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			This book is for T, my darling sister and most loyal reader.

		

	
		
			When you reach the end of your rope, tie a knot in it and hang on.

			—Thomas Jefferson

		

	
		
			1
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			WHEN BLAKE WEBSTER bent down to place the full pint glasses on the table, Nick had a clear but unmistakable view of her ample cleavage in the V-neck black crew shirt she was wearing. The bright green scarf tied in a jaunty bow around her neck only accentuated the creaminess of her skin, and he had to shift his gaze immediately to the embroidery on the upper right of her black T-shirt. Of course, he’d seen the pub’s logo a thousand times; it read The Hairy Lemon in green cursive just above a large yellow lemon, but he studied it like he’d never seen it before, trying to force his body to calm down.

			He knew the waitresses wore more revealing clothing at other Irish pubs and thanked God that he didn’t have to endure seeing Blake in a tiny kilt and white stockings. If that had been the case, he wouldn’t make it through a happy hour without breaking down and begging her to touch him, or dragging the first asshole who made a lewd comment to her outside. His fist clenched in his lap, and he made a deliberate effort to relax, breathing out slowly and letting his hand fall open. None of that had happened, and she was right here in front of him. Safe and just his friend.

			When she’d emptied her tray of drinks, she put her free hand on his shoulder and cocked her hip in his direction as she spoke to his friends Milton and Regina. He felt the weight of her hand pressing down on him, could feel the muscles in his shoulder knot with tension as he smelled the perfume she’d sprayed on her wrists. He could smell it over the spilled beer and remnants of the shepherd’s pie he’d ordered earlier. She liked perfume. She always had. Several years ago, when she’d worked at the perfume counter at Macy’s, he would stop by to see her, and she’d hold her wrist to his nose and ask him what he thought. He’d thought that he wanted to take her home with him and do unspeakable things to her.

			She was so close. He wanted to pick up the hand she’d laid on his shoulder and breathe in the warmth of her. If she were his, he would kiss that wrist, feeling her pulse beneath his lips increase as he lingered. If she were his, he would pull her down to sit next to him and let her steal sips of his beer while his hand rested in the curve of her hip. If she were his, she wouldn’t be working in this pub while men stared at her.

			She will never be yours.

			He heard the voice in his head as clearly as he had for the past ten years. It wasn’t his voice—the words had been spoken by Blake’s first boyfriend, Keenan Shy—but the person who’d said it first didn’t really matter. Nick knew it to be true.

			“So, where’re you going?” Blake half shouted across the table to his friends. She had to struggle to speak loud enough. Her voice, husky and damaged, was better suited to quiet, intimate settings.

			His friend Milton and Milton’s girlfriend, Regina, were sitting at the table across from him, their backs to the line of people perched on stools at the bar. Bright green garlands of four-leaf clovers decorated the walls, leftovers from St. Pat’s on Tuesday. The owner, Kevin Hannegan, hadn’t gotten around to removing the decorations, and he’d probably been smart to leave them up—the usual Friday crowd seemed to be augmented with people who weren’t quite ready to let the raucous St. Pat’s party go. Shouts erupted periodically from a table of businessmen drinking Irish car bombs.

			Regina, a pediatric oncologist at Boston Children’s Hospital, waited until the noise died down a little to answer. She smiled and slid Milton a look from beneath her lashes.

			“He won’t tell me,” she said, raising her voice to be heard above the noise. “But I know we’re going on the yacht, so I really can’t say I care.”

			Milton grinned broadly, his white teeth flashing in his olive-skinned face. He’d been annoyingly happy since he and Regina had become a couple about a month ago. Nick thought it was only a matter of time before Regina moved into Milton’s brownstone. Mentally Nick shook his head. He knew he wouldn’t handle someone—even someone he loved—living in his house very well, but Milton would probably be fine.

			Roland, their other friend and CEO of the software company that he, Nick, and Milton had started after they’d graduated from MIT, was leaning back in his chair, scotch in hand, suit coat slung over the back of his chair. His ascetic face looked drawn, the frown lines at the corners of his mouth deeper than usual. He’d been disturbed since someone had hacked into their system a few months earlier and stolen some data pertaining to a government project they were working on.

			“I don’t think I’d care, either,” Blake murmured and shifted her weight as if her feet hurt. “A week or two of sun and sparkling water and drinks on the deck sounds fabulous after all this rain.”

