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      Oleg

      Closing time at Rue’s Lounge is the worst part of every week. I drain the last of my beer and set the bottle down, reluctantly rising from the table I staked out early in the night. Story, my American songbird, and her bandmates gather around the bar, still pumped with energy from another epic performance.

      I hesitate, but there’s no excuse to remain. Not when Rue, the mohawked owner, has already turned on the overhead fluorescents to drive the last patrons out. Not when she’s specifically pointed at me and jerked her head toward the door.

      I have no reason to stay. I’m not hanging around working up the nerve to ask Story out.

      That would be impossible without a tongue.

      I won’t invent some other way to connect with her, either. I’m not the guy for her. I know that.

      And I don’t stay to clock more hours staring at her. Well, maybe some of that. It’s pretty fucking hard to look away when she’s in a room. The honey-voiced lead-singer and guitarist is magnetic. Mesmerizing. Gloriously talented and punk-beautiful.

      No, I stay because I’m incapable of leaving. I can’t quit the premises until I’m absolutely sure Story will get home safe.

      I watch her down her third margarita in a few swift gulps and then laugh at something one of her friends says. Her Debbie Harry bob is a pale pink this week—she added a tint of champagne to her usual platinum, which makes her pale skin glow. She’s so beautiful it hurts.

      I force myself to walk out.

      I know the bar’s familiar to her, and she has lots of friends there. She also has her bandmates, which include her brother. They should all look after her. But there’s alcohol involved. Possibly drugs. And I know I’m not the only mudak harboring wicked thoughts about what they’d like to do with the enigmatic singer of the Storytellers.

      The band members sometimes stay and drink after Rue’s closes, which is legal since they’re on the bar’s payroll. Those nights, I sit in my Yukon Denali and wait until I see Story get safely in the band’s van or leave with someone she knows.

      Tonight, they all head out with their groupies after me. I won’t have to wait long.

      Soon she’ll be safely out of my sight. I can go to the penthouse and start the countdown until she plays next week over again.

      I walk to my vehicle and lean my forearm on the hood, waiting to make sure she gets out of here safely.

      Story weaves as she clops through the parking lot in her Doc Martens, the alcohol obviously hitting her. Her fishnets sport a tear up one thigh that makes me want to finish the job. Rip them open and lick my way to the apex of those shapely legs. Only I don’t have a tongue to lick with.

      Blyad'. I haven’t been with a woman more than twice since it was taken from me. I don’t know how I’d make love to Story without the goddamn tip of my tongue.

      Her brother—the ladies man of the band—has a hot girl tucked under each arm, and he walks behind his weaving sister toward their van. His van—I think. At least, he usually drives it.

      She has a tiny Smart Car she shows up in now and then.

      Flynn says something to Story and veers away from the van, taking his two dates with him.

      “What? Wait—Flynn—you can’t!” Story hollers at his back.

      He ignores her.

      “I had too much to drink to drive home.”

      Flynn isn’t even listening. He’s saying something to the girls, and they’re giggling in response.

      The rest of their crew has scattered to other vehicles, leaving Story alone with the van.

      Drunk.

      Blyad'. I’m not the guy to go and tell her not to drive drunk. Again—I obviously don’t—can’t—tell anyone shit.

      But I don’t like it.

      “Flynn!” Story calls after her brother. “Can’t you drop me off first?”

      “I’ve been drinking, too,” he says although I think he’s probably in far better shape than his sister.

      I step away from my vehicle to show myself. I hold up my keys and point to the Denali. It’s about as close as I’ve come to communicating in a long fucking time. I usually don’t even try. That way people stop trying to connect with me. To include me. That way, I become invisible.

      As much as a guy who’s six-foot-six and two hundred eighty pounds can be invisible.

      Story sees me and hesitates. I can tell she read my offer. She’s considering it.

      Part of me wants her to reject it. She shouldn’t get into cars with men she doesn’t really know. I mean, she knows me from a bar, but I could be any kind of creep.

      But her shoulders sag in defeat. She holds her keys up and waves them at me. “Oleg—can you drive me home?” she slurs.

      She wants me to drive her van.

