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Chapter 1


Alina Lipin wanted all of them to die. She huddled into herself, her head buried beneath her arms as she tried to breathe through the pain in her chest. Her ribs ached from where he had kicked them. Served her right for trying to attack instead of endure. 
She was much better at enduring.
She’d endured the expectations for her to be a pure daughter of the Bratva.
The fear when everything she’d accepted had been taken away.
The dread that her isolated sanctuary could vanish at any time.
A part of her had thought that finally facing the inevitable would be easier than the constant stress of worrying. As the daughter of the fallen pakhan, her time had been limited.
Out of the corner of her eye, she glimpsed the filthy mattress, the only item in the room.
Life would always be hard. Her captor had given her a choice, and she should have taken the simpler path. Instead, she had done everything he’d demanded of her to live a few more moments.
Her father had been pakhan, but even he had gone out in a pile of his own waste. Alina wanted to avoid that moment for as long as possible.
The air conditioner turned on again. It didn’t matter. She’d already been shivering. Cold air passing over her naked and bruised body made no difference.
It was no longer just bruises that covered her. Her fingers were slick with blood. He’d used a knife on her when he last came—whenever that was. She no longer had any idea how long she’d been in the room with no windows, just a mattress and a locked door.
The trick was not to think. Not to remember. It was so much easier with paint in her hands, but all she had was red, slick blood.
Her ribs protested as she squeezed her body tighter. She was an idiot. He’d be angry when he came back and saw, but for a brief time, she’d no longer been afraid. The drying blood on her fingers itched.
Until it didn’t. A coldness spread over her limbs. Her breathing became choppy.
The sudden screams of grown men reached her in her prison. The sound pierced her lightheadedness. Bratva soldiers didn’t scream like young girls. No, their cries were deep and angry. The broken sounds changed as they drew closer. They became higher; more terrified.
Something was scaring the Bratva. Alina couldn’t imagine what that could be, but she smiled through her shivering. Let them scream.
[image: image-placeholder]Marksmanship had always come naturally to Luka, but he preferred a knife in his hand. Ivankov had said to make an example of the  boyeviki in the house. He hadn’t said how. Luka only did as he was told.
He didn’t wear a mask over his face. All of the Bratva knew what he was, a pet of the pakhan that wasn’t quite human in their eyes. No one could be human and move as he did. He’d been told so often enough. Luka had been made to kill.
He’d even killed his own mother. The thought allowed the next bullet to pass surprisingly close to his body, and he twisted, breaking the handle on the nearest door and disappearing into the room within.
He waited for the boyevik to follow him inside. The upward angle of his knife was just right when it entered the body. That was what all the people on the estate would become—bodies.
The gurgle that slipped from the man’s throat was familiar as Luka took his gun and watched the life fade from his eyes. A few motions to pull the gun apart, and Luka dropped the useless metal, deciding to leave it behind. He was in the mood for blood on his hands.
On his gloves, rather. He always wore gloves. The pain of accidentally brushing against something skin to skin was too distracting.
A slight tremble out of the corner of his eye caused him to freeze. He’d noticed the woman’s body when he’d entered, but he’d thought she was dead. Now her slight motions were more obvious.
His gaze slid away again, as it did whenever a woman was present. He’d already memorized every detail in that first glance anyway, and hated the way they all remained in his mind—mottled, pale skin; haphazardly chopped blonde hair; spindly arms. She might still be alive, but she appeared too weak to live much longer. Perhaps death would be kindest to her, as it had been to his sister.
She wouldn’t find that freedom from him. Luka didn’t kill women. Not since his mother.
His eyes shifted around the room, trying to escape the memory, and they caught something he’d never seen before. The dark smears of blood should have been easy to dismiss, but their placement was abnormal. It was as if delicate brushstrokes had created what appeared to be a face, one so delicate and sad that he felt a tightness in his chest.
His sister had once painted faces like that, but she hadn’t been nearly as good.
His gaze moved back to the woman. She still hadn’t raised her head. Only her trembling marked her as alive. It had been a long time since he’d stared at a woman as long as he did now. It was as if he was willing her to look back, but she never did.
Which was a relief, he reminded himself. He felt antsy for the first time in a long while.
“All dead soon,” he mumbled, his voice coming out more muted than he’d intended. Speaking was a struggle. “Leave then.”
Luka left her in the room. The killing focus he often enjoyed had splintered. He crawled through the house anyway, searching for anyone besides the woman who still breathed, then taking that breath away. The total number didn’t matter, just that he got them all.
He couldn’t disappoint Ivankov. If he did, the pakhan would kill him before he was strong enough to do the same.
All was silent throughout the estate. Even the groans of the dying had faded. Luka found a spot where he could see the woman through the open door of her prison, looked away from her, and waited. He studied her through his periphery as time passed.
She continued to tremble, but other than that, her body didn’t move.
He’d thought the trembling was fear. Fear of him, of the boyevik who had already hurt her, of what was to come. She was naked. Maybe she was shivering from cold. Besides, nakedness brought a vulnerability.
Ivankov had shown him that.
Luka slipped his long-sleeved shirt over his head. It was wet with blood, but the black material hid that well enough. He wore another shirt under it, but hated the brush of air over his bare arms. He’d hoped the tattoos he’d covered himself with would help to remove his sensitivity, but that had never worked. The one that now covered his neck was still healing and particularly sensitive.
He relied on his gloves as he moved to the woman, managing not to touch her at all as he slipped his shirt over her head. Her arms were more difficult to maneuver. The heat of her penetrated his gloves, confusing him since he’d expected to find her cold. He quickened his progress. She was slight enough that only her legs were bare once his shirt was in place.
She finally lifted her head, and Luka met the eyes of a woman for the first time in years.
He wondered if it was his imagination that made her eyes seem so similar to the last ones he’d seen—green and empty despite the life behind them, just as his sister’s had been.
He made space between them, leaving the path to the door clear. 
“Leave,” he told her again.
The woman shook her head before lowering it to her knees again. He could no longer see her eyes. “He told me to stay,” she said.
Realization seeped into Luka. It wasn’t his sister she reminded him of. No, the woman was more like him.
They’d both been made to obey.




Chapter 2


Alina waited for his anger. He wasn’t a big man, but he’d already killed so easily. Her fingers fiddled with the edge of his shirtsleeve, the one he’d dressed her in. It stopped just past her wrist. Instead of swamping her body, the shirt just covered her, somehow making her feel more vulnerable than she had when she was naked. She was rather small. Perfectly petite, or so her father had once said. 
Silence stretched between them. All the screams and moans from before had faded.
Despite the shirt, her shivering wouldn’t stop. She had thought the man from before would kill her, and now she wondered if it would be better were this new man to do it. She still didn’t want to die.
But if that were true, why hadn’t she taken him up on his offer? Leave. That’s what he’d said. Not an order, but an enticing offer she was too scared to take.
The man from before, the one who had raped her, he had told her he would kill her. She had begged him to keep raping her because he’d told her he’d kill her if she didn’t beg for it. She didn’t even know his name, but she knew how he tasted, because offering her mouth had delayed the worse fate. Delayed it, but not prevented it.
Her abuser had told her to stay, and her legs wouldn’t move.
The man who was in the room with her now shifted toward her. He moved in slow increments that made her breathing hitch. When he finally stood before her, he held down a hand.
The hand was encased in a black glove, one that was probably as bloody as the shirt he’d given her, though she couldn’t tell by sight. Above his wrist, she couldn’t see much more of his skin around the ink of his tattoos. Most were black, though the beads of the inked rosary had been shaded red.
A skull stared back at her, unsmiling. A snake wrapped up and around his elbow and continued beyond where she could see.
Alina looked up into his face and saw no anger, no emotions at all, reflected in his eyes or on his face.
She wished she could feel the same way. Instead, a debilitating fear consumed her.
She took his gloved hand.
The material wasn’t what she had expected. It wasn’t thick or rough, but smooth and almost satiny with the way it clung to the contours of his hand.
He was the one who trembled when she touched him. His eyes dilated and his lips pressed tightly together, as if he was holding in pain.
She wondered if he was injured, but now that she’d taken his hand, she couldn’t seem to let go. Her fingers clung to him, the nails digging into his glove, not skin at least.
He didn’t grip her back. His hand hung loose and limp within both of her own. 
He no longer looked at her. Instead, he faced the open doorway and tugged her forward.
She’d been unconscious when she’d first been brought there. The house he led her through had been elegant at one point, probably just a short time before, with sconces at regular intervals along the hallway and laced-metal table legs and deep pile carpets plush beneath her bare feet. Blood stained the carpet on the stairs as they descended.
There was a smell swamping her senses. Not coppery or acrid, and it wasn’t wholly unpleasant. No, the smell filling her was almost sweet, though with a vague underlay of something rotting.
Maybe that was from the bodies that were strewn around the house, but they were too fresh to have begun to rot. Gaping necks and other wounds still seeped blood.
Bullet holes decorated the walls and the furniture and even the doors. Whoever had been shooting had missed. Which made sense. The man who led her toward escape had no visible injuries. 
What didn’t make sense was the way there were too many bodies for one man to have created. Especially to have come out of the ordeal unscathed. He no longer trembled or flinched under her punishing grip; he simply walked her forward into the winter evening.
She nearly pulled away as the fear of who else could be out there overwhelmed her, but the dark night was silent. They were alone.
The temperature had dropped again, but the sky above was clear. Alina knew stars twinkled down even if she couldn’t see many against the backdrop of city lights.
It took the man two tries to tug free of her; she was too dazed to give in to the first one. When she realized how tightly she was holding on to him, her hands fell away. She regretted letting go. He’d felt strong under her grip and having that link had made her feel less alone. 
He climbed onto the porch again and crouched down to retrieve something, a bottle with a rag shoved inside and hanging over the lip. The rag was soon burning.
The flame was yellow with a hint of orange. It arced beautifully as he threw the bottle inside the open doorway. The sound of breaking glass cast a spell on Alina that wouldn’t let her look away. The rushing fire consumed the floor she’d just passed over, as if it were in a race with itself to erase everything.
The gloved man still showed no expression as he passed her and began to walk away.
Alina wondered if his expression would have been the same if she had chosen not to take his hand. Would he have left her to burn and felt nothing?
Smoke rose from the house. The fire would draw attention. Emergency vehicles would come soon and surround the place.
To someone else, that might have meant a return to safety. Authorities were supposed to protect, but Alina belonged to the Bratva, and their tentacles were ever reaching.
Before she realized she’d made the decision, she turned and followed the shadow that hadn’t yet blended into the night.




Chapter 3


The woman continued to follow him. Luka could have lost her, but instead he found himself slowing his pace, avoiding the shadows. He was confused as to why he did it. 
Ivankov wouldn’t welcome her. He had known she was there; of that, Luka was certain. It had been another test. Despite how often he killed for the pakhan, the fact that he wouldn’t kill women was a struggle between them.
It was one he knew Ivankov would win again eventually. His will was much stronger.
Had Luka not burst into the room, he likely wouldn’t have stumbled over her. He doubted the woman would have made a noise among the dead and dying. Perhaps that was what Ivankov had wanted all along. Unknowingly burning a woman alive wouldn’t eliminate his culpability.
And then it was a slippery slope, as every step had been since the night a lunatic burst into his family’s house.
It was too late to run from it. He wouldn’t have another chance until Ivankov was dead, and caring for a broken woman would do little to speed his progress on that front.
Luka clenched his jaw and slipped into the shadows within the next alleyway.
The woman missed the maneuver, just as he’d intended. She paused before the next building, her bright emerald eyes wide as she began to turn. Blood and dirt caked her feet, reminding him she was barefoot. Besides his shirt, she had absolutely nothing.
He had no reason to care about her vulnerability. His gloved hands squeezed at his sides, remembering the arcing pain he’d felt when he’d allowed her to latch on, even through the material. Skin-on-skin contact would have been even worse. 
Trying to protect his sister had only delayed her death. Trying to shelter someone else from reality would lead to the same inevitable outcome.
The woman’s head lowered, her eyes staring blankly at her damaged feet as she failed to decide on a path.
His ears picked up on the sound of multiple footsteps long before the voice rose in greeting.
“Ah, Alina,” Mikhail Balakin called to the woman. The scar along the left side of his face made Luka certain it was him.
Luka relaxed at the other man’s presence. His own actions made sense to him finally. His instincts weren’t broken. He’d allowed the woman, Alina, to follow him as bait.
Ivankov wouldn’t have been pleased if the head of the Balakin family had lived.
“You’ve been a naughty girl,” Mikhail continued, motioning to the Bratva who accompanied him.
The paralysis that had come over Alina seemed to break, but it was too late. She struggled in silence as hands forced her to her knees. Her head bowed as she panted at the man’s feet. Her skin was pinched where their hands held her down.
Mikhail moved forward, bending over her. His hand fisted in her hair, forcing her face up. “Tell me how?”
It didn’t surprise Luka when she didn’t answer. What could she have said? She knew nothing.
The hand in her hair loosened to slide down her face. The blankness returned to her eyes as the thumb trailed over her bottom lip, though the trembling had returned.
“Fucking Lipin whore.” The slap that followed forced her to the ground. “You’ve nearly ruined me. The Lipins never could be trusted.” He dragged her up again by her hair. “Yet you were so easy to break. Your father’s death saved one of my sons from your frozen pussy.”
She spat in his face.
The saliva clung to Mikhail’s cheek, and his smile spread under it. He began to laugh.
The spark of anger drained from her face as the head of the Balakin family pulled out a knife.
Luka considered finishing the job. He wasn’t certain why he hadn’t already killed all the Balakin that were left.
Maybe it was the memory of his sister’s eyes on that night, so long ago, looking so similar to those of the woman in front of him.
“Not so broken after all,” Mikhail murmured as he brought the blade to her cheek. The red line the shallow nick created only underscored her pale skin under the streetlight. “You remember, don’t you? The feel of all I sank inside your body?” He straightened away from her, holding his knife out.
She couldn’t pull her eyes from the blade, even as it dropped to the concrete in front of her.
Mikhail wiped her spit from his face, but his eyes never left hers. “That moment of defiance deserves a reward. I’ll give you a choice. Take the knife. Do it yourself.” A madness had flooded his face. “If you don’t, you know what will come.”
Luka had once been given the same offer. And again, it wasn’t his sister he saw within the woman. It was the seeds of himself, before he’d become this monster.
When she made the same choice that he once had, grabbing the knife and lunging forward with intent, his body finally began to move. His knife made quick work of the boyeviki the Balakin leader had brought with him. One got off a shot before he lost his life, but Luka dispatched the four of them easily.
Mikhail hadn’t registered his presence. He was too intent on his prey. Though the shimmer of madness seemed similar, he was nothing like Ivankov.
“Wrong choice, Alina.”
The fight left her as Mikhail pushed her wrist hard into the wall. Just as the fight had quickly left the boy Luka had been.
Luka was no longer that boy.
But the woman, Alina, hadn’t yet changed. Her free hand scrabbled at the one Mikhail wrapped around her throat as his body pressed her into the brick. “I’m going to take this knife from you and rape you with it. You thought having me inside you hurt? Just wait. I—”
Luka had heard enough. He stabbed the Balakin leader in the side. The man still hadn’t acknowledged his presence, but killing didn’t require honor.
Mikhail released his captive as he shouted in pain, stumbling back from her. He tripped over the curb, then collapsed in the empty street.
He already bled heavily. There was an artery under the armpit that could do that. He’d bleed out soon enough. That was enough for Luka.
Luka bent to retrieve the knife, then held it out to the woman, loose in the palm of his glove.
The glint of its metal slowly drew her gaze away from the dying man. When they shifted to Luka, for the first time he found he couldn’t look away from a woman. He couldn’t look away from what might have been.
Alina took the knife from him and moved forward. Her foot left a smear of blood on the sidewalk, but that was nothing compared to what flowed from the Balakin leader.
“My sons will avenge me,” Mikhail wailed. He had become weak the closer death loomed. 
The softest of sounds escaped her as she fell on his body with the knife. She was silent after that. Silent as she carved away at the chest of what was soon to be a corpse. It was Mikhail who screamed until he no longer could.
And still Alina stabbed. Tears fell silently from her eyes as she made mark after mark. Luka had never seen a sight quite as beautiful.
Eventually, she left the knife where it was, buried to the hilt in Mikhail Balakin’s chest.
Luka held a gloved hand down to her. The pain of her grip glittered within him as she rose. Then she dropped his hand again, and the pain faded.
The pale legs his shirttail failed to cover were now covered in blood.
Luka looked away. He resumed his progress toward the safe house. It wasn’t far. 
Alina wordlessly fell into step behind him.
Normally, Luka would have returned to Ivankov after a job, but he didn’t give his decision a second thought. There was no way he would bring Alina to him.
Not when she had freed herself, freed herself in a way Luka hoped he would someday get to do.




Chapter 4


Numbness continued to fill Alina as she walked behind the man, enough that she was within the townhouse with the door locked behind her before she even questioned why she felt okay following him. Even the sound of the lock turning didn’t bother her, and she watched the gloved man pocket the key without fear. 
He led her to the bathroom, and soon, the sound of running water crept into the nothingness she’d wrapped around herself. It fractured the cocoon, and she clung to the pieces, not ready to see what she had become.
She stared at the water that beaded on the glass of the shower door as the man left her alone. She wasn’t certain how much time had passed before he returned with a bundle of clothes he set on the back of the toilet.
Alina let his stare harden the ice around her again. Of course he was staring. She’d lost herself once the knife was in her hand.
When she forced her head to turn toward him, though, she found he wasn’t looking at her at all. His eyes were purposefully shifted away, as if it would be rude to look.
He was so strange. Not saying anything; not looking. Not trying to get closer. He was just there.
His gloved hand pointed toward her feet. “Get clean. Then bandage.”
Alina’s gaze dropped to her feet. Smears of blood led into the bathroom. It was nothing life-threatening, but enough to worry her. As if seeing the blood pooling beneath her awakened the nerve endings there, a stab of pain shot through the arch of her left foot.
When she lifted her gaze to try to avoid it, the man had already slipped away, closing the door behind him. Farther away, the sound of another door shutting came to her. The man was a shadow when he moved. He let her hear him leaving the townhouse.
It was as if he was telling her he wasn’t like the other man, the one who had tortured her. She wondered if her vague trust in this particular killer was misplaced.
Steam from the shower curled over the top of the glass doors and filled the small space of the bathroom. Still she didn’t move.
The long-sleeved shirt he had given her clung to her skin, wet with blood, most of which wasn’t hers. Alina told herself to drag it off so she could clean herself. If the shadow of a man returned, he’d already seen all she had to offer, even if he had barely looked at her nakedness before covering it the first time.
She couldn’t reach for the hem of the shirt. It didn’t seem possible. Instead, she slid the glass door open. Spatters of water reached her feet on the tiles, and the warm feel of it encouraged her to step inside and close the door behind her.
The water didn’t run clear as it hit her body; instead it awakened even more pain. A gasp left her lips, one that sounded very much like a sound she’d made not long ago. She bit her lip and reached for the green box of bar soap, which was already soaked. The paper fell into the red, running water. The green bar inside it lathered well, and the smell it gave off was a mix of woodsy and citrusy, with hints of spice.
She worked it over the black, cotton shirt she still wore, watching the water continue to run from her in murky pools. Pass after pass she took, until the water ran clearer. The cuts under the material burned. Most of her ached with pain. She wished the numbness would return.
The soap slipped from her fingers as she lathered again. It skittered along the wet tiles beneath her feet, and she left it to scrub her lathered hands over her face. Her eyes closed, but doing that made her see it again—the moment the man told her to beg for it or he would kill her.
Her eyes popped open reflexively before she could rinse, and the soap stung. She hissed and then stuck her face in the spray of lukewarm water. The water had stopped creating steam, and she wondered how long she’d remained in the shower stall.
A shout locked behind her teeth as she grabbed the hem of the shirt and dragged it off over her head. The black material fell with a splat against the tiles, and she bent to retrieve the soap. Nearest to her feet, the water still ran a little red. Her foot was bleeding, and the pressure she put on it sent a sharp prick of pain through her again. She sat her bare ass down on the slick tiles and ran her lathered hands around its sole.
Something imbedded in her instep nicked her finger. It took three tries before her wrinkled fingers could grasp enough of the shard of glass to remove it. She bent her head, letting the now-chilly water beat along her shoulders and back. Breathing was hard enough. Doing anything more, especially standing, would have to wait.
The cold sent a renewed shiver through her body. She refused to think about what had been done to her, even though the stab wounds along her arms ached under her resting head, and the ones along her thighs burned where the water continued to beat down on her.
The sound of the water filled her ears, drowning out words and memories and the sob that couldn’t have come from her.
She was sitting over the drain. The slowly building water floated the sleeve of the shirt against her leg, reminding her of her nakedness.
Alina stood on trembling limbs, then turned off the water. The slide of the glass door echoed in the silence as she stepped out. There was no rug under her feet, just water-slicked tile. She tried to dry herself quickly, but the towel dragged against her cuts, making her teeth sink harder into her bottom lip, so she became more careful with her movements. She was still damp as she dragged on the clothes the gloved man had left her.
There was no underwear, just too-big gym shorts and a loose, white T-shirt. She regretted not taking more time to dry off when water seeped into the shirt. The shorts still felt like they would fall off at any moment, even after she tied the drawstring as tight as she could.
She didn’t let herself stare at the door for too long. The sound of the latch made her wince as she pushed it open to pad out.
The man crouched against the far wall. He didn’t turn to face her as she emerged. Instead, he stared at the ottoman at the foot of the bed. Supplies had been set up on the floor near it: bandages and ointment and other things.
Alina limped toward the supplies. The foot she’d pulled the glass shard out of hurt to put her weight on. She pulled her foot up toward her as she sat, her fingers brushing along the spot where it hurt the worst. 
“I thought I heard you leave,” she mumbled, not looking at him. She gestured toward the supplies. “Was it to get all this?” As the fingers of her other hand continued to probe, slivers of glass pricked at them, too small to grip properly.
His words were softer than hers had been. “Blood trail. Gone now.”
She nodded and waited for the panic over others finding them to fill her. It didn’t come. Instead, the memory of how the hilt of the knife fit in her grip returned.
She breathed through the memory. It felt more unreal than anything else that had happened. She distracted herself by trying to grip the glass again. Her fingers were small, but she couldn’t get it. She kept the cry of frustration inside, but her hand fell away.
“Do you have tweezers or something? I can’t get this glass out.”
“On the right,” he murmured.
She leaned forward to peer down at the carpet again. The metal tweezers were easy enough to spot, but no easier to use. Her fingers kept shaking. It felt like she shoved the glass deeper as they slipped off the shard again and again. Tears pricked the edges of her eyes as her breath hissed out between her teeth.
Shadows moved along the wall. No, not shadows. The man had risen and crossed to the bathroom. The sound of water, not the same as the shower, followed.
He was probably annoyed by how pathetic she was. Alina tried to make her hand stop shaking as she attempted to remove the glass. She missed him crossing the room, so that she nearly jerked back when he crouched in front of her, a hand held out.
The hand was no longer gloved. His skin was pale in the only light that filtered in from the bathroom—at least, it was pale where it wasn’t inked. More tattoos trailed over the tops of his hands, almost as if the bones themselves had been traced and marked, though his palms were clear. His fingers were long and tapered, his hand steady. He took the tweezers from her, careful not to brush against her skin.
His other hand curled under her heel in a barely-there grip. He bit his lip as he did it, his eyes dilating.
Alina tried to hold still when he moved the tweezers toward her. Her eyes closed, expecting more pain. She felt nothing for long enough that she opened her eyes. His were narrowed intently on the bottom of her foot as he removed another sliver of glass. One after another, he pulled them free, and she barely felt a twinge of pain.
“What do I call you?” she asked.
He stilled for a moment before resuming his work. “Luka.”
She waited for him to ask her name, her mind racing over whether to tell him the truth, but he never asked. The man who had raped her had already known. Perhaps this man knew as well.
He released her as soon as possible. A soaked cotton ball touched her next, sending a burning sensation flooding through her foot.
The barest of gasps escaped her, and her hand reached out, gripping his forearm right over the tattooed skull.
Luka’s arm froze under her grip, and he hissed in a breath. “Don’t,” he said.
It was the note of panic within the word that made her release him quickly. He waited until her hands curled over the edge of the ottoman instead before he finished cleansing her foot.
She stared at his hands as they bandaged her next. One of his hands had a cross inked in the gap between his thumb and his forefinger. The rosary beads she’d noticed before linked with the cross. He pulled away before she could take in all the art. He handed her the ointment, careful not to touch her fingers in passing. Then he crossed to the farthest corner of the room, leaning into it as if he could disappear.
Alina used the ointment on her knife wounds. She hadn’t remembered getting so many. Some were deeper than others. Those she bandaged like he had her foot. She hesitated to lift the nylon material of the shorts to reach the wounds in her thighs, but when she looked toward the corner, his gaze was pointed nowhere near her, was focused on the far door instead.
All of her aches had soon been addressed. Clothed and bandaged, a sense of well-being slid into her, ridiculous in its presence.
“Rest,” Luka encouraged her from his corner. He still didn’t look at her.
Alina twisted to stare at the bed behind her. Crawling onto the soft surface felt all kinds of wrong, like it would be an invitation for him to join her. She curled up on her side on the ottoman, facing away from him. Tension filled her back as she waited for his next move.
Only nothing happened. She couldn’t even hear him breathing. With her back turned to him, she could almost imagine she was alone.
Alone and waiting for her captor to return. It was the smallest part of her life that she had lived so far, but it was also all she could think about.
It should be over now. She’d stabbed him again and again. He would never have another chance to hurt her.
It wasn’t the pain he’d caused that made her breath hitch. No, it was the memory of all she’d done to avoid it. Pointless acts that she’d carved into herself when the pain was inevitable.
Her mind cast about for anything to distract it. She remembered Luka’s small hiss of breath, the way pain had filled his eyes and twisted his mouth. It was like her touch had hurt him.
Wondering why slowly consumed her thoughts, and she was grateful.




Chapter 5


Luka waited until he was sure she had fallen asleep before he allowed his gaze to brush over her. At first, it was just that—a side glimpse of her curled-up form—and then he stared down at his arm again. The pain when she’d grabbed it had been excruciating. So much worse than the gloved hands and needle jig his artist used. 
His eyes shifted back. The spare clothes hung loosely from her body. The white bandages she’d finished putting on peeked out along her arms. Her foot had been bad, but the adhesive he had added to the gauze should hold it in place. Even if she decided to run.
He’d left to hide the bloody trail her limping instep had created. The safe house didn’t belong to the Bratva, so masking the trail should be enough to throw off anyone who found the dead boyevik in the nearby alley. Alina should manage to slip away.
That would be best for her. He’d considered her options as the shower had run. When he’d been a child, he’d been given only two. Somehow that had made it so he couldn’t see beyond them.
Alina shouldn’t be limited in that way. 
A shiver ran through her curled body. The heat in the safehouse had been set to low. Luka found the cold most comfortable himself. Her hair hadn’t yet dried, though. Dampness darkened the light strands. Her blonde hair reminded him of a man he’d once nearly killed.
In fact, he often thought about Giovanni Di Salvo. Luka would have to warn him that he’d used one of his safe houses. He doubted the new Mafia boss would mind. Giovanni was the closest thing someone like him could have to a friend.  
Luka padded to the bed and the blanket folded there. Alina’s breathing didn’t change as he covered her with it. 
He never carried much cash, but he took what he had out of his wallet, placing it near the tweezers he’d used. Then he found the gloves from before, pulling them on despite the blood that darkened their fabric.
His feet paused as he crossed the bedroom. He stared at the door, willing himself to continue to move without looking back. Looking back had never helped.
His eyes traced over her lumpy form anyway. The blanket even covered her feet. Only the top of her head was visible.
He silently wished her a happier life than what his sisters had endured. Then he finally slipped from the room. A key unlocked the deadbolt. He pocketed it afterward and only turned the lock within the knob. It wasn’t as safe, but it meant she could leave the house once she woke. He placed a coin along the bottom of the door, just so, and stood.
Ivankov had been waiting for his report long enough.
When Kiryl Ivankov had first taken over as pakhan, he had used the estate the Bratva’s former leader had once called home. That hadn’t lasted very long. He preferred to take over homes while the family was still alive. There was a sadistic happiness within Ivankov that enjoyed slipping into someone else’s role and torturing those who used to care about them, but the pakhan’s family had run early. An empty home did little for him.
Luka had kept his sister near him as Ivankov tore the former pakhan’s home apart and burned the remains.
Yes, Willow had been alive then. Luka had sold every piece of himself in order for her to remain that way as long as she could, but he’d never asked her what she had wanted. He tried not to remember his part in extending her torture.
He’d been the younger one, scrawny on top of it, and huddling in front of his older sister had done little at the time. But Luka’s father had reminded him time and again, when he’d been alive, what his role was: to look after his sisters. It was a man’s job to protect women and children.
Luka had failed in that role often enough. He’d always been less of a man than his dead father.
When he arrived at the new house Ivankov had recently taken over, the family it used to belong to was awake and sniveling at the table. Father, mother, and son this time. Ivankov hadn’t killed the father right away. He was much more entertained by torturing those the father cared about in front of him. At present, the son had a fork embedded in his hand. At least the boy was older. Not really a child, though he cried like one as blood spilled around his fingers.
Ivankov sprawled in the chair at the head of the table, nearest the fireplace. He’d swung his legs over the chair’s arm and dangled his head back on the other side, staring into the flames. The relaxed posture was misleading, but Luka couldn’t help but try.
He threw one of his knives toward the man who had taught him the maneuver.
Ivankov laughed as he caught it. “Welcome back, Luka.” His arm jerked, and his aim was truer than Luka’s had been. The mother at the table clutched at the knife in her neck, choking.
Another failure.
At least Alina was far enough away.
Kiryl Ivankov stood. There was a smoothness to his movements that Luka had learned to mimic. As if Luka had never thrown the knife, Ivankov stretched his hands over his head. “You’re late,” he said.
So there would be no physical repercussions this time to repay his attempt. Not to himself. Luka would have another opportunity to try to kill the man.
Other Bratva soldiers littered the house, but they were smart enough not to remain in the room. Not when Ivankov had that particular look on his face.
The woman’s torso slumped over the table, her blood running among the eggs and toast.
Her husband had rushed to her side. He tried to hold her in his arms as he sobbed.
Ivankov sighed, his hand stroking the boy’s hair. The boy who hadn’t run to his mother. He still had a fork pinning his hand to the table and a dazed look in his eyes. At the continued ministrations to his hair, he shuddered.
“You want this boy to live?” Ivankov asked Luka over the boy’s head.
Luka stilled.
“Kill his father. And make it good.” Ivankov laughed as Luka raced across the room. He turned the boy’s head, forcing him to watch as Luka pulled the man away from his dead wife.
The pressure points Luka hit would dull the pain of what followed. He used the knife that had killed the wife to carve up the husband. The man screamed pleasantly for Ivankov. Luka dragged out his life for as long as he could. Blood covered his body by the end. He carved out the eyes last, tossing them into the fire and hoping the display was enough.
As he rose, Ivankov had the most pleasant smile on his face. He leaned against the boy, still stroking his hair.
It wasn’t Ivankov the boy was staring at like he’d seen a monster.
Luka was the last thing the boy saw. Ivankov snapped his neck. 
Luka stared down at the bloody knife in his hand. Not good enough then.
Ivankov crossed to him, his hand heavy and deliberate on Luka’s shoulder. He knew it would only add to the pain of his failure. 
“Come along,” Ivankov told him. “I have another job for you.”
Luka’s arm hung limply even after he was released. He followed silently behind the pakhan.
The next assassination sounded easy enough. Luka took in the details as he wiped the blood off his knife with his glove. They were ruined anyway. He slipped the knife back into its sheath, wondering how long the family would have lived had he not thrown it.
“I thought we were past this, Luka,” Ivankov murmured, moving in front of him.
Luka knew his expression hadn’t changed, but still, Ivankov always knew what he was thinking.
Ivankov’s finger brushed the skin beside Luka’s eye, sending flames of pain through him and making his face feel like ash. “I see everything about you. Did you find my gift, then?”
Luka forced his eyes to remain open as he studied the man. Longish, dark hair. Pale skin. Even paler, crazy eyes. Similar to Luka’s own, but gray.
“How disappointing.” Ivankov’s hand fell away. “I was hoping she would burn. Then this petty rule you retain would have been broken.”
Of course Ivankov had known of Alina’s presence when he’d sent him to kill everything inside the Balakin manor.
“I assume you saved her. No matter. The former pakhan’s daughter has nothing. Saving her is like trying to save your sister all over again.” Ivankov leaned closer. “When will you realize that there is only one type of peace you can bring?”
Luka’s hand curled into a fist at his side. A drop of blood fell onto the carpet below him.
Ivankov scowled back toward the dining room. “Perhaps I killed the boy too soon. Now I have nothing to quench this disappointment.” His gaze shifted back to Luka. “Nothing but you.”
Luka didn’t tremble. He felt nothing at all. 
Perhaps the beating would change that.
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He settled in to wait. His body ached in a way that said he would be able to rest. New bruises peppered his face, and worse marks added a sharpness to his back. Others might have called it pain. The only true pain he felt was in being touched.
Ivankov had touched him plenty during his punishment. Nothing was as bad now that it was over. Heaviness filled Luka’s arms, weighing down his hands where they rested by his sides. Blood soaked into the black material of his undershirt. He missed the long-sleeved shirt he had worn, but now he could only picture it on her.
He’d looked at her too much the night before. Her image wouldn’t fade from his mind.
His thoughts blurred as he continued to wait. His eyes remained open, but it was as if he slept. The closest he would get to sleep that day, anyway.
The door of the safe house cracked open. Alina looked even more vulnerable with her hair rumpled from sleep and those drawstring shorts clinging to her waist. Or maybe it was the bandage around her bare foot.
He should have bought her shoes. The regret Luka felt at the thought was silly. Regret was meant for more important failures.
His body still felt heavy when he rose to follow her.
It was more difficult to remain unnoticed by others in the light of day. All the ink he flashed without his normal long sleeves didn’t help. Luka found what shadows he could, feeling less than nimble for the first time in forever.
At least Alina didn’t seem to notice his presence.
There was only one viable shop she could go to in the direction she had chosen. Luka waited until she went in before also slipping inside. She gathered the basics, and he noted the sizes she chose. Which was a ridiculous thing to commit to memory. She would disappear after she had what she needed.
Alina paused in an aisle he hadn’t expected. She stared in front of her for a long time. He’d had little money to leave her. She could only afford so much.
Still, she took whatever had caught her attention before moving on. Curiosity gnawed at Luka as he watched her approach the pharmacy in the back. Her discussion there took all her attention, so he eased into the aisle she had left.
A pack of pencils hung where she had been. He nudged the next one on the display, watching it sway, and remembered the face drawn in blood in the room where he had found her. The pencils in the pack were already sharpened, but that wouldn’t last long. His hand sought a sharpener she hadn’t chosen, slipping it into his pocket. He had no money to pay for it, but with all he had done in his life, what did theft matter?
His gaze was drawn to Alina again. She frowned down at her purchases as she clutched his money in her hand, and she slid the pencils out of the pile.
Luka’s hand went for the ones in front of him, and he exited the store before she finished being rung up.
Having the things he’d stolen in his pocket made him feel silly. He wasn’t going to interact with her again in order to give them to her.
He waited in a different alleyway for her to exit the store. To his surprise, she retraced her steps, now wearing the shoes she had bought. Dread filled him as she opened the door to the safe house that she hadn’t locked behind her when she left.
Ivankov had said she had nothing. Did that mean she had nowhere to return to?
Luka’s confusion over why she had followed him not once but twice the night before settled. Desperation prompted the worst decisions.
She’d be safe for now. He didn’t have time to warn Giovanni about the house’s use, but that could wait for another day. The next man he needed to kill would not. Ivankov had given him a deadline.
Luka felt his usual disconnect from the world around him. What was unusual was how warm he felt. It was the middle of winter, and he was in shirtsleeves. He should have been cold.
Telling himself none of that mattered, he left the safe house behind.