			Nick did his best to banish the image that had sprung into his head. Blake, in a bikini, her long limbs slathered in suntan oil, big sunglasses hiding her slightly tilted green eyes, as she pouted at him with red, red lips. He owned a yacht. He owned two, actually, and a sailboat. She could laze away all her days half naked on the deck of his ship, or go sailing with him around tropical islands. Somehow he knew that she’d love the beach and the sand and the wind in her hair.

			He swallowed and shifted away from her slightly. She moved with him, making it seem as if she did it unconsciously, but her hand tightened on his shoulder. She was messing with him. Again. She’d been messing with him for weeks now, ever since they’d helped Milton put on a magic show at the hospital for the kids.

			Normally Blake liked to tease him. She would make him take her on roller coasters, or go shopping, or eat terrible food like Cronuts and drink sugary coffee drinks. She’d steal his car while he was out running and try to pick him up to go with her to Cape Cod. Sometimes she’d go so far as to call him handsome and try to give him advice on picking up women, but she’d never flirted with him the way she had lately. He wished he knew what the hell she was thinking.

			“Any big plans this weekend?” Regina asked Blake. The two women got along surprisingly well—surprising since they had completely different backgrounds—but they weren’t best friends by any means.

			Blake made an expansive gesture with her arm, including the bar and all its patrons, most of whom were watching March Madness on one of many large screens. “What? Bigger than all this?” she joked. “Actually, I do have plans this weekend.”

			Nick couldn’t help himself. He looked up at her, a frown gathering between his eyes.

			She didn’t return his gaze, but he knew she’d noticed his look. Noticed and was pleased, if the tiny smile on her lips was any indication.

			“We’re working on a little project,” Roland chimed in, letting his chair fall forward so that once again all four legs were on the floor.

			Nick’s gaze swung to Roland. A project? Roland had grown up with Blake, more or less, and sometimes Nick was a little jealous of how much she turned to his friend. Why didn’t she ask me for help with this project? He swallowed his irritation. She was his friend. Roland was his friend. All of them were friends. There was no reason to get upset.

			Blake patted Nick’s shoulder as if to soothe him, and he realized that he’d grown tense, his shoulders hunched. He forced himself to relax, breathing deeply in and out through his nose. He would meditate tonight, maybe run through some of his forms, or go on a long run, hopefully clearing his mind of all thoughts of Blake Webster.

			“He’s actually helping me with something,” Blake clarified cheerfully. “I’ve decided to change my life.”

			“Oh, yeah?” Milton quirked an eyebrow. “You’re not thinking of becoming a pickpocket, are you? While you’re not bad, the little pack of little thieves I know from Harvard Square would eat you alive if you tried to horn in on their turf.”

			Blake was actually an excellent pickpocket—Nick knew from experience. Not only did she sometimes steal his wallet without him knowing and then make him meet her somewhere to get it back, but he’d seen her in action with Milton and Roland back when they’d all first met over ten years ago. Nick, Milton, and Roland had been college students at MIT, and Blake had tended bar in the neighborhood near their apartment, but she’d been taught sleight of hand and pickpocketing by Roland and his cousin, Keenan, who was her boyfriend at the time.

			Back then, Milton had performed magic tricks for a little extra cash in the public squares around campus, sometimes borrowing Blake as a lovely assistant, but now he did it for fun, or to entertain the kids at the hospital. Nick had even gone with him to Harvard Square a few times over the past few years, assisting with the tricks that required more than one person. Becoming a billionaire hadn’t changed Milton all that much—hadn’t really changed any of them. They were still tech nerds, building software programs for the company they owned, and they were still best friends, even after all these years.

			“No,” Blake responded to Milton. “I’ve decided that I want to work with charitable organizations to raise money. I’m going back to school.”

			As she spoke, her mouth firmed and her eyes narrowed. She meant it. Nick wasn’t surprised, not really. He’d seen how much she’d enjoyed working with the kids at the hospital and known that watching them struggle with life-threatening diseases had affected her deeply. Still, she could have come to him just as easily as she’d gone to Roland. She never did, though.

			Over a year ago, when she’d gotten beaten up by her last boyfriend, Phillip, she’d shown up on Roland’s doorstep, so bruised and bloodied that he’d immediately taken her to the hospital. Nick’s hand tightened into a fist again. Why couldn’t she see these dickheads for the scum they really were? Nick knew within three minutes of meeting one of her boyfriends that the bastard would hurt her. He knew it the way he knew his own face in the mirror. But she didn’t seem to learn, and she never listened to him when he tried to tell her.