      I nod, moving before my brain has even considered the consequences.

      This will require connection. Attempted conversation. Awkward silences filled most likely with avoided eye contact and the metallic scent of fear. That’s what’s happened before anytime someone as good as Story gets too close to me. Fuck, I hate that.

      I scare the shit out of people. I’m big, menacing, covered in bratva and Siberian prison tattoos, and I can’t speak because I had my tongue cut out by my last employer to keep me from spilling his secrets. I breathe intimidation. I look like I can kill a man with my bare hands without breaking a sweat.

      And I have. Many times.

      I’m the bratva enforcer.

      Story stumbles a bit as I arrive, and I catch her elbow, steadying her. She leans into me, giving me an unfocused smile. “Thank you for rescuing me. I knew you would.”

      I try to ignore the effect of her words on my beating heart. The way they make it double-pump, then skip a beat, then race forward again.

      She knew I would.

      Well, good. Because I sort of figured she was one breath away from calling 911 on me for stalking because I’d been at the beautiful lead singer’s shows every week for a year.

      I didn’t plan to become Story Taylor’s stalker.

      I just like to watch her perform every week. I don’t know when I became obsessed. The first time I saw them play?

      Nah, that was when I became a fan. When I knew I wanted to get her lithe little body underneath mine to make her scream in pleasure.

      The third time?

      Maybe.

      All I know is she’s now my addiction. I don’t want to come. I fucking hate that the guys in my bratva cell figured it out and want to help me hook up with her. I want to stay invisible. A block wall no one can read. I shut down when I suddenly found myself in prison with no tongue. I learned to communicate with my fists and stopped attempting any other form of connection. But she’s my weakness.

      I can’t stay away.

      I can’t stop myself from being the first one to arrive and the last one to leave on Saturday nights. I don’t want to care about anything, especially not a perfect stranger who has zero interest in a giant, mute strongman.

      But here I am.

      Again.

      Unable to look away from her beautiful face. Or stay away from that fuck-hot body that I want to pleasure every inch of. Or even think about leaving her unprotected since no one would fuck with me.

      I take the keys out of her hand, open the van’s passenger door, and lift her up into it with my hands at her waist. I fucking love the feel of her firm flesh under my palms. Of holding her full weight, having control of it.

      “Oh!” My help startles her, and she lets out a breathy giggle. “Thanks.” She’s not usually wasted like this. She often nurses one drink the whole time while the rest of them get drunk. Tonight was a one-off.

      I shut the door and close my eyes, willing my dick to calm the fuck down. To stop reacting like a teenage prick every time I got to touch her. She smells sweet, like margaritas and vanilla.

      I know she’s not mine.

      She’ll never be mine.

      And yet some part of me refuses to understand that. Some part of me claimed her the first time I laid eyes on her.

      I get in the van and start it up then look to her and shrug for directions. “Oh, um, here.” She pulls out her phone and opens the Google Maps app. She enters an address, and the automated voice starts giving directions. “That’s easier than me trying to tell you,” she slurs. She waves a hand erratically in the air. “I might mess up or something.”

      I set the phone in the center console and follow the directions. Her apartment is a few miles from the bar, in a reasonable neighborhood. I find a place to park up the street, turn the van off and hand her the keys.

      Now I know where she lives.

      Which is a huge problem.

      I purposely never followed her. That would definitely cross the line way into stalker territory. But now that I know? Fuck.

      Will I be able to stay away? I’ll need to know she’s safe every time she leaves her apartment, not just the bar.

      Goddammit.

      Probably not.

      This is going to be a problem for me. And her.

      For both of us.
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      Story

      

      I don’t know why it doesn’t occur to me until he hands me the keys that Oleg now has no way of getting home. He left his Denali at the bar!

      Well, duh.

      Looks like he’ll have to stay the night. Ummmm… weird.

      I’m not sorry. I’ve considered taking him home before. I mean, I was one hundred and five percent sure he’d come if I asked. He is my most devoted fan, after all.

      He watches me in a way that makes me feel warm and tingly. He protects me like he’s my own personal bodyguard, putting his body between me and any drunken audience members who get too close.