Chapter 6


Alina regretted not buying the pencils, but there had been nothing else she could put back when she didn’t have enough to pay for it all. The clothes and shoes and prescription had been necessary. Especially the prescription, even though it had taken most of the cash Luka had left her. She’d been surprised to find the money, but grateful.   
Returning to the house where Luka had left her made her nervous. She knew she couldn’t stay there for the long term, but there was nowhere else for her to return to. When the Bratva had come for her, they’d burned down the small cabin she’d called home. It was fitting that Luka had burned down their home in return. The house in the woods where she had hidden away for the past ten years was small, but it had been hers.
Even purchasing things at the store had felt foreign to her, as if it was from another life. Some might call her sheltered. Locked away and forgotten was more accurate. The woman who was supposed to care for her hadn’t been around much, which was a relief from Alina’s perspective.
She forced down one of the grainy breakfast bars she’d purchased. Food was food, and she wasn’t picky. She also wasn’t hungry, though she couldn’t remember the last time she had eaten.
Time had become meaningless. The pharmacist had told her the prescription was most effective for up to seventy-two hours. She worried over whether too much time had already passed, but three days felt like forever.
She likely wouldn’t be able to remain in this unknown house that long.
Alina forced herself to swallow the pill with the same tap water that eased the graininess from her mouth.
The hours passed slowly, especially with nothing to do with her hands. Losing herself in her art had been her one getaway. The thought of all her carefully stored canvases, now gone, brought tears to her eyes for the first time that day.
Alina certainly hadn’t cried for her guardian when the men had come. They’d killed her guardian first, as if the act would break her. Watching the woman who had often beaten her be beaten to death herself hadn’t brought Alina any fear. There had been an elation when the woman eventually stopped screaming that Alina had never experienced before.
Elation had nothing to do with her normal emotions. She didn’t experience those types of highs. The most she had hoped for was a steady blankness as her hands reached for her paints. She’d thought that was happiness. Compared to the low points when she was bruised, it had been, but it turned out she hadn’t known what low points were either.
The man who had raped her showed her how very low she could become. The memory of him fucking her mouth until she gagged caused her hands to clench against her sides. Her mouth had been the lesser of two evils. It had been her choice, and it wasn’t the act itself that had been the worst part. It was the noises he’d forced her to make, pretending she enjoyed it so that he didn’t do worse. Even though he was always going to do worse.
Nausea twisted in her stomach. 
Alina pushed open the bedroom door. It felt safest. She could still imagine Luka, merely a shadow against the wall. The thought of him didn’t deepen her anxiety, because Luka had made it clear he didn’t want her to touch him.
As she wandered from room to room, she wondered if he was going to return. She doubted it. Him leaving the money behind probably meant he wanted her to go.
The house he had brought her to wasn’t very wide, but it was multiple rooms long. The back bedroom led to a hallway connected to a kitchen and then a wide living space. Unused and serviceable seemed to be the theme of this house. It was furnished, but not with anything as nice as what she’d passed in the estate Luka had burned the night before. 
There was only one bedroom. The space was larger than where she had lived not long before.
And much better than an empty room with only a dirty mattress.
Her hand flew to her stomach, pressing against the pain there. Not nausea, or not only that at least. The pharmacist had warned her that cramping was a possible side effect.
It would be worth it. Better that than a constant reminder of the man she’d stabbed over and over again. Sinking the knife into him when he’d threatened the reverse hadn’t brought her the same sense of elation as she’d gotten watching the woman who had abused her for years die. She had expected it to. Her captor was dead. He could no longer hurt her.
Once the pain from the side effects passed, she’d work on forgetting. She was good at that. She rarely remembered her mother, the woman who had sung to her in Russian when she was a small girl, hugging her tightly in her arms. What should have been a happy memory only brought a longing for what could never be, and Alina was better off without that.
The memories of her father had remained longer, though they didn’t give her that same happiness. Her father hadn’t been warm and loving. He hadn’t been abusive either, simply stern, and with expectations of how a daughter of the Bratva should behave.
Alina had been willing to fulfill those expectations. It was too bad they were never to be.
She returned to the bedroom, allowing herself to crawl onto the bed for the first time, new shoes and all. She dragged the soft blanket Luka had covered her with up over her body, then returned her hand to her stomach. The cramping really was bad. Pain during her time of the month was fairly normal. She’d been lucky it had started so late in life—only a few years before, when she had already turned fifteen.
She breathed through the worst of it, pressing harder. For some reason, it was her mother’s voice that rose in her memory, singing softly in Russian.
Alina must have dozed. She woke and waited for additional pain. The cramping didn’t return. The worst seemed to be over. Her hand rubbed her stomach as she tried to focus. Something had woken her.
Perhaps the racoon was back. The animal had become quite the nuisance, getting into the garbage no matter how she tried to tie it. Then she remembered her place in the woods was gone.
The bedroom door stood open. Alina was certain she had shut it.
Her pulse began to thud dully as she struggled to sit up. The soft blanket tried to trap her. She kicked her legs until she was free, scrambling from the bed.
There was a shadowy shape lying in the doorway. One with arms darkened by tattoos.
Luka had returned. The way he lay across the threshold didn’t look comfortable.
Night had fallen outside. She must have slept longer than she’d thought.
Alina moved to the attached bathroom, flipping on the light.
It was definitely Luka. His shaved head and slight figure were easily recognizable. Despite how slight he was, he was more than strong enough to kill. His arm rested limply along the ground, the one with the snake tattoo that wrapped around his elbow.
He didn’t seem to be faking. Eyes that often skittered but seemed to see everything were now closed to the world. Around the right one was a dark bruise she didn’t remember from before.
And his back was soaked with something she didn’t think was sweat.
Alina approached him hesitantly. 
Luka’s eyes moved beneath his lids before they slitted open. The pale peridot of his gaze made the bruise seem even darker.
“Alina?”
The way he said her name made her scalp tingle. She hadn’t thought he’d known it, but then again, the other man had called her that before he’d been killed.
Some of her fear receded when his eyes held his own worry.
His arms shook as he tried to push himself up. “Can’t stay,” he mumbled, blinking in an attempt to focus.
Alina’s attention turned to the still-open doorway. No sounds drifted from the darkened space beyond. “Is someone coming?”
He shook his head, but it was more like he was struggling to force cobwebs away. “Not yet,” he said. Then his arms gave out, and he collapsed against the carpet again.
Alina crouched by his side, watching him tense. She didn’t touch him. “Are you hurt?”
His head shifted along the carpet in denial. Sweat had beaded on his forehead, even though without the blanket she could feel the chill of winter in the house all too easily.
“I think you are. Is it your back?” She reached for the hem of his shirt.
“Don’t!” It was a broken cry, not the choked-off one he’d given her before.
“I won’t touch you,” Alina promised. She was careful in how she pinched the hem between her fingers as she pulled his shirt up. 
The material stuck in places, causing Luka to hiss out his breath. At first Alina thought something with claws must have attacked him, but the marks were more irregular than that—deep gouges in his skin with no particular symmetry. Some were deeper than others. Most wept blood. There had to have been two dozen of them. 
“How did someone manage to cut you this much?” she asked. 
The way Luka had moved the night before had been so quick. Oh, he’d let her follow him for a while, but when he’d decided to disappear, he had. And he’d killed the other Bratva while she’d failed to knife her tormentor, almost before she could blink.
The wounds on his back didn’t resemble anything she had seen. They had more rounded edges and were wider than a blade, or at least any blades she’d seen.
Beneath the fresh wounds, older, raised scars marked different patches of skin. They crisscrossed in strange patterns. His back was the only area of his body she’d seen with no tattoos. Even his face had been edged in ink, spreading from his scalp and down his neck.
“Fine,” Luka murmured, trying to shift away.
Alina tightened her grip on his shirt. “No, you’re not. I’m almost certain you have a fever.” She tugged the shirt toward his head. “Arms up.”
Another hiss escaped him as she dragged his shirt off. He collapsed to the carpet after, the side of his face pressing flat as he struggled to regulate his breathing.
She had no idea how it would be best to treat him. The bathroom had more towels. They were all white, but what did it matter if she ruined them? She soaked a hand towel as she moved back into the room.
Luka hadn’t moved. That worried her even more.
There was no reason she should care about a man who murdered people, even if he hadn’t hurt her. That he hadn’t didn’t deserve praise. No, the bar should be higher than that.
But she remembered the way he had held his hand out to her every time. When she was too scared to leave the room she was told to stay in. With a knife that he offered her so she could finish things. And to take the tweezers as he dealt with his own discomfort in order to treat her foot.
Her hand reached for the sanitizer he’d used on her foot the night before.
“No,” Luka said. The pale green of his eyes struggled to focus on her.
She grabbed the ointment instead. No additional warning came, so she figured she’d chosen correctly. Squeezing it onto the towel was haphazard at best, but it wasn’t like she’d be able to apply it directly. When she carefully applied the towel to his back, she noticed the fine tremors that shook him. 
And he was still sweating.
He didn’t make a sound as the towel draped over his wounds. She hoped she’d applied enough ointment.
He tensed worse when she reached for the folded, wet hand towel, especially when she brought it to his face. None of her skin touched his as she pressed it against his turned face, its clunky width covering his eyes, not just his forehead. It tried to slide off, and she struggled to adjust it, watching him grow more and more tense.
She stood, leaving the wet rag where it was. A search of the medicine cabinet scrounged up an almost empty bottle of Tylenol. She shook the pills as she made it back to his side. “Just a pain reliever. Hold out your hand.”
She dropped two pills onto his gloved palm.
“If you sit up, I can…” She trailed off as he swallowed them dry. No need to offer him water then.
Capping the bottle, she left it near him as she moved to the bed. She grabbed the blanket there, careful to shake it out over him before letting it fall into place on its own.
Luka’s hand had moved to the cold rag, folding it over so it didn’t cover his eyes. He watched her but voiced no gratitude.
That was fine with Alina. He’d done similar things for her the night before; she was simply repaying him.
His eyes no longer wavered, but the lids drooped. Sleep was probably more important than anything else she could offer him.
She crossed to the bed, pulling down the sheets and blankets there for the first time. She climbed in, still with her shoes on, but kept her face turned where she could see the ground.
The tension in Luka faded, but it took much longer for his eyes to shut. She hadn’t turned off the bathroom light.
When his eyes did close, he looked almost vulnerable under the blanket she had shared with him. It was easy to remember how she had curled up beneath it, broken as well.




Chapter 7


Luka hated to sleep. The dreams always found him. The memories. 
It was harder than ever to escape this time. The boy’s eyes from earlier that day judged him for the monster he’d become. He’d known better. He’d been given the choice to kill to save before.
It never worked. Just as Ivankov had killed the boy, he’d killed others. Luka was a fool for ever believing him. 
An eight-year-old Luka had pointed a gun at his mother. Ivankov gave him that choice after Luka attacked him with a kitchen knife. He’d been impressed because Luka had managed to cut him in his surprise attack. 
Luka had watched his father beg through the crack in the bedroom door. The man who had always seemed so strong, who had told him over and over that it was a man’s responsibility to protect, had whimpered and drooled as Ivankov hurt the women. He’d begged the intruder who had entered their home not to hurt them, but the man already was, and Luka’s father did nothing to save them. 
Ivankov had turned the knife on his father. It had almost been a relief. The way his father had cried made it impossible for Luka to move. His small hand clutched at the kitchen knife as he stared through the crack into the bedroom.
While Ivankov was carving up his father, Luka had struck. He’d been as silent as he always was, and the knife he wielded had found its mark, but he hadn’t hurt him enough to make a difference.
Luka refused to beg like his father had while Ivankov beat him for the first time. Ivankov had offered him the knife after, and he took it again, and again, but he didn’t reach the man a second time. His mother had often warned him about the devil and his demons. Luka finally believed her, but it was too late.
While he lay injured and panting, Ivankov had approached and dragged him to his feet. Then he’d wrapped his hands around a gun.
“I like you, little wolf. Use this to kill one of them, and you won’t be the only one to live through this.”
Luka shook his head as the three women stared at him. All three were already bloody, and through his tears, they almost blended together.
“If you don’t shoot one, I’ll kill them all.” Ivankov moved behind him, his hands steadying his grip on the unfamiliar weapon. He pointed it at Luka’s mother. Then he shifted the aim, pointing at first his older sister and then his younger, at Willow. Willow was closest to him in age, though the years between eight and thirteen were broad. 
Luka didn’t want any of them to die, but he especially needed Willow. His sister took care of him. More than his mother, who often lost herself in the Bible and prayer.
His mother was praying even then. Her eyes squeezed shut as she called to God.
When the barrel swung her way again, Luka pulled the trigger. The shot wasn’t clean. The bullet pierced her stomach, and she stumbled back against the wall, sliding down.
Luka cried out as if he was the one who’d been shot. He barely noticed Ivankov taking the gun from him as he ran to his mother. Pain was etched on her face, but she wasn’t screaming or crying with it.
Her hand was wet with blood as she lifted it from her stomach and caressed his face. “It’s okay, Luka. God understands.”
Ivankov laughed behind him. Then the sound of a shot filled the room again. Luka had thought it was loud while he pulled the trigger. It was deafening from across the room.
Luka’s older sister didn’t cry out. The bullet went through her head, and she fell over, wet tears still on her face.
An animalistic sound filled Luka’s ears as he threw himself between Willow and Ivankov. He had no more weapons. He used his teeth and hands and clawed at Ivankov’s hand that held the gun.
The demon laughed at his efforts, using the butt of the weapon to knock him down.
Luka lay with his head pounding.
“It’s okay, little wolf. You have the drive but not the skill. I’ll teach you.”
Luka shook his head against the ground as he realized he was no better than his father. Snot and tears ran down his face. “You promised.” The words were that of a child. Something he wouldn’t be much longer.
A soft voice seemed to call his name. It didn’t fit. Willow had never called for him. She’d also never looked at him the same.
No, her eyes had been similar to the boy’s as she’d watched him become a monster.
“Luka, wake up.” 
He stared at his sister’s lips, so tightly pressed together.
“I didn’t break my promise,” Ivankov said. “One sister lives. Whether it remains that way is up to you.”
He pointed the gun at Willow again. Luka realized that while he’d held it he’d never once thought of turning it on Ivankov.
His father would be angry. A man was supposed to protect.
Luka felt pressure on his forehead. It didn’t come with the worst of the pain of being touched. No, there was a barrier, but slithering, arcing nerves slid through him where the hand pressed. 
He deserved them. Especially when he heard his sister’s voice. She’d said nothing the night Ivankov destroyed their family.
No, her words came much later, and he’d been helpless to stop her.
“I never wanted to live.” Willow’s voice had broken as she used the knife.
“Don’t.” Luka barely recognized his own voice. It was too low, too gruff with emotion he thought he no longer felt. He forced his eyes open, terrified they would fill with tears.
Sunlight dazzled him from the window.
Blocking part of it, Alina pulled her hand away from the cool, wet rag on his forehead. “Oh, sorry,” she said, her fingers curling against her palm.
Luka had a crick in his neck from how he had slept. He forced his body up with his hands, though it didn’t want to obey him at first. The pain running through him wouldn’t be a deterrent. His body was conditioned to follow orders.
His head still felt woozy.
“Wait, don’t get up yet.” Alina’s hand hovered above his back. The towel there slid off as he scrambled away.
Luka hissed in pain as his destroyed back brushed the wall. He stopped trying to get away when he realized she made no move to follow. His eyes couldn’t completely land on her.
Alina frowned down at the bloodied towel instead. “It’s okay. I wasn’t going to touch you.” Her gaze lifted, but he refused to meet it. 
Luka blinked, trying to force himself to focus on her. Why the hell had he returned to the safe house?
“I won’t ever touch you. Not since I know it hurts.” She swallowed, staring down at the bandage on her arm. “And I expect the same. Never without permission. Deal?”
Luka’s confusion swelled. The woman was mad if she thought he would ever touch her.
She took his silence as agreement, if the sharp nod she gave him meant anything. “Your fever hasn’t broken.” Her hand found the bottle of pain relievers from the night before. The few remaining pills inside clacked together as she shook it slightly.
Luka held out his hands. She hesitated, but tossed the bottle to him.
His head was pounding. The sweat that covered his body made him shiver, even though he felt much too warm.
Alina picked up the towel from before. “I put ointment on it. I was trying to apply more to those cuts on your back.”
Cuts made Luka think of a knife, but that wasn’t how Ivankov preferred to punish him. “It heals.” Even without ointment, the pain from the whipping would fade. It always did.
Her lips pressed together. Willow had often looked at him just like that, but her green eyes hadn’t been filled with anything. When Alina looked at her feet, he struggled to read what was in her eyes. Maybe it was pity.
She was wasting her time if she pitied him.
Luka scanned the room for his shirt. If the sun was streaming in, he needed to move. He spotted it folded on top of the dresser and stood.
“Oh, hang on,” Alina murmured, passing him to enter the bathroom.
Luka forced his body not to tense. He was careful as he pulled the undershirt on. It had seen better days.
Alina returned, holding out the black, long-sleeved shirt he’d covered her with when he’d first found her. “I washed it. It’s mostly dry now.”
He took it from her, the last of the tingling along his forearms fading as they were covered. His hand nudged his pocket as he released the hem. The slight rattle was as distracting as it had been when he’d murdered his target the night before. He’d nearly been shot himself. That hadn’t happened in forever, but then he’d already had a fever.
“Thank you.”
His head shot up to stare at Alina directly.
She stared steadily back, not looking away. “Really. You’ve done a lot for me. So thank you.”
Luka nodded, his gaze dropping. His mouth felt too dry to thank her in return. Even swallowing didn’t help.
“I’m glad I got a chance to say that,” she said, and the relief was there in her voice. She must have thought they’d never see each other again. That meant she planned to move on.
Luka’s hand dropped to his pocket, and he dragged out the items he’d stolen the day before. He crossed to her, holding the pencils and sharpener out until she opened her hands. He dropped the items into them. The pencils hadn’t held up well, and regret filled him as he looked at what had become broken pieces of wood and lead.
“These are—”
He didn’t stick around to hear any more. His body was hurt, but he’d learned to move fast. Soon he was out of the house, though he didn’t rush away. Instead, he slinked down the side alley until he found the bedroom window.
Alina continued to stand there, her hands closed over the pack of broken pencils as if she wouldn’t let go. Luka still couldn’t read the expression on her face, but she wasn’t crying.
And then she was smiling. It was a small one, but it was real, and he was content to remember her that way.




Chapter 8


Alina knew she wanted to live. She just didn’t fully understand how to do that. It wasn’t that her skills were inept. She had no skills at all. Nothing but her artistic streak. 
A day passed. Then another. At first she was content to use the pencils on a corner of the bedroom wall, but then a corner turned into more. It started with her own face, and then she’d drawn Luka’s. Once she’d allowed herself to draw him, the pencil had hardly stopped. She still hadn’t gotten his expression quite right. 
Staying in a mafia house was the worst kind of self-sabotage, but it was better than having no roof over her head. The woman who had beaten her and emptied her bank account had told her horror stories about life on the streets. Believing her had kept Alina trapped once before.
Luka had left no more money, and he hadn’t returned. Worry over how unwell he’d been filled her mind, but that was another delaying tactic.
The multigrain bars had run out, even though she rationed the box of four over nearly as many days.
Alina forced herself to leave the walls that felt so safe. They weren’t. She couldn’t properly lock up behind herself or take off her shoes to sleep, always needing to be ready to run if someone else showed up. Anyone besides Luka.
A few blocks away, the smell of sizzling meat and bread halted her feet. It was pointless, though. She had no money to pay for a meal. 
The window of the diner looked like it hadn’t been cleaned for quite a while. Taped there was a hand-written ‘Help Wanted’ sign.
Alina was lucky she had learned to read at all. It wasn’t like she’d been homeschooled. In the beginning, the woman had dropped off some notebooks and textbooks and worksheets. Nothing past primary school. She had the reading and math skills of maybe a sixth grader. No diploma and no identification. She was pretty sure she needed an ID to be hired.
Besides, she didn’t know how to waitress.
The bell above the door dinged before she realized she’d pushed it open. Her feet carried her inside. The diner was smaller than it had looked outside. A couple sat at a table. A few older men sat on barstools along the counter that let them watch the person behind the counter cook.
“Sit anywhere you like,” the cook’s gruff voice called. Well, maybe it wasn’t gruff. It was husky, as if the woman was used to yelling a lot and didn’t have much voice left. 
Alina’s voice had gotten like that while she was naked in a bare room.
Her hands clenched into fists as a wave of panic sweat broke out under her shirt. Her saliva felt thick, like it would choke her if she tried to speak.
Alina swallowed and shuffled closer to the open kitchen. “I—” Even she couldn’t hear her voice. She cleared it and tried again. “I’m here about the sign.”
“The sign?” The woman paused with a spatula in her hand, staring blankly at the window Alina pointed to. Even her face looked gruff. It was lined and wrinkled, with dark eyes and a cap of curly hair cut short and tight. Her laugh was rich, though. “Shit, that’s been there forever. This place look busy enough to need someone else to you?”
Alina allowed the words to penetrate her mind. She should have known better. The woman couldn’t hire her anyway. She was no one. She retreated a step. “I’m sorry.”
The woman was staring at her face, and then her gaze fell to her arms, lingering on the biggest of the bandages there. “You need work?”
“I—” Alina swallowed. “Yes.”
The woman frowned as she turned back to the stove to flip the sausage in the pan. “And you can waitress?”
The place was small. Everyone inside was staring at her. Alina doubted she knew what any of them would need, but anyone could pour coffee. Still, starting off on a lie felt wrong.
Her eyes drifted to the stove where the woman continued to work. “I can cook,” she said instead.
That warm chuckle followed her as the woman stopped what she was doing and stepped away from the stove. “All right then. Come on around.”
“What?” Alina felt trapped by the narrowed gaze that landed on her.
The woman held out the spatula. “Hurry it up. Frank over here ordered fried eggs and some sausage and bacon. Should be simple enough.” She nodded toward a big man with a gray beard, who smiled at Alina. “If you don’t kill him, you get his tip.”
She would get money. Her own stomach twisted with hunger as Alina made her way around the edge of the counter. She moved forward until she could close her fingers around the spatula. 
The woman held on to it, her eyes tracing Alina’s tourist shirt and jeans. The outfit had been all that was available in the shop with the pharmacy, and Alina had barely left the house, so it was clean enough. 
“Got an apron there.” The woman herself wasn’t wearing one. She had on similar jeans, but wore a fitted tank top that rounded over her stomach, and she smelled a little of sweat. Since the heat had gone up quite a few degrees by the stove, that was understandable.
There was also an acrid smell of smoke that reminded Alina of the houses she’d watched burn. She took a steadying breath as she pulled the loop of the apron over her head, lifting her hair out from under it.
She found the woman staring at her neck and dropped her hands quickly to tie the apron strings. The bruises on her neck and face had mostly faded, but they weren’t invisible. Her heart pounded as she reached for the spatula again.
This time the woman released it, stepping away. She watched her like a hawk as Alina nudged the sausage, trying to determine how much it was cooked through. Nothing else had been started. The eggs and bacon weren’t difficult to find, and she was careful in how she cracked the eggs into another pan. The seasoning available nearby was mostly salt and pepper, which Alina was comfortable using. She hadn’t had much beyond that at her house.
She mostly cooked scrambled eggs, but she was pretty sure fried just meant she had to flip them and cook them through.
The bacon spat at her in the grease from the sausage as she added it to that pan. She hadn’t cooked bacon on the stove much because of the spitting, but she doubted nuking it in the microwave would be appropriate. She ignored the little pricks of pain the hot grease nipped into her skin as best she could.
No nearby plates almost had her panicking, but she soon spotted them, and plated everything once it was done. When she crossed to the counter, it was taller than it first seemed. With her shorter height she could just see over it. She slid the plate in front of Frank, and his smile flashed again.
“Appreciate it,” he said, digging in.
“More coffee?” she asked, unable to see into his cup.
He nodded as he continued to chew and then swallow. His eyes shifted to the woman as Alina poured. “Not bad, Meg.”
Meg’s deep, warm laugh returned. “Shit, you just think she’s cute. Fine, I’m tired today anyway.” Her face turned serious again as she studied Alina. “You can cook and get the tips from the counter, but that’s just today. I’m not guaranteeing any long-term thing.” She took the coffee pot from Alina and rounded the counter to head toward the table.
One of the other men, this one with smooshed hair and a ball cap next to him on the counter, called Meg soft as she passed, though she told him to shut up.
Only one other person at the counter didn’t have food, and Alina approached him. This man was clean-shaven, but his face was more wrinkled than the others’, and his white hair was thin on top.
“Can I cook you something?” she asked.
The older man didn’t smile, but he nodded toward Frank. “What you made for him, but I like my eggs over easy.”
The term wasn’t familiar to Alina, and doubt began to creep in.
Frank wiped at his mouth before leaning forward over his plate. “That’s like mine, but leave them runny.”
Meg’s stare was back, judging her, which was fair enough.
Alina nodded as she returned to the stove.
Not many other customers came in, but the few she cooked for didn’t complain or grimace when she served them food.
Frank was the only one with such a ready smile. He pulled out a larger bill than Alina had ever expected and placed it on the counter with a two-finger tap when he rose. “You take care of yourself, girly.”
She thanked him, and his gaze lingered as he left.
“Frank is always way too nice,” Meg said, her free hand on her hip as she shook her head, watching him leave. Then she nodded toward the money. “Like I said, that’s yours.”
Alina’s fingers twisted together. “Don’t I have to ring up his food first?”
Meg turned away without answering. “Oh, and make yourself something to eat. I heard your stomach growling from across the room.”
Alina made herself scrambled eggs and toast. Meg waved her toward the counter, taking over the stove again when Alina sat to eat. 
Most of the customers had cleared out. The morning had passed, and breakfast switched to lunch. Meg called to a couple of guys that entered to take any table they wanted, rounding the counter to bring them menus.
Alina concentrated on eating. It had been a while since she’d eaten real food, and her stomach wanted to rebel. She sipped at her water, forcing herself to swallow.
As she was finishing, Meg dumped a few slices of bacon onto her plate. “You’re too pale. Need some meat on your bones.” She moved off, cleaning as she went. No one else was at the counter anymore.
When Meg returned, she tossed some bills near Alina’s hand before leaning on the counter. “You weren’t bad. Gotta learn the different ways to make eggs, though.”
“Sorry,” Alina murmured. When she had cooked for herself in the small house, she’d rarely had eggs. The woman hadn’t brought a lot of fresh food. She forced herself to reach for the bacon. It had a nice crunch, even if the meat smell added an extra twinge to her gut.
“You apologize too much. Second time today, and you haven’t even done nothing.” Meg’s brown eyes focused on her, making Alina shift on her stool. She tapped the cash on the countertop. “This gonna be enough?”
Alina swallowed as she stared down at her almost empty plate. 
Meg sighed. “I figure you don’t want me asking too many questions. And no cops. Am I wrong?”
Alina shook her head as her throat closed.
“You still in trouble?”
She didn’t know how to answer that. The man who had hurt her was dead. She just had nowhere to go. She slid off her barstool anyway.
Meg slid the money closer to her. “You need more, you come back tomorrow, you hear?”
“Thank you.” Alina forced herself to take the money and left the diner.
While it was too much for the little she’d done, it also wouldn’t get her very far. She turned back toward the only house she knew, still trying to figure out what else she could do.




Chapter 9


Luka slipped onto the Di Salvo estate. Each time he did, he picked a different way in. He no longer met with Giovanni in his bedroom. Now that the other man was married, it was too embarrassing. The sounds Giovanni made when he was with his wife had caused a physical reaction Luka had thought he was immune to. In all the years that had passed since they met, Giovanni had also seemed to not have a sex drive, but apparently that wasn’t true. 
Nera Di Salvo was different from most of the women Luka had met. She loved Giovanni a lot. Enough to kill for him.
Luka’s sisters had never killed. Well, that wasn’t quite true. Not for Willow, though he didn’t like to count that. He tried his best to forget it all together.
It bothered Luka that he’d been unable to help Giovanni with his father. He’d promised he would, time and again, but then it had all been over, and he’d been nowhere near at the time.
That someone like Giovanni was now a Mafia boss made Luka question whether he understood the life he’d been drawn into at all. Not that Giovanni had a problem with the violence of it. He’d just so often appeared unaffected by anything. When Luka had cut into him during his assassination attempt so many years before, Giovanni had almost seemed to accept it at first.
Then something had come over him. Luka had his own scars from the encounter. They’d each come close to killing the other.
The incident had led to what Giovanni called a friendship, but it still seemed unreal to Luka. He didn’t have friends. Now that Willow was gone, there was nothing to hold him to life. One purpose remained, the one he’d had all along, and he would accomplish it or die trying.
Likely, it’d be death. That was almost what had happened when Ivankov had learned that Luka had allowed Giovanni to live. It was the first time he’d actively disobeyed the pakhan. Willow had paid for his decision in the end.
One more step that had led to her death. It was all so pointless.
Luka made his way to the kitchen. Nera was often there in the morning. She made the most delicious things. He’d thought he was immune to such simple pleasures, but now, every time he came, he tried to slip away with something to eat.
His eyes slid past her as he paused on the threshold, as they did whenever a woman was around. He’d managed to look at Alina a few times. The thought confused him, and he tested himself, trying to force his gaze on Nera. It didn’t work. Nera was nothing like Alina.
The other man in the room was much easier to look at. It wasn’t Giovanni but his cousin, Antonio. Or half brother, Luka had heard. Something about his expression always looked faked. Luka had never cared for the other Di Salvo, and the feeling was mutual.
Neither Nera nor Antonio saw him sneak one of the cooling pastries before heading for the stairs.
Giovanni wasn’t hidden away that day. Luka blended in behind a plant as he watched the new boss talk to one of the other Di Salvos.
“And you’re certain?” Giovanni was saying.
The soldier nodded. “What do you want us to do with the squatter?”
Giovanni’s face didn’t betray any of his thoughts. “A woman, you said?”
Luka’s hand clenched around the pastry as his appetite fled. He missed the next thing said and only vaguely noted that the soldier was walking away.
When Giovanni made to pass where he hid, Luka stepped into his path.
Giovanni jerked to a halt, a brief flash of surprise in his azure eyes as he reached for his gun. Seeing it was Luka, his hand fell away.
Luka forced himself to speak. “Came to tell you.”
Giovanni’s eyes moved past him. More Di Salvos had begun waking up earlier in the morning. Nera’s cooking was to blame. Giovanni turned toward the stairs. “Let’s discuss this in the office.”
There was a drooping to Giovanni’s shoulders that Luka wouldn’t have seen before he had married his wife. “Sorry,” Luka mumbled as he trailed behind him. He’d interrupted Giovanni’s progress toward the kitchen.
Giovanni glanced at him before facing forward again. There was a flare of red along his ear that also hadn’t been familiar until recently. Giovanni said nothing, resorting to silence the way Luka often did.
After they were holed up in the office, Luka leaned only his shoulder against the wall and forced himself to nibble on the treat he no longer wanted. The way his tongue tingled, he could tell it was good, though he no longer fully registered the taste.
Giovanni’s gaze flicked to the baked good as he dropped into the chair behind the desk. If Luka hadn’t been watching so closely, he would have missed the flash of envy.
“You have information for me?” Giovanni asked.
Luka shook his head. He wished his hands were free to sink into his pockets. He’d switched out his gloves and most of his clothes, but he still wore the long-sleeved shirt that Alina had washed.
Giovanni’s brow creased. “You said you came to tell me something.”
Luka swallowed. The bite of pastry caught in his throat. “Safe house. My fault.”
“Oh.” Giovanni’s face blanked. “Then you know the woman?”
Luka shrugged. There was very little he knew about Alina. Like the fact that she remained at the safe house. He wished he understood why.
“I know you have your rules. Rules Ivankov continues to try to get you to break.” Giovanni studied his face.
The image of Alina huddled into herself, bruised and bleeding and naked, rose in Luka’s mind. “She would have burned.”
Giovanni said nothing. When Luka had first encountered him as a boy, he’d thought he was beautiful. Pale skin and pale hair and the most defined face. It had been easy to picture the boy with the wings his mother used to talk about angels having, so he’d cut him, over and over, proving that he could bleed. He’d cut him to make him like all the other men Luka had already killed at barely twelve years old.
Only Giovanni hadn’t been like the others. His face had been carved in stone, unmoving as he endured the first dozen cuts. Luka had always wanted to be exactly like that, and so he’d faltered. Then the other boy had begun to fight back, and he’d let him, a strange, new emotion filling him. One he wanted to learn more about.
Ivankov had once accused him of being in love with Giovanni. Luka didn’t think he was capable of an emotion like that, but he figured what he felt was close enough. It was much more than what he’d felt for Willow. The love he’d once had for his sister had become an obligation.
Luka’s hatred for himself had only grown when she was also punished because he’d let Giovanni live.
“My offer to use any of our safe houses stands,” Giovanni said. “I’ll make sure the men leave that location alone for now.”
Luka nodded.
The Di Salvo boss tilted his head, hesitating. Giovanni struggled as much as Luka often did in finding the right words. “I have a lot of opposition at the moment,” he finally said, “but when things settle, I’ll be in a position to help you with your goal.”
Luka froze. His thoughts whirled, but he couldn’t even blink as he stared into eyes as cold as he wished he could be.
“I don’t think you understand how much I owe you,” Giovanni murmured.
Luka shook his head. Words were so hard. He opened his mouth, closed it again, and then forced his lips to part. “I wasn’t there.”
Giovanni’s brows drew together. “When? With my father?”
Luka nodded. He’d promised to help Giovanni kill him. The former Di Salvo boss hadn’t been exactly like Ivankov, but he’d also been a monster.
“It doesn’t matter. You let me live once. I’ll always be grateful.” 
Luka didn’t bother denying it. Giovanni had always felt that way, even if Luka hadn’t done it for him. He’d done it to return a little piece of himself.
“Your face is bruised, Luka. I don’t often see it that way.” There wasn’t a question in Giovanni’s words, only a grim acknowledgement.
“I’m fine,” Luka managed to say. His fever had broken, and though his back ached, he could ignore the pain. Ivankov had barely reacted during his recent report, even though he was late, and had issued other orders that had kept him occupied. 
That wasn’t really the reason he hadn’t checked in on the safe house again. He’d wanted to too much, which was foolish.
Luka pushed off the wall, forcing himself to finish the crumbled pastry in a couple of bites.
Giovanni’s voice chased him to the door. “The safe house. It’s yours as long as you need.”
Luka nodded. He slipped away from the Di Salvo estate easily enough. When he arrived at the safe house, the sun had hidden behind a string of clouds, but it was still morning. Alina wasn’t inside.
She’d been there, though. Luka stood for a long time in front of the wall she’d made her own. Pencil marked up what had once been a blank white. The gray of the lead shaded in a face that was all too familiar.
Her drawings looked nothing like him. His expression had never been that innocent and free. Even she must not have felt she’d done him justice. There were more than a few. Over and over, she had tried to capture him.
Luka forced himself to turn away. Maybe she’d finally gone, but the door was left unlocked, like she meant to return. It was the opposite of safe. He should have left her the key.
Luka decided to search nearby. He hadn’t gone far when something drew his attention to the window of a diner. Inside he watched Alina turn with a plate of food, smiling at the large, bearded man she set it in front of.
It wasn’t the smile he remembered from when he’d given her the pencils. There didn’t seem to be true joy in it. Her lips twitched a little while she was doing it, as if she wasn’t certain it sat quite right. Then it was gone as if it had never been, and she was turning away.
Luka felt someone else’s eyes on him and forced his feet to move. He found a position where he could see inside but not be seen. While he watched her work, he caught his own reflection in the storefront of a different shop, some type of vapor store that sold other paraphernalia as well. It was closed until noon.
Luka studied the shadowy view of his face in the dark glass, forcing his lips to tilt up. It looked almost disturbing, nothing like Alina’s drawings. He let his mouth fall straight. Luka didn’t remember smiling even as a child. His family had all told him he was much too serious and quiet.
Maybe you had to be able to feel joy in order to portray it. Joy was too much to hope for.
When Alina exited the diner in the early afternoon, he let the space between them grow. She stopped in at the convenience store, and curiosity pierced him. He didn’t trust it and stayed where he was. When she exited after a time, she carried two plastic bags with her.
That night, the smells of whatever she cooked for herself were enticing. He watched her through the dining room window as she ate a small portion of pasta. She put more of it away, cleaning up with efficient movements. Her lips no longer lifted.
He tracked the path of lights she switched off and then on. She spent most of her time in the bedroom. The tension that thrummed through her body seemed to leave whenever she entered that room. As if she was safe.
Safety was the worst kind of lie. 
Alina took her time sharpening one of the pencil nubs. Then she began to draw.
It was Luka’s face again. His scalp tingled as he watched her hand shift. It was as if he could feel her fingers tracing along his skin, over each part of him that she drew. Only it had never felt quite so pleasant when anyone had actually touched him. No, he was much more used to pain, pain worse than the needle his tattoo artist used.
The new image looked nothing like him, though at least this one wasn’t smiling. No, he seemed somehow bigger than he was as he stood protectively over a hunched form that had to be herself.
Luka listened to the rapid thump of his heart as he stared at the drawing. The light switching off broke the spell.
He left the window, worried his silhouette would give him away. His heart didn’t slow as he huddled in the small alleyway, waiting for time to pass.
When he allowed himself to enter the house, all was quiet. No squeak of hinges gave him away as he slipped through the bedroom door, crouching near the wall on the side of the bed that her face was turned toward.
Her feet stuck out from under the covers, and he noted she still wore her shoes. His gloves felt too tight. So she didn’t feel as safe there as she appeared to.
He couldn’t look away from her face. He wondered what that meant. No matter how long he watched her that night, he never figured it out.