			Keenan had nearly killed her ten years ago, but even Nick hadn’t realized how dangerous the man could be. Her second boyfriend, Carlos, had terrorized her by following her around everywhere, taking her phone, or locking her up when he felt she was doing something he didn’t like. Often, neither Nick nor Roland would be able to get ahold of her. She wouldn’t call them back for fear of Carlos. She’d finally realized she was in trouble, though, and asked for help getting away from him.

			Her last boyfriend, Phillip, had been the worst. He hadn’t left marks on her, not at first. Nick actually wasn’t sure what all he’d done to her, but the sparkle in her eyes had been noticeably absent while that asshole had been in her life.

			And during this time, Nick had been forced to stand by and watch it happen. He had no right to tell her whom to date; he knew that. Still, he and Roland had occasionally threatened, cajoled, or bribed some of the assholes she met into looking elsewhere, and when she finally did come to them for help getting away from the ones she was involved with, he and Roland had made sure that they never bothered her again. Well, with the exception of Keenan. None of them, including the police, had been able to locate Keenan since he’d disappeared.

			The small crowd in the pub roared in enthusiasm as one of the teams scored, and the table of car-bomb drinkers cheered as well. “That’s great.” Milton stood up and worked his way through the crowd of people to give her a hug.

			She returned it, removing her hand from Nick’s shoulder, and he took a deep breath in both relief and disappointment.

			When Milton released her, she kissed his cheek. “Thanks, Milton.”

			Nick fought an insane urge to stand up and punch his friend in the face.

			“Well”—she smiled cheerfully—“I better get back to it. See you later.”

			Nick watched her go, enjoying the view of her heart-shaped backside even as he bristled at the looks that followed in her wake.

			She looked back once, directly into his eyes, and gave him a saucy wink.

			His own eyes narrowed. She was definitely up to something.
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			Blake let out a shaky laugh as she wove her way back to the waitress station. She was playing with fire and she knew it, but that was all part of her new life direction.

			Grabbing an empty tray from a stack near the door to the kitchen, she began loading frosty pint glasses filled with various amber, gold, and dark brown beers. Shouts erupted again from the fans watching the games, and she mentally crossed her fingers that the tips would be good tonight.

			She refused to let Roland and the others leave her tips. They’d gotten her this job, they’d helped her find an apartment—she wasn’t about to take their money. Lifting the tray easily with one hand, she carried the drinks to a table crowded with regulars—mostly businessmen from the offices nearby. They cheered again when they saw her.

			“Perfect timing, as always.”

			She smiled wryly. “It’s not that hard. Don’t let the bottom of the glass show before there’s another drink on the table.”

			“That’s right,” they agreed, nodding cheerfully. They were mostly young men, faces flushed with drink and the excitement of the game. Handsome enough, but to her eyes—which were admittedly older than her thirty-two years would indicate—they seemed very young indeed. But then, she’d been young. Young and stupid and willing to give her love and trust to any man who said he needed her. She was no one to judge.

			With a bright smile that nevertheless meant business, she deposited the full pints on the table and gathered up the empties, strategically avoiding the dark-haired kid with the cruel mouth. He’d never been rude, but there was a look in his eyes that she didn’t like—especially after a few pints—and she’d gone down that road enough to be wary.

			“All right, boys.” She hefted the tray full of empties. “I’ll be back in a bit.”

			They watched her leave—most men did, but now she paid them no mind. There was only one man who interested her this evening, and he was currently scowling at her. He was usually scowling at her, which was why she felt safe picking him for her plan.

			His dark blond hair was getting long again and starting to curl at the ends where the sun bleached natural highlights. She knew he’d get it cut before the end of next week—in all the years she’d known him, he’d never liked his hair long enough to curl.

			He wasn’t conventionally handsome. His face was triangular in shape, with a high forehead, a slight widow’s peak, and a crooked nose. But his eyes were almost turquoise blue, like pictures she’d seen of the ocean in the tropics, and a dimple dented the right corner of his mouth when he smiled. She didn’t see the dimple often, which was why she liked to tease him. Sometimes, if she tried hard enough, she could get him to smile fully, and the dimple would flash. When it did, it always made her catch her breath, astonished by the beauty of him.

			He didn’t like to express emotion, though. Her Nick preferred to be calm and in control, with a routine that he followed most days. Up at four for a run every morning, and some kind of physical training in the evenings. The man had more discipline in his little finger than she had in her whole body. He ran marathons for fun, for God’s sake. Who did that?