      I get excited to play at Rue’s every week knowing the big tattooed guy will be there, that he’s in the audience for me. Knowing he won’t take his eyes off me.

      I think the only reason I never pursued it before is because then what we have would be over. It would become another one of my short-lived relationships, and we’d never be able to go back to this. And I kind of love having a silent bodyguard-slash-fan who is always there.

      What if we had sex and hated it?

      Then he’d stop coming. That would make him an asshole, of course, but I’m in a bubble where I can fantasize still.

      Or what if he got creepy? I don’t get that vibe from him, but I’m not stupid. It’s a possibility. Somehow, I feel safe with him. Somehow, I feel like he’d never hurt me.

      But mostly I don’t want him to become like the other guys I hook up with—date for a few months and then ditch before things get serious. My little sister says it’s a safety mechanism. I leave them before they can leave me. She’s probably right.

      Anyway, all I know is that Oleg’s different from those guys. Special.

      I consider it now. Do I invite him in? Or tell him thanks for the ride and ask if he wants me to order him an Uber?

      Somehow, I know if I chose the latter, he would walk away without trying anything. I mean all these months, and he’s never tried once to get me to go home with him or even to hang out. He hasn’t asked for my number or given me his.

      He just shows up. Same time every week.

      Dependable like no one else in my life has really been.

      And yes, I know he can’t talk to ask me out. Annie, the cocktail waitress at Rue’s had told me that when he first started coming. She said he usually ordered by pointing at someone else’s beer. I didn’t even know he was Russian until his friends came in with him and introduced us.

      And it’s that realization that makes me sure he’s safe. He’s not going to get weird. He’d leave if I told him to leave. He’d respect the hell out of me.

      I already know that because I’ve climbed this guy like a tree during my performances. It’s one of my favorite things to do. I’ll crook my finger from the stage, and he’ll launch out of his seat and stand below, so I can pull a Dirty Dancing flying leap into his hands. Or crawl on his shoulders or fall into his arms in a honeymoon carry. I can count on the guy to catch me and carry me around while I sing. It’s become part of the performance. The band members and my fans expect it now. I know Oleg would never let me fall.

      “Come on,” I tell him.

      He hesitates, looking at me with so much suspicion it makes me laugh.

      “You have to walk me to the door.” I sound drunker than I am.

      I blink. One second he’s fifteen feet away on the other side of the van, the next he’s at my elbow, steadying me when I don’t walk a straight line up the sidewalk.

      I unlock the door to the building.

      Oleg doesn’t move.

      “You have to walk me all the way to my place,” I tell him. “What if someone tried to mess with me in the stairwell?”

      His brows slam down.

      Okay, maybe I’m not as sober as I think. That sounded really stupid. “You’re my bodyguard,” I affirm.

      It’s a fact he already knows since he’s self-appointed.

      We walk the three flights up through the old Brownstone to my floor, and I shake out my keys to find the right one. When I get the door open, Oleg takes a step back. He’s huge—wide shoulders, barrel chest, arms like tree trunks. His dark brown hair is cropped close like his beard.

      “Do you want to come in?”

      His heated brown gaze rakes down my body, but he shakes his head. I’m surprised how much his refusal disappoints me. I mean, I guess I thought he was a sure thing. There’s no way I read this thing wrong, is there?

      I face him and lean in, standing on tiptoe to throw an arm around his neck and tipping my face up to his. “Why not?”

      He freezes, his big body going rigid.

      If I didn’t feel his erection prodding my belly, I would think he wasn’t into it. But he is.

      “Why are you holding back?” I whisper. I pull his head down and close my lips over his, tasting him.

      He remains rigid for one second.

      Two.

      “Please,” I ask, needing him to know I want this.

      And then he surges to life. My back slams against the wall beside my door as Oleg unleashes the months of pent-up attraction between us. One beefy hand cups my ass, the other captures my nape, and he claims my mouth like it’s his last chance at breathing.

      My core instantly turns molten. I grind down on the leg he thrust between mine, kissing him back with as much frantic need as he’s giving. I don’t feel his tongue, but I use mine—probably too sloppily. He kneads my ass, helping me hump his leg.