Chapter 10


Alina had begun to relax as more of the week passed. No one had come to kick her out of the house she was staying in, and after four days spent cooking in the small diner, she’d become almost used to Meg’s gruffness. 
At first, she’d thought Meg was angry at her. The woman who had taken care of her would often speak with that kind of sniping tone. And then she would beat her. Meg never raised a hand, though, and continued to give her too much food at the end of every shift.
Alina forced herself to eat every bite, not wanting to offend the woman. 
There had been one time when Meg had yelled from right next to her, and Alina had jerked, sending one of the hot pans to the ground. Meg’s voice had gotten even louder then, but Alina finally noticed the difference. Meg liked to shout when she was concerned, not annoyed.
Frank came to the diner every morning. He was much gentler than his appearance let on, and he continued to tip her too much. He also called her ‘girly’ because Alina hadn’t given any of them her name.
She knew she wouldn’t be able to go there much longer. She was taking advantage of the situation, even if Meg refused to say so. There were never a lot of customers inside.
Meg’s hand closed around her arm when Alina attempted to slip away after her shift. She wasn’t looking at Alina. No, she was scowling at the front window.
“You know that man with a shaved head and tattoos?” Meg asked.
Alina’s gaze flew to the window, but no one was there. She told herself she wasn’t disappointed. There was no reason she should ever see Luka again. It had been days.
Only maybe it hadn’t.
Meg’s brown eyes had that look in them, the one that said she saw too much. “He the one who put those marks on you?”
Alina shook her head almost too hard. She bit her lip before denying it in a soft voice. “No. Not him.”
Meg waited another beat, then released her arm. “Okay then. Just wanted to make sure you knew he was hanging about.” She turned away, heading back toward the stove. A few people had already arrived for lunch.
Alina kept an eye out as she returned to the house, but she didn’t see Luka. Looking for him was pointless if he didn’t want to be seen. He’d slipped out of sight that night he’d rescued her, even while her gaze had been intent on his back.
It was a useful skill. If she was able to talk to him, maybe she could ask him to teach her. Alina had gone unseen before, but not with that kind of intention.
She forced herself to go through the same motions as she had the previous few days. After the large breakfast Meg had given her, she wasn’t hungry for most of the rest of the day. There were no books in the house, but she couldn’t spend money on something so frivolous. As she rubbed the nub of one of the broken pencils in her hand, she knew they wouldn’t last much longer. Plain pencils weren’t the same as paint at all, but at least they were affordable.
That night, she remained awake. Anticipation made her breathing erratic, but she forced them to slow. Deep in, filling her lungs but not to aching—her rib still hadn’t fully healed—followed by a slow exhale that pursed her lips. Soon the rhythm had her squeezed-shut eyes loosening, but she refused to sleep.
There was no sound when he came in—no squeak of hinges or cushioned step on the carpet—but the air pressure in the room shifted, sending tingles over the hair on her arms. She forced herself to wait, focusing on maintaining her slow and steady breathing instead. Her heartbeat hurt in her chest.
When she opened her eyes, he was barely more than a shadow huddled near the wall. She’d been sure he’d been looking at her, but his head was turned away. He stared at the wall she’d drawn on. Most of her drawings had been an attempt to capture his face.
That realization was embarrassing.
Alina sat up beneath the covers, fiddling with the edge of the sheet in her hands.
Luka stood.
“Please wait!” Alina called out, her hands tightening around the blanket.
He paused, continuing to stare at her drawings.
“I didn’t know you were coming here. I’m causing problems for you, aren’t I? By staying here?” She stared down at the comforter, which was gray with thin stripes of blue. 
Luka’s voice came, as soft as she remembered. “It’s fine.”
“What?” She was able to raise her head again.
Luka still didn’t look her way. His gloved hand made the slightest motion at his side. “Why?” he asked.
“Why am I staying here?” Alina felt the emptiness in her chest that had become familiar as she’d faced reality again and again that week. “Because I have nowhere to go. They burned my house, the men from before.” She had wanted to say the ones he had killed, but wasn’t certain it was safe to address that Luka was a killer. Not that she minded. No, the memory of the men who had hurt her being covered in their own blood filled her with nothing but satisfaction. It was a warm knot in her belly, even remembering how she’d lost control.
Luka hadn’t moved.
“And I don’t have any money or savings. So I’ve been working.” Alina remembered how Meg had warned her that a man fitting Luka’s description was following her. “But you already knew that, didn’t you? You saw me there?”
His lack of reaction was almost easier to track. 
More words soon followed. “Meg has been really kind to me. She lets me cook all the breakfast and always forces me to eat meat. And Frank has taught me all about the different ways to make eggs. He orders his a different way each time so I can learn. Today he—”
Alina found herself telling the silent man all about her experiences at the diner. She had never really had someone to talk to. She’d been worried saying too much to Meg would bring the woman trouble, so even there she said only enough to take orders. With Luka, though, she couldn’t seem to stop talking. Maybe it was because he said nothing to interrupt the flow of her thoughts.
Luka moved back to his crouch, not gazing at her. She paused in her rambling as he pressed his back to the wall.
“Oh, good, so your back doesn’t hurt anymore? I was worried when you left here with that fever.”
For the first time since she’d woken, his face turned toward her. His own face was still cast in shadow, but she was certain his eyes were on her. The tingles along her arms had risen, telling her it was so.
“I’m glad you’re okay,” Alina told him. 
Luka looked away again, focusing on the drawings. His gloves seemed to twitch. “Why?” he asked.
He’d been looking at her drawings when he’d asked the first time as well. Alina wondered if he’d been asking her about them all along.
“I like art. It’s been my one escape over the years. Drawing like you see, though I actually prefer to paint.” 
Moonlight filtered through the window, and Alina took in just how many times she’d drawn the man in front of her. She’d also drawn Meg and Frank and a couple of the customers at the diner, but not dozens of times like she’d drawn Luka. “I mean, I don’t know many people, so I…” She’d just gone on and on about all the people in the diner. Her mouth clamped shut.
Luka shook his head before ducking it closer to his knees. “Not me,” he mumbled.
Alina flushed. “Oh, you noticed? I struggled to capture you right. It’s why there are so many of you.” It wasn’t a complete lie. She’d never been satisfied at how her drawings of him had turned out. “I’m not very good, and it was frustrating. I mean, I was going by memory, but it was pretty dark when you were around.” Even in shadow, the differences between him and her drawings were more than clear. His face was much thinner than the one she’d captured. His eyes were closer together and not as wide. She’d kept thinking he’d looked almost warm, which had confused her. “Oh, but I can fix that now!”
She kicked the comforter off of the bed in her lunge for the nearby lamp. Excitement thrummed through her at the idea of drawing someone who was actually present, and she grabbed what was left of her pencils.
Alina waited for Luka to protest. Instead, he looked away from her, his gazed fixed on the comforter that had fallen to the ground next to him.
Her own words failed her as she began to draw. Her heartbeat had sped up, making her chest hurt again. She ignored the ache as her pencil flew over an unused section of the wall. The tingles along her arms confused her. They were the ones she got when he focused on her; she didn’t understand why she felt them now when he didn’t even glance her way.
The opportunity was too good to be distracted. His crouched position was difficult to capture; it made it difficult to get the angles just right. She kept the marks loose, focusing more on his face. It was thinner than she’d been drawing. His chin was a little less pointed. His ears pressed closer against his head. The shaved top had a bit of stubble that day that was more subtle than she had expected. She’d thought his hair would be the dark brown of the men who had attacked her. The more she drew, the more she realized he didn’t look like one of the Bratva at all.
His nose was sleeker, more pointed, but his lips were fuller. The tingling was back as she focused on the shape of his lips, but the sensation had moved to her stomach. His mouth wasn’t curved into a smile or a frown. It also wasn’t pressed together. Out of everything, his mouth looked the softest. 
And his eyes were smaller than she’d first drawn. The light peridot color had made her think they were wider. It was difficult to capture them when they were turned away from her like that.
“Can you look this way for a moment?” she asked.
He turned only his eyes, but when they focused on her, the tingles from before flared. Her cheeks flushed as heat filled her, bursting out from her stomach. It made her feel the opposite of numb, but her drawing hand had stopped moving. She frowned at it, realizing then how tightly she clutched the pencil.
“That’s enough.” She forced herself to breathe deep again as her hand finally loosened.
He’d quickly looked away. She watched his Adam’s apple bob when he swallowed and reciprocated the gesture. Something about the way it moved made her remember how firm his hand had been beneath her grip.
She was able to keep drawing, but the warmth never faded completely as she lost herself to her favorite activity. Perhaps the heat was what happiness felt like.




Chapter 11


Sensation crawled all over Luka’s body, and he struggled to hold himself still. It was almost as if Alina was touching him, but it also felt nothing like that. There was none of the pain he was accustomed to. That had been most of his experience—either pain or numbness. His family hadn’t even hugged him much, not that he remembered, because they’d known he didn’t like to be touched. 
Alina wasn’t touching him, but each time she glanced at him, the sensation started all over again. A tingling along his scalp, then the back of his neck. It skittered under his clothes even though almost all of his skin was covered. 
It wasn’t the first time he had felt it. Then it was from just the knowledge that she had drawn him. He didn’t want it to stop, not exactly. The shudder the sensation sent through him was controlled easily enough, which was a good thing. She was focusing on him too closely. She would notice any movement he made.
The way her gaze made him feel was uncomfortable, but not unpleasant. The contradiction made it difficult to concentrate on anything besides her.
When he’d focused on her in turn, he hadn’t recognized her expression. He’d been tempted to continue to study it even when she said that he should look away.
Over the past couple of days, he’d had his eyes on her more than he had on anyone else in his past. It had become easier, and he must have gotten carried away for her to have noticed. When he’d arrived at the house, her breathing hadn’t followed the usual rhythm she fell into when she slept. He’d known she was awake.
Staying anyway had made him into the fool Ivankov often called him.
The reminder of the man made Luka realize how much time he had been wasting. Enough that Ivankov would have noticed. 
Luka resolved to leave once the sun was up. He knew Alina probably needed her sleep, but he didn’t voice the suggestion. Instead, he hunched his shoulders and endured the strange elation that had come over his body, trying to commit the anomaly to memory. 
When her hand finally stopped moving, he realized she’d finished. She hadn’t just made one new drawing. She’d made two. One matched how he saw himself, crouched and looking away with an attentiveness that kept him alive. 
The other was with his eyes facing forward; it looked nothing like him. The mouth was too soft, and the eyes… They weren’t his at all. He’d never looked at anything in quite that way. Except maybe Giovanni, but she couldn’t have ever seen that.
Alina leaned her shoulder against the unused dresser as she opened and closed her hands. “I know. Not perfect, but closer.” Her eyes closed, and then he saw it again. Her lips tilted up in the smallest of smiles.
The unease inside him faded with how content she looked. More so than when she’d blathered on about the diner she kept returning to.
Her eyes remained shut, and he realized that while she was happy, she was also tired. So tired that she looked like she would remain resting just like that for the last few hours before the sun rose.
Luka crossed to her silently, prepared for the flare of pain that would happen when he lifted her in his arms. Even through the gloves and his shirt, even with no skin-on-skin contact, there was still pain.
Alina’s eyes flew open. She didn’t touch him. He set her on the bed and backed away.
Her smile was gone. She frowned instead as she searched his face. “That hurt you.”
It wasn’t a question, but he responded anyway. “Yes.” And that had been the point. A reminder of what life was like.
The way he felt when she used him as a source for her drawings was the falsehood, just like the lies Willow had told herself about them getting free of Ivankov. A phantom of a promise that would never come to fruition was dangerous.
It was better to focus on the hurt.
So it should have been a simple thing when she reached out and wrapped her fingers around his wrist. 
“And this?” Alina’s words came to him as if they were much farther away than at his side.
The arcing pain was immediate and familiar. The tingles that followed were as well, but so much more recent.
The sudden heat that rushed toward his lower body was almost completely foreign, and he jerked free of her, smacking back into the wall.
“Sorry! I’m sorry,” Alina said.
He’d only experienced the sensation once before, when he’d watched Giovanni with his wife, and the man had cried out toward the end. The sound had caused Luka’s own erection.
With Giovanni, it had made sense. Luka had been mimicking him for years. His body’s reaction had been more of the same.
The mixed pain and tingling of Alina’s touch causing that reaction was all wrong.
Luka was less than skilled as he disappeared from the room, his body jangling the doorknob. Alina called after him, but he ignored her. 
Confusion chased after him as he ran away.
He’d resolved to return to Ivankov, and his feet carried him to the pakhan’s den.
Ivankov had yet to move on to a new family’s home. Luka knew he couldn’t do so too soon. It raised too much attention, even in a big city. In between, he resorted to prostitutes or others discarded in the streets—the homeless or the destitute or the desperate. The gender and age of his victims would vary, but the look in their eyes toward the end was always the same.
That was the expression Luka would have recognized. Hopelessness or blankness was familiar. Even the anger that had once woven through him had faded.
Only with Giovanni had there ever been a longing for what might have been. That was the expression Alina had drawn, but there was no way she could have seen that from him.
The panic filling Luka turned off every other thought. He gave into stupidity as he entered the room where Ivankov had already strangled his newest victim. The monster was still buried inside the dead woman, his hands around her throat. His own throat gleamed beneath his thrown-back head, his face filled with greedy ecstasy.
It was the perfect reminder of what erections were used for. Greed and selfishness.
Luka made no sound as he lunged with his knife, slicing for Ivankov’s exposed throat.
The man was the devil. There was no other explanation for how he moved so quickly.
Luka’s knife cut across his chest instead, deep enough to bleed, but not to gush, not like the throat would have. He’d expected to miss, but he took advantage of his luck. Luka continued to attack, managing to pierce Ivankov’s side, then his thigh.
The pakhan had begun to laugh and stepped into Luka’s next lunge, taking the knife in his shoulder. It buried there too deeply to pull free from a single tug.
The punch that followed caused Luka to fall away. He rolled into it, on his feet before Ivankov could reach him. They hit each other, and Luka absorbed the second punch, putting all his effort into pulling the knife free.
Another successful slice, this one along Ivankov’s back, which continued to come at him as the man slammed him into the nearest wall.
Pain from the barely healed marks along his back flared in a dizzying spin, almost bringing Luka’s awareness into focus.
Ivankov tried to pin him to the wall, his hands slick with blood as they pressed into the cotton along Luka’s arms. The additional pain from the touch, even through cloth, scattered his focus again. Luka didn’t want to reexperience that moment of heat with Alina. His fear of it faded when the heat didn’t return with the pain. 
Ivankov’s pale gray eyes gleamed. “It’s been a while since I’ve tasted this frenzy.” He darted in as if to lick Luka’s cheek.
Luka headbutted him. He aimed for the nose, but again he missed, their foreheads colliding instead and sending a ringing into his ears. His arm had been released, and he managed to nick Ivankov’s other side. The man rushed backward, and Luka lunged after him.
He missed completely this time. Ivankov had darted to the side, and Luka’s momentum carried him to the bed, his knife plunging into the chest of the dead woman’s body.
Sound faded as Luka stared through a rapidly narrowing tunnel at his hand on the knife.
She’d already been dead. You couldn’t kill what had no life.
Alina’s face flashed across his vision, freezing him in front of the corpse.
Hands wrapped around his upper arm, and he was flying backward. A bright flash of pain darted through him, and then a nothingness followed, taking away the feeling in his arm.
His hearing had returned, and Luka listened to the manic laughter as Ivankov reminded him just how stupid he’d been to attack him.




Chapter 12


Alina went through a second breakfast service completely distracted. All she could feel was regret. 
She’d promised not to touch Luka. Instead of keeping that promise, she’d done the exact opposite. It was no wonder he had run away.
For a killer who took life so easily, he carried a lot of pain inside.
And Alina had only added to it.
“Here now, give me that,” Meg scolded her, elbowing her away from the stove. “Frank may eat anything you serve, but he doesn’t deserve this charred mess.”
“Leave the girly alone,” Frank muttered from behind Alina.
Meg snorted as she dumped the mess of eggs Alina had been cooking into a nearby garbage can. “Coddling her isn’t the answer.”
“Give a little, Meg.” Frank’s sigh had Alina turning her head toward him. For once, his smile didn’t spread across his face. “I get the feeling she hasn’t had anyone be very nice to her.”
Alina shook her head. That wasn’t true. Her father might not have smiled often, but he cared. Her mother too. And Luka had—
Frank forced a laugh, scattering her thoughts. He patted his big belly. “Besides, I can eat anything.”
“Fool,” Meg murmured as she cracked new eggs into the pan. Her eyes skewered Alina where she stood. “You’re no good to me like this. Go on. Get today.”
Alina blinked. Her numb fingers plucked at the apron strings until they loosened. She dragged it over her head and hung it on the hook when she passed.
Meg didn’t call her back, which was fair. Alina hadn’t cooked anything decently all morning.
Frank sent her a sad smile as she headed toward the door. “Aw, Meg, don’t be like that,” he said as he turned back to face the diner owner.
The bell over the door rang as Alina pulled it open.
“She needs rest more than she needs money,” Meg was saying as the door swung shut.
Alina’s shoulders hunched. She was as transparent as ever. She had slept very little the night before, not wanting to miss her chance to apologize to Luka if he returned.
He hadn’t. Like the days that had stretched out before his sudden visit, she’d been alone in a house that wasn’t hers. Of course, that had been most of her life. There was the added dread that the Bratva might find her now. Not that they were looking, but a safe house was meant to be used.
The flimsy lock on the door, the one she could use without a key, wouldn’t keep anyone at bay. Any Bratva soldier who might come would probably know where the spare key was, anyway, unlike her.
Luka had told her staying there was fine the other night, but he had said little more than that. She wanted to trust him. She’d wanted that once before, with a woman who had liked nothing more than to beat and degrade her.
Luka was a killer, Alina reminded herself. He wasn’t some savior.
She froze as she drew closer to the house, her eyes drawn to the shadow of a man. Her chest squeezed as her hope rose. Luka had returned. He didn’t hate her.
Only Luka was clutching his stomach, and one of his arms hung limply by his side. Then he tripped on the top step, falling to his knees on the front porch.
“Luka!” Alina called out as she raced toward him. There was no mistaking that frame and his shaved, tattooed head. She was too scared to touch him, and her hands hovered as he struggled to push himself up.
When his face lifted, she realized she’d been drawing him all wrong again. There was no emotion in those light green eyes of his. Not even the pain he must have been feeling, given the way he clutched at himself with a hand smeared in blood. He was wearing black again, but the wetness at his stomach had to be blood.
His eyes squeezed shut. The tightness in his jaw screamed his pain.
“Can you make it inside?” Alina asked, still too afraid to touch him. If she touched him, he might run again.
“Not… staying.” The words held a rattle as he forced them out. His body hunched inward as he held out a key in his gloved hand.
His hand had smeared it red. Alina lifted her eyes from the key to him. His body swayed where he stood. 
“Don’t be an idiot,” she said, her voice thick as she turned toward the door. “At least patch yourself up first. I promise not to touch you.”
A choked sound followed, and her shoulders hunched under the brokenness of it.
“I know. My promise isn’t worth much. But—”
He fell into her, making her stumble. She whirled, clutching at his body despite her promise only moments before, trying to ease his progress to the porch floor. “Oh God, Luka!” His face was slack. He’d passed out standing up. The way she clutched at him had ridden his shirt up, and the bandage wrapped around his stomach was soaked through.
Fear filled her with an icy coldness. He’d lost a lot of blood. In the morning light, there was a clammy feeling to his pale face.
She ignored her promise to not touch him. All of her strength focused on dragging him inside. Luka usually moved so nimbly, as if nothing could catch him, but this was the second time he’d arrived at the safe house injured. Alina wanted to ask who could hurt someone like him.
Asking would be pointless. Luka rarely spoke. With his sever injuries, he wouldn’t hear her anyway. He might not even wake up.
The supplies were in the bedroom. Her arms shook as she managed to pull him that far, but she wouldn’t be able to wrestle him onto the bed. The attempt might do more harm than good. She left him on the carpet instead, rushing into the bathroom and gathering the supplies in a sweeping grab for everything.
She let it all drop around him as she fell to her knees beside where he lay. His breathing was harsh in the stillness. She shoved up his shirt.
The bandage covered him from hip to hip and up almost to his chest. There was a slightly sour smell along with the coppery one. It really was soaked through. The adhesive around the edges was as soaked as the bandage itself, barely holding it in place. Alina’s hand shook as her nails pulled up the last of it so she could move the bandage aside.
Luka’s stomach had been slit open. Her throat tightened around the urge to gag. She began to panic that the bandage had been all that was holding his guts inside. There was too much blood.
“No!” The word was more of a choked sound as panic gripped her. Her hands went for Luka’s still, thin face. She patted at him desperately, needing him to open his eyes. “Luka, this is too much.” Her head fell to his chest as she tried not to cry. The heartbeat there was so slow and light, as if it would fade away. “I don’t know what to do.”
The door to the bedroom swung open. Alina lifted her head, the last of her hope dying. Someone had come. She was too numb to feel fear.
A blond man with dark blue eyes stood in the doorway. His eyes narrowed on Luka’s wound, and his nostrils flared as something glittered in his gaze. 
Alina’s head lifted from the heartbeat she was still worried would soon stop. She clutched at the fabric bunched around Luka’s chest.
“Enzo, help me get him to the bed,” the blond man said, and another man approached her.
Alina scrambled back from Luka, forcing her instinct to snarl in protest down deep. If they wanted to move him to the bed, that meant they wanted to help. He’d bleed out just as well from the ground.
It hurt to watch the two men grip him. “He doesn’t like to be touched.” Her words were too soft to reach them.
The blond man grunted with effort. Luka was slight, but so was this man. He stared down at Luka when it was done, and there was a flash of pain in his eyes. He lifted a phone, his words clipped as he spoke into it. “How far out is the doctor?”
The man called Enzo crouched among the supplies, lifting the towel she’d snagged and folding it. He pressed it hard against the wound with one hand, motioning her over with the other. “You want to help, come help, doll.”
Alina didn’t trust either man, but she wanted to be at Luka’s side. Even limp and hurting, he’d held out his hand toward her again. She remembered how patient he’d been each time he’d done that.
The wound on his stomach where the towel didn’t cover was difficult to look at, much less touch. “I don’t know what to do,” she admitted. It was pointless to pretend differently. They’d likely heard her say as much to Luka before. They’d been the only ones to hear her.
“Not much to do.” Enzo’s attempt to staunch the blood only soaked through the towel. “Here, hold this down.”
Her hands replaced his. The blond man listened to his phone as he watched her closely. His gaze was so different from Luka’s, which had often brushed past as if it couldn’t land on her.
Enzo moved to the pile of supplies she’d left scattered on the floor, his hand closing over the roll of adhesive. “Here, lift,” he said as he returned.
She removed the towel, the soaked parts trying to cling to the wound. It was pointless to apologize to an unconscious man, but she did it anyway. “Sorry, Luka. I’m sorry.” His face was normally still, but not quite like it looked now. Not slack and empty.
Enzo frowned at her. “You somehow responsible, doll?”
“I—” Alina swallowed as the cold, blue eyes of the other man locked onto her. “No,” she said, pushing the guilt over touching him away. Luka would have left no matter what. She wasn’t the one who had slit him open. “No,” she repeated, stronger.
“Here, hold his wound together.” Enzo pulled the adhesive free as she moved to obey. Her hands were slick with Luka’s blood and tended to slip. She moved along the wound, Enzo following her with the tape. “Best we can do for now is keep his guts inside until the doc comes.” Enzo tossed the rest of the roll to the ground. His gaze lifted toward the wall beyond the bed. “Seems you’d be upset if the boy died.”
Alina stared down at the wound to avoid his gaze. 
She hadn’t thought Luka could look more pale. As time continued to slip away, she realized she was wrong.
“He saved me,” Alina said. It didn’t matter that Luka had only arrived at the home that had been her prison to kill everyone inside. His presence had changed things. “I hate that I can’t do the same.”
“He came here because of you,” the blond man said. He pocketed his phone and moved closer to the bed to stare down at Luka. “We would have never known as quickly otherwise.”
Which meant they were watching the house. The house must have belonged to them, not the pakhan, then. And they weren’t part of the Bratva. That much she recognized.
Luka was more of a mystery than ever.
A knock finally came, though it sounded far away.
“About damn time,” Enzo muttered, leaving to lead the doctor in.
Alina was waved from the room along with the blond man. Enzo stayed behind to offer an extra set of hands. “You two are too close to the kid,” Enzo claimed, shutting the door behind them.
She’d assumed Luka was alone in life the way she was. Despite the blankness on the blond man’s face that reminded her of Luka, they didn’t look at all the same. This man had a darker, almost olive complexion and neatly combed-back white-blond hair more similar to her own. He also wore a suit that was much more like the one the man who’d hurt her wore.
The suit also reminded her of her father, along with the way he carried himself, with a forced stoicism that was offset by the hard set of his clenched jaw as he stared at the bedroom door. She knew better than to voice her questions, despite wanting to know how he knew Luka.
She slid down the wall instead, staring at her stained hands as she tried not to think.
Life was supposed to be short, but there were many moments that felt so very long instead.
Soon the vague murmur of voices beyond the door faded. Alina should have been used to the quiet. This one made a chill seep inside her, numbing her fingers. Words tumbled from her lips.
“This is your safe house, isn’t it?”
His mouth thinned, and he didn’t look away from the door. “Luka asked if you could stay. My answer won’t change should the worst happen.”
Heat chased away the chill until she was suddenly on her feet, pushing at the man’s suave jacket so he would stumble. “You think that’s what I care about?” It was as if the fear inside her had found a way to escape, and she shoved at him again.
Alina had missed the sound of the door opening, but the press of the gun against her temple was too familiar to ever mistake. Her arms fell to her sides.
“You. Don’t touch Giovanni Di Salvo. Ever,” Enzo warned her.
The doctor slid past, looking nervous as he escaped.
It wasn’t nerves that made Alina’s hands curl into fists; it was the memory of all she’d been willing to do once before to ensure the trigger wasn’t pulled. Her hands trembled as she wondered if she would have to face that choice again.
“That’s enough,” the blond man, apparently Giovanni Di Salvo, said.
The gun slipped back out of sight, but Enzo continued to watch her.
“Di Salvo?” A niggling of memory pulled at her, but not enough of one to form properly. Confusion filled her as she studied them. They weren’t Bratva. Enzo especially looked more Italian. 
“Do you seriously not recognize the name?” Enzo asked, his words clipped, but his former hard expression was gone. He was back to smiling at her. It didn’t make her feel any safer, since the man would have no problem shooting her. “Even if you’re not born to the life, this neighborhood depends on the Di Salvos.”
She didn’t bother defending herself. They might as well treat her as if she had been born under a rock. Her life hadn’t been much above that, even before she was hidden away in the woods.
“Leave it,” Giovanni murmured.
But Enzo wasn’t done. “You have a name, doll?”
She turned away.
Enzo’s hand reached out, blocking her path toward Luka’s room. “Hey now, you’re practically under our protection if you keep living here. Is a name so difficult?”
She swallowed, wondering if her hesitation only made it worse. “Alina,” she mumbled.
Cold, blue eyes latched onto her. “Alina Lipin?” Giovanni asked, emotion filling his tone for once. Too bad it was surprised recognition.
Enzo’s hand dropped as he laughed. “Well, how about that? Word was you died with your father.”
Alina wondered if a life spent beaten because of her name was better than the lie. Her nails pressed into her thigh, the pain reminding her that she still clung to life.
“Damn, this might be a mess if anyone finds out she’s here. Gio, maybe—”
“I said leave it,” Giovanni interrupted Enzo. He moved past them to peer back into the bedroom. “What did the doctor say?”
Enzo sighed, but his smile didn’t drop. “Right. All his insides were where they’re supposed to be, and nothing appeared to be nicked. He stitched him up and gave him something to fight off infection. If none sets in, he should pull through fine. Oh, and his arm was dislocated, not broken.” He dipped his head, trying to look in Alina’s face. “You sticking around to play nursemaid?”
She raised her chin. “Yes.”
He nodded. “It’s all about changing his bandages regularly and giving him the antibiotics the doc left. Knowing the kid, he’ll likely try to move around too early and open the wound again. If that happens, think you can stitch him up?”
Alina knew how to sew. The thought of pressing the needle through skin instead of cloth made her own stomach feel like it had been pricked. “I can do what’s needed.” That was what life was about, anyway.
Enzo motioned Giovanni out of the way. “Let me show her where the stuff is.”
It didn’t take long. Giovanni wasn’t looking her way or at Luka when it was over, but staring blankly down the hallway.
“I’ll try to keep an eye out every now and then, like I’ve been doing,” Enzo finished. He patted Luka’s foot, still encased in his shoe. “Don’t stress too much. This one is a survivor.” The two Italians had similar blue eyes, but Enzo’s sparkled while Giovanni’s looked cold. “I guess you two have that in common.” Enzo’s hand moved to pat her shoulder, but it dropped away when she stiffened under the gesture. “Well, then,” he said, moving to the doorway and past Giovanni, who remained there, as if waiting.
“The house,” Giovanni finally said, not looking her way. “Luka can use it as long as he needs. You both can.”
Alina knew she should thank him. She nodded instead, her eyes moving to where Luka slept.
Giovanni didn’t wait for any words of appreciation. As he passed Enzo, the other man laughed again. “You know, she’s actually you’re—”
Giovanni cut him off. “Enough, Enzo.” They both headed toward the front door.
Tearing her gaze away from Luka, Alina followed shortly after. The key Luka had clutched earlier had been placed on a table next to the door. She used it to lock up behind them. 
Luka’s blood still stained it, as it did her hands. Her fingers closed around the key, bringing it with her as she entered the bathroom to wash the blood away.




Chapter 13


Luka still hadn’t woken up as evening fell. His bandage felt hot to the touch when she changed it. She touched his skin as little as possible, though his face never changed. He was like the doll Enzo had called her. 
She wrapped herself in the soft blanket he’d first covered her with as she curled on the long ottoman at the foot of the bed. For a while, she watched the steady rise and fall of his chest, proof that he was alive. Slowly, her eyes slid shut.
His pained moan slipped inside her nightmare, mixing with her own as this time she fought her attacker with Luka’s knife. Her legs were trapped, and she kicked, jerking awake to find the blanket blocking the motion. She tore it off and rose from the ottoman, the fight instinct turning into flight, but there was nowhere to go.
Her heart pounded as she dragged air into her lungs. Harsh breathing filled the room, but it wasn’t all her own.
Her gaze flew to where Luka lay on the bed. His head writhed against the pillow as another soft groan of pain escaped him.
Alina shifted along the bed. Her hand reached for his forehead, then retreated. He was slick with sweat. The way his face glistened was obvious enough without touching him, even in the filter of moonlight.
A quick dash into the bathroom, and she was returning with a cool washcloth to place on his head. She bent over him, carefully lowering it, holding her breath as she tried her best not to touch him.
His head moved out of reach. His movements were fast even as he let free another pained exhale and swung something toward her. Alina dropped the wet cloth to the bed as she jerked back, tripping to land on her ass on the floor. His pillow tumbled down with her and was the only thing at hand that she could grab and hold as a shield when he followed up with a lunge.
The knife she’d been dreaming about ripped into the cloth, and Alina screamed.
Luka froze at the sound, his eyes opening. Puffs of stuffing rained down around them, and more fell when Alina let go of the pillow to huddle in on herself and press her lips together to stop the high-pitched, panicked noise she was making.
Luka fell back on his own ass. He’d released the knife, which was still stuck in the pillow that rested between them on the carpet. His eyes appeared to be unfocused as he squinted at her and clutched at his wound. “Alina?”
She told herself he was awake, that she didn’t need to try so hard to press herself into the wall, but the panic wouldn’t recede. Her head ducked, and she sobbed out the words she hadn’t wanted to repeat. “Don’t hurt me!” They were in the broken tone of someone who had no recourse but to beg. Hot tears tracked down her face. She hid them behind her hands as she tried to make herself smaller. She’d told herself she wouldn’t beg were it to happen again.
Luka started to scramble away, but he hissed in a breath as his legs gave out.
Silence fell between them, broken only by both of their shuddering breaths.
Shame dragged at Alina as she forced herself to peer out at him from beneath her arms.
Luka had lifted his shirt and stared down at where his stomach was covered in white bandages. A streak of blood slowly soaked through. That shouldn’t be. When she’d changed them before, the bleeding had stopped.
Her body uncurled as she managed to draw a full breath. “Oh no. The stitches.”
His eyes moved over her but hurried past, as if unable to lock on. They held the suffering of his fever along with something else. 
Alina forced herself to shift toward him.
He scrambled back again, his body hunching forward from the pain.
“Luka, stop! You’ll make it worse.” She held up her hands to show that she wouldn’t touch him.
But he was jerking at his clothes, and another knife fell to the carpet. Followed by more. Soon there was a small pile of weapons that he was struggling to shift away from. His wrapped shoulder brushed the wall, and there was another pained exhale. His breath panted from him as he curled over his stomach. “All of them,” he forced out. “Won’t hurt you.” His eyes squeezed shut before he slumped forward. She thought she heard her name, followed by the vaguest mumble of “sorry.”
She stared at the knives and forced herself to move past them to reach his side. Her hands hovered, but there was no helping it. “Come on, back to bed.” Her arms moved around his torso, her face pressing into his chest as she tried to lift him.
Luka pushed up with his feet, and he was soon collapsed back onto the bed. For such a slight man, he was heavy, or maybe she was just weak.
She bit her cheek as her fingers grazed his stomach to pull at the adhesive of the bandage. As she removed it, she studied his wound. One side looked different from before, not as tightly sewn. “Damn it,” she muttered.
He watched her blearily as she turned to gather what Enzo had shown her she would need. Stitching flesh was nothing like cloth, and she got it over with quickly. With every move of her fingers, Luka’s breathing became more choppy. He was in pain, but not just from the wound. She was careful to touch him as little as possible as she wiped him clean with the cloth and attached another bandage.
Luka slumped over on the bed once she was finished. His head lay flat, no longer cushioned by a pillow, though there was a spare on the bed. His unfocused gaze stared up at the ceiling as she shook out a couple of pills from the prescription that the doctor had left behind. She hesitated before holding them out. “Can you sit up on your own?”
His head turned, his pale eyes blank as they stared through her. Already his eyelids were drooping, his consciousness seeming to fade.
She moved to him, her hand slipping under his head and forcing it to lift. “Not yet.” Her fingers pushed the pills between his lips. “The biggest fear is infection. Swallow.” He did as she asked, though another soft sound of pain slipped from him when her hand brushed along his neck as she eased him back down. 
His body went limp, but his eyes remained open.
Alina reached over him for the wet cloth she had dropped earlier. He flinched into the mattress before stilling again.
She was extra slow in lowering it to his head, paying close attention so her fingers wouldn’t touch his skin.
The coolness of the cloth finally bade his eyes to shut.
She moved back against the wall, her shoes crushing the stuffing along the carpet. Her hands trembled as they dropped to her sides.
His breathing evened out as much as it could for the time being.
Alina didn’t move. She continued to watch him and focus on her own slow inhales and long exhales.
It wasn’t leftover fear from his attack that made her unable to settle. Or not just that, because of course that had scared her. Luka hadn’t been attacking her, not specifically, but in his fever-ridden state, it could happen again. That was why he’d divested himself of his weapons. She understood that.
What panicked her more than the attack was the reason behind it. Luka was so very ill. Beyond anything she had seen. Alina was worried that she wouldn’t be able to care for him properly; she’d never cared for anyone.
Even in the beginning, the woman who had been tasked with raising her had left her alone. She’d been young, barely able to keep herself fed with applesauce pouches and other snacks. The first time she’d cried and begged the woman to stay, she’d been beaten. That hadn’t prevented her from asking again, but she soon realized she’d get the same reaction each time, and it hadn’t seemed quite as difficult to be alone.
Alina had been healthy most of the time despite her diet. Often she raced around the woods. The outdoors gave her new things to draw. Hearing the animals and insects around her had made her feel less alone.
Of course, the woman would beat her if she appeared and Alina wasn’t at home. Since she also beat her if she was home, Alina did what made the time pass the easiest.
She was only sick in a bedridden way once. She hadn’t been able to keep any food down that time and was too weak to clean up. The smell had made her vomit more. She’d heard the woman come during that time, heard the disgust followed by the words that had made her last hope for comfort shrivel up. The woman wanted her to die.
Alina recovered out of sheer stubbornness. The worst passed, though the weakness lingered for longer than she expected. She forced herself to get out of bed for longer spurts until she could build up her stamina. The woman had never cleaned the mess when she’d stopped by, so that was Alina’s first task for herself. Eventually she built up to moving around outside again. She never knew what illness she’d gotten, just that for quite a while her energy didn’t return.
That was when painting and drawing became her favorite activities. She’d already enjoyed it, but the outdoors often called. After the illness, she preferred staying in and focusing on her art.
All because she hadn’t known how to properly care for herself when she was sick. As Luka’s breathing became labored again throughout the night, she worried it would stop altogether.
There wasn’t much Alina could do. Wet cloths on his head had to be replaced often during his fever. His bandage over his stomach was hot to the touch, but it wasn’t soaked through with blood, so she left it alone. 
When his fever hadn’t broken by morning, she did what helped her most when worry consumed her back in the cabin. She talked to herself.
Technically, she talked to Luka, but since his eyes never opened and his breathing didn’t change, she knew he didn’t hear her. The sound of her own voice had soothed her often over the years.
It was different imagining someone else was listening. It was as if she was sharing her life with someone, something she’d never done. She told him all about the time she’d been sick as a child. That led to talking about the woman, but memories of how she was treated made her anxiety worse. In the times he rested almost comfortably, she went to the wall to draw, and she talked through the techniques she used.
Art books had been the one gift that the woman had truly given her. Alina was sure that she mispronounced most of the words she’d learned from them, but she didn’t care.
She’d always enjoyed drawing faces the most. When she was younger, it had been a way to remind herself that there had once been people in her life. She’d never drawn the woman’s face, but she’d drawn her mother’s and her father’s and some of the Bratva soldiers she remembered. She’d had a sister once, but she had been much older, and Alina had only seen her once or twice. While trying to recall what she looked like, she’d drawn herself. That had become her favorite subject at the time.
Another face had taken over as her favorite now, though. She drew him as he rested fitfully. While she did, she admitted aloud how she couldn’t seem to draw him properly. He often turned out softer than he should be.
Unlike the likeness of Giovanni she’d drawn. Somehow the Di Salvo boss looked even colder in pencil. Enzo was the opposite, smiling when she created him, so easy to draw that she felt one likeness was enough. She was running out of wall.
Alina washed her hands before deciding it was time to change Luka’s bandage. The doctor had said twice a day. Nerves skittered along her arms as she worked on the adhesive, watching Luka’s face. It was impossible not to touch him at all while changing the bandage.
His eyes opened suddenly, giving her a moment of warning before his shoulders lifted from the bed in his instinct to bolt.
Alina clamped her hands on his shoulders, trying to push him down. “Please, Luka,” she called. The sound of her voice seemed to slip inside him, making him stiffen but stop struggling against her. He followed her urging to lie back, and she quickly released his shoulders.
Since he was awake, she left the adhesive to fetch his pills. The antibiotic was most important. This time he accepted the glass of water, lifting his head from the bed enough to swallow. He drained the glass, which didn’t surprise her, given how much fluid he’d been losing from the fever that still hadn’t broken.
The latest cloth was nearly dry where it had landed on his chest. She returned to the bathroom with it and the glass, then brought both back full of water. When Luka collapsed to the mattress after draining the glass again, her hands hovered over his stomach.
“Fresh bandages are necessary to avoid infection,” she explained, letting her hands resume their work. Her nails picked at the last edges of adhesive, and his stomach tightened with tension.
Luka’s gaze had shifted past her to the covered wall. It seemed to be focused on the new drawing of Giovanni.
“Do you remember him being here?” she asked as she lifted the old bandage away, but she knew better than to wait for a response. She told Luka all about when Giovanni and Enzo had been there as she replaced his bandage. Soon the adhesive was back in place, and she could stop touching him. She pulled the covers up over him and noticed that his eyes had closed and his breathing sounded less labored than before.
As he rested peacefully, she attempted to draw him yet again, hoping the worst was over.
Her hopes were dashed as his fever rose to new heights after darkness fell. It seemed like the wet cloth was sucked dry as soon as she laid it over his forehead. Not sure what the best recourse was, she tugged him upright enough to take both the antibiotic and pain relievers. It was the last of the latter, though. She dragged the nightstand with the bowl of water closer. While one cloth lay against Luka’s forehead, she began soaking another to bathe him with in the hope it would help.
“I might need to run to the store.” She was tempted to go outside and shout into the night to see if the Di Salvos were keeping tabs on things, but she’d been the one to say she would take care of him.
Her arm became leaden as she rubbed the damp cloth over his own. Exhaustion pulled at her, but she was too scared to try to sleep. She was terrified that his choppy breath would be gone when she woke. More hours passed, and still his fever didn’t break.
“I’m afraid you’re going to die. You’d probably say I was foolish if you were awake.” Alina let out her breath, shaking her head as she moved the cloth back to the bowl. “I am foolish. I thought I knew what fear was. All the times that woman beat me, I thought that was the worst that could happen. Then those men came.” Her breath hitched as she wrung out the rag. “Those men. They knocked me around a little but really began beating on the woman. They thought it would hurt me. The way she begged and cried, just like I used to, as they hit her and hit her…” She brought the rag back to Luka’s neck, careful to only let the cloth rest against him. She hadn’t wrung it dry enough, and water trickled to the side. “I probably should have been even more scared. I wasn’t, though. I watched them beat the life out of her, and I wondered if that was what happiness felt like.” Her lips pressed together as she chased the drops with the cloth, then skipped over to his arms. The doctor had only left his undershirt on. In the darkness, she could imagine each tattoo that covered his skin. She’d drawn most of them in small, empty parts of the wall she’d found.
Her throat felt raw, and not just from the emotion that tried to choke her. She’d been talking for most of the day, talking to a man who might never heal. Maybe that was why it felt so easy. Tears filled her eyes.
“I deserved what that man did to me,” Alina said. Having the words out in the open made her feel almost weightless and like she’d swallowed lead at the same time.
“No,” the word came out choked and drew her shocked gaze to Luka. His eyes had opened. Her own had adjusted to the dark, and she could see the confused glaze in his lighter ones, which seemed to almost gleam despite the lack of light.
“Hush now,” she murmured, forcing her hand to keep moving. “Rest. You’re very sick.”
“No,” he repeated, but it wasn’t in response to her urging. His hand clamped on hers, where it held the cloth, and he struggled to bring his face closer. “Didn’t deserve,” he mumbled, though he fell back all too quickly.
“I said stop that.” Her words were thick as she felt how very warm he was through his fingers wrapped around her wrist. “Don’t you dare waste your energy on me. Fight the fever instead.”
His eyes slid shut, and his hand dropped away.
She moved the cloth to the bowl even though it didn’t really need it.
“Sorry. I should talk about something else. I’ve been talking about drawing techniques, but have I told you much about painting?” She returned the freshly soaked cloth to his arm, noting how his tension seemed to ease with the coolness. “Painting is my true love. I wish I could afford canvases and tubes of acrylic, but I’m too scared to spend the money. Acrylic paint is my favorite, especially mixing it into all sorts of new colors, but I first started with watercolor. I think it was cheaper, but I still had to beg the woman for any type of supplies before I got them. With watercolor…” Alina continued on well into the night. 
Shortly after dawn, his fever finally broke, but she couldn’t seem to stop talking. Or stop making the steady strokes of the cloth, not her hand, though she imagined it was her touch soothing him. 




