cock, and you’re blocking him,” Kat clarifies.

      Adrian makes a grouchy sound in his throat.

      “He might be just what I need.” I hadn't considered it until this moment, but after tonight's experience, it makes sense.

      “What?” Adrian snaps. “Why?”

      “I can't be in a relationship. I can barely handle my own life. Mixing it with someone else's would be unwise.”

      “You want a no-stress guy. No pressure. No commitment. That definitely seems like Flynn,” Kat says.

      Adrian frowns into the rear-view mirror. “Are you serious?”

      “Da.”

      “You just want…”

      “Sex?” Kat fills in.

      I shrug. “Maybe.”

      “No, not maybe. Don't get involved if it's a maybe. This guy is a player.”

      “Yes. It's a yes. I think I want sex. I need to get over what happened. To know I can be intimate without freaking. Flynn might be the guy to help me with that.”

      Adrian makes another disapproving sound. “I'm sure he'd have no problem helping you out with that.”

      “And you’re not going to kill him for it,” I say firmly.

      Wow. I’m already feeling stronger. Making a stand. Demanding what I want. Setting boundaries.

      I lean my head back against the seat and rub my lips together remembering the kiss. Flynn's—not Cadence's. I want to remember every detail–how he went in slowly but gradually grew more aggressive. How his masculine scent–like leather and soap–wrapped around me. I want to overwrite my memory banks. For every horrible thing that happened to me, I want a new, shiny memory to take its place.

      One with an easy, breezy rock star who makes everything seem possible.
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