      I reach out to open my door then grab a fistful of Oleg’s black t-shirt—the one stretched taut over his broad shoulders and chiseled pecs and try to tug him into my apartment.

      Try is the operative word here.

      Because Oleg doesn’t move.

      The pulse between my legs makes me antsy. “Come inside,” I encourage.

      He shakes his head.

      What… the F?

      “Oleg, come inside,” I say it more like an order now. I mean, this guy’s into me. He’s going to give me what I need, right?

      He shakes his head again then mimes drinking.

      Aw, fuck.

      Really?

      “You won’t touch me because I’ve been drinking?”

      He nods.

      He’s that much of a gentleman?

      “That’s… sweet.”

      Really, really sweet.

      “And annoying. Oleg, you can’t do this to me,” I reason, tugging fistfuls of his shirt. “That kiss just got me all hot and bothered. You can’t leave me all needy. It’s not fair.”

      His brows go down again. Jaw clenches. He wipes his lower lip with his thumb, eyes dropping to my mouth. I can see him struggling. The guy who respects me versus the guy who doesn’t want to deny me. And also there’s the guy who’s going to have blue balls, himself. Because I felt his boner, and it was rock hard.

      Like before, the moment he makes his decision, he surges into action. He crowds me backward, into my one-bedroom apartment, then kicks the door shut and locks it.

      “Yes, Oleg.”

      I drop my purse, throw off my jacket and lunge for his lips again. We kiss like it’s a contest to see who can devour the other one first. Still no tongue from him, though. Like he’s too much of a gentleman for that, too. He picks me up, his forearm under my ass, and I straddle his thick trunk with my legs. He turns in a circle to get his bearings and then correctly chooses the door to my bedroom, where he takes me and drops me in the center of the bed.

      The moment I’m down, he tears at the hole in my fishnets—like wrecking them was a premeditated crime—and then drags his open mouth along my inner thigh until he meets the edge of the short-shorts I wore over the fishnets. There, he bites the fabric and tugs, the heat of his breath fanning over my core.

      “Eager, huh?” I ask with a laugh. He grunts in reply. That sound… fuck, it makes my pussy melt.

      I race to unbutton the shorts, shoving them down my hips. He takes over, yanking them down off my waist, along with the fishnets.

      I giggle when he reaches my boots.

      He makes a sound of discontent and rips at their ties. In a few seconds, I have them toed off, and I’m naked from the waist down.

      Oleg grabs both my legs and pulls me down the bed. He’s an aggressive lover—so different from what I’d imagined he’d be like—but I love it. I mean, I’m way into it. He nips and kisses my core but for some reason, withholds the tongue. Maybe it grosses him out to lick down there.

      Instead, he sweeps one of his large fingers inside his cheek to moisten it and then rubs my entrance.

      I’m already wet from the way he’s handled me, and his finger slides right in.

      I don’t usually like being finger-fucked. Digits are too small. And not soft enough. Too pokey.

      But Oleg’s finger is huge. As big as a normal guy’s dick. And, oh, does he know how to use it. He thrusts in a couple times, then pushes a second one in and starts petting my inner wall.

      My mouth drops open in pleasure when he finds what must be my G-spot. My thighs twitch and slam against his broad shoulders. He strokes and circles the bundle of nerves until I’m a quivering mess, then he starts finger-fucking me hard and fast.

      “Oh God,” I pant, grabbing his free arm like I’m desperate to have something to hold on to while I’m on this wild ride.

      He reaches under my tank top and shoves my bra cup down. I’m shocked when he pinches my nipple—hard. My hips jack off the bed in response, taking his fingers deeper.

      I thrash my head on the bed, so close.

      He makes a sound in the back of his throat and fucks me faster. His thumb coasts over my clit when he pumps his fingers in, and I go off like a firecracker—exploding into pleasure with my first orgasm from fingers alone.

      “Oh my God!” I repeat, muscles still trembling and spasming.

      Mind blown.

      “That was crazy. So good.” I rub the bulge of his cock in his pants. “I’m definitely ready. That was the best foreplay of my life.”