Chapter 14


The nightmares had tried to take Luka again, new ones meant to punish him for thinking he’d ever overcome his monster, but a steady voice weaved through his thoughts, keeping him from settling deeper into the blood and pain. Not that the words he recognized talked about happy things. 
Luka wasn’t certain when he became aware that it was Alina’s voice. At first he’d thought it was his mother, reading through Ephesians aloud again. That had been her favorite, God’s promise to his enslaved people. But the voice was younger than his mother’s. His mind tried to conjure Willow, but her tone had never been soothing, only shrill and demanding.
Alina’s voice held no demands. It didn’t ask for a response at all. When he squinted through his blurry sight to find her drawing again, it was more like she was walking herself through the steps. She wasn’t drawing him, so the strange tingling didn’t return. Her pencil captured Giovanni well, and Luka’s eyes closed despite the panic that wanted to take over, the one that told him he’d done a bad thing.
He dreamed about lunging at her with a knife and woke in a cold sweat. Only it wasn’t the sweat that was cold. It was the washcloth on his forehead and the one she was running over his arms with her hand, taking care not to touch his skin. The sensation was wet and soothing except for the fact that the terrycloth seemed to raise nerve endings he wished would stay dormant. The uncomfortable tingles were back. They weren’t pleasant, not exactly; they were too close to how it felt to be touched, though it wasn’t spikes of pain running through him, as had happened when she touched him to change his bandage.
His focus latched onto the cloth. Soon he was almost trembling, which was pathetic. He switched his attention to her murmuring voice instead, but it made the trembling even worse.
Someone cared that he might die.
He’d never heard that sort of message before. His father had begged for the monster not to kill the women, but never for his son’s life. His mother had reassured him God would understand, not that he would live. And his sister Willow had wished for death for both of them for as long as he could remember. Luka had been the one too stubborn to let her go until she’d taken the decision from his hands.
His life had held only one purpose: to kill the man who had made him a monster.
Giovanni had understood. They were alike in how they viewed the world and in the things they never said.
Tears filled Luka’s eyes as he tried to hear the words again, but Alina had shifted subjects. She was talking about someone who had hurt her. The decision to kill them was automatic but unnecessary, he learned. And while he understood the elation she had felt to watch them die, he was confused by the guilt that crept into her voice.
“I deserved what that man did to me,” Alina choked out through an almost closed throat.
She spoke of another person Luka couldn’t kill for her—he already had. It had been the wound he inflicted that had sealed Mikhail Balakin’s fate, even though Alina had stabbed him over and over again in her rage.
It was a rage that no longer consumed her, and since Luka couldn’t kill someone a second time, he tried the only thing left to him. He pushed out his voice.
“No.” The word sounded loud in his ears and as choked as hers had been. He found that he was crying, tears dripping through the sweat on his face.
Alina tried to quiet him, obviously worried for his sake. Because she didn’t want him to die.
His second attempt to say it came out even louder; he could hear it over the thundering in his heart. “No.” His hand felt weak, and though pain arced through his fingers, he tightened them around her wrist. “Didn’t deserve,” he told her, disgusted with his body. Even with the familiar pain, he was as weak as a child.
He waited for her to acknowledge his words, but she just shook her head and forced his hand away, worried about him. The tingles of the stroking washcloth multiplied. They stayed with him as he rested like she asked, vaguely compelling and preventing him from slipping all the way into sleep.
Still, he rested because she wanted him to. The almost intolerable heat slipped away but not those steady strokes. He wanted to tell her to stop, that the tingles had become too uncomfortable, but he also never wanted them to go away. They were proof that even though the monster had gutted him, he lived.
When he was able to steady his breathing into feigned sleep, Alina’s ministrations stopped. The bed dipped at his side before she rose with the bowl, emptying it in the attached bath. Instead of returning to the bed to rest, she approached the wall again. There was little space left that she could reach. She sank into a seated position as she sharpened the broken pencil nub to a point. Then she lifted the heel of her hand so that it brushed against the wall as she drew.
A part of him hoped she would draw Giovanni, but the tingles that filled him told him that was a false hope. She was drawing him, drawing Luka, again. This time his eyes looked right, blank in his face. Her pencil sketched in the knife, and he realized she was drawing him as he had looked when he’d attacked her.
Shame flowed through him. The blank stare was more than accurate. The monster in him had lashed out in reaction to the pain Ivankov had inflicted, the pain that had been the only thing his mind could make sense of. “Sorry,” he forced out. Despite his reasons, he’d attacked a woman. He remembered the way his knife had entered the dead woman, and panic filled him. Even with his rules, he was no better than the one who had created him, not really. And it hadn’t been just any woman he’d attacked. It had been Alina. “I’m sorry,” he repeated, even though he knew his words weren’t enough.
Alina didn’t tell him it was okay, or that she forgave him. She let the pencil nub drop to the desk among the few that were left and then crossed to the bathroom. The sink turned on, and he listened to the sound of the water. Then she moved to the bed, gesturing toward his stomach. 
“It’s time to change the bandage.” Her hands shook as she carefully pulled up the hem of his shirt to expose his wound. She had to touch his skin to ease the adhesive off. She knew it would bring pain, and she dreaded it. Alina wasn’t as similar to him as he’d first thought, not if she lacked that desire to cause harm.
And her touch did hurt. Luka’s hands fisted at his sides as her knuckles moved against him, her fingers working the strips holding down the bandage free. The stabbing arcs of pain from her touch mixed with a return of the tingling, equally uncomfortable but in a totally different way.
“It’s not as warm. That seems good.” Alina’s smile wasn’t the true one he’d seen, but the brittle and cracked one filled with nerves. “And no bleeding. My new stitches held.” She covered the wound with a new bandage. Her fingers brushed against him, the touch almost nonexistent but sending more of the mixture of pain and tingles through his entire body. It was made worse when her fingers smoothed over the new adhesive. Heat rushed to his groin as he looked away from her face, which was filled with concentration as she touched him again and again with each new strip of tape.
It was a pain he’d only experienced twice before, and his body struggled to absorb it as the urge to flee rose. Then she was finished and tugging his shirt down and the blanket up. He expected her to be disgusted by his sudden erection.
She didn’t glance at it once. She rose to gather the pills she’d given him before.
Luka still had the urge to run, but that would tear open the stitches she’d mentioned and ruin her good intentions.
“We’re out of pain relievers, but that should be fine now that your fever has broken,” she murmured, more to herself than to him. The sound of her voice had become like a caress, and more heat gathered. The blankets were thick, but still his erection tented them a little. 
When she returned, her hands slipped behind his neck, and the pain and tingling mixed to a crescendo that had him groaning in shame as his body reacted. 
“Sorry, almost there,” her voice said as she held the glass to his lips to help him swallow the pills. But with the words her fingers seemed to stroke a subtle sympathy that made him want to tell her to stop, but that also sent a shot of desire through him that could tear him apart. His sudden need for her was like a new form of torture, and his body embraced it greedily, making him shudder as the urge to escape renewed.
The memory of the first time he’d had an erection, when Giovanni had been using his own on his wife, caused some of his panic to subside. Giovanni hadn’t been hurting anyone. Luka wouldn’t either. He controlled his pain, and this was just a new version of it. It was an ache unlike anything else, and somehow more potent, but he could control it.
She pulled away and set the glass on the nightstand again. When she went to rise, her body swayed, and she sank onto the edge of the bed, squeezing her eyes shut.
His sudden concern gave him something else to focus on. He realized that each time he’d become aware, she’d also been awake, either caring for him or focused on her art or talking. She hadn’t slept for more than two days.
“Sorry,” she mumbled, her arm tensing as if she planned to push up again.
Luka’s fingers snaked around her wrist. Her wrist was so small, delicate feeling, but he knew that was misleading. She’d stabbed again and again with that hand. She’d also kept up those cooling strokes for hours.
The pain of touching someone was present, but concern for her overcame the heat from before.
“Rest,” he told her, tugging gently as he shifted his body until his arm had to stretch out to keep touching her.
She frowned down at his hand on her. “Doesn’t it hurt?” she mumbled, her eyelids already at half-mast.
“Rest,” he repeated, ignoring the question. Of course it hurt. He couldn’t imagine a time when touching someone or being touched wouldn’t hurt. The muddy mixture that touching Alina had become was confusing enough that he was content to ignore it. “I’ll live,” he said, though it wasn’t in response to her question. It was an assurance that she’d done enough, more than enough, to keep him alive.
“I know,” she murmured, but it was as if her body hadn’t known. His assurance drained the last of her tension. Her body melted into the bed, and she curled up on her side on top of the covers, taking up as little space as possible. “Fever… broke…” The words were a fading mumble as sleep claimed her with his fingers continuing to encircle her wrist.
Luka was unwilling to pull away despite the pain. Or maybe because of it. The tension in his body slowly switched to something more familiar. Each of her peaceful, even breaths drained more of his body’s unwholesome interest. The way she’d acknowledged that he’d live, with a contentment that underscored how much she wanted that to be so, made him happy, but it wasn’t just that. 
She drifted off to sleep with him right there. That meant she trusted him despite his sudden violence while she’d cared for him. He didn’t understand her trust but was glad for it all the same.
He lay awake, watching her face and wishing there was a way he could thank her beyond meaningless words he would struggle to force free. His mind flipped through snippets of things she’d said to him while he’d been in and out of consciousness. She’d shared so many parts of herself. Even Willow hadn’t shared as much, mostly keeping her own silence, as if she assumed because he didn’t talk, he would prefer she didn’t.
Soon his body was calm and relaxed. He slipped into a restful sleep beside Alina, keeping his loose hold on her wrist.




Chapter 15


Alina didn’t sleep for long despite how exhausted she was. She jerked awake beside Luka, feeling his slackened fingers slip from around her wrist as she slipped off the bed. 
Luka was a light sleeper. His hand patted as if to find her presence as his eyes slitted open, squinting against the sunlight that filtered through the window behind her. “Rest,” he said in that temptingly low tone that had seemed to melt her body before.
“You need to eat,” Alina said as she backed toward the doorway. She had the urge to lie beside him again, which was the worst kind of self-sabotage. Leaving the room felt a bit like escaping.
Memories of a dirty mattress on the floor and her own voice begging when she really hadn’t wanted to be touched made her arms wrap tightly around herself as she moved into the kitchen. She hadn’t purchased much, opting to save her money instead, but ramen had been familiar and cheap. The woman who had taken care of her had brought pallets of it to the cabin because it never seemed to go bad.
She dropped her self-protective huddle to use her hands. It was fine. Luka struggled to even touch her wrist. He might stab her with a knife, but she highly doubted he’d threaten to stab her with a body part. The reminder should have let her spine loosen, but the tension grew worse as memory swooped around her.
She’d seen a penis close up, had gagged on it as she’d tried to fake pleasure in the act. The reminder had her turning toward the sink to dry-heave. She felt lightheaded as she rinsed out her mouth anyway.
The microwave beeped to remind her the food was ready.
Alina hadn’t eaten yet either. The thought of eating made her stomach twist as acid roiled inside her.
She took out a spoon to stir the ramen, blowing on it as she did. Luka might be able to feed himself if he wasn’t too weak. Watching him in the throes of a fever hadn’t been pleasant, but he had been dazed and helpless and that had given her a false sense of security. Well, he hadn’t been helpless exactly; he had come close to stabbing her even in that state. But he hadn’t, and she had a pile of weapons on the top of the dresser to prove he didn’t intend to. Now that he was recovering, he would be more aware and capable of controlling his instincts.
She blew on the still-steaming ramen as worry drifted through her. Luka may have been kind, but sharing a one-bedroom house with him seemed like an intimacy she shouldn’t encourage. Even so, the thought of him leaving made her muscles tense as well.
She didn’t know her own mind, but it wasn’t like she needed to make a decision immediately. His fever had just broken.
It wasn’t Luka’s fault her skin tingled where he’d held her wrist while she slept. 
“Alina?”
She jumped at his presence in the kitchen; panic filled her as her eyes dropped to his stomach. “What are you doing? You shouldn’t be sitting up yet, much less—” Sneaking up on me, she finished in her head as she jerked out one of the dining room chairs. “Here. Sit.”
When his brows drew together, puzzled, she pointed at the chair and added a glare. “If you don’t, I’ll never forgive you.” It was a childish thing to say, and her head dropped as she cringed inside. 
He sat so quickly that she was reminded of his speed despite his injury. His confusion petered off to become the blank stare she was more familiar with.
She grabbed the still-hot ramen and crossed back to him, setting it in front of him. “At least sip the broth, even if you don’t feel hungry.” Him sitting at the table was better than him slurping noodles while lying in bed. Not that she could imagine him slurping.
He tilted the plastic cup to sip from the side before quickly pulling it away and staring down at the liquid that had most likely burned his tongue. His eyes narrowed as if in accusation, but that accusation was focused on the broth.
“Well, it’s still hot,” Alina told him. She was careful not to touch him as she reached for the unused spoon, lifting a spoonful to blow on. Being the focus of those light, intense eyes caused a skittering feeling to rush over her arms. Once she’d cooled the broth enough, she held it out toward him.
Luka took it into his mouth, letting her feed him that spoonful. She stared as his tongue caught a stray drip, and then she dropped the spoon. Hot liquid dotted his hand and the table, but Luka didn’t flinch.
“Shoot, sorry.” Alina hustled to the counter to grab some napkins, too many for such a tiny spill, but they cushioned any chance of touching him as she patted him dry first, then the table. “Well, you get the idea. Blow on it first, and it’ll be all right.”
The tattooed rosary caught her eye as his hand lifted the spoon. The way his lips pursed to blow was distracting, and she forced herself to focus on the ink instead. “Why a rosary?” The blurted question caused her shoulders to hunch. “I mean, you’re not religious, are you? With what you do. Not that I’m judging. I’m glad you killed that house full of men.” They had all known what was happening to her. Mainly one man had hurt her, but there was a time when that hadn’t been enough for him, and others had joined in. The cross along Luka’s hand blurred before her eyes. “I’m glad,” she repeated.
Luka’s other hand closed over the rosary before returning to his lap. “My mother,” he said, so softly that she questioned whether he’d said anything at all.
“Oh.” Alina felt stupid, like that one syllable wasn’t enough. “So do all your tattoos have meaning, then? No, that’s probably not the case. There are so many.” She forced her eyes to focus as she took in the skull and the snake, buried within foliage that covered the other spaces along his arm. It was as if he wore sleeves of ink. “But doesn’t having someone tattoo you hurt? Of course it hurts. They’re made with a needle, right? I just meant, with how touch is painful for you, isn’t it excruciating to have…” Her voice drifted away as she realized she’d been rambling. There were so many images all over his skin. His arms, of course, but she’d noticed other tattoos along his torso while she’d changed the bandages. They drifted up to his neck, making the bob of his Adam’s apple even more fascinating. They even covered his shaved head and curled toward his face.
His back hadn’t contained any, though. Not unless she counted the crisscrossing scars in different stages of healing. Maybe it had never been healed enough to be inked.
“Supposed to hurt,” he said, spooning up noodles with his broth this time.
“Oh.” The dumb sound was back. “So because being tattooed is supposed to hurt, that makes the pain of being touched almost okay? Is that why you have so many?”
Luka ate another spoonful of ramen, waiting until he swallowed to nod.
“Do you have a favorite design?” Her eyes traced the wings under his neck as she watched him swallow another bite. The wings weren’t attached to anything, so she wasn’t certain, but she thought they might be angel wings. 
His free hand moved to trace the cross within the strand of beads.
She followed the motion with her eyes. The rosary was her favorite as well. There was something about the way it looped over his skin, as if it were part of his body’s design. “You must have loved your mother a lot.”
His eyes flew to hers, and he stared, unblinking.
Alina’s hand went to the wrist he’d held while they slept, encircling it and rubbing it as her gaze dropped. “I don’t remember my mother much. The memories of her were the hardest. The way she held me and sang to me seemed more like I had imagined the memories. Like what a mother would be.” Caring, she thought, but the word wouldn’t escape.
Luka’s hand pushed the ramen cup toward her.
She blinked at it, losing the flash of memory. “Oh, do you want more? I can—” Only the ramen cup wasn’t empty.
“Alina.” The way Luka said her name was like the first breath of fresh air she used to take when she left the cabin and entered the woods, anticipated and carrying something that she’d almost forgotten. “Eat,” he finished, pushing the ramen closer.
“No, that’s for you. You need to eat as much as you can to regain your strength. I’m sorry, ramen is all I have to offer. I haven’t been…” Her stomach rumbled in an embarrassingly loud way. All the acid from before had faded with her rambling. “Hungry,” she finished lamely. The lie sat between them, and she turned away from the table to make herself some ramen.
He watched her movements as she popped it in the microwave. Moving to the entryway between the kitchen and the dining room, she nodded at his own cup. “You eat that. When you look so weak, it’s kind of…” His eyes had focused on her again, so intent in how they stared. Hadn’t he been unable to look at her before? “Scary,” she finished in a soft voice, but what she told him made no sense. She preferred him quick and strong? It was like she had some sort of savior complex, like she wanted him to be able to protect her.
It was a pointless wish. No one would ever truly protect her. Her father hadn’t. Her mother hadn’t. The woman who was supposed to care for her after they were gone actively abused her, and the man that she could still picture stabbing over and over again was an even worse example.
Luka hadn’t been there to rescue her but to destroy the house and everything in it. Maybe including her. Only he hadn’t.
The microwave beeped, interrupting her thoughts. She preferred babbling over thinking. Sure, she said too much, but she didn’t have to think about all the words she said. 
Alina sank into the seat next to him, the cup of liquid lava tapping on the table when she set it down. She began the process of stirring and blowing.
Luka had taken his own cup back and spooned up more of the curly noodles that had now cooled. Soon he was lifting the cup instead and tilting it back. He used the napkins that she had brought before to wipe his lips clean, then sat with his hands folded in front of him and watched her as if mesmerized by her repeated stirs and blows.
“You should lie down. It’s too soon to be up this long. I’ll need to check the sutures to make sure they’re okay, but you should really rest.” Her eyes darted up to his, but he didn’t react. Just as he barely reacted to anything she said. Luka was a man who didn’t spew his emotions. After only interacting with a woman who had, especially anger and frustration, his calm presence was soothing.
“Why did you save me?” she asked. The words were out. They’d been hovering as if needing to be said for so long.
Luka’s gaze lifted from the ramen cup to meet hers.
“I mean, I didn’t want to die. I’m grateful. It hadn’t been long, but I was so weak that when he told me to stay…” She swallowed, veering away from the pain of her obedience. “I wouldn’t have left without your hand. I would have burned, and everything would be over, and I guess I just don’t understand why you bothered.” Her eyes darted around the safe house. “You handed me that knife, watched me at my worst, and brought me here. There’s no way you thought I would stay this long, that I would try to help you heal. And you watched me enough before to bring me pencils. I mean, they were broken and are down to nubs now, but instead of making things worse, you did that.” Her throat felt thick, as if she had to push the next words out; they sounded like a lost child, even to her. “I don’t understand why you did those things for me.”
His brows drew together as those light, peridot eyes continued to stare.
Silence filled the space between them. It wasn’t that he was searching for words. His lips didn’t part as if he would speak, and his brow didn’t smooth this time.
A small, broken laugh cleared the blockage in her throat. It was soft and very brief, a hiccup of sound that made his brow crease more, though his gaze darted away.
“I guess some things don’t have an answer,” she said, lifting a spoonful of broth to her lips. It was still too hot, but her stomach didn’t rebel. The opposite. She was suddenly ravenous.
“I’ve eaten ramen a lot over the years. The woman caring for me brought over a ton of it, and…” Her words filled the little house again, talking about nothing and everything that had been her life, as sheltered and boring as it had been, in between bites.
She finished the ramen and urged him to return to the bedroom while she cleaned up. Trying to lead him back herself would be too much touching.
With her stomach full, and darkening twilight taking place outside the window, her exhaustion pulled at her. A couple of hours hadn’t been nearly enough sleep. She was careful, like always, as she checked his wound. The bandage wasn’t bloody. He hadn’t done more damage to it by standing. She was relieved, since trying to sew skin together had drained her.
She found the soft blanket that now brought her a feeling of security and began to curl up on the long ottoman at the foot of the bed.
Luka struggled to push up on his hands, shaking his head at her.
“No, lie flat,” she urged him, dropping the blanket as she stumbled off the ottoman and moved closer, her hands hovering over his wound.
Luka patted the bed beside him, back to not looking at her.
Alina bit her lip against the temptation. The mattress had been much softer than the ottoman when she’d curled up next to him before. She’d already known that from when she’d slept there. “I’m fine on the ottoman,” she told him, bending to pick up the blanket. The maneuver made her feel almost dizzy. She was tired, and seeing him almost acting well made the last of the worry and its related adrenaline seep away.
As she straightened, his fingers closed over her wrist, not in a clamp, but in a soft, barely-there caress.
“Rest, Alina,” he said, and it was as if him saying her name drained more energy from her. Or maybe it was the way his face had turned toward her. His hand trembled against her, whatever type of pain he felt from touch affecting him even while he held her so loosely.
The melting was back, drawing her down onto the empty side of the bed so that his arm didn’t have to extend so far. She lay on her side, facing him, but he had turned his head and stared up at the ceiling, his jaw clenched.
Her slitted eyes took in the spot where his grip remained on her arm. “I’ll sleep,” she promised, the words coming out slurred as tiredness dragged at her. “You don’t have to touch me.”
His Adam’s apple did that bob that made her skin tingle. “I know,” was all he said, but his fingers didn’t fall away.
It was as if he wanted to touch her even though it brought him pain. She wanted to question him, but her eyes had shut, and her limbs became limp and heavy. She didn’t have the energy to cover herself with the blanket. Her fingers loosened around it, even though his didn’t loosen at all.
She shouldn’t have felt comforted by that, but the question of why she did floated away, just as she seemed to on the soft, soft bed.




Chapter 16


Alina slept through the night, something she’d been unable to do ever since her private cabin in the woods had burned down. She woke, feeling the grogginess of too much rest. The slide of the blanket that she could have sworn she hadn’t managed to pull over herself was soft against her skin.  
Her opposite hand closed around the wrist Luka had been holding. Her eyes focused on the empty space beside her, and she rose upright, sure her eyes were tricking her.
Luka wasn’t huddled on the ottoman instead. He wasn’t in the room at all.
The bathroom door stood open and dark. No water was running, not that his bandages should get wet.
She pushed herself from the bed, tripping over the cloth sneakers on the floor that she never took off in case she had to run. She’d been wearing them to bed, and she was certain she’d curled up with them on her feet the night before.
Leaving them in her rush, she searched the rest of the house. He must have gotten sick of being still, though that didn’t seem right. Luka seemed patient, the total opposite of stir-crazy.
He’d also nearly spilled his guts through that cut across his stomach only days before. He should be resting. Her hands clenched as she found the key gone and the front door locked behind him. She should have been used to it. She was always left alone. An unfamiliar flutter of heat rushed through her body. She took a breath, but it didn’t help.
Alina moved back into the kitchen, but there was nothing to do there. She cleaned up after every meal, leaving nothing out of place. The limited food she had purchased was neatly stored. One glass stood next to the sink, the one she’d been using for Luka. She could rinse it, but her hand shook with the urge to stalk over, pick it up, and smash it against the ground.
She’d never acted like that, broken something just to break it. The heat was making her mind all hollow. She spun, heading back to the bedroom.
The knives on top of the dresser were gone.
He’d only removed them as a sign to her. She should have been relieved he took them. That meant he was fully lucid and intent on protecting himself, maybe even back to killing again. He’d been pale while he’d eaten the ramen the night before, though, and she wished he had rested in bed for at least another day.
Alina had taught herself not to wish for things over the years. Wishing led to disappointment, which would become heavy in her chest, weighing down her movements and her motivation to do anything but wallow in her loneliness.
The heat inside her didn’t feel like that. She needed to move, to do something. 
Her eyes slanted toward the nubs that had been pencils, but for once drawing didn’t appeal to her. She stalked into the bathroom instead, her hands uncurling as she reached for the medical supplies. Reorganizing them would work well enough. Besides, she’d probably need them if Luka returned.
She set down the metal container filled with bandages with a bit too much force. Her hand stilled as the bathroom echoed with the noise. She stared at that hand, shaking with the urge to throw the metal object instead. Her imagination showed her shards of glass falling from the mirror. That would be bad. The woman would have been angry. 
Which wasn’t fair. The woman had been the one to throw things.
Alina lifted her head to stare at herself in the mirror. She released the supplies she still gripped so tightly, her hand moving to her stomach instead. The heat hadn’t faded from it, but it didn’t feel as consuming as before. Her heart raced in her chest, made worse by the sudden sound of the front door closing.
Luka never made a sound. She knew his presence more by the way the air pressure changed.
Which meant someone else had come for her. And she wasn’t wearing her shoes. She banged her shoulder into the doorjamb of the bathroom in her haste to reach them, the sudden, dull throb doing nothing to quiet the panic inside.
But the panic evaporated with dizzying speed as she saw Luka. His hands were weighed down by plastic bags—bags and bags of she had no idea what. His eyes held their normal calm blankness, and his face looked pale and gaunt, but there was also something there she’d never seen before. His lips tilted up ever so slightly, as if he was smiling. He lifted the bags out toward her. “For you,” he said in that quiet voice of his.
Alina’s chest tightened, as if the last breath she’d taken wouldn’t leave her lungs. She stared at him without moving, and the vague hint of a smile dropped from his face.
Luka started to bend, but his body stilled as if he was in pain. He crouched instead, disentangling his hands from the plastic straps. In the nearest one, a familiar tube rolled free, but she couldn’t make sense of it, not with the unfamiliar whirl inside her stomach distracting her.
He backed away from the bags, using his quick movements again, but he almost tripped over a bag, which wasn’t like him. His hand hovered over his stomach, where the black material looked darker and wet.
The heat rocketed through her again. “Goddammit, Luka!” she shouted.
His eyes flew wide at the sound.
Alina stomped forward, the heat growing worse when he flinched away from her as her hand flew out. He should trust her not to touch him by now. She pursued him, lifting the hem of his shirt. The material tried to cling to his stomach, already telling her what she needed to know before the blood-soaked bandage below was visible.
“You should be resting!” She couldn’t seem to control her tone. “How many times do I have to patch you up?”
His own hands fluttered at his sides. “Sorry,” he mumbled. His eyes were no longer skittering away from her, but locked onto her face.
The way he stared let her take a breath, but she was still bathed in heat. “I can’t believe you. What in the world did you think you were doing? I’m so mad at you right now!” The truth of it burst through her. Her mouth fell open as she blinked at him. “Oh,” she breathed, staring into his stricken face. “So that’s what this is. I’m angry.” That had never been acceptable before. Not in front of her father, so long ago, and definitely not in front of the woman.
Alina had only let herself release the emotion once before. It was what drove the knife Luka had given her to plunge down, again and again, long after the man who had hurt her was dead. She released Luka’s shirt hem as the heat fled. 
He held himself so still, his face emotionless again and carved out of stone, as if that brief sense of regret had never been.
She waved toward the bed. “Just sit down while I get the medical supplies. You probably pulled your stitches again.” Dread filled her as she moved into the bathroom to grab the newly organized items she would need. When she came back out, he hadn’t moved. “I told you to sit!” she shouted.
That only made him stiffen further.
Alina crossed to the ottoman beside him, letting her armful of things scatter over the top. “You’d better come here. You don’t want me to touch you to make you, do you?”
His eyes met hers again before darting away. The tension remained in his body, but he perched on the bed, his eyes dilating.
“Not like that. You need to at least lean back.”
A slight shudder seemed to run through his body.
Her tone softened. “I’m not going to hurt you or anything. At least, not on purpose.” 
He slowly leaned back on his arms, leaving his feet on the floor.
She allowed her own grimace to surface as she lifted his shirt again. “Putting a needle through skin is the worst, but maybe you don’t remember the last time. When you lunged off the bed and tore your stitches, you were pretty out of it.” She continued to talk to him as she worked to remove the bandage. “You scared me enough to grab that pillow, thank God. I had to clean up the stuffing, though. Oh, sorry, it always takes my fingers a bit to get the edge of the adhesive. I know this hurts, but try to bear with it. I hate that you’re bleeding again, but at least it helps loosen this tape.” 
And on she blathered. The words flowed faster as the damage he’d done to his wound became visible. “Dang, it does look like you pulled the stitches. Enzo warned me you’d do that. Or was that Giovanni? No, it must have been Enzo. Giovanni didn’t say much, though he told me to tell you that the house was yours for as long as you need it. He thought that was all I cared about, and I—” She paused with the needle in hand, remembering she had been angry one other time. “That’s right,” she mumbled. She couldn’t feel the needle between her fingers. “I was so worried about you, and I got mad then too. Enzo threatened to shoot me. I guess I don’t handle being angry very well.” She swallowed, meeting his eyes. “Sorry I yelled.”
Luka shook his head. He was no longer looking away.
She took a deeper breath, bending to his wound. “All right, this is the worst part.” Full words failed her as she got to work sewing his flesh together. Luka never flinched, never groaned. He was silent as ever. It was Alina who made pained noises as she went. Her hands shook, and she couldn’t rush through it. 
Finally, the part she’d been dreading was over. Her lower back flared with pain from the tension that had taken up residence there. Her breath shuddered out. “There, it’s over. I’m sor—”
Luka’s fingers covered her lips. He was wearing his gloves again. She’d nearly forgotten how silky the material was. Her lips began to tingle.
“No,” Luka said. His eyes were as firm as the word. His fingers moved slightly against her, then jerked away. He braced himself with both hands again, turning his head to stare at the wall that held her drawings.
“You don’t want me to apologize?” she clarified, his one-word denial still in her ears. “I guess that makes sense. It had to be done. I just don’t like the idea of causing you pain. Okay, let me replace the bandage, and then, seriously, you need to rest.” Her lips pressed together as she gathered new adhesive. “Really, you should be apologizing to me. It was too soon for you to go shopping of all things. If you pull these next stitches, I’m not going to— well, no, that’s a lie. I’ll stitch you up again, but fair warning, I’ll be mad. How did you even—”
“Thank you.”
His firm words stopped her lips. Alina didn’t want to fill the air when it was no longer empty. Hearing Luka speak was so much better. Her fingers stilled in the process of smoothing the last piece of adhesive on as he said it again, loosening the last of the tension in her back.
“Thank you, Alina.”
When her eyes lifted, his were so bright and intent, she shivered.
“For you.” He’d said that before, but with that sweet, barely-there smile as he held out his purchases. His gaze shifted to the bags, and his eyes seemed to shimmer.
Alina finished smoothing the last of the tape, and she pulled his shirt back down. She turned to the multitude of bags, sinking beside them and slowly removing what was inside.
He’d purchased dozens of small canvases, multiple paintbrushes, and even more small tubes of acrylic paint. Not just different colors, but multiple tubes of the same color, as if one wouldn’t be enough.
Alina’s hands shook as she began to organize them. She’d never had so many at once. Memories of how she’d begged the woman for more despite the resulting slap rose to her mind. She would hoard as much as she could, making sure she used every drop she could squeeze out. Nothing could be wasted. Like the pencil nubs, every small bit was so very precious.
Her breath caught in her throat again, too tight for any words.
Luka slipped off the bed, moving beside her. It wasn’t until his black glove brushed at her cheek that she realized she was crying.
“Sorry,” he murmured in that soft voice of his. 
She shook her head. He was like her, apologizing for all the wrong things.
“Thank you,” she sobbed out. The tubes felt cold under her hands, which was wrong when they made her so very warm. She swallowed to try again. “Thank you so much. I love them.”
Luka didn’t look like he believed her. His gloved thumbs brushed over her cheeks as she continued to cry, feeling so very gentle against her face.