			Still—she licked her lips absently—surely that meant he had endurance for all kinds of things. Why hadn’t she ever thought about Nick this way before? Did he think about her? She wasn’t sure. Sometimes it seemed like he did. She would look over and catch him watching her with a dark and intense interest in his gaze, but then the look would be gone, and he’d be treating her with the same calm big-brother-esque attitude as always.

			A wicked smile curved her lips, but she dragged it under control before he caught her. He knew she was up to something and it was unsettling him. Good; the only way she could get a genuine emotional response from him was when he was unsettled. And she’d decided that she wanted an emotional response from Nick. She wanted him, though she’d only realized it recently.

			Back when they’d first met at the bar near MIT, Nick had seemed like a kid to her. He’d been quiet, a little brooding—not like Roland or Milton, who were both charmers, though in completely different ways. He’d never flirted with her, or told her she was beautiful, like all the rest of the college guys, and he’d certainly never made a move on her. But he’d always been around, looking out for her, and had tried to defend her once, when Keenan had shown up at the bar after her shift.

			She felt her shoulders tighten at the memory and shuddered just a little. She never thought of Keenan Shy without a sickening feeling of wrong invading her stomach. She’d been so weak for so many years.

			Well, no more. She wasn’t going to get involved with any more abusers. She wasn’t going to get involved in a relationship, period. She was going to take things slow, as her therapist suggested, and find someone she could relax with, and rebuild her confidence after the damage Phillip had done. She had always enjoyed sex before, and she wanted to enjoy it again. Nick, with his calm control and hot eyes, was the perfect person to help her. There was no one she trusted more than her friends, but he was the only one she was attracted to.

			Chin jutting out, she loaded up yet another tray. She was going to reclaim her sexuality, her confidence, and her life, and Nick Cord was going to help her, whether he liked it or not.
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			NICK WAITED SILENTLY across the street as Blake helped close the Hairy Lemon with the other waitresses and the owner. The streets of Faneuil Hall were empting out—the shops and kiosks long since closed—and he was the only person outside within several blocks. He couldn’t see inside the bar—the two small windows at street level were made of rectangular panes of thick yellowish glass that showed only shadows moving back and forth—but he imagined that she’d removed the apron from around her waist and changed into the motorcycle boots that she said made her feel invincible. The cold winter was hanging on despite it being nearly mid-March, though it was supposed to warm up this weekend.

			He should have been cold. His wool coat wasn’t particularly warm and the air was humid enough that his hair and clothes felt damp, but he was good at ignoring discomfort—a gift from his childhood—and he didn’t let it bother him. When his father would go out on fishing trips, he was often left to fend for himself to find clothes or pay the heating bill. He’d learned the hard way that he could survive most deprivations, though he hadn’t had to worry as much once Professor Sherman Jensen had moved into the apartment next door. A retired professor from MIT, Dr. Jensen would feed him and teach him how to program computers.

			Without the professor, he never would have gone to MIT and met Roland and Milton, or Blake, for that matter. One night during their sophomore year, Roland had dragged him and Milton out to meet Keenan and a friend from Watertown, or Wattatown, as the locals called it, an ethnically diverse neighborhood on Boston’s east side. He’d told them Blake had gotten a job near campus, and she’d told him to come by for a free round of drinks. When they’d arrived at the bar, she’d been bent over a jukebox, her ass on perfect display in a pair of tight jeans, and wearing a pair of black stilettos. Nick had stopped in his tracks and Milton plowed into the back of him. Roland had nimbly sidestepped.

			“Hey, gorgeous,” Roland had called out from behind his friends.

			She’d straightened and turned, her eyes flashing briefly at someone in the corner, but then she recognized Roland and her shoulders relaxed. She’d smiled, a warm, bright smile that had affected Nick like the line going taut on his fishing pole. He’d tensed, and every part of him had focused on her, on the pretty girl with the generous smile.

			“Roland,” she’d said with a chuckle, “about time you got here. Keenan’s been waiting.”

			Nick remembered that he couldn’t move, that he’d been unable to look away from her face, from the green eyes, and her full, pouting mouth. Mischief had danced in her expression, making her seem approachable in spite of her beauty.

			For Nick, she was a complicated knot that he wanted to figure out, a construction of grace and beauty that was meant for some purpose he’d yet to understand or define. Nick studied knots, their various uses and forms, a habit that had started when he was a kid, and which he’d carried with him into adulthood and into his studies of computers and mechanics. To him, the perfect knot could solve almost anything.