      But Oleg backs off the bed and shakes his head.

      “Oh my God! Really?” I get up and follow him in my mostly naked state. “Why not? Because I’ve been drinking? I’ve sobered up.” It feels crazy to beg for sex. Not my usual scenario. Not by a long shot.

      He walks out of my bedroom into the kitchen/living area. He opens the cabinets until he finds a glass, and then he fills it with water and hands it to me.

      I let out a protesting scoff, but I accept it because it’s unbelievably… sweet. Is this guy for real?

      The sweetness is so at odds with how rough he was in bed, and I find the combination intoxicating. Like sea salt with chocolate. You don’t think they go together until you try them, and then you wonder why everything isn’t sea salt-chocolate flavored. I want more of Oleg. All of him.

      He looks at the glass of water then lifts his chin, crosses his arms over his chest.

      “That bossy pose doesn’t work on me,” I tell him, fighting a smile. I want to be exasperated, but I can’t be. My Russian stalker is every bit as respectful and protective as I thought he would be.

      I down the entire glass of water and set it on the counter. He cocks an eyebrow as if to say, “See?”

      I roll my eyes. “Are we good? You want to come back to the bedroom?”

      He shakes his head but moves toward me. My limbs loosen, his nearness turning me to jelly. But then he tosses me over his shoulder, slapping my bare ass as he carries me back to the bedroom.

      “Ooh!” I giggle. “Spank me, Daddy.”

      He stoops to pull down my covers then lays me down so carefully I want to cry. My ass tingles from the spank.

      Who is this guy?

      Why didn’t I bring him home sooner?

      He pulls the covers back and tucks me in, then brushes the backs of his fingers along my cheek, staring down at me with the same intensity he watches my show. Like I’m the only human being in the entire world. When I’m on stage, it fuels my performance. But right now, it makes my heart thump harder. It’s too intimate. Slightly terrifying.

      But then it’s over because he walks out. I know he can’t speak, but there’s no nod or wave. He just leaves. I hear the front door open and close. I’m certain, without checking, that he turned the lock on the handle before shutting it to make sure I’m safe.

      I pull the covers closer and curl into my pillows. “Crazy Russian,” I whisper to myself, a smile on my lips. My entire body buzzes from our interlude.

      I want more of him. A lot more. But I’m also already disappointed we broke the seal on our relationship because I know from experience, it won’t last long. I’m the type who doesn’t stick. I run as soon as things get serious. I don’t know. I get this anxiety in the pit of my stomach. I consider it my inner guidance for when it’s time to break things off. So I don’t end up destroyed by love the way my mom always was.

      And still is.

      This thing will play out in a matter of weeks, the way all my relationships do, and then it will be over. And then I’ll never be able to return to the pleasure of going to a gig where Oleg will be there watching. Basking in the heat of his gaze on me all night long.

      Knowing there’s at least one person in the crowd who is crazy about me.

      Oh well. It was nice while it lasted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Oleg

      I don’t have a way to get home. I could text one of the guys in my cell, but it’s almost four in the morning.

      I could use a ride-sharing app, but it would mean interacting with another person—something I loathe. I decide to walk. It’s only a few miles. It’s freezing out, but I’m from Russia. Cold doesn’t bother me, especially when I could use the temperature to cool down after what just happened.

      Story’s vanilla-sweet scent still lingers on my shirt.

      I zip my leather jacket and shove my hands in my pockets. My mind is still filled with images of Story getting off under my hands. It was the most beautiful sight I’ve ever seen. Like that first hit of a drug, I’m now utterly addicted. I don’t know how I’ll wait a full week to see her again. How I’ll settle for just watching now that I’ve touched her.

      But I’m not stupid enough to think I can have Story.

      Keep Story.

      I am a man with a very dangerous past. A past that could catch up with him at any time. One that would hurt the people I’ve come to care about—my bratva brothers—and will likely mean the end of my life.

      I’m not safe for Story, even if I was lucky enough for her to want someone as broken as I am.

      I back the memories up to the moment I got in the van with her, wanting to replay every minute we were together. The indulgence costs me.