Chapter 17


Watching Alina paint was one of the most confusing experiences of Luka’s life. He’d expected it to be when she’d wanted to paint him first. The tingles of having her concentrate on him were uncomfortable, so he didn’t understand why he found himself craving them. He’d never craved pain before, had just accepted it. 
The phantom fingers over his scalp and arms, the ones that set his nerve endings on edge, weren’t painful, not exactly. The feeling was too intense to be comfortable. That was the problem. He was often so numb to anything. His wound hurt, he knew it did, but that was a familiar hurt, easily pushed to the back of his mind and ignored. 
He could never fully ignore the stabbing pain of touching someone, which was why he avoided it. When he couldn’t avoid it, because killing required it, he wore gloves. A gun kept more distance, but he preferred the knife; it should hurt him in some way to take a life. The gloves kept the sensation from being overwhelming so he wouldn’t be distracted, but he still felt it. The people he killed were killers themselves, and distraction meant death. He didn’t want to die until he took Ivankov with him or died trying.
Alina glanced at him again, making a shudder run through his body, one he suppressed as best he could. His eyes shifted to the gloves he’d discarded. They’d become damp from wiping her tears, and he’d left them off ever since. The arcing pinpricks of rubbing his thumbs over her face felt deserved, though she had claimed she liked his gifts. Tears were the opposite of joy in his experience. His sister had cried often, and he knew it was pointless to tell someone to stop, so he silently tried to wipe the evidence away as long as it dripped. When finally her face was dry, his hands had fallen away.
Then she’d yelled at him to get back on the bed and rest when she’d realized he crouched beside her, and he’d been resting as much as he could ever since. He couldn’t bring himself to tell her he didn’t need to. Dread churned in his stomach as the time since he’d last checked in with Ivankov grew.
Ivankov’s anger was nothing like Alina’s. It would burst forth like sudden fire, hurting everything around it, then appear to be gone when it was really lurking under the surface. 
His sister’s anger had been similar, intent on burning them both to ashes. Especially Luka. Her words and actions had led to many of his own beatings over the years, because Ivankov had kept his word. He let Willow live, but Willow hated Luka for it. She wanted him to be punished for keeping her alive.
Alina’s anger was about nothing that made sense. She yelled when she appeared worried about him, but there was no reason for her to worry, not about him.
Alina bit her lip as her focus returned to the painting. She talked the least while she was concentrating. Painting was different from the drawings. It took longer. Luka had finally accepted her reassurance that she liked his gift when the small, genuine smile graced her face the second day. It wasn’t present now.
She put the brush in the water cup she’d been using. She preferred to remain in the bedroom the most and had set up the painting canvas on top of the dresser there. “You have a look,” she observed. “Like you want to tell me something that I won’t want to hear.”
Luka’s eyes strayed to her painting, which presented his face in its normal, stoic blankness, so much more accurate than her first drawings had been. He shook his head. “Not possible,” he murmured, the words slightly easier to say after so much time with her.
Alina’s lips quirked, but it wasn’t the sweet smile that made his chest ache. This one held humor but also nerves.
“Well, maybe it’s just your aura then, but I’m not wrong. Am I?” Alina’s eyes met his.
Luka found himself looking at her more and more easily, but the knowledge buried in her gaze made his own skitter away. He stared at the late evening sun drifting through the window.
“You have to leave, don’t you?” she asked.
For an insane moment, he wished it wasn’t true. He nodded.
“Even though you’re still hurt?” The tone that made him nervous shimmered under her words. “I wish you’d wait until you were fully healed, but I know that’s pointless to say. Don’t think I haven’t noticed you sneaking around while I’m asleep. Testing your flexibility.”
Luka turned to her in surprise. He hadn’t noticed her watching him. That was concerning.
“I’m sneaky, too,” she said softly before closing her hand around her paintbrush and swirling it. “I guess I need to finish this quickly.” She used the cloth to dry the bristles, frowning at the mostly completed painting. “Though if I could get you to promise to stay until it was done, I’d never finish. I don’t want you to disappear.”
Luka heard a strange rushing in his ears. “I’ll return.” 
Her gaze flew to his. Even without the smile he liked, there was something compelling in the way she stared at him. “Promise?”
He’d never made promises before, and dread curled in his stomach. Ivankov decided his fate. Days had passed, and he’d be angry. That would be okay. It was the manic frenzies when he was most dangerous, but then again, the man was unpredictable. “If I can.” He swallowed. “When I can.”
Her smile was the one that reached her eyes and made him feel like he was suffocating.
Alina saved him by turning back to face the canvas. “Okay. Then can I ask for one more thing?” She took his silence as the acceptance that it was. She’d become good at reading his silences. “I’d like you to come to the diner with me tomorrow. I should check in with them. They’re kind… and probably worried about me. And I want to make you breakfast.”
Neither of them had left the house for the past couple of days. His captivity was mainly to ease her concern. To make her happy. 
Luka didn’t have to wonder why she stayed inside. She didn’t think it would be fair to leave since she expected him to stay. He didn’t have to figure out what she was thinking or how she was feeling. Alina talked more than anyone he knew. From what she’d told him about how isolated she was, he realized she’d developed the habit of talking aloud to herself to feel less alone. He figured talking to him must be about the same for her, and he liked the sound of her voice.
He enjoyed knowing her, the inside her. With so many people, he’d had to guess, and he so often guessed wrong because he barely understood himself. It had turned out that he hadn’t known Willow at all, and Ivankov was unfathomable.
Giovanni had shaken him when he’d gotten married. Luka had thought of them as similar and couldn’t imagine doing the same.
He’d been relieved that his heated reaction from before hadn’t returned. He would have fled Alina’s presence early on if he’d been subjected to constant erections. His body reacting that way was ugly and wrong.
He tested himself each night with his fingers around her wrist, but while a continued mix of pain and tingling occurred, it had almost become soothing in its familiarity. He only touched her that way, and one other way, but he didn’t allow himself to think about the other. It shouldn’t have been something he enjoyed.
Alina talked them both to sleep that night, as she’d taken to doing. Her voice became a pleasant hum, even though she didn’t always talk about pleasant things. He wasn’t surprised as she reminisced about one of the first extended absences of a woman he might have made an exception for and killed himself if she hadn’t already been dead. Alina called her the one who had taken care of her over the years, but there had been no care. 
“I thought she wouldn’t return at all, and I was out of food and crying.” Alina’s voice trailed off, and tension filled her wrist under his loose fingers. “I couldn’t stop crying even when she showed up. She hit me for it, telling me she’d give me something to cry about, and I didn’t even mind.” Her breath hitched in the darkness. “I must sound so pathetic to you.”
Luka had been relieved by Ivankov’s beatings in his first years with him, though for a different reason. The anxiety over when it would happen next had been worse than the pain itself. “No,” was all he said.
Her wrist relaxed within his grip, and a sudden rush of tingles outweighed any pain.
“The bruises on my face actually helped,” she murmured as her body continued to relax into sleep. “They were proof. Proof that she’d come.” Her breathing evened out, and no more words followed.
Luka ached to repeat his promise to return to her, but panic filled him at the thought. He didn’t know what Ivankov would do to him after such a long absence. He wondered if it would be better to rush back to him or take the time to visit Giovanni first. Giovanni thought he owed Luka and wanted to help him. Asking him to take care of Alina would be a much better option than dragging anyone else into killing a monster. He still hadn’t decided the best path when sleep claimed him.
Alina’s pained moan awakened him some time later, as it had the last two nights. Her wrist thrashed in his grip, and he released her. He blocked her thrashing leg, knowing how upset she’d be if she caused his wound to open again. Her movements shifted her to her back, which she never slept on, and like before, her entire body stiffened. Luka rose on the bed, careful not to hover over her. Her eyes were wide and vacant as they stared at the ceiling. His gaze moved to her chest. It barely moved, almost a full minute passing between breaths. He’d thought she’d stopped breathing altogether the first time he’d seen it.
He turned her to her side. When he’d done that the second night, the episode had been shorter. His fingers found the clammy edge of her hairline. He began to stroke her face there. He hadn’t known what to do for her the first time. The crazy thought that he wanted the pain of touching her one more time led to the solution. It never took long after his strokes began for her body to relax again in sleep.
His touch had never saved anyone before. That fact seemed to reduce the pain down to nothing during these brief moments. He liked doing it.
He’d expected her to react the morning after it had first happened, but she never said anything. Though her eyes were open during the episodes, he came to the realization that she wasn’t aware of what was happening.
As her breathing became regular, indicating a more normal type of sleep, he forced his hand away despite his desire to linger. 
Alina talked about so much, but she’d never mentioned anything about her time with the Balakins. Luka suspected her night terrors were about that, but he’d never ask.
With how much of herself she gave, Luka wouldn’t ever demand more.




Chapter 18


Luka trailed Alina as she made her way to the diner. It felt odd to walk out in the open instead of trying to slink in the shadows. 
Alina kept shooting glances at his stomach, as if the act of walking would bust his stitches. He didn’t have the words to reassure her, so he pretended not to see.
She froze at the corner before the glass windows of the diner, her hands rubbing along her jeans as if they were sweaty.
“I haven’t told them my name,” she admitted. She ducked her head, as if keeping it from them was something to be ashamed of. “I mean, it’s not like I think you’ll tell them, but I thought…” She blew out a breath as her feet carried her forward again. “Come on.”
The bell above the door jingled to announce their arrival. Luka hated being stared at, and shifted in place when the few diners present went silent.
The woman, Meg, he recognized from one of Alina’s drawings and from how Alina described her, turned back to the skillet. “Well, look what dragged itself in. I thought you skedaddled.”
Alina’s hands clutched at each other. “Sorry about that. Something came up.”
Meg frowned down at the skillet before plating what she’d made. She turned and put it in front of a wrinkled old man at the end of the counter. Her eyes pinned Luka. “He that something?”
Some of the men chuckled.
Alina’s face grew pale, and Luka stepped in front of her.
“Cut that out!” Meg glared at the men. “Dirty bastards, I didn’t mean it that way.” Her face softened as she tried to peer around him. “Ignore them and get over here if you want to cook.” She nodded to a burly, bearded man. “Frank’s been missing choking down your eggs.”
Alina moved around Luka, her arm brushing his and grounding him in the moment with the slight stab of pain. 
The man smiled at her. “Glad to see you doing good, girly.”
Alina nodded, reaching for the apron.
Luka felt more out of place than he ever had before. He considered slinking back outside, but Alina had asked him to come.
She paused in her reach for the spatula, her eyes darting to him and then to Meg. “Could I…?” Her words trailed off as she ducked her head.
Luka wanted to scoop her up and rush her back to the safe house despite the pain having his arms around her would bring. There she could talk and talk without hesitating. 
He reminded himself he wasn’t returning there immediately and felt a chill inside.
Meg was studying him, the lines on her face carved in and her jaw hardened. She nodded anyway, forcing the spatula into Alina’s grip. “Sure. Make him breakfast if you want.”
Alina’s genuine smile bloomed as she shifted in front of the stove.
Meg moved around the counter, walking toward him. The look she gave him was sharper than a knife. “Not stalking her today?” she asked, raising her eyebrow.
Luka blinked as his eyes skittered away from her. He was losing his touch. First Alina and now this Meg had seen him.
Meg leaned closer, her tone dropping to a gruff whisper. “She said you weren’t the one to hurt her. If that’s true, you can take a seat.” She nodded to the bar.
Luka took a seat, leaving an empty stool on either side. His eyes latched onto Alina, who looked relaxed behind the counter.
“You’re breaking my heart, girly, you having a beau already,” Frank said, holding his hand over his heart.
Alina’s smile turned into the tense one. She didn’t deny the man’s accusation, but her hand gripped the spatula hard enough that it had to ache. 
Luka considered stabbing the man.
“What can I make you?” she asked, her voice going quiet.
Frank’s hand dropped as he looked stricken. “God, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t tease you, not when…” He swallowed, staring down at the counter.
“Shut up, Frank, and give her your order,” Meg snapped. Her gaze swept over the few people present. “Not a word from any of you unless it’s telling the girl how you like your eggs. Or I’ll charge you extra.”
Their gazes returned to their plates or coffee mugs.
Luka enjoyed watching Alina cook. He couldn’t say whether or not she was good at it. Her movements were small and practical, her concentration complete. Her true smile didn’t return, but her tension faded as a low murmur of voices filled the diner. The harsh slap of Meg’s voice now and then only seemed to relax Alina further.
Soon she slid a plate of food in front of Luka. “Thanks for coming,” Alina said.
Luka nodded, picking up his fork. He’d started enjoying food when Giovanni had gotten married. Nera was a wonderful cook, especially her morning pastries. He’d been surprised to learn that Giovanni had a sweet tooth.
Luka snatched things from the shadows when no one was looking.
He couldn’t remember anyone cooking something specifically for him before, though. Alina had heated ramen for him, but the dish in front of him felt different. His nerves skittered, and he barely tasted the first bite. The second one was the most delicious thing he’d ever eaten.
He ate everything on the plate while she cooked for Frank. After it was gone, he wished he’d taken more time. His stomach felt swirly, and he slid off his stool as Frank started eating his own meal.
Luka took out a couple of bills, but Meg waved him away. “That was a gift to you.”
Alina’s gaze darted up. She licked her lips, slowly parting them. “I’ll see you later.”
Luka hesitated, then nodded, deciding it wasn’t a promise, just an acknowledgement that he wanted that too.
He hated the sound of the bell upon his exit and felt as if Alina’s gaze was on him long after he left.
[image: image-placeholder]Alina cooked silently for the few people who came into the diner for breakfast. It felt a little strange, not talking. A few times, her eyes searched for Luka, but that was stupid. 
Frank was quieter than usual during her shift. He cleared his throat, pulling her gaze to him. “I’m really sorry for teasing you,” he said.
Meg smacked him with the menu she’d retrieved from a table. “You already said that. Leave it alone.”
Alina swallowed the lump that had risen in her throat. “It’s not like that,” she finally admitted, staring down at her shoes. It was the first time she’d worn them in days.
“You sure?” Frank asked. “He sure did gobble up your food.”
Alina’s brows drew together as her eyes shifted back to him.
Frank’s skin reddened under his beard. “Not that I don’t like it myself. I just mean, he was excited, is all.”
Meg’s gruff laugh sounded. “Give it up and tell the girl the truth.” Her eyes slid to Alina. “She’s not the worst cook, but she’d not good either.”
Frank went silent a beat too long. “No, it’s fine.”
As Alina’s gaze swept over the couple of other regulars at the bar, they looked away. Her stomach dropped. “It tastes bad?” She’d been fairly confident ever since that first day.
Meg surprised her by nudging her toward the stove. “Come on, I’ll show you a few things.”
Alina absorbed as much culinary knowledge as she could the rest of the morning, even into the afternoon. Normally she left when lunch started. She was avoiding going back to the house alone, she realized.
She tried to give Meg back the morning tips before she left, but the woman scowled at her. “You earned that.”
“You gave both me and Luka food,” Alina said, feeling guilty.
“And you both eat like chipmunks. It don’t cost that much.” Meg reached out, hesitated, but then ruffled her hair. “I was glad to see you were all right. Frank was too.”
He’d said as much when he’d left the diner for work. And he’d tipped her too much again.
“Thank you. For everything.” Alina swallowed. The hand in her hair had hurt a little, but that wasn’t why she wanted to cry.
Meg lifted an eyebrow. “You trying to say goodbye? Who’s going to cook breakfast tomorrow?”
Alina gaped at her. “But my food isn’t good.”
Meg waved her hand. “That don’t matter. My customers barely have tastebuds anyway.” She held Alina’s gaze. “Come back if you want.” She waited for Alina to nod before turning to the grill.
On the way back to the house, Alina stopped to use some of the recent money for groceries. The least she could do was practice the new skills she’d been taught. Besides, Luka was definitely going to come back.
A few hours later, she wrapped up the second portion she had made to store it in the fridge. Night had fallen, but she knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep yet. She needed a shower after sweating in front of the stove all day, and she washed her clothes, putting on one of the long-sleeved shirts Luka had left behind. One of the evenings during his recovery, he’d snuck out and returned with a few changes of clothes. She’d yelled at him again, but his wound hadn’t opened, and she’d known he was healing despite the time being so short.
He no longer froze when she yelled. He stared at her intently instead, the green of his eyes seeming to shine. 
His lack of presence in the house should have been barely noticeable. It wasn’t like Luka talked much or even moved around that much, not when she nagged him to rest. He would just sit, often against the wall instead of the bed, and listen to her ramble.
Alina’s hands twisted together as she stared at the finished painting of him. She wanted to work on it more, but it was done. Anything she added would detract from, not add to, the portrait. She moved it, taking out a blank canvas instead. She knew what to paint next: the drawing Luka gazed at endlessly, even more than his own.
The coldness of Giovanni Di Salvo’s eyes would be even better in blue.
Hours passed as she talked through each step aloud and remembered the one time she’d seen Giovanni and Enzo, until her eyelids began to droop. Those first few days after Luka’s stomach had been slit open, when adrenaline had been running through her system, it had been easy to stay awake, but after multiple nights sleeping well by his side, her body wanted to continue the healthier cycle. She washed her brush and curled up on the bed, facing the empty bedroom doorway.
He would return, she told herself.
Alina felt pathetic that she needed him to, but she heard his softly whispered “no” in her memory when she’d called herself that. Remembering his voice let her eyes shut, but her wrist felt cold. 
The nightmare returned like it did every time she slept. Thousands and thousands of words she’d spoken aloud over the last week, but none of them had been about the man who hurt her. She wondered if it was better or worse that she had never known his name. The nightmare version of him was a shadow of who he had been; the details somehow faded.
It was her own actions that remained so clear. 
“They’re watching, Alina,” the man grunted in her ear as he hurt her. “Let them hear how good you can take it, and I won’t let them touch you.” So often other men watched what he did to her. Before he’d died, he’d mentioned his sons coming for her. Perhaps they had been among the men, wanting to see her beg to be hurt.
“P-please. M-more.” She forced out a moan after the words, one that sounded more and more hollow to her ears as sobs filled it. It wouldn’t be enough, had never been enough. Her body froze, which let his movement rock it back and forth across the mattress as she wished for the loneliness of the cabin.
She’d thought being lonely was the worst.
“Not good enough,” came the voice, just as she knew it would say.
Her head tilted back, and she projected a louder moan as tears ran toward her scalp. Like it had in her prior dreams, the path they took felt almost like a caress. The pain faded as silence returned. Emptiness filled her instead, so much better than the other.
Her eyes opened to find Luka sleeping beside her. The morning light from the window bathed his thin, strong face, tracing over the features that were as familiar as breathing to her now.
She wanted to touch him to prove he was there, but she knew better.
His fingers were loosely wrapped around her wrist, slack in sleep. Often their hands would be parted by morning, but not this time. Maybe because he’d returned so late, but it didn’t matter what time it had been. He was there.
She rotated her hand, wishing the long sleeve wasn’t there so his fingers would brush over bare skin. His warmth filtered through the material when his grip tightened on her, stilling her motion.
Her gaze flew up to meet his, so close.
“Good morning,” she said when really she wanted to thank him over and over again.
He’d come back.
Joy filled her, chasing every other emotion away. It was warm and soft and led to a giddiness that swept over her.
She leaned forward, pressing her lips softly against his.
Luka jerked back, falling off the bed.
Shame filled her at what she had done, then panic. “Oh no! Your stomach!” She scrambled off the other side of the bed, but he was already up, his speed taking him to the doorway.
He was skilled at blending with the shadows. He could disappear so easily, and now, because of her mistake, he would do it forever.
Alina sank to her knees as her legs gave out. “P-Please!” Her arms wrapped around herself as she realized she was begging again. Just as she had in her dream. Her eyes squeezed shut. “Don’t go,” she said. The words weren’t forced and false. As tears filled her eyes, she realized it was what she feared the most in that moment.
Through them, she saw Luka freeze just beyond the bedroom doorway. His hand reached out, gripping the doorjamb tightly. Then he backed inside, turning to press against the wall before sliding down to sit.
He stared between his knees at his ungloved hands, which were shaking slightly. “I can’t.” The words were barely audible.
“I know. I’m sorry.” Alina swallowed as she sat where she was. “I never thought I would—” But the words sounded wrong. Like she was making excuses. “I’m sorry. So sorry.”
His face wasn’t the blank mask she was used to. Panic skittered in his downcast eyes, and she hated herself for it.
She’d promised more than once that she wouldn’t touch him, but she kept breaking that promise. She shouldn’t want to touch anyone, but the way her lips still tingled from such brief contact with Luka underscored that she did.
Alina laid her head on her knees and let the tears fall.




Chapter 19


Luka fought against the instinct that was telling him to flee. Not because he was in pain. The butterfly-light caress of her lips had sent a swift flash of heat below his stomach. He broke the contact before his erection could form, but disgust at the idea still roiled inside him.  
His hands fisted between his legs as he listened to her apologize. Her face was splotchy and wet and completely opposite of how it had been when he’d woken.
Luka had thought her small, genuine smile destroyed him. When he’d opened his eyes, her lips had spread wide, her eyes had danced with joy, and she’d been the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. His hand had tightened around her wrist in a need to hold on to her. To keep her.
His body wanted to tarnish her instead, but he wasn’t going to let it.
“Don’t cry,” he said. He wished he was capable of moving to her side and holding her in his arms. The urge to flee returned. Leaving would be best for her. He was too broken.
Alina sucked in a breath, holding it to smother the next sob. She breathed out again, her arms tightening around her knees. She was wearing one of his long-sleeved shirts, and the material bunched around her waist. The white elastic of her cotton underwear was visible along the edge of her hip.
Desire returned, and he cursed himself to the deepest depths of hell as he averted his eyes. Another sniffle kept the erection at bay, but he needed to escape, even if she’d asked him not to go.
Indecision warred within him. Maybe it would have been better if Ivankov had retaliated for his prolonged absence, if Luka hadn’t been able to return.
“Your wound. Is it okay?”
Her voice slid inside him, soothing the ache in his stomach, the one that was deeper than his healing wound. He nodded, opening his eyes. 
Some of the tension in her face faded into relief. “Good. You hit the ground with such a loud thump.”
Embarrassment filled him at his less-than-smooth escape from her kiss.
She bit her lip, then blurted, “I wasn’t thinking. I was happy to see you, and my body just—” She made a sound in her throat as she dug the heels of her hands against her eyes. “I really am making excuses.”
The idea that her action had been an instinct made Luka close his eyes as his chest pinched. She’d wanted to share her joy with him, just as he’d wanted to reach for it. Instead, it was as if shadows stretched between them.
“I’m glad you came back. Meg taught me to cook a little more yesterday, and dinner turned out well. Then you didn’t come home.” 
The word home caused more churning in his stomach.
“I saved your portion… if you’d like me to heat it up?” There was something so hopeful in her eyes as she asked. 
That hope added more confusion to his mind. Luka shook his head, pushing to his feet.
Alina scrambled up as well, but she didn’t try to reach him. “You need to go?” At his nod, her hands clenched together. “Will—” The word caught in her throat, and she swallowed to clear it. “Will you be back?”
“Tonight,” he managed to say, but it sounded like a promise, and he lost his breath.
Especially when she wiped at her wet cheeks and gave him one of her tense smiles. “Okay, tonight. I’ll heat up dinner for you when you get here. If you want.”
The hesitancy and the hope made him turn away.
Luka used the spare key he’d made for himself to lock up behind him. He knew he needed to go back to Ivankov. Though the pakhan had ignored him upon his return, he’d have instructions for him soon.
His feet carried him in a different direction instead.
Sneaking onto the Di Salvo estate was simple enough, despite their added security. It was still early in the morning, though more Di Salvos huddled around the kitchen than they had before Giovanni and Nera got married. Giovanni was usually there as well, with some of the people he trusted, watching over his new wife as she made something delicious.
When Luka stood in the entrance to the kitchen, Giovanni was present. He was also kissing his wife.
The kiss was not the innocent brush of lips Alina had given Luka. Giovanni clutched Nera close as they devoured each other, and Luka couldn’t quite look at them. Giovanni’s back was to him, and Nera’s face wore a combination of hunger and elation that Alina’s face hadn’t.
No, Alina had kissed him out of pure joy. 
There was nothing pure to the way Nera gripped Giovanni’s ass. As their kiss went on, Luka wanted to bolt.
Giovanni turned with his wife still pressed against him, as if his lips would remain linked to hers as they left the kitchen.
Luka’s stomach twisted when they almost ran into him standing there.
Nera laughed and pulled away from her husband. “Good morning, Luka,” she greeted him as she always did.
Luka couldn’t meet her gaze.
“The chocolate croissants just came out of the oven, and we have panna cotta leftover from yesterday. Would you like some?”
Luka nodded. It wasn’t until he’d tried Nera’s food that he’d realized it could taste different than cardboard and cobwebs. He no longer denied himself when he stopped by the estate.
“Which one?” Nera asked.
The question of which one Alina would prefer made Luka’s face stiffen. He had no idea. She had talked so much, but what foods she liked had never come up, just the fact that she rarely had any. Not that she was at the Di Salvo estate to eat.
Nera didn’t seem to mind his hesitation. “I’ll bring you both.”
When she turned away, Luka was finally able to look at Giovanni. His ears were red, as they were so often now. Luka tilted his head toward the stairs.
“Bring it to the office?” Giovanni asked his wife, who nodded.
The silence that fell between Luka and Giovanni wasn’t unusual. Giovanni said more than Luka did, but he didn’t have a need to speak like so many others. Like Alina did.
Luka was surprised that he missed the sound of her voice. Her words had woven around him for days. He’d expected it to bother him, but it never had.
Giovanni sat behind the desk after they entered the office, but Luka never sat. They weren’t friends, not really. Friends sat and caught up. Luka leaned his back against the wall, where the dawn light filtering through the window didn’t reach.
He half expected Giovanni to lecture him on being up and about already. Alina had told him of the Di Salvos’ visit, though Luka didn’t remember it. Over the years, Giovanni had found ways to piece him back together a few times. He’d done that the first time, when they’d both been so close to death because of Luka’s efforts to kill him. Luka hadn’t been a man then.
He still didn’t feel like much of one. Alina’s face rose in his thoughts, the broken one after he’d tried to run.
“I need help,” Luka admitted, his hands closing into fists.
“Tell me,” Giovanni said, as Luka knew he would.
He just needed to find the words to ask his questions. That was always the hardest part. “Alina,” Luka said. Her name slipped out all too easily.
Giovanni’s face didn’t flinch or soften but remained stoic, as if he had been expecting this answer. “I met her. She seemed fond of you.”
A memory of her smile flashed into his mind, filling Luka with the need to return to the safe house. He rebuffed the desire. He’d make her smile disappear again if he did.
“I told her the safe house was no issue,” Giovanni said as the silence between them continued. “Does she need more protection than that?”
Luka’s mind formed the words he thought he’d come to say. The heat when he was with her, and the likelihood of things coming to a head soon with Ivankov, made asking Giovanni to protect her necessary. Time and again, Alina had told him about her loneliness over the years, that she had nothing to return to. With Giovanni’s protection, she wouldn’t need to go back to that life.
Luka’s mouth opened, but the word that came out surprised them both. “Sex.”
Giovanni’s eyes widened.
“You have sex.” Even to Luka’s ears, it sounded like an accusation. His saliva dried in his mouth, and his words ran out.
Giovanni’s hands came up to his face, and his eyes closed.
Somehow that made the next words easier. “You didn’t before.” The words were softer now, like the link between them had always felt.
Luka hadn’t ever met anyone even slightly like himself until Giovanni. It was why he hadn’t killed him, though he’d been capable of it. He’d watched Giovanni before he made his move. He mentally charted all his mannerisms; how he spent his days; the people he interacted with, which weren’t many, despite him being the son of a Mafia boss.
Giovanni’s face had remained calm and stoic the whole time Luka had spied on him. And he rarely spoke.
When Luka had come for him, Giovanni had eventually fought back in a way he recognized, as if he wanted to live in order to protect something, but he was silent the whole time they fought.
Luka had allowed some of Giovanni’s blows to land. He had allowed himself to fail.
Over the years, when Ivankov didn’t have any specific orders for him, Luka would find Giovanni. And he would watch.
He’d never once seen Giovanni with a woman. Or a man. Luka would have known. He would have needed to avoid him while that happened.
Ivankov showed him often enough how the act could be the worst kind of torture. Depraved. Violent. Painful.
“Never,” Luka said, because it had been another way they had been alike. Giovanni didn’t have sex because he was like Luka. 
“You can’t know that,” Giovanni said. He swallowed, raising his head. “And besides, I’m married now.”
The only unusual habit Giovanni had exhibited over the years was regular stops at a particular bakery. The son of the Di Salvo boss had a bit of a sweet tooth, but that hadn’t been all it was.
Luka had been more than surprised when he’d heard the news. He’d snuck in to see if what he’d learned was true, that Giovanni now had a wife, and he’d listened to Giovanni having sex with Nera instead. He’d quickly looked away, but Giovanni’s sounds had caused Luka’s body to react—more so than Nera’s moans, even though she’d been much louder.
“You enjoy sex.” Again, the words were accusing. Luka had seen a man enjoy violent sex before, squeezing the life out of the person he pumped himself into, the person who had become nothing more than a vessel. Nera didn’t react in the same way as Luka was used to. She hadn’t been in pain. “You both do,” Luka said, confusion filling him. He should have stuck around when he’d snuck in, but it had been too difficult. His own body’s reaction had frozen him long enough to realize there was a difference in the act. “How?”
Giovanni made a choked sound in his throat before he cleared it. “Did you come here for… advice?” Another one of those throat clearings. “Sex advice?”
Luka’s nails dug into the skin of his palm, even through the gloves. He hadn’t come for that, he told himself. Alina had barely kissed him, and he’d needed to run away. Any touch was painful to him. And from what he’d seen, sex required touching. 
But it wasn’t only that. He never wanted to hurt Alina.
When he’d tried to escape her kiss, he had.
“No.” The word barely made a sound.
Giovanni looked away. “Luka, I can’t talk about this,” he said. “You came to the wrong person.”
“No,” Luka said, the word stronger this time. Then again. “No.”
Giovanni’s blue eyes focused on him. “I only met her once, but Alina didn’t want you to die. That means something.”
“If…” Luka’s throat was too constricted. He couldn’t force out all the necessary words. “Will you?” His chin slumped to his chest; what he was asking for hadn’t made any sense.
The dark ice of Giovanni’s eyes had melted. “I’ll take care of her if you die,” he agreed, not needing to hear what Luka hadn’t said. A small smile tilted his lips. “I can do that better now. Take care of people. Nera will help.”
Luka nodded, pushing off the wall. He had the door open swiftly.
“Luka!” Giovanni called, halting him. He had stood, and his ears were red again. “As for the other thing.” He cleared his throat. “That was all Nera. So my advice is, let her show you what she needs.” His lips pressed together after he said this, and he looked away.
Luka slipped out quickly. It was how he normally moved, not because he was running away.
The lie didn’t sound believable, even to him.




Chapter 20


Alina sat at the dining room table late into the night. 
At the diner earlier, no one had mentioned her bringing a man there the day before. Frank had hesitated, as if he wanted to apologize again, but she was glad he didn’t. He ordered eggs in a different way, but Alina had no idea what poached was. Meg had waved him off, telling Alina to scramble them with cheese and be done with it. 
She’d stayed late again, to learn but also so the time would pass faster. 
Before Meg had sent her on her way, she’d asked if things were okay, and Alina had nodded. She’d hesitated, studying Meg. The woman seemed completely content running a diner on her own. Alina swallowed the question that rose in her throat and headed back to the house instead.
She’d cooked two portions of dinner because Luka had said he’d be back tonight. It had sounded like a promise to her.
As nighttime faded into the early hours of the morning, she remembered his words the last time he’d said he would return, the amendment of if it was possible. Her hands shook as she put the portions of food away, even her own.
She went to bed alone, already sure she wouldn’t sleep, not with the adrenaline of worry building within her chest.
[image: image-placeholder]Luka followed behind the Bratva in the shadows. Night had fallen long before, so it was a simple thing not to be spotted. Dinner had long since passed, and he hoped Alina hadn’t waited for long. 
His heart raced as his gaze kept finding Ivankov’s back among the men. Ivankov rarely wanted to join a raid himself.
Luka had known better than to avoid him after leaving the Di Salvos’ estate. Ivankov had still been uninterested in his absence, even though he’d been gone longer than all but one time in the past. Ivankov’s calm had been strange, and it made his nerves skitter. Luka had expected much worse.
Ivankov had spoken only one sentence to him. To remember his sister. Luka hadn’t understood what that meant at all.
When he appeared today, expecting an order or to be equally as dismissed, Ivankov had been different. He’d moved on to a new house, though only the father of the household had been killed so far. Ivankov cooed at the baby that was present, which was more disturbing than if he had stabbed it. The mother and older daughter and son tried to avoid his attention while they huddled together.
Kiryl Ivankov wasn’t a young man, but his dark hair and unblemished face were timeless. He had no wrinkles, no laugh lines, nothing to give away his true age. His body was firm and toned, and he was larger than Luka.
Seeing the light in his eyes and his ready smile at the infant, when he normally only smiled while inflicting pain, made Luka’s nerves tighten in his stomach, expecting the worst.
Ivankov kept cooing toward the woman’s arms.
“We have a job tonight,” was all he said over his shoulder to Luka. “Stay close.”
Hours had passed, and Luka’s stomach had drawn tighter and tighter. The fear the new family felt was palpable, but Luka knew better than to consider being their savior.
There were no saviors in this life. Only more killers like him.
Which was why offering his hand to Alina had been beyond his understanding. Finding comfort in sleeping next to her, in gently clasping her wrist despite the pain, made no sense. Wishing she was near him, that he could hear her voice instead of the soft crying of children, was the worst kind of daydream.
He’d found Ivankov’s gaze on him at one point. The monster was still smiling.
Luka should have been looking for an opportunity to place his blade in Ivankov’s back instead of worrying that Alina might believe he’d decided not to return.
The warehouse they had traveled to was noisy; a shipment had just arrived. The area was familiar. Luka had staked out most of the properties that belonged to La Cosa Nostra. Especially the ones that belonged to the Di Salvo family.
He was surprised that none of Giovanni’s family were there that night. Not that he would have tried to stop the raid if they were. Giovanni and Luka understood their roles on opposite sides of this feud.
They weren’t friends. Not when Luka was tied to the Bratva.
It would be just like Ivankov to test him in that way. He’d been enraged when Luka left Giovanni alive years before. And given how often Giovanni had attacked the Bratva lately, Ivankov would have more eyes on the Di Salvo estate than his own. Luka had no doubts the pakhan knew where he’d gone that morning.
The thought brought a sinking feeling to his stomach, one very different from the usual roiling nerves. 
Ivankov led the way inside the warehouse. Gunfire started, but the pakhan was faster than even Luka—a true, inhuman monster who laughed as he killed the majority of La Cosa Nostra soldiers himself. He even killed a few of his own men when they ventured too close. 
Luka never laughed while he killed. It wasn’t pleasure that he felt as he sank his knife into his victims. It was a steadily increasing chill that somehow didn’t hamper his speed.
A larger man with a beard and steady aim shouted orders to retreat. Luka recognized him. Montrell Coronella was known for having worked his way up from nothing. A true made man. He had the trust and loyalty of his family because he’d earned it. The man’s possible alliance with Giovanni, which Luka had observed, made sense to him.
Killing him would set the Di Salvos back, but that wouldn’t stop Luka. Not with Ivankov present.
He made steady progress toward the man, whose steady accuracy took out more than a few Bratva boyeviki. When he was close enough, Luka lunged.
But someone else darted in front of Coronella. They were tall and muscled, but the sleekly pulled-back hair was also familiar, as was the determined glint in her eyes.
Luka pulled back before he killed Coronella’s second-in-command.
Her lips curled in derision as she lifted her gun.
But the shot didn’t come from her weapon, and she dropped her gun as her derision turned to pain.
Ivankov was no longer laughing. “No one touches what’s mine,” he said. He held his gun steady as he continued to fire, but Coronella had been given a moment to regroup and shoved both himself and his second behind cover.
Luka hated that the monster had saved him. He hated that the monster owned him.
He hated Kiryl Ivankov.
His knife still in his hand, he darted beneath the firing gun, aiming for the pakhan’s chest.
Ivankov’s smile returned as he dropped the gun and moved out of range of the blade. “I was almost successful this time. Did you forget Coronella’s second was a woman, little wolf?”
Luka wondered if the whole purpose of the hit was for him to break his one rule. His focus sharpened as he continued to attack.
“There’s that frenzy.” Ivankov laughed with joy as Luka’s knife found purchase in his arm. He fisted his hand in Luka’s shirt, pulling him closer, letting the knife go in deeper. “It makes me almost regret sending his sons to her. I was worried she’d weaken you like your sister.”
Luka lost his focus at the words, a question rising to his lips, one that he already knew the answer to.
Ivankov threw him, but the idea writhing in his mind made him hit down hard instead of rolling into it.
A bullet entered Ivankov’s opposite arm. He had his gun again, firing with Luka’s knife still embedded in his arm. Two injuries would weaken him, and Luka should have been thinking about the chance that had presented itself. The possibility of killing his monster was there in front of him.
Instead he lay frozen as Ivankov killed the last of the Cosa Nostra soldiers who hadn’t fled. The pakhan stepped closer to Luka, his face looking disappointed as he stared down at him. He pointed his gun at Luka’s chest, but part of Luka’s mind had counted. He didn’t flinch when the gun clicked without firing.
Ivankov tossed it away. One of his arms hung limp and vulnerable. “Alina Lipin was already dead. Just like your sister. You should have understood that.”
Luka’s feet scrambled for purchase against the warehouse floor. He didn’t lunge for the monster he’d vowed to kill. He ran away.
This time it felt like he was running to something.