			Keenan had approached then, spreading his arms as if he were lord and ruler and welcoming them into his castle. At first, the handsome young man with the lean face and high forehead had seemed like a rougher, but still charming, version of Roland. He’d laughed and clapped Nick on the back and said, “Isn’t she beautiful?” He’d nodded at Blake with a satisfied, possessive smile.

			Nick had frowned, not sure whether to agree or not. She was beautiful, but she’d been standing right in front of them, and Keenan spoke of her like she was a ship or a new car he’d just won in a card game. Nick had met beautiful women before; his father had attracted women easily and had just as easily driven them away, but he’d never looked at them the way Keenan looked at Blake, as if she were utterly and completely his possession.

			“You are very beautiful,” Nick had said to her directly, his tone calm and lacking in any hint of flirtation.

			Blake had sent another quick glance at Keenan and said, “Thanks,” but when Keenan turned away, she’d given him a real smile, thanking him silently.

			It wasn’t until later, when they’d all had a few drinks, that Keenan had pulled Nick aside and said, “She will never be yours, you know.” Even the friendly tone he’d used hadn’t disguised the menace that lurked in the tight lines at the corners of his eyes or the cruel twist to his mouth.

			Nick realized that he’d grown tense again, his own face tightening in rage, and he deliberately relaxed as he continued to wait for Blake. He’d taken to making sure she got home safely for the past year. At first he’d just shown up, but she’d insisted that she didn’t need a guardian, that she could take care of herself, so Nick had stayed hidden, watching from a distance to make sure no one bothered her.

			Every time he thought about giving her the space she requested, he’d flash back to how she’d been hurt by Phillip: black eyes, cracked ribs, and lacerations across her chest, belly, and thighs. She’d been raped, and she’d cried in her sleep while he sat in the chair in her hospital room, red-eyed and livid with a rage that seemed to seep into his bones. If he hadn’t made sure she was okay each night, he would never be able to sleep at all.

			The door to the bar opened and Blake stepped out. She’d let her hair down and put on her jacket.

			“Night, everyone,” she called back inside, and stepped onto the sidewalk. The entrance to the upper floors of the squat three-story building where she lived was around the side in an alley, up a flight of stairs. There was a light installed above the entrance that gave off a dim yellow glow.

			Giving no indication that she saw him standing in the shadows across the street, she shoved her hands in her pockets and removed the key to her door, walking briskly around the corner and up the short steps.

			However, when she reached the door she stopped, frozen, and he could see nothing but the shape of her silhouette against the light. She was too still, like she’d heard or seen something that scared her. His instincts kicked in. Something was wrong.

			He didn’t think, he just moved, gliding across the street, weaving between cars as he made his way over to her with single-minded ferocity. When he reached the bottom of the steps, she turned suddenly and put one hand on her hip.

			“I knew it,” she said in her low voice, but she didn’t sound angry. If anything, she seemed resigned, even a little amused.

			Nick stopped where he was and eyed her warily. “What do you know?”

			“I knew you were still following me.” She turned away from him to unlock the door and disappeared into her apartment. He waited, but the door didn’t shut behind her—she’d left it open in unspoken invitation.

			He hesitated. He made it a personal rule to avoid situations that hinted at strong emotions. She didn’t seem irritated with him, but she could be tricky that way. One minute as calm as a glassy sea, the next a tempest.

			“You’re letting all the cold air in,” she called from inside the apartment, her damaged voice straining a little to be heard.

			He immediately went inside and closed the door firmly behind him, locking it and jiggling the knob to make sure it was secure. She also had a chain and a separate internal-only dead bolt. He made sure to engage both. He would make sure she made a habit of it as well. This wasn’t a bad part of town, but that didn’t mean much anymore.

			He glanced around the small entryway, noting the small narrow table she’d put along one wall with a mirror above it. A hat rack stood next to it. She’d hung up her coat and scarf. He did the same, though it was cold in the apartment, studiously avoiding looking in the mirror. He was afraid he’d see the lust that lurked beneath the surface of his control. If he had any sense of self-preservation he would leave now, but curiosity, the one emotion that had the power to make him act irrationally, drove him to continue into her living room. The apartment wasn’t big—he’d been in it once with Roland while she was still in the hospital, checking to make sure that all the appliances worked, the plumbing was sound, and the windows and doors were secure. They’d chosen it because it was close to their offices and because it was a place she would accept. Unfortunately, she wouldn’t live in any of the high-rise penthouses they would have happily ensconced her in. She insisted they were her friends, not her sugar daddies.