      Dearly.

      Because I don’t notice anyone else around.

      Pain explodes on the back of my head as I’m clubbed from behind. A bag gets pulled over my face as I topple forward, landing heavily on one knee. I try to rip it off, to see my attackers, but the blow to my skull disorients me, and I tumble to my side before I yank it away.

      The cold metal of a gun presses against my temple. “Don’t move.” The words are Russian.

      Blyad'.

      They found me.

      I always knew this day would come. I knew it, but to have it happen tonight—the night I got to watch my little lastochka come—makes it a special torture. The night I’m given a burning reason to live.

      “Get up,” a different voice rasps.

      “You want him not to move or to get up?” a third voice argues. “He doesn’t look that smart. Why confuse the guy?”

      Yeah, every mudak thinks he’s a comedian.

      Several thoughts snap together in my brain. If they wanted me dead—if they worked for Skal'pel'—I’d already be dead. So that means these idiots work for someone who’s after Skal'pel'. Someone who wants what’s in my head. Which means they have orders to take me alive.

      The crack I took to the skull makes it hard to focus, but I’m a big guy. I can still throw my weight. I stand, launching myself backward into the guy holding the gun. As I predicted, he doesn’t shoot.

      I knock him on his back, my weight landing square in his middle. His gun arm splays out to the side, but I miss snatching the pistol before it clatters to the ground out of reach.

      I rip the hood off my head and turn to punch him in the face to make sure he stays down then go for the gun. Too late—it has already been scooped up by Mudak #2.

      “Shoot him in the kneecap!” Mudak #3—the comedian—suggests. These guys would never make it anywhere in Ravil’s cell. They lack the organization and discipline of bratva. And intelligence.

      Mudak #2 does try to shoot me in the fucking knee. My fist hits his throat at the same time he pulls the trigger. The bullet grazes my leg. At least I hope that’s just a graze. I feel a burning line all along my outer thigh.

      The gun clatters to the ground.

      Lights come on from the windows in the buildings all around us. Someone shouts down that he’s called the police.

      “What in the fuck are you doing?” Mudak #1 is conscious again. “You’re not supposed to shoot him.”

      I’m still trying to get to the gun—a mistake—when I feel a sharp jab to the back of my neck.

      A fucking needle!

      They tranqued me. I have to work fast. I spin and backhand Mudak #1 in the temple. He staggers, and I punch his mouth with my left fist, then his nose with my right, then his jaw with the left again, and he’s down.

      The world is already starting to spin. I can’t tell if it’s because of the head injury or the drugs or both. I have to get away before I black out.

      I forget about the gun and my aspirations of eliminating these guys. The cops are on their way, and there’re a few dozen witnesses looking through their windows now. The two upright assholes try to wrestle me to the ground at the same time, which gives me the advantage. I hook the throat of one of them with my hand and spin him around to knock the head with the other guy. Four more punches, and they’re on the sidewalk.

      My vision’s fading around the edges. I stagger, limp-running in the direction of Story’s building. I won’t make it, though. I just need to find a place to hide before I pass out. Before the cops arrive.

      Are those sirens?

      My vision has streaks in it. I can’t focus. I stumble and fall against something. A car.

      No, a van.

      Fuck, it’s the van. Could it be Story’s van?

      I fumble with the back door, but my fingers don’t work.

      Or maybe it’s because it’s locked.

      No, my fingers work now. The door opens. I was an idiot for not making sure it was locked when we got here. The inside is packed with amps and speakers. The sound system. Story’s guitar. I don’t even know how it’s possible I found the van.

      The miracle that it would be unlocked. There’s no room—especially not for a big guy like me, but I climb in anyway.

      I’m not sure if I make it all the way in. I definitely don’t get the door closed. I pass out, face down over the speakers, my head splitting with pain.
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      Story

      I dream I’m onstage at Rue’s. Oleg’s watching me from his usual table in front of the stage. I’m performing for everyone, but his attention is the fuel behind my act. He gives me courage to be crazy—go big. I feel more like myself under his watchful gaze. The noise of the crowd fades away, and I come alive. I can be more of myself.