Chapter 21


Alina stared at the ‘Closed’ sign on the door of the diner before the sun rose. She hadn’t wanted to be alone any longer. She’d always waited, and leaving the safe house wouldn’t change that. Here she was, outside the diner, with no one around. She leaned against the door, sliding down to her haunches, though she kept her head up and her eyes staring out into the darkness. 
When the lights came on inside, bathing the sidewalk where she sat, relief filled her. Lights meant someone was there. She hadn’t known how long she would be left to huddle outside. 
The bell sounded above her, along with Meg’s voice. “What the hell, girl?” It was a gruff bark, but welcome, as was the hard hand that wrapped around her arm. “Get in here.”
Meg let the door shut behind them before releasing her. Hard eyes and a scowl made the wrinkles on her face grow more pronounced. “Shame on you. You should know it’s not safe.”
“No one was around,” Alina mumbled. She’d been constantly looking, but she’d been all alone. Like always.
“Even so.” Meg huffed out a breath. Her eyes shifted over Alina, as if looking for something. “You okay?”
Alina nodded, not sure what else to do. Her hands came up to rub at her arms. She’d left on one of Luka’s shirts, and her sleeves were too long. She’d probably make a mess of it while cooking, but she didn’t care. Since he hadn’t come back, he wouldn’t care either. Luka might be past the point of caring.
The thought brought tears to her eyes.
“None of that,” Meg muttered, turning toward the kitchen area. “Come along. You can help me prep.”
“Prep?” Alina asked, distracted enough to be able to wipe at her eyes before any moisture reached her cheeks. She sucked in a better breath.
“Well, the little I do.” Meg’s stride pulled her ahead. “It’ll keep your hands busy. Did you get in a fight with that stalker of yours or something?”
Alina wondered if scaring him away by kissing him counted as a fight. She still couldn’t believe she’d done it, though kissing had been the one thing her attackers never did. They’d used her mouth for other things.
Her fingers found the edges of Luka’s sleeves, pulling on them as the bell dinged over the door.
“Shit, should have locked that,” Meg grumbled. She began to turn. “We’re not—”
A gunshot cut off her words, red blossoming on her shoulder as she fell.
The chuckles that followed were familiar. They were the ones from Alina’s nightmares.
“Fucking Lipin whore,” a man said, and a hand fisted in her hair, forcing her head back.
The tip of the gun burned her cheek.
She didn’t recognize the man or any of the others who had entered the diner. She’d only focused on one face during her captivity, and that one could only return in her nightmares.
“My father’s dead because of you. Shooting you would be too quick.”
And she remembered the last words before she’d lost control and stabbed her abuser over and over again. That his sons would come for her.
Cold spread inside her even before the sudden blow to her head. She fell to the ground, darkness creeping in at the edges. Part of her wanted to let it slip over her.
Instead, she beat it back as her hands flailed.
“Leave her alone!” Meg shouted, and the dull sound of flesh hitting flesh followed.
Alina couldn’t find her own voice. It had run away, just as it had before.
The son of the man she’d killed straddled her waist. Alina hit at him. 
“Goddammit, grab the whore’s arms!” 
More hands were on her. That hadn’t happened before. She’d hated the man who had hurt her, but he’d been the one to inflict the pain all on his own. Oh, he’d gifted her mouth to others, laughing as she choked, but he’d been in charge of the process, and of her.
Another smack to her face had her head reeling. She tried to gather her saliva as the man’s face drew closer to her, but her mouth went dry when she saw the knife.
He cut Luka’s shirt away from her. He wasn’t at all careful, and the nicks of the blade filled her with a chill so much colder than the air against her bare skin. 
The bell above the door sounded again, but Alina couldn’t see who had joined them. Her eyes had squeezed shut as she struggled not to lose herself.
“Hey! Leave the girly alone!” came the shout.
A gunshot followed, forcing her eyes open.
This bullet didn’t redden a shoulder. Instead Frank’s body spasmed. He’d been crossing to her, and so he fell only a few feet away. His wide, normally smiling eyes were open and blank as he stared at her.
She’d never cook for Frank again. Never hear his big, booming laugh. 
Never hear him call her girly because she hadn’t trusted him enough to give him her name.
The scream was so loud in her ears. She wished it would stop.
A slap to her face, and the scream faded to ring in her ears.
Alina’s jeans were harder to cut away. Hands shoved and pulled at her even as she kicked, but then the knife sank into her side, the push into her flesh so familiar.
The man didn’t leave it there. The pain of the blade pulling free made her cry out, then bite her cheek, trying not to give him the satisfaction.
He smiled anyway as he held up the knife, which was red with her blood.
“I’m going to stab this into your cunt. And you’re going to beg me to. Just like you used to beg my father to fuck you.”
Alina spat into his face. It was more blood than saliva, but at least he wasn’t smiling any more.
Her cotton underwear was ripped away. He shifted the angle of the knife.
“Fuckers!”
It wasn’t Alina’s voice. Her eyes found Meg, who was trying to crawl toward them with only one working arm. Her face was bloody around her nose.
One man raised his gun.
“N-No,” Alina whimpered. She stared at Meg as a scowl formed on the other woman’s face, so much more familiar than the scared expression.
The man with the knife laughed. “That’s better. Now beg me to fuck you with this knife, or we shoot her in the goddamn face.”
But Alina’s mouth was too dry. Her throat closed.
“Don’t do it,” Meg said, her voice as gruff as always.
“Beg,” the man demanded.
Alina’s voice remained hidden, as if it had run to avoid begging all along.
“Don’t you—”
Meg’s words stopped when the gun fired.
Alina screamed.
It sounded different from the one that came before. That one had been filled with fear.
All she could feel was rage as she tried to wrench her arms free or kick her legs.
The bell above the door jingled.
Then it was the men who were screaming.
The knife with her blood on it fell harmlessly beside her as the man scrambled to draw his gun.
Alina’s legs and arms were freed, and her hand felt numb when it closed around the handle of the knife. If she wasn’t staring at it, she’d wonder if it was there in her grip at all.
“Ivankov’s pet?” the man said in horror as he tried to aim for the moving shadow. “But he was the one who—”
Alina lunged for him.
His gun fired, but she didn’t care. It could have hit her, or it could have not. Her body was too numb to be able to tell. All she cared about was the way the knife sank into his stomach.
They both fell to the ground from her momentum, and she was already stabbing him again. This time she went for his neck because it looked like he was talking, but his words just added to the rushing in her ears. Then more blood ran from him, no words. She couldn’t stop stabbing. She plunged the knife into the man’s stomach and chest and anywhere she could reach, over and over, so similar to the way she’d stabbed his father.
Eventually, exhaustion filled her. Too much to allow her to pull the knife free.
She scrambled off the body, staring down at her hands.
Near her, near enough to touch, Luka crouched.
Bodies were strewn around the diner. A dozen Bratva and the two people who had died because they’d been kind to her. Alina wanted to move to them, to separate them from the others, but it was as if an accusation lay within their dead eyes.
Luka took off his shirt. He covered her with it, careful to touch as little of her body as possible. Then he held out his hand.
Once again, Alina took it.




Chapter 22


Luka’s hand ached where Alina gripped it over the glove, but it also felt so very warm, even through the material—proof that she was alive. 
He hesitated next to the white tennis shoes he’d once watched her purchase. Now the white cloth was speckled with blood. The men who had been attacking her had taken her shoes off. Last time she’d walked barefoot, she had hurt herself. 
He wanted to kill each Bratva soldier again, more slowly the second time. They’d died much too quickly. Each of his stabs had been lethal, purposeful, his sole focus on Alina surviving the attack. 
Luka was to blame for what had happened. He’d heard Mikhail Balakin when he’d promised his sons would come for her. He should have killed them immediately after that.
Alina’s hand tightened on his as it began to shake.
He crouched down at her feet. He had to release her hand in order to offer her the first shoe. Alina hesitated, but then her touch was whisper light at his shoulders as she steadied herself and slipped her foot inside. Sparks of pain tried to distract him where she brushed his bared skin at the edge of his undershirt. Soon the second shoe was on, and he had her hand in his gloved one again. It still felt warm, but she shivered as if with cold as she stared down at a body.
He recognized Meg even with what was left of her face. The owner of the diner had seemed protective of Alina. He was grateful. 
As she continued to stare, Alina’s face twisted with grief and something else, something that made Luka want to pick her up and carry her away, even if it would be painful. He tugged on her hand instead, leading her to the door.
The sun had continued to rise, as it always did. Death never changed that.
Walking in the light would draw more eyes, eyes that would see the blood on Alina’s legs and hands and hair and shoes. The black shirt was wet with it.
The diner wasn’t far from the safe house. Luka locked the door behind them, but worry filtered in. Ivankov had known all along, it seemed. 
The diner wasn’t hidden. The sun was up. Luka should call Giovanni to warn him. It was probably too late for a cleanup crew.
He led Alina into the bedroom instead. She seemed to feel safer there. A shower would get rid of the blood.
Her hand pulled away from his, wrapping around her middle. She collapsed to her knees, hunching forward into herself. And she cried.
Words failed Luka as they always did. For once, he felt no bitterness toward himself. Sometimes, there wasn’t anything to say. Words didn’t make things better.
Only Alina had found her own.
“My fault. I killed them. I should have never—” A sob cut into her words. Her arms shook with how tightly she gripped herself. Her whole body shook.
“I was supposed to die. Today. Back in the alley. Burned in the fire. All the way back with my parents. I was never meant to be here. If I hadn’t been, they would—”
Luka dropped beside her, wrapping his arms around her trembling form. It wasn’t skin on skin, except where his cheek pressed against her matted hair. Pain stabbed along his body, but he thought it was only fair. Let him share in it.
Her body didn’t stop shaking at his touch. The sobs came harder, taking more of her words. “Meg… wrong. Should… begged.” And then her words were gone, and it was only the sobbing.
Luka continued to hold her. Alina curled into his body, as if she could be absorbed into his chest. His arms tightened around her despite the stabbing that made him feel like he was dying. Let him die. If it brought her even partial comfort, he’d endure any pain.
Because Alina was wrong. She was meant to live. Everything else in the world could die, but Luka was going to make sure she lived. Even if she thought it was wrong. 
He wondered if she would hate him for it in the end, like his sister had.
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His heart beat, soft and steady, under her ear. It was the only sound that drifted in. A while ago, there had been sirens. She’d been making those awful sobs when they’d screamed by. It had only made her louder, and Luka had held her even tighter. Painfully tight.
She should have pulled away. She was hurting him. Hurting someone else.
Her body curled into his instead, trying to become a part of him. Maybe if she could live inside Luka, she’d be safe.
Only he himself was never safe. She’d patched him up twice. More than that if she counted the pulled stitches. While he held her and the day passed, it occurred to her that he might be bleeding from the effort of saving her. She should check.
She didn’t. She stared dully at his arm after the crying finally ended. Her face felt hot and gross, but soon that faded, replaced by the chill that had crept inside her.
Meg and Frank were gone. They were dead because she had been there. It wasn’t fair, but she would have to live with that.
Because even while she was sobbing, she had wanted to live. It was part of why the tears had gotten worse. She should hate herself, and she did, but she still wanted to cling to as much time as she could before death’s stalking steps overtook her.
Even if that killed more Megs and Franks. Even if that killed Luka.
The idea of it had her hands digging into his back, pulling their bodies tighter together.
Luka was a killer. He’d rescued her again. Maybe he’d survive being around her.
Alina didn’t want to be alone.
She let his heartbeat drift in again. Let the dullness take over for a while. She didn’t remember closing her eyes. The sun had faded. Shadows fell around them, with only a small patch of moonlight.
Luka had held her all day. She was still cold. It wasn’t that she couldn’t feel his warmth around her. It was as if it couldn’t penetrate her form.
Her fingers uncurled, numb from how hard she’d been holding on to him. She rubbed them in slow circles over his back, working through the tingling return of sensation. Her fingers hit a wetness toward his hip. 
“Are you hurt?” she asked, the words more of a mumble in her state. Her own wounds were throbbing. She only remembered the stab in her side, but there was stinging in other places. Familiar pinches of pain that tried to drag her mind into memories.
Luka’s heartbeat filtered through it, keeping her in the present.
His head moved against her hair. She couldn’t tell if it was a nod or a shake, but assumed the latter. Luka never complained.
“I think I am,” she admitted. The stab on her side was really beginning to ache.
Luka pulled back from her, and she regretted her admission. She missed the way his face had pressed against her hair, missed the tightness of his arms.
His lighter-colored eyes seemed to pierce through the darkness. Then he was tugging her to her feet, herding her toward the bathroom.
Alina turned on the light. She studied herself in the mirror. She looked hideous. Blood had dried in her hair, darkening clumps of it. More smeared her face and her neck above the collar of Luka’s shirt. It streaked down below the black cotton.
Luka was no longer touching her. She felt even colder.
He had turned, and the shower added its pattering sound to the stillness. He adjusted the temperature, his hand under the stream to test it. A light steam began to mist out.
Alina pulled off the shirt he had given her. It clung to the wound on her side, then made it throb harder as it pulled free. She let it drop to the floor and stared at the wound. It was deep and continued to hurt.
The bathroom counter blocked the mirror from showing her anything below her waist. She could make out the cuts on her thighs if she looked down without the reflection. Cuts like his father had given her, only she hadn’t noticed them being done this time.
When Luka turned from the shower and started to leave, panic hit her. 
“Don’t go!” Her eyes closed so she didn’t have to see his expression. It probably wasn’t anything bad like she imagined. It was Luka; she could be honest with him. “I don’t want to be alone.”
He stopped; she hadn’t needed to worry. When she opened her eyes, he was wearing the blank face he showed the world.
Getting into the shower sapped the last of her energy. She didn’t bother closing the glass door, not caring if water splashed the tiles. The warm water soaked her hair and landed against her body. It took everything she had to reach out for the bar of soap. When it slipped from her fingers, she wanted to cry. Her head bent as it thudded and slid away. Water dripped into her eyes, running down her face in place of the tears she didn’t have left.
Luka’s hand, the one with the cross, reached for the soap. He stepped into the shower behind her, still clothed. He hesitated, but when she continued to let her hands lay limply at her sides, he brought the bar of soap to her shoulder, and he began bathing her. The soap glided across her skin so carefully, not his hands. It would have been more effective had he lathered it, but she understood and was grateful.
Alina watched as he washed the dirt and blood from her skin.
He was careful around her wounds, skirting the biggest one.
Soon only bruises mottled her body, and she was mostly clean. All but her hair.
Luka put the bar of soap back in its cubby and reached for the shampoo. He still wore his black gloves. The white soap, smelling of mint and coconut, looked milky against the material. She turned to face him. He reached for her head.
The way his jaw tensed, she knew touching her hurt him through the gloves. All she felt were tingles from how gently he worked the shampoo through her hair. She shifted forward, out of the spray. Her head lowered, her forehead pressing against his chest. His hands stilled, then continued to wash her hair.
She had to lean her head back into the spray so he could rinse it clear. Her hands rose, pressing against his chest for purchase. He shuddered under her touch, and she felt a warm ache down below where he’d already washed her. It almost tingled, but not as much as her scalp did, and soon faded away.
The dullness from before had sunk in by the time he turned the water off. She let Luka dry her, his motions still so careful. Her forehead found his chest again as he squeezed damp strands of her hair with the towel.
She stared at the places where his wet clothes clung to him. She’d seen men with erections, even clothed. Luka didn’t look like they had. Bathing her hadn’t been sexual for him. He’d only been caring for her.
Her hair was still damp when he dropped the towel to the floor, but he’d dried it as well as he could. His gloves spanned her hips, and he lifted her to sit on the bathroom counter. All the supplies had been put neatly away once the time between his own bandage changes lengthened. Now he pulled the things necessary out again and tended to the cuts that had been inflicted on her. Ointment and bandages followed.
The steam in the bathroom faded through the open door, and Alina began to shiver. “Can I wear one of your shirts?” she asked.
He left, coming back in with one and slipping it over her head. His gloves made the material damp in spots, especially when he lifted her down from the counter. He led her to the bed, and she curled onto her good side, the one that hadn’t been stabbed.
Her eyes didn’t follow him back to the bathroom, where he must have been discarding his own wet things. She should have gone with him, checked him over for his own wounds. There had been that dampness at his hip.
She closed her eyes instead, drifting as she waited for him to return.
When he joined her in bed, he was no longer wearing the wet gloves. His fingers molded themselves around her wrist, feeling so familiar. She wished he’d wrap himself around her again instead, hold her tightly against him, but the familiarity was enough. It grounded her.
She doubted it would be enough to keep the nightmares away, but then, it never had been.
That was okay. She’d wake from the nightmares, and he would be there.
But when she opened her eyes next, sunlight had invaded the room again, and Luka was gone.




Chapter 23


No matter how fast Luka moved, every moment away from Alina caused his heart to skitter in his chest. He purchased the items she would need, the same ones that he’d watched her purchase what felt like forever ago. He knew the sizes, and he was in and out of the store in minutes. 
The quickness of his shopping trip didn’t reduce his panic, and he sprinted back to the safe house.
Someone was already there. Acid ate at his stomach. He’d known Ivankov would send someone else. He shouldn’t have held her as long as he did. Shouldn’t have let her sleep again. Should have forced her to leave wearing only his shirt—pants and underwear be damned.
The door wasn’t open yet. He’d returned in time. Luka’s knife was out as he leaped the few steps to reach the porch. When he recognized the person, he managed to turn the knife in time, the blade nicking his arm instead of plunging into him.
Enzo almost shot him. His gun pressed to Luka’s side as the breath whooshed out of him.
“Damn, kid, I knew you were fast, but Jesus Christ,” the Di Salvo man muttered, sucking in a new breath. “Giovanni sent me.”
Luka tried to swallow. Tried to nod. All he managed was to put away the knife. The slice across the bottom of his forearm barely registered.
“First Coronella said you tried to kill him, then that mess you left in the diner in our neighborhood.” Enzo holstered his gun at the small of his back. His eyes slid to the plastic bag. “I knocked, but I guess you were too busy shopping.”
Luka glanced at the door. Enzo had knocked. Worry filled him for Alina. He forced his fingers to firm as he unlocked the door.
“You know this safe house is compromised, right?” Enzo asked, his regular smile back in place, the one that made him look a little unhinged, more so with his normally tanned skin a little pale.
Luka slipped inside, shutting the door in his face.
He kept his steps silent as he raced to the bedroom.
Alina stood in the center of it, the knife he’d left behind clutched to her chest. Luka was glad she had it. He wished her eyes met his instead of dropping to her feet.
“You were gone.” It should have sounded like an accusation, but Alina’s words were empty, almost too low to hear. 
“Sorry.” His voice came out easily. Luka wished apologizing to her wasn’t easy.
“You were gone,” she said, the words stronger now, even if her eyes failed to focus. “And I realized I hadn’t expected it, that I wanted you with me, always. I’m so stupid. You work for the mafia. You have a life.” Her hand was shaking. “You’re not mine.”
Luka wanted to deny it. He wanted to tell her he was hers, but Ivankov was in his mind, laughing at him. His monster owned him. He would until one of them killed the other.
Luka held the plastic bag out toward her.
Alina’s eyes focused on it, then past the plastic to where the slice on his arm dripped toward his wrist. He’d given her his last spare shirt the night before, and nothing covered his arms.
Her eyes widened. “You’re hurt!” Her fingers clamped on his bare wrist, above his still-damp glove. The stab of pain from her touch was worse than the cut. “Come here,” she said, jerking him toward the bathroom.
“Stop,” Luka forced out as his jaw clenched and he dropped the bag.
Alina released him as if she’d been the one burned by the touch. “Sorry. I always do this.” She dropped to her haunches, her hands covering her face. “I know you don’t like to be touched, but then I do it anyway.”
Luka reached for her hands. He realized touching her was different from her touching him. There was pain in it, but it was a softer pulsing, not the breath-stealing stab. He pulled her to her feet, then released her, not sure what to say. He couldn’t tell her it was okay. That would lead to more of her touching, and it hurt too much.
He turned to the sink and rinsed the cut on his arm. When he patted it dry, there was barely any blood. It wasn’t too deep, much shallower than where she’d been stabbed in her side.
Luka held his arm out so she could see. “It’s fine.”
Alina stared at the mark. “Oh,” she mumbled. “You’re right.”
Luka crossed back to the bag of clothes, picked it up, and held it out to her again.
Alina took the things he’d bought into the bathroom to dress.
While she did, Luka packed up the paints and small easels he’d purchased for her. He should have bought her clothes at the time. She’d kept most of the art supplies neatly stored, and the ones in use were quick enough to add to it. Even the portrait-in-progress, of Giovanni, had dried. She must not have painted at all the night he hadn’t returned.
Luka wondered what she’d been doing. She had to have realized he wasn’t coming at some point. Had she just sat and waited?
His eyes focused on the drawings that covered one wall. The people from the diner were there. Enzo would probably paint over it as part of the cleanup. The thought made Luka sad, but he wondered if that was for the best.
Alina was done quickly enough and wore the new, white cloth tennis shoes that he’d purchased, ones without bloodstains. She still wore his shirt, but over jeans and underwear, he assumed.
Luka shifted the art supplies to a one-handed grip so that he could reach the other hand out to her. 
For the first time, Alina didn’t take it. She stared at it, her fingers twitching at her side like she wanted to.
Luka let his gloved hand drop. It was safer to have his hand free. He might need to pull his knife.
Alina didn’t look at the walls or the bed or anything else as she followed him out. It bothered Luka that she didn’t say anything either. Her face was slack, her eyes empty.
Enzo waited for them on the porch. He didn’t appear happy, no longer smiling, but didn’t complain as he led the way to the Di Salvo estate.
[image: image-placeholder]Alina hid away in the spare room she was assigned. With the walls around her, it felt the same as the cabin once had. Or her room in her father’s estate while he was alive. She was just now realizing that the house she’d shared with Luka had also been similar, but it hadn’t felt that way. Maybe she’d felt freer because of her visits to the diner. 
She tried to cut off that thought, but then felt worse for it. She took out a fresh canvas and some paints, and she began to paint Meg.
Luka had disappeared. Him not being around made her chest hurt as badly as it had when she’d woken up without him. She wondered how she could get that pain to fade a little. Time was the only answer that came to her, and that passed without any effort on her part. 
After he’d brought her here, he’d paused in the bedroom, a hesitant look in his pale eyes as if he wanted to say something. Alina had thought about asking when he’d be back, but she swallowed the question. She hadn’t wanted him to make another promise he couldn’t keep.
She painted the day away instead. Enzo brought her a tray of food at one point, but Alina wasn’t hungry. It was hard to look at food once she realized she was painting the last expression she’d seen on Meg’s face before the bullet had taken it away.
But she kept painting it. She wasn’t done when exhaustion pulled on her eyelids. Enzo had also brought her some first aid supplies, and she used the ointment and replaced her bandage on her own.
She didn’t need Luka to take care of her.
She just wanted him.
The nightmare came quickly when she fell asleep. The pain of a man forcing himself inside her. Her tears ran toward her scalp, somehow soothing her. Suddenly she had a knife, and she was stabbing the man in her dream even though he was still connected to her.
Her eyes opened as she choked back an angry shout.
Luka’s fingers stilled where they brushed the edge of her hairline. Then they resumed the small, barely-there caress.
It was like the man was still inside her. She could feel him there. What he had done. She might have stabbed him repeatedly, and done the same to his son, but they owned a part of her.
She hated them for that.
Staring into pale, peridot eyes, she wished someone else owned that part of her life.
Her body moved toward him before she could stop it. Her lips pressed against his as softly as they had once before.
This time, Luka didn’t jerk away.
His hand stilled against her hair, and his other hand tightened around her wrist. His whole body stiffened, but he held himself still, letting her take from him.
Alina pulled back, knowing she should apologize but not wanting to. No, she would rather keep taking.
She closed her eyes so she wouldn’t have to see the pain she had caused him. “I want to ask you for something,” she admitted, the words rushing out of her, “but I know the answer is no, and I don’t want you to say no. Do you always touch me like that when I have a nightmare?” Her eyes flared wide. Before he could respond to the question, she was rushing on. “No, that’s not what I wanted to ask. I just realized when I woke up that the soothing part that sneaks into the memory I relive, night after night, of someone raping me, forcing me to beg, that damn nightmare, the soothing part is all you.” She swallowed, her breath shuddering. “You’re always soothing me, even though it hurts you. You give and you give, and I should want you to stop, but I want to ask for more. I’m going to ask, and you’re going to say no, and this torture will never go away.”
Luka should have run by now. She almost wanted him to. Instead, his hand loosened around her wrist to the gentle hold he normally kept on her. “Ask.” His low voice always made her have to listen closely, as if she were imagining it.
“Have sex with me.”
He didn’t look shocked, not that she’d expected him to. His face remained chiseled from stone, but his eyes squeezed shut, as if he was already in pain.
“I know it’ll hurt. Not just you, but me. I’m expecting it to hurt. But I think if it was you—”
“I can’t.” For once, his words were strong. She’d expected a soft, forced-out ‘no,’ so the strength behind his denial was worse, even if his fingers glided over the edge of her face. “I can’t hurt you,” he explained.
Alina’s chest felt like he’d punched it. It was the same feeling she experienced when he wasn’t around. He wasn’t saying no because touching would hurt him. He didn’t want to hurt her. “But it’s always him, and I want it to be you,” she pushed. “Sex will hurt. I can’t imagine it not hurting, but I still want it to be you.”
Her breath caught because his brows had drawn together, as if he was thinking something over. It must not have been about having sex with her because he rolled off the bed, his movement almost too quick for her eyes to follow. He was wearing new clothes and new gloves and blended in with the darkness, but that wasn’t why. His body had a smooth flow that she wished she could mimic. It was so beautiful.
She didn’t want him to go, and the pain of the thought was terrible. She’d told herself she needed to get used to it, had lied to herself about it getting easier over time, but it only got worse.
He made another movement in the dark, and she realized it was him holding out his hand.
She shouldn’t take it. Every time she took it, she hurt him more.
Her hand wrapped around his, and he tugged her from the bed.
The Di Salvo estate was silent as they slipped into the hallway. A few soldiers were awake, but Luka kept her in the shadows until they passed.
She thought about asking where they were going but maintained her silence. Luka would struggle to explain, and she would know soon enough.
He led her upstairs and inside a bedroom.
Morning hadn’t arrived yet to light the room, but it was obvious that two people were on the bed. Alina froze, but Luka tugged her forward. Suddenly, his arms were around her as he urged her to sit on the floor behind a large chair near the window. Luka was hugging her against him again, despite the pain, and she couldn’t pull away from his effort.
His touch steadied her breathing. Time passed, and the first light of dawn peeked through the curtains.
A person on the bed woke up. It was the woman she’d met briefly the day before, Giovanni Di Salvo’s wife, Nera. Which made the other lump beneath the covers Giovanni, but Alina’s gaze hadn’t moved from the woman. She was naked, her arms strong as they stretched above her head, her stomach rounded above where the covers had bunched at her hips, and her breasts were on display for anyone to see.
Not that the woman would expect anyone to be in her bedroom.
To Alina’s surprise, the woman’s hands lowered to her breasts, her fingers moving to the nipples to pinch and tug. She lowered back to the pillow, her fingers still working on her breasts as a soft moan slipped from between her lips.
The heat the sound created inside Alina almost startled her own squeak out, but Luka’s gloved hand shifted over her mouth, keeping the telltale sound inside. Her lips tingled from the silky slide of the glove over them, and she was grateful he blocked any noise from escaping.
“Nera?” a voice asked sleepily as the woman’s breathing quickened and another moan slipped out.
Nera laughed, the sound so full of happiness that it brought tears to Alina’s eyes. The wife rolled on top of her husband, and then they were kissing, but not like Alina had kissed Luka. Nera’s lips were forceful and hungry, and Alina thought she saw the woman’s tongue active in their open-mouthed kisses.
Then the wife was kissing down her husband’s body, spending a lot of time around his neck before forcing the blankets away so she could kiss lower.
Giovanni wasn’t as vocal as his wife, but as she reached below his stomach, his breathing changed, and he choked off a sound that Alina wanted to imagine Luka making.
Alina couldn’t believe Luka had brought her to watch what they were doing. She couldn’t see everything, not from their angle, but when the blankets were pushed completely off to slide down the front of the bed, Giovanni’s erection was easy enough to see, poking up from between his legs.
Nera didn’t seem scared or worried or degraded. She licked her lips before her head moved lower to kiss the tip of him. Giovanni’s hands reached for his wife, as if he would stop her, and Alina really wanted him to stop her. Nera’s hands wrapped around his, though, pushing them down on the bed as she kissed his erection.
“I want this,” Nera said. Her voice was husky. Her tongue stroked over his tip again, and Giovanni groaned. His wife laughed. “I want to drive you crazy.” Then she took him deep into her mouth.
Alina had had an erection in her mouth. More than one. She’d never wanted it there. Had gagged as they pounded toward her throat. The men had twisted their hands into her hair and forced her mouth to move on them faster as they thrust, and she’d tried not to choke.
Giovanni held himself still as his wife moved on him. His body began to shake, but even after she let go of his hands, he didn’t grab her. Nera used a hand to squeeze his erection as she herself went faster, sucking and licking. She was the one who moaned when Giovanni’s body gave a single thrust up before stilling, her eyes hot as they watched his face.
“Nera!” Giovanni cried, his hand fisting in the bottom sheet. “Please, I want you.” The desire in his voice was unmistakable.
Luka’s body stiffened against Alina’s, and his glove pressed a little tighter to her face.
Nera slowed her movements before lifting her mouth. Her torso rose as she positioned herself over his erection, her hand gripping it tightly. “This?” she asked, lowering herself onto the erection and taking it inside her body.
Alina’s eyes rounded as she watched the woman being the one in control. It looked like a choice. It wasn’t forced.
Of course not, she reminded herself. What was happening between Giovanni and Nera wasn’t rape. It was sex.
Nera’s hands had moved to Giovanni’s stomach as she began to move, lifting her hips and lowering them again.
Giovanni cursed as his hips rose to meet hers. His hand moved to near where they were joined, and he stroked her there.
That only made Nera move faster.
Alina couldn’t look away from the expression on Nera’s face. Her moans had grown louder, and they created an ache in Alina. It wasn’t a painful ache, despite where it was, but the intensity wasn’t comfortable. Each time Giovanni touched her, Nera’s lips parted wider, her eyes became dreamier. She cried out on her next push downward, telling him that she loved him. Her features slackened in an expression that looked so hopeful in its bliss.
Giovanni’s own shout sounded somehow proud as his hands grabbed her hips. He continued the motions her body had been making once, twice, and then a broken sob came from him as his body curled toward her and his arms wrapped around her, holding the couple tightly linked.
At Giovanni’s sounds, Luka buried his face in Alina’s hair, using her to silence his own gasp.
The couple panted against each other for long moments before Nera’s face lifted. Her smile was absolutely blinding. And that was even before Giovanni’s words.
“I love you, Nera,” he said, his hand sliding into her hair.
She laughed, leaning down and kissing him.
Alina wondered if they were going to do it all over again. It had, after all, started with a kiss.
Nera moved off of him, though. “You can sleep,” she told her husband as she rose from the bed.
Giovanni watched her pad to the bathroom, and then he climbed out of bed as well.
Alina stared at the carpet when he did.
Luka’s glove moved away from her mouth after the bathroom door shut behind them. Her lips tingled, as if they’d been the ones kissing. She thought they would leave while the couple showered, but his arm moved around her to join the other one. His limbs were stiff against her, and she worried about how much pain he was in.
The ache she’d experienced watching the couple have sex didn’t go away.
She reminded herself that that was what had happened. Giovanni and Nera had had sex with each other, and nothing about it looked like it had brought Nera any pain. She had been the one in charge, acting like she wanted it. Not just to please him, but because it pleasured her.
Pleasure from sex. The man who had raped Alina had seemed to enjoy it, but she’d never imagined the opposite. She’d only been able to imagine an erection causing pain.
And then she understood why Luka had brought her there to watch. Her face heated. Luka had said that he couldn’t be the one to hurt her, and she’d been trying to push him into it.
Then he’d shown her a different kind of sex. Hope sprouted that Luka’s answer hadn’t been a complete no.
She imagined Luka being the one to make that sexy groan, and the heat inside her spread.
Then the bathroom door opened, and she concentrated on not giving away their position by breathing too hard.