			The living room and half bath took up most of the left side of the apartment, with windows looking down onto the street in front of the Hairy Lemon. To his right was a wall—on the opposite side of which was her bedroom, but beyond it was the kitchen. She’d added curtains to one small window that looked out to another building, an alley below. Heat emanated from an old-fashioned steam radiator below the windowsill.

			She was nowhere to be seen, so he assumed she’d gone into her bedroom to change. He tried not to think about that—tried not to think about how she would look as she stripped off her black uniform, bare skin gleaming, full breasts swaying as she moved.

			He exhaled sharply through his nose and wandered deliberately into the living room. Her furniture was a mismatched collection of antiques and more modern pieces. All of it looked clean, but worn. She’d thrown a colorful afghan over a gold velvet couch that had managed to survive since the seventies. Modern end tables flanked each side, and an overstuffed armchair in deep green sat at a conversational angle nearby. Too agitated to sit, he wandered over to the windows.

			Her blinds were open, the curtains drawn to the side. Stepping close to the window, he looked down at the street below. She needs to shut these blinds, he thought. Anyone can look in and see her walking through the apartment.

			Shoving the thought aside, he checked the locks on all the windows and lowered the blinds.

			“I like them open,” she said from behind him.

			He turned and blinked when he saw she was wearing her favorite sweatshirt, an old one of his from MIT, pajama pants, and striped wool socks. For some reason, he’d expected her to put on something silky and revealing—or maybe that was just wishful thinking on his part.

			“I know,” he replied, wanting to irritate her a little. Maybe she’d tell him what she was up to if he annoyed her enough. Their friendship, while long-lasting, had never had the friendly back-and-forth of the one she shared with Roland or Milton. They’d never lectured her when she’d gotten involved with yet another abusive asshole, or grown so frustrated with her choices that they’d refused to speak to her, as he had on numerous occasions.

			She rolled her eyes. “Of course you do. Want some tea?”

			Nick felt his jaw tighten and deliberately breathed out in an attempt to relax. Whatever she was up to, he wasn’t going to get annoyed and yell at her. Not this time.

			“All right,” he agreed.

			She looked at him for a moment, her green eyes studying his face. He held still beneath her gaze.

			She touched the scar on her neck self-consciously and turned away from him, walking toward the kitchen. “Hmm.”

			What did that mean?

			Wary, he followed her into the kitchen, taking a seat at a small two-person dining table decorated with a blue vase and a bunch of daises.

			He watched her slow, graceful movements from his seat as she filled an electric kettle with water from the tap. Her hands were long-fingered and elegant as she reached for two teacups—mismatched, but colorful—with white saucers. He found himself fascinated by what seemed to be a ritual as she placed tea bags on each saucer.

			“Sugar and cream?” she asked him, and he heard her words as though she’d spoken through water, blinking at the almost ethereal beauty of her as she stood in the warm light of the small chandelier hanging from the ceiling in the kitchen.

			“No, thank you.”

			She nodded, and for a moment there was nothing but the sibilant sound of the water heating in the kettle and the soft whoosh as she opened the refrigerator and removed milk for herself.

			Why wasn’t she talking? It seemed like she was always talking, making people feel comfortable, included. She had a knack for it. But she was making no effort now. She even kept her head angled away from him slightly, like she didn’t want him to see her face.

			“I think it’s great . . . you going back to school.” He tapped his fingers on the table. His voice sounded rusty.

			She shrugged. “It’s about time, really. Waitressing, selling perfume, and working in an office aren’t what I want to do with my life. I’d like to help people.” She considered it. “And throw parties.”

			Hoping she’d say more, he waited patiently, silently. Silence bothered people. They always talked eventually.

			She didn’t seem inclined. Instead she added milk and sugar to her cup with the precision of a longtime bartender before she put the milk away again.

			The water in the kettle came to a boil with a low rumbling sound and a hiss of steam. She removed it with a quick jerk of her wrist.

			“You mentioned wanting to work for charities. Is there anything else?”

			Pausing as she moved back toward the teacups, she sent him a wry glance. “You always were too perceptive for your own good.”

			She poured the water over the tea bags, concentrating fully on the cups in front of her, so fully that he suspected she was nervous about something. His stomach tightened. What was she up to? He hoped like hell it didn’t have anything to do with a new man.

			The silence went on long enough that he was surprised when she suddenly said, “I’ve decided to change a few other things in my life.”