      Only this time, something happens. A bunch of girls come up on stage and distract my brother in the middle of the set. I’m pissed at him for being such a man-whore and letting his womanizing get in the way of the band. I’m pissed enough that I shove the mic back on the stand and flip everyone off.

      The audience gets crazy, yelling at me to go on. Or maybe they’re yelling at Flynn, I can’t tell. All of it pisses me off.

      And then Oleg’s there at the front of the stage. He lifts his arms, and I jump, trusting he’ll catch me. His large hands span my waist, and he easily lifts me down to the floor, then he takes my guitar from me, tosses me over his shoulder, and smacks my ass as he walks out the door.

      I wake up, a naughty-girl smile curling my lips.

      Oleg did that. Last night.

      He threw me over his shoulder and smacked my ass. Then put me to bed.

      Why does that memory get me even more wet than the orgasm he gave me? There was also the way he shoved me against the door and palmed my pussy like he owned it.

      Oleg has a dommy side. My large guy is larger-than-life in bed, too. Maybe it’s his way of speaking. If you’d asked me yesterday what I liked, I never in a million years would’ve named that. I date musicians. Artists. Soft, articulate boys who smoke pot and philosophize about the environment and social justice. Things I care about, too.

      I date guys who are like myself. Or like my younger, not-so-little brother. It’s a familiar type. Guys who seem to fit with me. With my friends. With my bohemian lifestyle.

      Not guys like Oleg. Never giant, tattooed, Russian men with chivalrous, but extremely dominant manners.

      But I freaking loved the way he touched me.

      I’m embarrassed that I tried to get him to have sex with me and peeved he refused.

      And I’m also kind of mad he didn’t leave his number or ask for mine.

      But he’ll be there next week.

      I know it with certainty. He’s been there every week for the last year. And he comes for me.

      And all these thoughts about Oleg still don’t negate my saddest one—now that we’ve started down this path, we’re on the road to the end. Because that’s how things roll for me. I don’t do long-term relationships. I don’t like to rely on people because I’ve learned through experience, they always let me down. My parents loved me—deeply—but I sure as hell couldn’t count on either one of them to ever be there for me when I needed them. My mom was always a hot mess, and my dad was often swept away with partying and women—same as Flynn, now. I won’t

      I get out of bed, happy to discover I’m not the slightest bit hungover.

      I should shower and eat breakfast, but all I want to do is get my guitar. Oleg tickled my muse, and I need to play. Maybe actually compose for once. It’s been eighteen months since I’ve written an original song.

      I pull on a pair of pajama pants and boots and throw a jacket over the top I’m still wearing from last night. The keys to the band’s van are right by the door because Oleg is a freaking prince.

      I leave my door unlocked and trot down the stairs and out the front door.

      The March morning air is frigid, and I yank my jacket closed as I look around for the van. I find it a half-block down. When I get to it, though, I gasp. My heart starts pounding with a surge of adrenalin.

      Oh God.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      Some fucking asshole has broken into the van. The back gate is slightly ajar! All our sound equipment was in there. And my guitar! Flynn will freak out. I’m freaking out.

      Cringing, I swing the door open.

      And gasp a second time.

      “Oleg?”

      Oh my God. Oleg is face down over the equipment. One of his pant legs is soaked with blood. Holy shit—is he dead?

      I touch his ankle and find his skin cold. Christ, he could have frozen to death last night.

      Did he?

      I throw myself inside and tug at his massive body, pulling his arm and trying to move him.

      He stirs.

      “Oh thank God. I thought you were dead. Oleg?”

      He barely lifts his head, groans. I’m not sure he even recognizes me.

      “Oh my God. What happened to you? I need to get you to a hospital.”

      That seems to rouse him because he instantly surges up, hitting his head on the top of the van. He groans and drops it into both his hands, sitting on a speaker.

      “Come on, I’ll drive you to a hospital.”

      He grunts this time and shakes his head no.

      “No? You don’t want to go?”

      A very emphatic no because his bloodshot eyes meet mine and hold. I mean, it couldn’t be clearer. He doesn’t want to go to a hospital.