Chapter 24


Luka had become hard when Giovanni cried out in his release. His erection ached. The pulsing pain of holding Alina in his arms made the ache worse than ever before. He forced her to wait there while the couple showered, but his panic grew as the erection remained. 
He’d once thought like Alina had, that sex only brought pain. He’d wanted to show her it wasn’t true, even if he couldn’t be the one to help her experience that herself. 
He remembered his own shock when he’d come to see Giovanni like he often had, sneaking into his bedroom, and heard the sounds of someone being aroused. It had been Giovanni, and the sound had been that broken and grateful sob, more shocking than the previous shouts of satisfaction he’d encountered. Nera had made the more familiar sounds, though Luka had never heard them from a woman. The pleasure shared between Giovanni and his new wife was a constant that held true. Nera touched him, and Giovanni touched Nera. His touch seemed to be what Nera needed most.
Without that, it would be like what Ivankov did to the men and women he forced his erections on.
And Luka never wanted to do that. He couldn’t prepare a woman to accept him, couldn’t let them use him to prepare themselves, and so any use of his erections would cause pain. 
The reminder should have calmed his body. It should have made that male part of himself that he despised wither to nothing. Instead, Alina’s scent filled him with want. He realized his nose was buried in her hair, his arms holding her close despite the pain. He needed to let go of her, to create some distance.
His arms pulled her tighter against his chest. The move brushed her ass against his erection, an action that only made him harder.
Alina’s breathing had become faster. The door to the bathroom opened, and her chest pulled in a deeper breath to control it.
Luka tried to control his own racing heart as Giovanni and Nera dressed. Nera moved to the bed, remaking it as she did most mornings. If she turned just right, she would see them there. She didn’t. She rounded to the other side of the bed to finish pulling the blankets in place, and then she and Giovanni left the room together.
Luka’s arms dropped, and he started to create distance between him and Alina. Alina whirled, her lips finding his as her arms wrapped around him. Her kiss didn’t feel like Nera’s had looked. It was soft and gentle and sent more heat to his nearly weeping erection.
But where her hands touched him, he felt like knives stabbed into the skin. Worse than knives. Hot pokers with blunt, gouging edges.
It was a confusing mixture of sensations. It didn’t make his erection go away, but it hurt so goddamn much. He jerked his lips free. “Stop!” he cried, and it was almost a sob, nothing like the sound Giovanni had made.
Alina scrambled back, no longer touching him. Her face held a reflection of his feelings: panic and a stricken guilt. “Sorry. I’m sorry!” Her hands covered her face as she hunched into herself and began to cry.
Luka had no idea what to do. He would give anything to stop her from crying. Maybe he could endure the pain of her touch. It was the worst pain, worse than what Ivankov could do to him, but endurance was one of Luka’s skills.
His hand reached for her, curling around her wrist. He’d done it so often, the skittering pulse that ran through him didn’t stab at all. It was almost warm.
Alina’s head lifted. Her face, wet with tears, punched him in the gut. Then her eyes narrowed in a glare. “Stop confusing me.”
Luka’s throat constricted at the accusation in her eyes.
“You keep touching me!” she cried.
His gaze moved to where his fingers encircled her wrist through the gloves.
Her arm moved within his grasp. “This, stroking my face, even hugging me. You keep doing it, and I keep wanting more, but I know it hurts you. Sometimes I can’t help it, and I grab you anyway, even though I shouldn’t, like just now. The way you cried out, I hate that I do that to you.”
Luka frowned as he continued to stare at her wrist. Part of it was the gloves, and his shirt should have protected him as well, but when she touched him, the stabbing was too intense to ignore.
His other gloved hand lifted and cupped her face.
Her eyes slid shut as her breath shuddered from her. “You’re not being fair.”
He focused on touching her. There was pain, yes, but it was only slightly uncomfortable, and with it came the tingling that shot to his groin in a strange mixture that kept him hard. He swallowed. “Not as bad,” he admitted. “Touching you.”
Her eyes opened. “Wait, it doesn’t hurt as bad when you’re in control of the touching? Does that mean you can try to touch me more?”
His glove shifted, moving into her hair. He knew the gloves made it more possible in that moment, but he also stroked near her scalp while she slept. Without the gloves, her hair felt so silky against his bare fingers. The thought did nothing to dissuade his body’s interest in her. “You want me to?” he asked. His heart pounded in his chest at the thought of trying.
“Yes. I want you to touch me all over.” She scrambled to her feet, her hands going to the hem of her shirt, or really to his shirt, which she still wore.
Luka tightened his hold on her wrist, stopping her. “Clothes on?” he asked, worry filling him as she hesitated, but then she nodded, releasing the hem.
He knew she wanted more. She wanted it all, for him to bury himself inside of her. But this was a test, and an extra layer would help.
He needed to see if he’d be able to make her want him. Not want him to hurt her, but actually desire him, the way Nera wanted Giovanni.
Alina surprised him by leading him to the bed. “Not on the floor. There was a mattress on the floor.”
He remembered the dirty mattress in the room where he had found her. The memory eased the ache in his groin.
Despite saying she wanted him to touch her, Alina bit her lip as she sat on the edge of the bed, her eyes not meeting his.
Luka didn’t sit beside her. He couldn’t release her wrist. His other hand lifted, stroking along the edge of her hairline near her forehead.
Alina’s breath rushed out of her as her body relaxed. “See?” she said, a smile forming. “Just like that. Your touch is so soothing.” She pulled away from him, not in fear, not to pull away, but to rest her back against the bed.
He thought about her words. Soothing her had been his intention all along, even if he hadn’t understood it. The idea that he could touch to soothe, that he didn’t have to touch to arouse, lessened the worry that had coiled inside him, and he crawled onto the bed.
It smelled of Giovanni. Nera as well, he was sure, but he was more familiar with Giovanni’s scent. The familiarity helped him relax further as he reached for her face.
His glove slid along her skin in soft little brushes that made the last of her tension ease. He remembered the way she’d liked when he’d washed her hair, and he let his gloves play with the strands, brushing lightly over her scalp.
A little tremor ran through her body, and he paused, but her face didn’t look afraid.
Alina didn’t close her eyes. Her gaze had latched onto his face, as if she would never look away.
Luka couldn’t do the same. He needed to look at what he was doing. He was careful not to tug on the silky strands of her hair as he slid free. His gloved finger moved on its own to brush along her strong, pointed nose. Then it skipped down to her lips, stroking along the bottom one.
Alina pulled in a breath and held it.
He didn’t have to wonder how soft her lips were. He’d felt it for himself when she had pressed them against his. The memory returned the ache to his erection. He considered taking his glove off, tracing her lips with his bare finger, or even kissing her.
Worried it would be too much too soon, he forced his fingers to trail down her face and over her chin. It tipped up a little, as if reaching for him, and gave him easier access to her neck. 
Brushing his fingers over her pulse made her breath rush out of her. “I like that,” Alina said, though Luka didn’t need the encouragement. His hand was already tracing more lines on her neck. “It tickles sort of, but it’s more of a tingle. A tingle that races everywhere.”
Luka knew about tingles. They were racing through him as well, doing things to his body.
His shirt was too big on her. The hard edge of her collarbone was visible above the collar of the shirt, which had pulled taut when she’d lain on it. The silkiness of his glove traced over it next, and Alina made the sexiest hum in her throat. If he could use his lips on her, he’d want to use them there, where he would be closer to her chest. From there, the hum would wrap around him.
He sat up straighter on the bed, his other hand finally leaving her wrist as he mapped both hands over her shoulders. Using both hands distracted him for a moment; the flash of discomfort had doubled. That his hands brushed over his own shirt let him push through the sensation to the thrum beneath. 
He moved slowly down her arms until he was back at her wrists, encircling them. His fingers could wrap completely around her there. He stroked back up the insides of her arms, which shifted wider, as if giving him more room. The fingers of his gloves brushed along her body before reaching her chest.
Alina sucked in her breath again, and he paused. His hands shifted, curving along the outsides of her breasts. It seemed like she had stopped breathing, and his gaze flew to her face. Her brow had furrowed, and she’d bitten her lip. He froze, and as his touch hovered, not moving, her chest began lifting and falling again. Her face relaxed.
Her teeth freed her lip. “I want you to touch them,” she said. “I mean, they’ve been touched before, and I was remembering that at first, but the touch was never that soft. Never as kind as you, Luka.” Her smile was back, but it was the sharp one, the one that wasn’t quite true. He started to pull away, but her lips dropped. “No!” Her hands lifted, but she forced them to turn and grip the top blanket. “I need that kindness. I need it to feel different.”
His gloves shifted, moving on top of her chest. Her breasts didn’t extend as much as he remembered; they were somehow flatter because of how she lay on her back. He didn’t squeeze or pinch, but slid across their surface.
“Oh!” she gasped, and for the first time, her eyes shut. “Do that again.”
Luka did as she asked. His hands started making slow circles, right on top. She seemed to enjoy the sensation more over her nipples, and as he rubbed her there, he could feel the ends stiffen under his touch.
His erection tried to take his attention as she began to moan and lift into his caress. Pain burned through him, almost like a fire; it was a sweet torture. He pressed down a little firmer on his next pass, his fingers sliding over her hardened nipples, and her cry was louder as her eyes opened, latching onto him. He opened the fingers of his glove, letting the nipple get captured between them on his next pass, and was rewarded by her calling his name.
“Luka!” Another panted-out breath. “It feels so different. Good, it feels good. But it makes me ache too.”
His hands paused. “Ache?” That sounded like pain. The pain he felt was mixed with an ache, especially given how hard he had gotten.
“Down there.” The admission was a whisper this time. “I kind of want you to touch me lower, but I’m a little scared too. So maybe keep touching my breasts for now? Until I’m not so scared?”
Luka remained frozen in place, his own body rioting with too many sensations.
“Please, Luka?” There was a vulnerability in the words, and her lips twisted. “Oh, no. That sounded like I was begging. Don’t make me beg. They always made me when I didn’t want to.” Moisture shimmered in her eyes.
Luka’s hands moved on their own, continuing their caresses over her breasts.
Alina bit her lip, harder this time, as if to keep herself from talking, so he avoided her nipples for a while. Her nipples aroused her. Luka wanted to soothe her first. He moved up to her shoulders again, then back down, his fingers finding the plump underside of her breast through the cotton, sliding over the top of her stomach beneath it.
Her teeth let go of her lip, and he slid up and over her chest, adding pressure to her nipples again.
Alina’s gasp was like music. Her legs shifted apart, a silent invitation for him to explore further. He remained on her torso. Not brushing her nipples every time seemed to add more sensation when he did move over them. On the next pass, he let his fingers be firmer, and her hips lifted from the bed, surprising him.
“Now, Luka,” she said. “It’s okay now.”
He knew where she wanted his touch, and his hand slid straight down, cupping her.
Alina’s body stilled. She felt hot, hot enough that the heat made it through her jeans and his gloves. His erection wept a little at the sensation, but he ignored it to stare into her eyes, not moving at all while she processed the feeling.
Her body didn’t relax. Small tremors shook it. He started to pull away.
Her head shifted along the bed, mussing her hair. “No, I don’t feel bad. It aches, but not in a bad way, not really. Can you try rubbing?”
He stroked his fingers over the crease of her jeans, and her hips lifted into the caress. He tried to focus on her face. The intentness of it was beautiful, but his own ache kept taking his attention. His fingers moved faster, rubbing and rubbing, and she became hotter through his glove.
Her legs shifted wider, and a little groan slipped from her lips.
Luka paused in the middle of another stroke. “Not good?” His words came out choked—he was thinking about pressing something else against her. She didn’t answer right away, too busy swallowing, and doubts filled him. “We should stop.” So far, the test had been good for them both. There was no reason to push it. His hand lifted away from her.
Her body trembled again, this time at the loss. “But it felt good,” she finally managed to say.
He started to reach for her again, but froze in indecision.
Alina’s hands dug into the blanket beneath her. “Can we do one more thing? It’s a big ask, but I think we need to try it to know for sure whether this might work.”
Luka sucked in a breath, trying to calm himself. Razors danced along his skin now that he wasn’t touching her. A part of him wanted to test whether the sensation would disappear if he gave in and touched her again. “Ask.”
“Can you put your weight on me?” Her face turned away. “It used to feel like I was being suffocated. That was the worst part because he wanted me to beg when it felt like I couldn’t breathe. I want to replace it all with you, but if you can’t lie on top of me, then it won’t even be worth trying to do the other… it was both of those things.” She waited, as if expecting him to say no.
Luka should have said no. He felt like he would break apart any minute.
Alina’s eyes softened as they traced over his face. “It’s okay. It’s too much. I knew it was, but I wanted it anyway. This has been enough. Luka, it felt good. I’m a little frustrated, too, but frustrated that we’re stopping, not that this happened to me. That’s different. New. Thank you.” Her smile was the one he loved the most, the small, genuine tilt of her lips. “It’s enough.”
She was smiling at him as she said she wanted him, and suddenly it wasn’t enough for Luka. He shifted forward, moving into a crouch over her body.
Alina stopped smiling; her breath was coming and going too hard to smile. Not in fear. In anticipation.
“Hold still,” he breathed out, waiting for her to nod. His erection already jutted out from his body, tenting his pants as if it was trying to reach out and touch her.
He was scared to let it, but her eyes shone up at him, so hopeful.
He kept his torso hovering above her. His legs straightened, and he expected them to rest on top of hers, but they slid between her widened legs and the aching part of himself pressed against the crease of her jeans.
His mind blanked as sensation exploded through him. Heat, pain, and an excruciating pleasure despite how wrong it was. His hips jerked, rubbing his erection against her.
Her knees lifted from the sensation, her thighs caging him in. The added layer of panic kept him from coming right then. His arms wobbled, brushing his chest against hers, and her intake of air kept him from shoving away.
“Luka?” she asked on a gasp, checking on him even though she must also be afraid.
With his eyes closed, he could only focus on one thing. He thrust again instead of tearing away, his traitorous erection throbbing even more, especially when she began to lift her hips into it.
He forced his eyes open so the worst part of him wouldn’t take over completely. Strands of her silky hair clung to her face as she stared into him. Alina gasped and moaned in pleasure as he used the hard part of himself to slide and rub, pushing at her harder than his fingers had.
Suddenly she cried out, and the sound of it was different. She sounded scared as her body went slack, and he shoved himself off of her, rolling so far away he nearly fell off the bed. He was harder than he’d ever been, but he ignored it as fury at himself rushed inside. He shoved himself up, not touching her but needing to look at the consequence of the mistake he’d made.
Alina made a little ‘oh’ sound before she seemed to melt into the bed. Her head shifted, and he wanted to castrate himself as he saw the wetness on her cheeks. But her eyes were wide with a wondrous light, and her sudden laugh was so full of joy.
He collapsed back on the bed, grateful and confused and aching as he tried to catch his breath.




Chapter 25


Alina watched Luka through slitted eyes, feeling really, really good. She had expected the fear, but had expected discomfort with it. She hadn’t expected the euphoria that had come over her as Luka thrust against her. It had been a little scary, and she knew she had made Luka panic. The tugs between her legs, reminding her how good it had felt, took away her shame. 
She’d remember these moments with Luka more strongly than anything. Her selfishness had paid off. 
She wanted to be more selfish. She wanted to take off her clothes, take off all of Luka’s clothes, and then straddle him like she’d watched the other woman do. Maybe if she forced Luka to be inside her, his instincts would take over again.
She shifted closer to Luka, careful not to brush against him as she curled her fingers into the hem of his shirt and pulled it up. She only got past his stomach, where his healing wound scarred him, before his hands clamped around her wrists, forcing her to stop.
His hands were shaking, she realized, and his eyes were terrified. “Enough,” he said, releasing her before turning on his side and curling into himself.
Guilt tore through her. She wished she could hug him, the way he did her. She couldn’t wish it had never happened. 
So she did the only thing she ever did. She talked. “Sorry. I won’t touch you. You can trust me this time, even though I’ve said it before.”
His body didn’t uncurl. Tremors still ran through him.
“Instead of apologizing, I should thank you. I know I asked a lot, but the sensation that burst inside me, it was nothing like I expected. With you, Luka, I really think sex might be amazing.”
He made a small, pained sound.
“Not that I expect you to do that. You’ve done enough, I promise. I just want you to be okay. I wish it had been the same for you.” That it hadn’t, that he was curled up in pain instead, brought a slow death to her desire. “I really wish you could want me as much as I want you.”
Luka rolled to his back. She studied his face, still finding the fear there. He gestured down toward his pants. “I want you,” he whispered, as if it was a shameful thing.
His confession swept the hurt inside her away. She sat on her hands to keep from reaching for him. “That’s a good thing. We could—”
Luka was shaking his head. “I can’t.” He forced himself to take a deeper breath, letting it out slowly. “I want you too much.”
He was back to being scared of hurting her. She should probably be scared of the same.
Alina wasn’t, though. She wanted all of him.
“It’ll go away,” he said. He did more of the slow breathing.
Alina let herself enjoy looking at him as he tried to force himself to relax. She couldn’t help but stare at the place where his pants remained tented, even after long minutes. She’d seen erections before. The memory of the ones she’d seen bubbled to the surface, tainting the moment.
Luka’s jaw tightened as he stopped trying to breathe his reaction away. The way his hands curled at his sides broke up her thoughts. “It’s always gone away,” he mumbled, not looking at her.
Alina’s selfishness rose to the surface. “Can I see it?”
His erection seemed to jump inside his pants, and Luka hissed in a breath.
Alina leaned toward him, her knees digging into her hands. “Please? I want to see you naked. I’ve seen other men naked, and it scared me. But seeing you would be different.” She waited, breath held, because Luka hardly denied her anything.
The only hard nos he ever said were to her touch, because it hurt him too much, and to anything he thought would hurt her.
Luka rose from the bed and started taking off his clothes. She’d seen his stomach and his back before, but after the way he’d made her body hum, her eyes seemed to gobble him up. When he carefully stripped off his pants, she looked away, suddenly worried that seeing his erection would frighten her.
She didn’t want to have any fear around Luka.
Long moments passed. Luka didn’t tell her to look. No, he wouldn’t force her. He was probably getting dressed now that she was acting like she didn’t want to see his body.
Her head whipped toward him, as if to look while she still could.
He was standing naked at the side of the bed, his hands fisted at his sides. She wondered what expression he was making, but she could only look at one thing—his erection jutting out from his body.
It was smaller than the ones she’d seen, but Luka was a smaller man. Some she’d seen had been an angry red, but Luka’s was pale, with the most delicate of veins along its length.
While she stared at it, his erection seemed to grow, lurching a bit toward his stomach as Luka let out another pained sound.
Alina shifted off of her hands so she could pat the spot on the bed he had lain on before. “Lie down,” she told him.
When he just stood there, Alina’s gaze moved up to his face. She expected his normal blankness, but his lips had parted as he panted, and his cheeks had paled. He looked like he was in a full-blown panic.
Alina shuffled to the far side of the bed, away from him. “I won’t touch you. That won’t change.” The thought led to another one. “Actually, can you touch yourself? Or does that hurt too?”
Color filled his cheeks, chasing a bit of the panic away as he stared at her. “What?”
“Does it hurt when you touch yourself?” Alina asked. Curiosity ate at her. She needed to know.
Luka looked confused. “I don’t know.”
“Oh. Then why don’t you try it?”
Luka’s hands fisted again as his erection jumped.
“Would it help if I talked you through it? You could start by touching your chest.”
Luka hesitated, but then his hand unfurled, and he slowly brought the glove to his chest.
“Does that hurt? Like when you touch me?” Alina asked.
Luka shook his head.
A flare of heat filled Alina’s chest. It was ridiculous. She shouldn’t feel jealous, but the bitterness made words she hadn’t planned fall out of her mouth. “What about without the glove?”
Luka stilled. Then he slid his gloves off. He clasped his hands together before reaching for his chest, brushing one hand over it.
His lips parted as his eyes lost focus.
“So you like your own touch?” Alina told herself not to feel disappointed.
Luka’s gaze focused on her again.
“Oh,” Alina breathed. The sudden realization slid through her like lava. “Are you imagining it’s me?”
His erection twitched.
Alina couldn’t help but grin at him, stretching her body across the bed to pat the side closest to him. “Come here.” She moved completely back to her side. “Not so I can reach you. You should lie down and try this.”
Luka lay down.
His erection looked bigger from that angle. It was pointing up toward his belly.
Luka’s hands rested at his sides. His face was the comfortable blankness that meant he’d calmed down some.
“No, no, keep touching your chest. Both hands this time. That’s how I would do it.”
He obeyed her words, his fingers brushing over the top of his chest.
“I would definitely check out that tattoo on your neck. Your tattoos fascinate me, and I bet your neck is as sensitive as mine is.”
His fingers grazed the inked wings, and a shudder racked his body. She talked about feeling his pulse against her skin, how happy she’d be if it was a little too fast, or even faster than that. How she loved the way his body shivered under her touch.
It was suddenly very, very easy to make Luka pant.
“I wonder if your nipples are as sensitive as mine. Touch them for me.”
Luka hesitated, but then his hands slid down his chest and over his nipples.
“I didn’t like when mine were pinched. It hurt. Of course, it wasn’t you doing it. A part of me thinks it might feel different if it was you, but I was too scared to ask. I’d feel better testing it out on you first. Pinch your nipples.”
He groaned as he obeyed, his head falling back. “Fuck,” he breathed out, in that too-low voice.
“So you like that? If you like it, I’d do it more.”
His fingers worked over his nipples, harder than she ever would have, but his hips were jerking a little now, just like hers had when she’d become excited.
If Alina was the one touching him, she’d want to delay moving down between his legs. She’d spend a lot of time on the fascinating divots above his hips, on his adorable outie belly button, and she might want to kiss his stomach, carefully near the healing cut. She’d hope that the sensation would make him twitch.
“I’ve never touched a man before.” Erections had been forced into her mouth and into her, but not by her own hands. This was Luka, she reminded herself. “I really want to touch you. Only you.”
One of his hands lowered to his erection, hovered there.
“Wrap my hand around it,” she said, knowing it was his own hand that obeyed, but imagining it was hers. 
His panting was back as he squeezed.
“How hard is it?” All the dicks that had been shoved into her had been hard rods. Her tone went flat on the word.
It had been the wrong thing to say. His body stiffened as his hand loosened, and his eyes, which had slid shut, opened.
She swallowed, pushing the memories down. “Maybe the skin is soft, though?” she asked. “Not as soft as my breasts, but kind of silky, like your gloves.” At the mention of her breasts, his hand tightened again, and he breathed out a little fast on the word ‘gloves.’ “I’d be gentle as I stroked up toward the tip. I’d want to brush over those fascinating veins as I slide up and down.” 
Luka was panting again with his eyes squeezed shut. Even without her urging, his hand continued to stroke, so much firmer than she would have been comfortable trying.
Alina scooted a little closer as she noticed moisture beading on the head of his penis. “Are you dripping? I’d need to taste you. To close my mouth on the very tip of you.” She’d never done that. Oh, she’d swallowed cum, had gagged on it, but the men had always thrust themselves fully inside her. She liked the idea of the tip with Luka.
He couldn’t, of course, taste himself, but his hand quickened at the picture she painted with her words, and his hips were rising into his strokes.
“Does that feel good?” Alina asked. Her eyes moved back to his face, where his jaw had clenched. He looked tough and vulnerable at the same time. “All I want to do is make you feel good. I want you inside me, moving like that. I want you to want me, Luka, just as badly as I want you.”
He cried out, and it was partially a sob this time. His hand stopped moving as he came on his abdomen, making it glisten.
His hand fell away as his body shuddered, sinking deeper into the bed.
Tears filled Alina’s eyes as Luka’s face filled with bliss.
And she couldn’t hold back the words. “I love you, Luka.”
His head rolled to the side, his eyes opened, and she saw him smile. Not the slight tilt of his lips she’d seen once before, but a full smile.
“I always want to be with you. Forever.”
It was astonishing how quickly that smile disappeared and the blank expression returned to his face.




Chapter 26


Alina’s words of love shattered him inside, even worse than his first orgasm had done. 
Her mention of forever blew the shards every which way, making him bleed.
Luka didn’t have forever. He was going to die. Soon. It was how his time with Ivankov was always going to end.
His only hope had been to take the monster with him.
Now Alina had wormed her way inside, trying to give him an impossible new hope.
If he hadn’t already gone soft, he would have anyway. His fear that his erection wouldn’t go away had been ridiculous all along. There were much worse things to be afraid of.
Alina rose from the bed. “Let me get something to help you clean up.”
Shame filled him as the feeling of his own stickiness registered. He had cum all over his pelvic area when he’d first heard someone say they loved him.
His mind was all messed up, and reality didn’t help. He tried to take the damp washcloth from her when she returned, but Alina jerked it away from him. “I’ll do it. I won’t touch you.”
He wanted to protest. He wanted to leave immediately, to return to Ivankov and the death that waited for him.
A part of him also wished she would break her word and touch him again.
Alina was careful, though, as she brought the washcloth to his skin. Her fingers never brushed him. Soon he was clean.
Her scent was all over him from when he’d touched her, lain on top of her. He could also smell Giovanni from the sheets below. The combination had allowed him to relax enough to do the one thing he’d never thought he’d want to do.
Closing his eyes, he remembered Alina’s voice talking him through touching himself, and he wanted to climax again. Not to the point that the thought made him hard, but he knew he wouldn’t be running off to Ivankov; not that day.
Alina returned the washcloth to the bathroom, and he rose from the bed to get dressed. If she was disappointed, she didn’t say anything.
When they left Giovanni’s bedroom, the worst person who could see them doing so was there in the hallway. Luka had never cared for Antonio Di Salvo. The man’s smile wasn’t honest, and his eyes held a type of calculation that made Luka nervous.
Antonio’s eyebrow lifted as he paused outside of the room. His annoying laugh followed. “Fuck, I knew you were a perv for Giovanni. Does he know you were spying on him or rubbing his dirty underwear over your face or whatever you were doing?”
Luka moved in front of Alina as he edged them toward the stairs.
Antonio’s smile tightened as his eyes flicked to her. “This is the Russian girl Giovanni said you were bringing?” He held a hand out toward her. “I’m Antonio Di Salvo.”
She hesitated, then slowly held out her own. “Alina Lipin.” A small gasp escaped her when he brought her hand up to his lips, and his smile widened.
Luka hated Antonio’s smile so much.
Alina jerked her hand back, shifting behind Luka.
“I know who you are,” Antonio said. “Do you?”
There was something in the man’s tone that made Luka want to stab him. He always wanted to stab him. Giovanni would be sad about it, though.
Alina stared down at her shoes. “I’m here with Luka,” she said.
Luka thought the heat in his body could only come from the tingling. This new type of heat centered in his chest, at least, instead of below. Getting an erection around Antonio felt like asking the man to cut it off. Giovanni’s half brother hated Luka more than Luka hated him.
“It’s like that, is it?” Antonio murmured. “Well, as long as you know he’s already in love with Giovanni.” He turned toward the stairs. “Come on. Nera has made something delicious, I’m sure.” He didn’t wait for them to follow.
Luka didn’t bother to deny how he felt about Giovanni. That would require too many words, too much explanation.
Alina moved ahead of him, and he trailed her to the kitchen area.
Since Nera had come to the Di Salvo estate, the kitchen was always bustling in the mornings. Luka had wondered if Alina would want to cook with her, but he decided what had happened at the diner was still too fresh in her mind. The Balakin men had taken something else from her, and he wished it was possible to kill someone all over again. 
Alina stayed close to his side, though not so close that she brushed against him. Luka was the one to hand her one of Nera’s croissants. Alina didn’t speak, even to thank him, and he missed the sound of her voice.
He’d never thought of Alina as shy, not when she talked a mile a minute about anything and everything. No one had ever talked to him half as much. Most of the time, he was ignored, especially among the Bratva. They only knew he was a killer. He often blended into the shadows.
Which was something Alina seemed to be attempting to do. It was as if she didn’t want the Di Salvos to see her.
It didn’t help that Nera couldn’t seem to stop looking at her. She tried to be subtle about it, but her gaze lingered a little too long.
“Noticed it, have you?” Antonio asked her, his smile too smug. He leaned on the kitchen island next to where Nera was cutting up strawberries. Luka didn’t know how Giovanni’s wife had realized it, but he liked her strawberry tarts best. Antonio let out a small laugh. “I should have known. My new little sis stares at Giovanni more than anyone. Enzo had to remind me about the connection when I complained about having to take care of the Bratva pet assassin’s girl.”
Alina shifted behind Luka.
Antonio noticed. “Oh, don’t worry; you’re safe here. You’re Giovanni’s dear auntie, so it’s not just because Giovanni has a soft spot for this one.” He gestured toward Luka before reaching for his own croissant.
Nera stopped him, pointing to a different batch near the side. She glanced back at Alina, trying to smile. “Sorry for staring. You have my husband’s nose, and your hair is a similar shade.”
Alina’s feet shifted over the hardwood floor as she frowned. “But I’m younger.”
Antonio shrugged as he swallowed his first bite. “Doesn’t change that your older sister was his mother. Or I guess your half sister. I heard the older pakhan took a second, much younger wife after his first wife—” He swallowed the words, and his lips thinned as he set his croissant down. He was no longer smiling as his gaze moved to Nera. “Too many women die in our world, whether Bratva or La Cosa Nostra or any of the families.”
Nera’s hand moved over his in a quick squeeze. “I’m not going to die.”
“Better not.” Antonio cleared his throat, trying out a smile, but it didn’t quite fit. “I’m not sure what Giovanni would do if he lost you.”
Luka knew. Giovanni would want to die. The man had admitted as much when he’d explained the opposite to him once before, that Nera had been why he’d wanted to live, back when Luka had tried to kill him when they were younger.
“Anyway, you’re safe here, Alina,” Antonio said. “The Di Salvos who killed women are all gone. That is, as long as you don’t do something crazy, like attack Giovanni or Nera.” His smile had an edge. “That I wouldn’t be able to forgive.” His eyes shifted to Luka.
Luka understood why the man hated him. His assassination attempt would never be forgotten. Antonio constantly brought up Luka’s fixation on Giovanni because of his own obsession with his cousin. Or brother. Luka had been surprised when he’d picked up the information. The two Di Salvos weren’t anything alike.
Alina didn’t look like Antonio had convinced her she was safe. Her shoulders remained tensed, and she hadn’t eaten a bite of the croissant Luka had handed her. She nodded politely as Nera talked to her about the differences in the foods she’d made that morning, but there was a sadness to her eyes, and Luka knew she was remembering the people at the diner.
He wished he’d gotten there sooner. One more reason to kill Ivankov, not that Luka had needed another. The pakhan would target Alina again. Luka would have to leave the estate soon. 
He’d seen the painting of the woman who’d died when he’d slipped into Alina’s room the night before, and he’d told himself she wasn’t ready for him to leave yet. It was only an excuse. His eyes traced over her face as she chewed on her lip and said nothing. He wanted to huddle alone with her in a room, where she’d feel comfortable enough to speak word after word. That would be enough for him, even if he was never able to touch her again.
Luka used to wonder why he was still alive. He’d felt like he’d been granted too much time already. Now time was like sand, trickling through his fingers.
Antonio had said she was safe at the estate, but Luka had meant to talk to Giovanni to confirm it was okay for her to remain there indefinitely. He didn’t need to scan the kitchen to know that the Di Salvo boss wasn’t there. When he’d first slipped into the room, he hadn’t found Giovanni at Nera’s side like he expected. He started to slip out, deciding it would be a good time to find him alone, but a tug on his sleeve stopped him.
Alina dropped her hand, her face flushing. “Sorry,” she apologized, even though she’d been careful not to touch him. “Are you going?” Her eyes locked on his face, seeming to memorize it as if it were the last time.
Luka reached out, his glove encircling her wrist. It trembled. “Not far,” he managed, feeling her relax within his grasp. But he didn’t want to give her false hope or a lie, so he pushed himself to add, “Not yet.”
Alina’s gaze fell to where he still touched her. “You’ll tell me? Before you go?”
He’d gotten so used to holding her wrist in just that way that there was no pain at all. Luka released her anyway, and she replaced his hand with her own before looking up. He nodded, comfortable with making that promise if she wanted it. 
She turned back toward the kitchen island. 
Antonio was watching them, but Luka couldn’t read the expression in his eyes this time. All he knew was that it didn’t match his smile.
Nera crossed to Luka with a plate of chocolate croissants. “For you and Giovanni,” she said, reading him too easily. “Come back later, and you’ll be able to sneak a strawberry tart as well.”
Giovanni was alone in the office he shared with Nera. Luka set the plate on the desk and took a chair this time. He couldn’t quite look at the man who was the closest thing he had to a friend.
He didn’t speak. Not because he couldn’t push the words out, but because he didn’t know exactly what he wanted to say. They ate in silence. 
Giovanni was the first to speak.
“Coronella told me about the warehouse.”
Luka didn’t worry that Giovanni was upset with him. They both accepted that they were from different families. It had never mattered, never changed the thing between them. Luka would have never met Giovanni if he hadn’t been sent to kill him.
The last bite he’d taken seemed to swell in his throat as he realized he’d met Alina the same way. His whole life, the few things that he’d clung to for himself had all been at Ivankov’s whims.
Luka swallowed. “He threatens her.” He’d meant to use the past tense, because that was what had happened at the warehouse, but he knew better. Bringing Alina to the Di Salvos was delaying the inevitable. She was a pawn to Ivankov, a much better one than his sister had been, his sister who had hated him.
Alina didn’t hate him. She’d told him herself. She loved him. His breath became trapped in his throat as he remembered he’d said and done nothing to acknowledge her words of love.
He’d been too scared to.
“I know what I would do if someone threatened Nera. What I did do.” Giovanni’s lips pressed together as he leaned forward. “But Luka? You’ll only protect her completely if you find a way to return.”
The impossibility of it made Luka stare out the window, which was too bright and burned his eyes.
Giovanni sighed. “If you came to ask me to take care of her again when you die, don’t bother forcing the words out. I don’t want to hear them.”
Luka hadn’t been able to find them anyway. Giovanni understood him without words; he had once been the only person close to Luka.
But Giovanni was no longer the person Luka wanted to be around most.




Chapter 27


Alina fought not to give in to her need to chase after Luka. He’d promised to tell her when he was leaving. He was just going to talk to the Di Salvos’ boss, someone who was important to him, if Antonio was to be believed. 
She wondered if Luka loved Giovanni.
She wasn’t blind. Her own words of love hadn’t been reciprocated, had even put fear back in Luka’s eyes.
“Would you like to help with the tarts?” Nera asked, pulling Alina’s gaze to the kitchen island. The woman’s smile seemed sweet. “Strawberry tarts are Luka’s favorite.”
Alina had cooked for Luka at the diner. Meg’s dead eyes returned to her mind. “No.” The word sounded abrupt. Harsh. “Thank you, though,” she added, trying not to let the memories take over.
“Sure,” Nera murmured, her smile dimming.
Alina stared down at the croissant in her hand. She’d gripped it so hard that it had mostly crumbled to the floor. “I’m going to return to my room.”
“Oh, let me get you another pastry before you go.” Nera’s offer froze Alina before she could escape; saying no again really would be rude.
Antonio’s smile held an edge as he patted Nera’s shoulder, then headed toward Alina—an edge that made Alina want to hide. The Di Salvo man was probably attractive, with his dark hair, blue eyes, and muscled frame, but he only reminded Alina of the man who had hurt her. He had a similar body type, similar dark hair, but darker, olive skin that didn’t match the pale Russian bodies she’d seen.
Alina shifted to the other side of the island, hoping to avoid his approach. Antonio followed her, leaning close to her ear. Alina suppressed a shudder as she froze. 
“Be nice,” he murmured, too low for anyone else to hear, though Nera frowned at them.
Alina couldn’t nod at the warning. She couldn’t do anything. At least he left the kitchen soon after.
Nera huffed out a breath, bringing Alina’s gaze to her as she tried to steady her breathing. “Sorry about him. Antonio can be a little intense.” She had plated quite a few croissants, and Alina wondered how she was going to pretend to eat them all. Nera pushed the plate along the island. “Here, these are for you. I added cheese and chocolate ones with the plain, so you can try a few flavors.”
Seeing her possible escape from the room, Alina moved forward to take it.
Nera’s fingers kept the plate in place. Her eyes were on Alina’s face. “I heard about the recent violence. I understand why you might want to hole up in your room, but I’m going to come by later anyway and take you someplace that might help with the fear.”
Alina let her gaze drop to the croissants. “Will it really help?”
Nera didn’t answer. Her hand left the plate to take up her knife instead. “I’ll come get you when I finish here.”
Alina slunk out of the kitchen. The room she’d been assigned to didn’t feel like hers. Not like the safe house had begun to feel. She wasn’t sure if she would ever be comfortable at the Di Salvo estate.
But Luka was there too.
The reminder let her stop pacing. She went over to the supplies they’d brought with them. Art had always been a calming escape. She should finish one of the pieces she’d started. The portrait of Giovanni, maybe, since she had started it for Luka. Or she could finish the one of Meg. It might purge her of that last fierce expression she couldn’t otherwise shake.
Alina pulled out a blank canvas and a pencil, sketching a rough outline of Luka instead.
More time had passed than she expected before the knock on the door came. She’d managed to lose herself. To not think.
When she opened the door, it wasn’t just Nera waiting in the hallway. Enzo was there as well. When Antonio had said the Di Salvos didn’t kill women, she’d remembered the sudden press of a gun against her head. Enzo had done that. He smiled at her, looking as friendly as he had when she’d first met him.
She wasn’t sure what she was expecting, but being taught to shoot a gun was not it. The Di Salvos had their own indoor range, and the sound of the shots, even behind ear protection, made Alina nervous.
When Luka found them there, she’d wondered if he would want to take over her lessons. He’d rested against the wall instead, content to simply watch her.
[image: image-placeholder]The days began to run together. Breakfast in the kitchen, plenty of time to focus on her art, and daily lessons on how to shoot a gun. Alina was getting better at it, and Enzo was surprisingly patient. He had given her her own revolver, which he had switched to when she’d been too weak to change the clips on the other. There was something about putting the bullets in herself that both added to her nerves and calmed her. 
Luka spent a lot of time with her. He was there when she woke up, already dressed and waiting. Nera’s pastries were a hit with him, though it wasn’t as if he smiled as he ate them. Alina knew he enjoyed the food by the way his shoulders relaxed. She couldn’t bring herself to cook with Nera, though, and liked to return to their room as quickly as possible.
He often watched her paint, and she began talking to him like she used to. She hadn’t been able to while she finished the Meg painting, but after she had done one of Frank as she wanted to remember him, smiling, her throat seemed to open again.
He’d stared at the one she finished of Giovanni, and Antonio’s words occurred to her again. Luka studied the Mafia boss whenever he was around. His gaze became even more intent when Giovanni was with his wife. 
Alina thought Luka’s fascination with Giovanni was cute. His feelings for the other man didn’t cause the nervous current under her skin. The steady beat of time passing did that. Luka would disappear at times, and each day she expected him to say the words—to tell her he was truly leaving.
He hadn’t touched her since that morning in Giovanni and Nera’s bedroom, at least not like that. At first, she’d nervously wondered if he would. It wasn’t that he avoided touching her completely. His fingers wrapped around her wrist at night. Often she’d wake up from her nightmares with him stroking her face. During those weak moments, she couldn’t always hold herself back, and she would kiss him.
He didn’t run away from her kiss anymore, but she couldn’t say for sure that he was okay with it. She was too afraid to ask. Guilt filled her from doing it at all.
She found herself thinking about the way he’d made her feel that one time. The more days that passed, the more she began to panic that it would never happen again. That it would never go further. That he’d leave without her feeling him inside her, without him wiping away the nightmare.
About a week had passed since they’d begun their stay at the Di Salvo manor, and a day arrived when Luka wasn’t around at all. He was gone before she woke up, and Alina had to remind herself multiple times that he’d promised to tell her before he left for good. Not having him with her in the kitchen caused her to escape to her room early. She worked most of the day on a painting of him, only taking a break for target practice before losing herself in her art again.
Even with the distraction, her brain chanted at her that it was time. Luka hadn’t promised her forever. He had a life to return to. He might even be relieved to leave her.
Desperation clawed at her to find a way to be with him, just once. The more she was around him, the more her hands itched to touch him; to hold on to him tightly, even though she’d promised she wouldn’t.
The sudden thought that that was part of the problem made her step away from her newest painting. The pose she had chosen was one she loved. Luka crouched with his hand held out.
It was a picture of her trust in him. She’d never found a way to reciprocate it. Time after time, she proved he couldn’t trust her in return.
Even now, her hands twitched to touch him. If he returned—no, when he returned—she might break his boundaries yet again.
Alina thought about the likelihood of that while she ate dinner with Nera. It was better than thinking about how Luka still wasn’t there.
It was just the two of them. And Tommaso—Nera’s bodyguard, who was always somewhere in the background and acted like the type of parent Alina had once dreamed of having. Alina had been nervous around Tommaso at first; he was a very large man, larger than Antonio, but he was always happy and affectionate with Nera, nothing like the Bratva men she remembered.
He reminded her a little of Frank.
Everyone else was gone that night, not just Luka, but Alina couldn’t ask the question that pressed on her mind. She offered to help with the dishes, and they returned to the kitchen together. Alina shifted her eyes toward Tommaso, who stood outside the archway, before moving closer to where Nera waited with a towel to dry the few dishes they’d used. “Do you know where I could get rope?”
Nera stopped wiping the plate she held, her brow creasing as if the request made little sense to her. “Rope?”
Alina swallowed her nerves as her face heated. “Or string or something like that, something that could be used to… well… tie?” She stared down at her hands, wondering if she should lie and say it was for her art. She couldn’t say it was to tie herself up so Luka would feel safe.
A chuckle, one that she hated, came from over her head. Her flush faded, and a chill replaced it. She wished she could recall her words; only one person in this house laughed like that. 
Her dislike for Antonio had only grown with time. She saw the way he bullied Luka whenever they were together. Luka never reacted to it, but she’d wanted to hit this particular Di Salvo more and more.
He leaned on the counter beside the sink, so near that she could feel his presence, though he was careful not to touch her. She wished she’d noticed him just a bit sooner. “You want to restrain that sweet little assassin of yours and force sexy times on him, don’t you?” Antonio asked, his head tilting down as he tried to get her to look at him.
“No!” Alina shouted it, startling Tommaso in the doorway. She stared down at her hands, clenched on the edge of the sink.
His voice lowered. “Come now, you can admit it. There’s no shame in it. I bet he’d even like it.” Another chuckle followed, and Antonio leaned closer. “I might have a pair of handcuffs that would be just the thing.”
Luka wouldn’t like it. Alina knew that well enough. She deserved to feel idiotic for this line of thinking, even if it was Antonio who made her realize it. She forced herself to meet his gaze; he’d bully her more if she didn’t.
His annoying grin tempted her to splash him with dirty sink water.
Nera’s voice kept her from doing it. “Antonio! Stop teasing Alina.” She moved between them, handing him the mostly dried plate. “Put this away instead.”
Antonio sighed, but he could never deny Nera. “We could pay people to clean, Nera. And cook, even if I do enjoy your food best.” He took the towel from her with the plate. “Here, I’ll help.”
Him helping her was the last thing Alina wanted, but she didn’t admit that since there were only two dishes left. She listened to the two of them, always surprised by how nice Antonio was to Nera when he was usually a jackass to everyone else around him.
At least Nera had distracted him. Antonio left soon after, but he sent a pointed look toward Alina.
She was almost certain she’d find handcuffs in her room later, if only for his own amusement.
“I’m sorry. I know Antonio makes you uncomfortable, but he’s not a bad person.” Nera frowned as she wiped down the counters. “It took me a while to realize that. Antonio really loves Giovanni. He’s overprotective, and he’s never fully forgiven Luka for trying to kill Giovanni back when they first met.”
Alina stared at Nera. “Luka tried to kill him?” That wasn’t quite the relationship that she had pictured between the two of them. She’d seen it as something… sweeter.
“Well, he was also the reason Giovanni lived. It was how they met, but Antonio is very black and white, and Giovanni was injured. So was Luka.”
Alina shook her head. “What a strange way to become friends.” She remembered the first time she’d met Luka. At the time, she had expected the worst to happen, but instead, he’d held out his hand.
She wondered if Giovanni had been offered that same hand, and frowned, trying to ignore the jealousy spiking through her.
Nera’s laugh pulled her attention. “Neither of them call each other that, though I see them as friends as well. You’ve seemed sad all day. Are you worried about Luka?”
Alina hesitated, but decided it was silly to deny it. She nodded.
“I’m sorry. He’s on a job for Giovanni, so that’s our fault.” Her hand lifted to squeeze Alina’s shoulder. “It’s hard, isn’t it? When the one you love isn’t around?”
Alina’s jealousy shifted a little. Nera was so very certain of Giovanni’s love. She was constantly assured of it. Alina had heard Giovanni tell her more than once, even though the Mafia boss was also the quiet type. No one could be as quiet as Luka, and it wasn’t the same, but Giovanni was quiet enough that she’d noticed. Giovanni also touched Nera often. It seemed like they shared almost everything, with Nera disappearing into all the meetings with him.
They had each other, and they seemed so certain of it.
Meanwhile, Alina had been counting down the days, possibly even hours now, until Luka told her he was leaving for good.