			Nick leaned back a little in his chair, trying to see her face. She was stirring the tea now, letting it steep.

			“Like what?” he asked finally, not certain he wanted to know.

			She shrugged. “I’ve figured out what I want and what I don’t want.”

			Nick grimaced. He hoped she wasn’t going to tell him to stop making sure she got home safely. He didn’t think he could manage it yet. “So what do you want?” He hoped it was help with tuition or a job working for Accendo in charitable giving or something. If money was the issue, there was no problem.

			She turned to him finally and set the kettle aside on the counter. “You sound terrified.” Smiling as she picked up the two cups and saucers, she carried them to the table and sat across from him. “Are you afraid I’ll make you go karaoke-ing again?”

			Nick shuddered at the memory. If he never heard “Girls Just Wanna Have Fun” again, it would be too soon. His tea, an amber honey color, looked too hot to drink, but he took a sip anyway, letting the heat burn all the way down and distract him from the soft look in her eyes, the perfect pink pout of her lips.

			“Blake, seriously. What is it you want?”

			She wrapped her hands around her own cup, as if she were cold, and her neatly manicured nails tapped against the porcelain. “I want sex.”

			Nick choked on his tea, and set his cup down with a loud rattle. “What?” He coughed.

			“You heard me,” she said mildly, smiling a little at his expense.

			Her cheeks were flushed. She wasn’t nearly as blasé as she appeared, but then she lifted her eyes to meet his . . . and they were direct, fierce, and more than a little frightened.

			Shit.
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			Blake knew she should feel bad about shocking him, but the flabbergasted look on his face was just so unlike him that she felt her nervousness fade, just a little. She was enjoying this, she realized, enjoying the knowledge that she’d discomfited this superior, self-composed, insufferably calm man just by mentioning the word sex.

			He leaned back away from the table. “You want sex.”

			Hadn’t she just said so? Blake lifted her chin in response. “Yes.”

			His nostrils flared just a little and his eyes narrowed. “So get laid. I imagine there’s any number of men that want you.”

			His mouth had tightened progressively as he spoke, and his hands had curled into fists. He certainly wasn’t pleased with his suggestion. Blake wasn’t pleased with it, either, but she didn’t see why it would bother him so much.

			“You think I should just fuck someone I don’t care about?”

			His body tensed even more, as if someone were drawing him tighter and tighter, like a knot slowly being pulled into place. “Works for me,” he muttered, but his eyes looked away from her face.

			Blake slumped a little. After all the times he’d lectured her about her choices over the years, she hadn’t expected him to be indifferent to the idea of her hooking up with some random stranger. She’d never done that in her life. She’d always thought she was in love when she’d gotten involved with someone.

			She’d loved Keenan, or she’d thought she had. He’d been so confident and handsome and charming; at first she’d thought she was overreacting to the small cruelties that had come her way. Carlos had made passionate overtures and claimed he was mad for her. Phillip had said no one had ever made him feel like she had, but then he’d do things like drug her wine and let other men touch her. The experience had left her confidence shattered, but she’d been rebuilding it slowly.

			Of the three, Keenan had damaged her the most because she’d done something that she’d known was wrong—she’d stolen from her friends because he’d convinced her that he’d hurt them otherwise. Hurting them had been worse than getting hurt herself.

			She still paid for that mistake each year when he sent her a letter reminding her that she was his, and that he intended to reclaim her someday. She shuddered. She’d never told her male friends about the letters. They—especially Nick and Roland—reacted so badly to any mention of Keenan. She wasn’t sure what they would do, but she turned every letter over to Boston Police Detective Maura O’Halloran.

			She knew she’d proven time and time again that she couldn’t be trusted. He was right about that. Even in between her relationships, she’d seemed to attract men who wanted her as a trophy or sex object. So why was he suggesting that she just pick some random person? With her luck, she’d end up with a serial killer.

			He leaned forward and reached for her wrist, tugging her hand away from her mug of tea. “I’m not saying be stupid, or just pick anyone, but for once don’t fall in love with one of these assholes. It’s just sex, tell yourself that.”

			For a brilliant man, he could be remarkably stupid. He’d wrapped both his hands around hers and seemed to be almost pleading with her. His palms were callused, strong, his fingers long with well-shaped nails. He’d held her hand in the hospital after Keenan had hurt her, and last year when Phillip had lost his temper and beaten her. He even held her hand when she made him take her to see scary movies on Halloween. She’d always liked his hands.