      “Why not? Are you… an illegal? Are you afraid of being deported?”

      He shakes his head again and lurches forward, stumbling down out of the van. He drops to one knee and then on his side to one shoulder in pain.

      “Oleg, you’re bleeding. I don’t know how much you’ve already lost. I need to get you help.”

      No.

      I swear I can almost hear the word in my head, he projects it so loudly. He struggles back up to his feet, shaking his head.

      Tears of frustration spike my eyes. I’m not the type to just override someone’s wishes, but I’m also not sure he’s capable of making a sound decision right now. “What happened to you?” I ask again, which is stupid because I know he can’t speak.

      I arrive at the only other option that makes sense. “You have to come inside. Can you make it?”

      He steps forward, but his leg gives out. His face contorts in obvious pain. He looks down at the blood-soaked fabric like he’s surprised.

      Then he scans the area, even though I’m not sure he can even focus.

      I slam the van doors and lock them then tuck myself against his side, pulling his arm around my shoulders, so I can support him. “Let’s go. We’ll get you to my place, okay?”

      He allows me to lead him into the building.

      It takes forever to get him up three flights of stairs. I’m nearly in tears the whole time because he’s in a ton of pain, a little groan escaping him with each hard jostle. Thankfully, none of my neighbors pick this time to go up or down the stairs because I’d have a hard time explaining. And somehow, I get the feeling that whatever happened to Oleg isn’t something he wants the authorities to know about.

      When we get to the last flight of stairs, Oleg faceplants against the wall when he loses his balance.

      I cry out for him and grab his arm tight. “Oleg, you can do it. We’re almost there. This is my floor. Just a few more steps.”

      He hobbles up them, and I push open the door.

      “Come here.” I bring him into the bathroom. “I need to get you cleaned up.”

      He leans against the door like he’s weak. No—like he’s dizzy.

      “Did you get hit on the head?”

      He reaches his hand behind his head and winces when his fingers touch it.

      “Oleg,” I moan. This time the tears spill.

      Oleg’s head jerks up when I sniff and alarm passes over his expression. He reaches out, his thumb roughly wiping a tear from my cheek.

      “No—it’s okay. I’m just crying for you. I don’t know what happened, and I’m scared for you. And I feel bad that you’re hurting.”

      Oleg’s brows knit. He’s breathing hard from the trek up the stairs. He catches my face in both his hands and brings his forehead down to mine. We pant together, our breath mingling. His skin is cold against mine. God, he must have hypothermia by now!

      After a moment, after his breathing slows, he presses his lips to my forehead.

      I blink rapidly, still fighting off the urge to cry. “Let’s get you out of these bloody jeans.” I unbutton his jeans and pull down the zipper.

      He leans his hip against the bathroom cabinet—I’m guessing because he can’t stand up on his own—and lets me pull them down. He doesn’t hiss or flinch when I get to his wound, but I’m sure it hurts.

      A chunk of flesh seems to be missing. There’s a hole in his jeans above it. “What caused this? A bullet?”

      Oleg doesn’t confirm with a nod or shake, but I’m sure I’m right. Not that I’ve seen a bullet wound before, but this has to be what it is.

      “I think you got lucky,” I tell him. I don’t think the bullet hit anything. I doubt it’s still inside him. It seems like it just nicked the side of his leg.

      His jeans are sticky and stiff with blood, which makes them harder to remove, but I manage to get them down to his feet, then I help him toe out of his boots, so I can get them all the way off.

      “Um, I’m thinking of a bath to clean the blood off and warm you up.” I look at the wound. Maybe that’s a bad idea. “Or does that sound terrible?”

      He takes off his jacket and shirt, which I take to mean he’s on board.

      I turn on warm water and plug the drain then help him get his shirt off.

      His chest is gorgeous—a solid muscle dusted with hair and covered in tattoos. They creep up his neck and all the way down his arms. They’re markings of some kind. A rose on his chest. A manacle on one wrist. A dagger with drops of blood. If I didn’t know with total certainty that Oleg is safe for me, I would find his appearance intimidating. I imagine that’s what he’s going for.
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