			“I can’t just tell myself that,” she muttered, tugging her hand away. “If it were that easy, I would have already done it.”

			He looked down at his teacup, then back to her face, his eyes wary. “So why tell me?”

			Blake swallowed. That was the kicker. She couldn’t sleep with some random stranger, and she didn’t want to make the mistake of falling in love with another abusive jerk, but she did want to feel normal. She wanted to have sex without worrying that she was falling into another abusive relationship. She wanted to have sex without the element of fear that had always pervaded her relationships, sex without the expectation of violence.

			“I was hoping you’d . . .” She trailed off, hoping he’d just take the hint.

			He stared at her, cheekbones flushed, eyes bright. “You were hoping I’d what?” he asked harshly, daring her.

			He was going to make her say it. Fine. She wasn’t a coward. Well, she had been, but she wasn’t going to be anymore. She wet her lips and watched as his eyes involuntarily followed the motion.

			“Fuck me,” she said shortly, and pretended to take a sip of her tea even though her cup was empty. Her heart was racing.

			His eyes had widened, and his pupils, already large in the dim light of the hanging lamp overhead, seemed to expand nearly to the edge of his irises, hiding the bright blue. His jaw tightened, and she shivered, just a little, at the lust she saw on his face. He did want her. More than she’d realized or expected. She hadn’t considered—

			“No,” he said and stood abruptly. “Find someone else.”

			His lean body was already in motion, flowing smoothly out of her kitchen with the taut efficiency of the athlete he was, but no amount of grace could change the fact that he was running away from her. Running away as quickly as he could manage it. It was funny, really. Nick Cord, running away from her.

			She stayed where she was, pretending to sip her tea, knowing that he wouldn’t just leave without saying something more.

			“Come and lock the door behind me,” he called down the hallway.

			He would stand outside her door all night if she didn’t come and lock the door, so Blake stood and made her way down the hall where he waited, every line in his body drawn in harsh, straight lines.

			Blake deliberately slowed her walk, wondering what would happen if she pressed herself against him. Would he push her away?

			She hesitated. Before she could decide, he’d opened the door and shut it emphatically behind him. She didn’t hear him on the stairs, though, and knew he was waiting for her to lock the door.

			Stepping forward, she turned the dead bolt and secured the chain, then rested her head against the door, listening to the crunch of salt and ice as he made his way down her steps.

			When she couldn’t hear him anymore, she turned so that she was leaning back against the door and crossed her arms over her chest.

			“Well, that sucked.” She sighed. Straightening, she headed back down the hallway to pour herself another cup of tea. She’d answered one question, at least. She hadn’t been one hundred percent sure he’d wanted her. She was sure now. She was also sure that if she wanted him, she was going to have to be the one to push for it.

			It would be a new experience for her; she was sure of that much. She’d never deliberately set out to seduce a man in her life. She figured it was about time.
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			A WEEK LATER, Nick stopped by Boston Children’s Hospital to see Chuck, a twelve-year-old cancer patient, and some of the other kids he’d met helping Milton with the benefit they’d held a few weeks earlier. Milton and Regina had left on their vacation that morning, and Nick knew the kids would be disappointed that Milton wouldn’t be dropping by for his usual Friday magic show, when he usually performed tricks and gave away awesome gifts.

			Nick had never involved himself much in Accendo’s charity work. He’d supported it, of course, but he hadn’t really had any particular passion. Milton was the one who’d directed most of the money and activities toward the children’s hospital, and Nick had been happy to help him when asked. But the magic show that Milton had helped the kids put on a few months ago had been special. Seeing their eyes light up at being able to do simple tricks had been a kick, and Nick had discovered that Chuck—unenthusiastic as he might seem sometimes—shared Nick’s affinity for the usefulness and beauty of knots.

			So he’d decided to drop by today, just to check on everyone and maybe show Chuck and anyone else who was interested some new knots. He’d also brought some new video games, and Roland had sent over boxes containing a variety of toys, all labeled with the kids’ names. How the hell had Roland known what the kids would want?

			Nick hadn’t asked. Roland had been moody lately, irritated about how long it was taking to get their latest security program running after they’d been hacked earlier in the year. He’d been on Nick’s case to get it completed, never mind that Nick had resolved the biggest hurdle in a successful test days ago. The security program, nicknamed MOMENT, had been Roland’s idea, conceived following the Boston Marathon bombing. It was intended to act as a warning device, reading the nonverbal signals that indicated someone planned to commit mass murder or destruction.
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