Chapter 28


Luka knew he didn’t have to sneak into the Di Salvo estate, but there was something about entering through the front door that made him feel exposed.  
The slight burn along his left side added to the feeling. He’d lost his focus for just a moment, long enough for a bullet to skim him. He hadn’t been thinking about the moments in Giovanni’s room that he’d been too scared to repeat. No, a flash of her face smiling had entered his mind because he’d missed her. A full day hadn’t passed; he just missed her.
Giovanni’s advice had been what he needed. Before he could leave to finish things with Ivankov, he had to figure out a way he’d be able to return.
The window to Alina’s room had been secured. He’d seen to it since it was on the bottom floor, so he couldn’t slip inside right where he wanted to be. Di Salvos milled about the lower hallway, but night had fallen. There were plenty of shadows.
Antonio was waiting beneath the bright sconce in the hallway, past where the stairs led up to the second floor. Luka was tempted to retrace his steps and find another way around. Giovanni’s brother could be stubborn, though, so he paused and waited.
The man blew out the sweet-smelling smoke that he preferred, though he rarely smelled like it. He stared up at the ceiling. “It’s done then?”
Luka saw no need to answer. His return was answer enough.
“Of course it is. It was my idea to use you. Once a killer, always a killer, right? You enjoy it, just like that sick fuck pakhan whose shoes you lick.” His chin fell as his blue eyes latched onto Luka, even hidden in the shadow. His eyes were so much colder than Giovanni’s ever were. “You should have killed him long ago. That’s what you claimed you wanted.”
“I’ve tried.” The words startled Luka more than Antonio. Normally he had to choose to speak, make the effort to push his voice free. These fell between them with a sadness he never wanted to show this Di Salvo.
“Bullshit.” Antonio’s disdain sounded harsh. “You enjoy the way he tugs on your leash too much. Just admit it and go back. Then that girl will get over moping about you like she did today.”
Luka had been picturing her smiling. That image faded into the expression she’d worn in the beginning. And after the diner.
“I feel sorry for her. All she can think about is you. What a waste.” He pushed off the wall. “Don’t be surprised by the way you find her in your room. She’s probably still crying.”
Luka’s eyes burned as he looked toward the door he’d been drawn to, that he would always be drawn to. His feet were already moving.
“Set her free soon, won’t you?” Antonio called after him as he walked away.
The words made Luka’s momentum still. Alina had talked about her life before. As a silent doll when her parents were alive, locked in their estate for her own protection. Lonely in a small house in the woods, too scared to leave and be discovered. The only thing she didn’t talk about was the way he had found her, beaten and hurt and naked. After that she had stayed in the safe house. She’d been secure there, but again she’d been too scared to leave. And now she was locked away in an estate again. She’d come full circle. Nothing had changed for her at all.
Antonio was wrong. Luka knew how it sounded when Alina cried. The bedroom in front of him was silent. It was late. Almost around the time that her nightmares visited.
She’d left the light on, and it spilled out from under the door.
Luka’s feet moved into the light, and his hand reached for the knob. He closed the door quickly behind him, his eyes finding her where she sat on the edge of the bed, not yet asleep. She had the soft blanket he’d first covered her with wrapped around her. He’d packed it with her art supplies because she used it the most.
A soft exhale escaped her as she scrambled to her feet. “You’re back.” The smile she flashed him wasn’t the one he’d been craving but the one filled with nerves. “You’re back,” she repeated, as if she was convincing herself.
Luka crossed to her, almost bumping into the chair. It was out of place, pressed against the dresser instead of near the window. The confusion of his spatial awareness was barely a blip. He was much too intent on lifting his hand to brush along the edge of her hairline. She leaned into it, adding to the skittering along his skin that no longer felt exactly like pain.
Her eyes skimmed across his face. “I missed you. So much that I painted you today.”
The idea of it was like a siren song for him. He glanced toward the corner of the room she’d been using for her art. Like she’d said, his likeness filled one of her canvases. The tingles rushing through him were immediate, chased by heat. Luka wanted to ask her to finish it right then. He wanted to sit where she could look at him and enjoy the way his scalp danced under her scrutiny. To let himself get hard and aching, because it was safe to feel that way around her.
A sudden movement of air drew his gaze to where her blanket had dropped to the floor. His eyes skimmed up, finding her legs, pale and bare, completely bare, even when he reached her thighs, and his gaze jumped higher all at once.
Alina’s face was paler than usual. Her hands shifted as if they would lift to cover her breasts, then pressed into her sides instead. “This is harder than I imagined. It’s silly. I’ve been naked around you before.”
She’d been naked the first time he’d seen her. Then again, when he’d been so thankful she’d still been alive at the diner. Luka had been aware of it, but more as a vague acknowledgment. Her pale skin had made her seem vulnerable, and he’d given her his shirt both times.
He’d even bathed her once, the soap between them so it wasn’t his hands roaming over her under the shower spray. He’d been a little worried, but his body hadn’t turned treacherous. Alina had been suffering, and the part of him he hated had stayed calm and limp even though he had looked at her. He’d needed to look in order to take care of her.
Luka was too scared to look at her now, not when the tingling and heat and ache were already spreading. His hand flew away from her face as if it had been burned; all he wanted to do was touch her.
“Oh,” Alina breathed out. The sound reminded him of the way she’d gasped when she’d been on Giovanni’s bed. It didn’t help at all. She looked down, toward his pelvis. “Maybe you really do want me.”
“Alina.” Luka had to swallow around the roughness in his voice. His mouth remained dry when he watched a slight tremor rush through her shoulders.
“I like the way you say my name,” Alina admitted. Her cheeks didn’t look as pale. The most delicate of pinks spread across them. “I like you, Luka. No, it’s not like. I love you.” Her hands lifted toward him.
Luka should have felt panicked, but all he could feel was the comforting warmth of her words flowing over him.
Her hands clutched each other before they could connect, and she pulled them back to her chest, where her breasts were, so soft and delicate-looking. Her arms pressed into the rounded flesh, and her nipples were a rosier color than her cheeks.
He forced his gaze back to her hands. 
“I love you, Luka.”
She was saying it again. He wanted to tell her to stop, that the rioting inside his chest was too painful to hear it again, but he also wanted her to never stop.
“Because I love you, I want to touch you. I know that scares you, but I can’t help it. You’re right not to trust me. If I let go, just a little, I’ll grab you even though I know it hurts.” The tense smile had fallen away. Alina looked like she might cry the way Antonio had said.
Luka wasn’t certain what he could say to make things better. He couldn’t tell her it would be fine. It wouldn’t. She would touch him, and in a way he wanted her to, but the pain would stab him inside, and he’d pull away. He’d hurt her. He’d make her expression fall even more.
“I want to try to have sex. I want to feel you inside me. After you leave, the memory of it will remain. It’ll stay with me, more than the other, at least that’s what I hope. I’ll know I have a part of you that no one else has ever had, and that will have to be enough, even though I want—” She stopped herself from saying what she wanted. 
He hated that she didn’t feel like she could say it.
Her hands loosened enough to wave him back. “Move a little that way. I have something I want to try.”
He couldn’t deny her request, not when it was so simple to do. He wanted to flee, and stepping to the side gave in to that urge.
Alina moved to the chair that had seemed out of place before. She perched on the edge, her hands moving to the dresser behind her. Handcuffs hung from the handle on the top drawer, odd, fuzzy ones. Alina moved quickly, locking first one wrist, then the other. Her arms were lifted above her, and she shivered.
“No,” Luka said, the word falling out of his lips naturally. Her expression looked nothing like it had in Giovanni’s room. She never talked about the time she spent with the Balakins, but they had to have restrained her at some point.
He wanted to kill them all over again. Or maybe himself—his erection hadn’t gone away.
“It’s okay!” Alina cried out. “They never used handcuffs on me. They never tied me up at all.” Her eyes closed. “All they had to do was hit me, and I got scared and was willing to do anything.” A tear slipped down her cheek.
Luka’s eyes searched the top of the dresser for the key.
“I don’t want to talk about that!” Her shout brought his gaze back to her face. She couldn’t wipe away the tear track, but no more followed. Her teeth clenched, and her jaw set stubbornly. “I want this, Luka. The chair might even help. Look, if I do this”—she hooked first one leg over a chair arm, then the other—“you’ll barely have to touch me. This could work.”
Her ass was on the edge of the chair, her legs spread wide open. She looked like some kind of naked sacrifice, and it should have worked to calm his body.
But his erection ached, and all he could remember was the way it had felt when he’d come. That moment had been one of the few in his life where he’d felt free.
Something Alina never was. His mouth opened to deny her again.
“I love you, Luka.” Her face softened. “I want to do this, just once. I want you to want me. Prove that you do.” She licked her lips, her gaze dropping below his belt. “Take off your clothes. It’s only fair. I don’t want to be the only one naked.” She swallowed. “Please.”
He hesitated, but like when she’d asked before, he wanted to obey her. And she was right. She shouldn’t be the only one vulnerable in that way. She stared at him much more intently this time. He dropped his shirts to the floor, and her gaze made him shake as it slipped over his arms and then his chest and down. Her eyes stopped as she stared at his side, and the chain of her cuffs rattled as if she wanted to reach for him.
“Are you hurt?” she asked.
Luka had forgotten about the burn. He looked down at himself, but the blood had dried. The bullet had seared more than pierced. “It’s fine.”
“You getting hurt is not fine,” Alina said. “Not in any way. We should treat that. We should…” Her words trailed away when Luka worked on his pants. They were quick enough to remove along with the underwear beneath them. Both pooled around his shoes, which he had forgotten. The air swirled around his erection, making it more sensitive. Her gaze on it doubled the ache. 
He had to sit on the bed to remove everything completely. Then he was back on his feet, but he didn’t dare draw closer to her. He wanted to too much.
Alina wasn’t looking away, and it gave him more reason to stare back. Looking at her body made him out of breath, as if the nerves inside of him would split him apart.
He wanted her. He wanted to find out what it felt like to be a part of her.
“Please, Luka,” her voice held a huskiness that multiplied the tingles over his body. “You’ve touched me before. Don’t make me beg you to do it again.” Her lip trembled. “I can’t beg.”
He’d left his gloves on. There would be at least one layer between them, he told himself. Her body looked so breakable and delicate in the lamplight. He shifted closer, leaning over her.
Luka wanted to start with a touch that no longer hurt him at all, even without his gloves. His hand curled around her wrist, but he frowned at the tickle of the fur and the clink of the metal, so different from what he was used to.
Beneath his fingers, her trembling was more apparent. The realization stabbed into his chest.
“Key,” he said, his words hard.
“No, Luka. No!” Her body tried to surge toward his, but he pressed his other hand against her stomach. Tremors were running through her there as well, and his touch gentled, but her body had already frozen.
Alina was scared despite what she said.
Luka never wanted to scare her. “Key.”
She swallowed, looking away. “It’s under the chair,” she admitted. Then she started to cry.
He had to release her to duck down and feel under the edge of the chair. The metal was easy to find, and his fingers slid it free. 
Alina had already unwound her legs from over the chair arm and curled into herself. He released her hands as quickly as he could, his own encircling her wrist gently before pulling her against his bare chest.
He couldn’t prevent the sudden hiss of his breath. There was pain where they pressed together, but heat was present too. And something else. Something sweet and warm more than hot.
He lifted her and shifted to the bed. The flesh-on-flesh contact was too much, and he used one hand to brace himself so his body hovered over hers. His fingers massaged her wrist, as if he could erase her memory of the handcuffs against her skin.
“I’m sorry. I thought that could work.” Choked sobs slid between her words. 
He wished he could say something to soothe her. All he could do was stroke his fingers over the pulse in her wrist, which was still too fast.
“You’re going to leave, and it’ll have never happened. I just know it.” Her vibrant, green eyes shimmered with tears.
Had anyone else ever been sad over the thought of losing him? His mother had been calm as she looked forward to being with God. His sister had loathed his existence and her own. Willow had wanted their connection severed all along.
Alina claimed she wanted to be closer, but the attempt had made her cry.
“I can’t,” Luka told her. He couldn’t do anything to hurt her. Anything else. His body had started to soften at the sight of her tears.
He would give anything to ease her emotions. His hand moved from her wrist to the edge of her hair, where the moisture from her tears dampened the strands. Her breathing changed, and her eyes closed as her face moved into his caress.
Every night he’d touched her the same way to soothe her nightmares. The idea that she’d been living one made his throat close. 
There was one other touch that had become familiar from their nights together. If Alina woke up during the night, she kissed him. A gentle press of her lips against his. He no longer ran from it.
His gaze moved to her mouth. She’d always been the one to kiss him.
Before he could overthink or panic, he dropped his face toward hers and covered her lips with his own. Her eyes flew open to stare into his as he initiated a kiss for the first time.
It didn’t feel the same as when she kissed him. There was no phantom scrape of raking fingers or any pain at all. His lips moved, brushing against hers before settling again, and the tingles exploded. They shivered over his scalp and down his shoulders. Heat followed in the wake of the tingles, shooting straight to his groin. 
He remembered he was naked as his erection reached for her. His lips clung as he tried to tell his body to lift away, to create more distance between them.
Her body uncurled from its protective huddle, her legs opening before wrapping around his waist, trying to bring him closer.
Where their skin touched, pain scraped through him, but heat flowed into the scrapes as well, and his erection grew harder. His body began to shake. It was time to pull away. To escape the confusion swirling inside him.
Except when his lips lifted from hers, she made a small sound of protest that automatically had them brushing over hers again to make it better. The protesting sound turned into a pleased hum that slid through him in a full body shudder.
He hadn’t kept track of her hands. They were free to settle on his ass. Her fingers dug into his flesh there, her grip tight on him as she pulled him to her. It was as if each digit carved divots into his flesh, and he cried out against her mouth at the stabbing pain.
She used her heels to lift herself and rub against him. The tip of his erection pressed into her heat, and an intense pleasure mixed with the pain. Luka’s mind sputtered. All he could focus on was the part of himself already inside her. 
Her hands firmed, pulling on him as she thrust her body upward. Her head fell back with a cry of shock that mingled with his own as she pulled him inside of herself.
Where she touched him still felt like he was being stabbed with a blunt and rusty knife. The ache of it increased the offsetting pleasure in the way her body squeezed around him, causing him to pant as he tried to pull his mind back into the moment. His body was telling him to thrust into the pain and the heat. It was remembering what it had felt like to orgasm once before, but this time it would be connected to Alina.
Her name slid through him, helping his eyes to focus. He stared down into her face, tilted up toward his, her upper body bowed. She tried to hide against his chest. It hurt as well, her face pressing into his bare chest, but the pain was barely a blip with his body so intent on what was happening below.
She’d tried to hide her face, but he’d already seen. Her eyes had been squeezed shut, her brow furrowed, and she’d bitten her lip to not cry out in pain.
Taking him had hurt her. His body wanted to thrust into what she offered. His mind knew retreat was the better answer. Alina looked nothing like she’d looked when he’d thrust against her before. He tried to pull away, but her arms and legs tightened around him, keeping them connected.
“Alina.” Her name came out in a gasp.
“Not yet.” Her shivering had moved into her voice. “Not yet,” she repeated.
Luka hovered in indecision. Every part of him ached in different ways that his synapses were trying to make sense of.
He wanted to see her face. His gloved fingers slipped through the strands of her pale hair, hoping it would comfort her so that she would lift her head and tell him what to do.




Chapter 29


Alina hadn’t expected it to hurt with Luka. He’d kissed her, actually kissed her. It had been amazing, though she could barely remember the feeling now that she was pierced again. 
Luka hadn’t hurt her. She’d done it to herself. There was a strange feeling of being in control of the pain that let her relax around the invasion even as her legs and hands tightened on him because Luka wanted to pull away.
“Not yet,” she said one more time. “Just a little longer. Please, Luka. I’m remembering other things, and it’s making it hard to think about you.” Her body throbbed under the memory of how another man had pounded into her. She drew in a breath. She could breathe. No one was squeezing her neck as he thrust and thrust.
No, Luka was so very still, except for the shaking of his body.
“My stupid hands.” They gripped him even as she tried to let go. But if she released him, he’d be gone. “You should have kept me locked up. That was the whole point. Now I’ve forced you, and I should feel guilty. That’s why it hurts, isn’t it?” She let her head fall away from his chest, needing to see if he hated her. She felt his hand in her hair, felt how her head trapped it against the mattress. “I should be punished, shouldn’t I? I’m hurting you so much, Luka, so it should hurt me too.”
“No.” His denial was instant and hard.
She searched his face. The blankness had shattered. Her breath caught at the confusion she saw there, mixed with something else. His pale eyes were intent on her own.
“Alina.” He said her name in the tone that was so hard to hear but that made her yearn to hear it more. His hand moved, and she turned her face to nuzzle against his glove.
“If I let go…” Alina swallowed, closing her eyes. “If I let go, can we stay like this for a little bit?” Her fingers slid against him instead of gripping hard. Luka’s skin was softer than she had expected. She tried to burn the sense memory into her mind as her hands moved away from him to rest on the bed.
Luka sucked in a steadying breath. His hand moved away from her face to brace himself.
Her legs were wound around him. Still touching without permission. She forced them to shift, sliding down the outside of his hips until her feet could press flat against the mattress. Her knees caged him, but they were touching a lot less now.
Luka mainly just impaled her.
The thought caused her body to tighten on him below, as if trying to adjust to the invader.
Luka let out a small sound as his body shuddered, more of a gasp than a grunt of pain.
“Is it any better now?” she asked. “I’m awful. I was touching you again, even though you’ve told me so many times not to. But I’m not anymore. Well, except for where you’re inside me.” Talking always helped her. Her body relaxed further. She could feel him inside her, but the pain of it had lessened. “Does it feel good to you at all?” she asked. She used her planted feet to lift into him a little. He slid in deeper, but it didn’t hurt.
“Alina, please!” Luka cried out when his hips rocked. His eyes squeezed shut so tightly that his brows bunched. His body froze as his arms locked. “Please,” he whimpered.
It sounded to Alina like he was the one begging. “So that felt good?” she asked, lifting into him again to try to figure it out.
He forced his body to remain still this time, but his panting increased as his body shuddered again. It didn’t seem to be from pain.
The man who had raped her had enjoyed it too. Alina cut off the thought before her body could tense again. She stared into Luka’s face, grounding herself in the moment.
“Maybe we can actually do this,” she murmured. Every feature her gaze traced over was so precious to her—the visible edge of his scalp tattoo, the little scar at the corner of his eye, the dimple in his chin. It was Luka she was connected to. Luka was the one inside her. “I love you,” she told him.
Luka’s eyes opened. The peridot color appeared wet. 
“I love you, Luka,” she said again. “So with you, it’ll be making love. Won’t it?”
Luka didn’t answer her. Not even with a nod. He continued to stare at her. His eyes didn’t overflow. The wetness there went away, and his jaw clenched.
“It’s not hurting me anymore.” Alina wasn’t lying. The initial pain had gone away. She didn’t feel like she had the other morning, but she didn’t hurt. “Maybe you should try the whole thrusting thing? Not too hard, though, okay? We can just test it.” She swallowed the sudden lump in her throat as he continued to stare. “I’m a little nervous,” she admitted, “but I want you to feel good. As an apology for taking it this far.”
Luka shook his head. “Not yet.” Then his gloved hand moved, and he stroked a finger against her neck.
The sudden sensation had her gasping. The tingles were barely there, but they were there. Her chin tilted up, giving him more room. His hand drifted over her skin, and the sensation grew. “I like that,” she admitted, her breathing speeding up.
His hand shifted lower on her body, finding her breasts. He didn’t hesitate to brush over her nipples. His gloves were silky smooth over her bare skin. His touch felt so different without a shirt. It was more intense as his fingers grazed her nipple, brushing her there again and again. The tingles spread over her body and multiplied. Her hips had the sudden urge to lift, because an ache was beginning to grow. Ache was the wrong word. When she shifted, there was almost a pulse of something.
Luka’s thumb and finger closed around the small, rounded bud her nipple had become, pinching like she’d once told him to do to himself. The pulse of tingles it shot deep within her was immediate and intense. He was the one to groan as she squeezed around his erection.
His body rocked against hers as he pinched and released, pinched and released. “Fuck,” he breathed out, forcing himself to stop even though she wanted more of the rocking. His eyes closed as his hand paused.
“Don’t stop,” she told him, pushing her chest against his hand. “It feels good.”
Luka’s eyes opened. As he stared down into her own, his irises seemed to contract, making his pale gaze brighter.
His gloved hand lifted away from her. Before she could protest, he brought it to his mouth and pinched the material of one finger between his teeth. Heat flushed over her skin as he pulled the glove off, letting it drop to the bed. His hand moved down to where they were connected.
His brows creased in concentration as he studied her face and stroked her down there. When he rubbed where he stretched her, her body shook. He was touching her, skin to skin, and she wanted to ask him if it was really okay, but her voice stuck in her throat as he continued his caress. 
Soft little circles began to move outward. Her mind couldn’t focus on anything but those slow, searching strokes. Her body wanted to shift, and she let it, rewarded when the pulse of heat down there sharpened. She moaned as her body arched. His progress paused, waiting for her body to relax before he circled in the same exact spot, slowly at first. 
She should have been embarrassed; his gaze was completely focused on her face. Heat filled her cheeks, but it was nothing compared to the heat building below. 
She couldn’t keep still. Her hips shifted and lifted. His erection filled her, and it didn’t hurt at all. No, it felt good that he was inside her. Each shift eased some of the tingling pressure, only to make it so much worse after.
His fingers sped up as her hips did. The only thing Luka moved was his finger, in ever tightening caresses, until he was shifting back and forth in one place that was almost too intense to bear. She tried to shift away, but he simply followed.
“Luka!” His name sounded odd to her ears. Like she was asking for something. Her body had changed. Each time she lifted against him was a little easier, the slide increasing the sharp ache. The pulse of tingles switched to a sudden throbbing until they burst into a heartbeat that had her crying out his name again. Her thighs squeezed his hips as she clamped down on him to contain the pulsing squeezes inside.
Luka shouted as his hand shifted away to brace himself. He thrust into her, pushing deeper inside as his own pulses joined hers. It was like hers caused his, and his eyes widened in that blissful wonder she’d seen once before.
The heat that had spread through her body sapped all her tension and she melted beneath him. Even her legs relaxed, hanging off the end of the bed.
Luka’s erection softened inside her. He slowly pulled out, and they both let out little unhappy sounds as they disconnected.
Alina forced her eyes open. Luka was staring between her legs, and he frowned. He left her on the bed and entered the bathroom. She was too tired to keep her eyes open.
Soon a warm, damp cloth wiped between her legs, easing the feeling of being a little messy there. Her legs curled up when he returned to the bathroom, but not as if she was protecting herself. It was more that she wanted to hold on to the memory of him having been there.
The soft blanket was spread over her. She sighed in contentment as the bed dipped beside her. Luka’s fingers curled around her wrist, skin sliding against skin. He hadn’t pulled on his glove.
Her eyes opened to find him watching her. She didn’t have to ask him if what they’d done had been okay. His expression as he’d come inside her had told her enough.
When he moved his face closer and his lips brushed hers in a gentle kiss, the feelings inside her melted into something too perfect to ever find words for.
She opened her mouth to try anyway. To tell him of her love again, because they both needed to hear it.
“Stay,” slipped out instead.
His eyes widened as that small smile of his vanished.
“Don’t go. I don’t ever want you to leave. Stay with me.” She really was begging, but not because anyone had told her to. She simply had something she never wanted to let go of. She forced her hands to remain still, to not grab him again. “I’m sorry. It’s how I really feel. I thought if I could just have you once…” It had been impossible from the start. “But it’s not enough. It’ll never be enough. Luka, be with me. Always.”
The soft smile didn’t return. There was confusion in his eyes. When he answered her, she almost didn’t believe she heard his voice.
“Okay.”
Alina’s hand tensed. He must have felt it, because his fingers stroked over her racing pulse. “Okay?” she asked, wondering if she’d already fallen asleep. He couldn’t have said that. She must be dreaming.
Luka nodded instead of speaking again.
“Are you sure?” she asked, her voice breaking.
Luka’s lips parted, closed, and then parted again. “I love you,” he said.
Alina’s chest squeezed. “Say it again.” She knew it had taken a lot and wanted to recall the demand. She was so selfish, but her breath caught as she waited.
“I love you,” he said in that barely-there voice of his. “I’ll stay.”
Then he leaned forward and kissed her again.




Chapter 30


Luka expected to be hit with a wave of guilt. He’d promised Willow so many times that he would kill the person who had destroyed their lives; kill him or die trying. 
He’d had the opportunity to try again at the warehouse. Ivankov had been injured. Luka would have finally had an advantage, but hearing that Alina was being targeted had wiped everything else from his mind.
He no longer believed dying in the attempt was best. Giovanni had told him to find a way to return. Luka couldn’t think of one. He’d tried to kill his monster dozens of times over the years. He was always the one left bleeding instead. Ivankov chose to keep him alive each time, though sometimes he was careless. Like when he’d slit Luka’s stomach wide open.
Giovanni had patched him up more than once over the years. Without him, Luka might have already been gone. Giovanni had been born to his own monster. He’d understood Luka’s need to be the one to kill Ivankov, and he’d never asked him to not attempt it.
Alina had asked Luka to stay. 
The desire to again tell her he loved her turned his mouth to paste all the next day. Luka was surprised he’d said the words at all. He hadn’t been able to sleep, hearing her own declaration repeat in his mind and expecting a wave of guilt for answering it. He was putting aside the idea of revenge, but guilt over it never came.
Maybe because his body was too relaxed after he’d emptied himself inside her. He could still remember the way it had felt for her to squeeze his erection as she pulsed around him. Being with her hadn’t been like he feared. He didn’t feel dirty or like he had used her. 
She had been the one to draw him inside her body. It had hurt her, and he’d wanted to pull out and run away at first. Eventually, though, he’d remembered the way Giovanni touched his wife. Watching Alina’s face while he’d tried the same thing had brought him achingly close. Then her own excitement had sent him over the edge with very little need to push himself into her.
Watching his cum leak out of her had made him feel somehow disconnected. He’d never considered the possible consequences of their union. His fears had been of the act itself. He’d never purchased a condom because he’d thought he’d never have sex.
They would need to talk about it. If he was going off to die, then Alina might have wanted him to leave a portion of himself behind. That may have been part of why she pushed them to do it, but the thought of possibly raising baby with her was foreign—an impossibility meant for someone else. Just as seeing his cum there between her thighs had felt less than real.
Alina’s gaze found him throughout the day, as if she wouldn’t believe he was really there unless she saw him. Luka had expected her to smile more the day after, the real smile that was a gift. Instead she kept flashing the tension-filled lift of her lips that meant she was worrying.
All he wanted to do for the rest of his days was be near the woman he loved. Then she could finally relax. She could wear the genuine smile he craved.
His body also held tension, though not over what he had feared. A part of him had been terrified that he’d suddenly be erect all the time. He’d been thinking about sex all day, though, and it hadn’t happened. He’d remained limp and soft. He should have been relieved. 
The knot of tension in his stomach grew as her gaze found him over the kitchen island.
Dinnertime had come and gone. The Di Salvos enjoyed their meals now that Nera was part of them. It made Luka uncomfortable to sit at a table and eat, but with enough practice, it might become normal. Afterward, they all gathered in the kitchen.
Antonio leaned against the wall at his shoulder. “I take it you two didn’t enjoy the present Alina asked me for? She returned it to me today.”
Luka should have expected the cuffs to belong to Antonio. He considered reaching for the knife at the small of his back, but killing the man would make trying to remain at the estate messy.
The idea of staying ratcheted the knot in his stomach even tighter. He felt cold as well. Which made no sense. He really was fine not going back to the Bratva.
Antonio sighed. “I’m surprised she didn’t follow through. You would have enjoyed being tied up and taken advantage of, I’m sure.” 
Luka wasn’t sure how he felt about Alina forcing him. Relieved was what came to mind. The ice remained in his stomach, but heat crawled up his neck. 
Antonio chuckled beside him, chasing the heat away. 
“Antonio,” Giovanni warned.
Antonio slid another sneering look Luka’s way before pushing off the wall and sharing a softer smile with Nera.
Giovanni was studying Luka like Antonio had. He tilted his head toward the kitchen exit, reading him too well.
Luka knew they should talk. If he wasn’t going to return to the Bratva, there would be consequences. After not leaving Alina’s sight all day, it was hard to follow Giovanni from the room. He caught her gaze to let her know before he slipped out of the kitchen.
Both of them were silent once they were alone in the office. Luka couldn’t do much more than hover near the door.
Giovanni didn’t go behind his desk. He crossed to the window instead, staring out into the darkened evening. 
So often when they were together, Giovanni ended up speaking first, even though he hated words as much as Luka did. 
Luka wondered what moment he’d be living in if he’d gone through with the order to kill the young man so intent on attacking the Bratva. Luka probably wouldn’t be alive at all.
“I can’t,” he finally said. He’d been saying it so often lately. He remembered they were also the first words he’d spoken to his only friend.
Giovanni nodded, turning to face him. “I couldn’t either.” In the lamplight, his angular face held more shadows. “I wanted to kill him. So many times. Nera ended up being the one to kill my father.”
The hairs on the back of Luka’s neck rose. 
His mind slipped to Alina, as it so often did. Ivankov would destroy her, just like he had Willow. And, finally, the tight knot in his stomach made sense. It wasn’t guilt; he’d known that. How long had it been since he’d felt true terror?
Being willing to die was so much simpler.
Giovanni took a step closer to him.
The prior Di Salvo boss, Giovanni’s father, had been brutal. The man had deserved to die. But he hadn’t been the same kind of monster as Ivankov. 
“I told Alina I’ll stay.” Luka swallowed after he said the words. They held a hint of pleading. He wanted to stay.
Giovanni’s blue eyes seemed to burn. “Why?”
Luka wasn’t expecting the question. His breath left him as the knot snarled. He searched for what he could say. The words fell from his lips more easily than the night before. “I love her.”
“So what?” There was iciness in Giovanni’s voice. “She understands who you are, doesn’t she, Luka? Do you think you have to change for her to love you?”
Luka’s fingers went cold. He still remembered her voice, begging him to stay. Filled with tears and her own fear. Alina had always been lonely.
She was no longer alone. She was on the Di Salvo estate. They would care for her, even if Luka was gone.
His hands clenched, trying to keep the cold from spreading. She would be fine without him. He wasn’t staying for her. He wanted to be around her, for as long as he could. One desire rose in his blood, though it wasn’t a need for her love. He already had that. What he wanted made him light-headed. “I want to live.”
Why did the thought make his legs shake? He stumbled to the nearest chair, sinking into it.
“I want to live,” he repeated, the words louder, not as difficult to hear.
Giovanni crouched in front of the chair. The smile he wore wasn’t blinding. It was small and genuine. “When you and I met? How hard I fought?” His eyes unfocused as the past rose between them. “Nera was my purpose. It doesn’t have to be a person. It’s more difficult when it is, actually.” His gaze met Luka’s again. “You and I have always been similar. Except I’ve had her.”
Luka remembered how it’d felt in the warehouse when Ivankov threatened Alina.
It hadn’t felt that way when his sister was the one at risk. His father had taught him to be a protector. He’d had a duty, no matter how much Willow despised him for it. Keeping her alive had become habit. When she’d died, not much had changed. 
Now, though? Now he was terrified of something happening to Alina. There were no guarantees. His mother had believed in God, but she’d often said He did not promise a happy or peaceful life.
All Luka wanted was as many moments with Alina as he could capture. Moments when they were together, in whatever form that took.
If he returned to Ivankov, he’d limit the time they had left. He really did want to stay for as long as he could.
Maybe he didn’t have to be the one to slay the monster.
“It doesn’t have to be you,” Giovanni said, as if reading his mind.
His friend had always been able to do that. He’d also been trying to help him accept that message all along. 
“I’ve been meeting with all La Cosa Nostra families. We’re in agreement about the Bratva.” He sighed, rising to his feet and crossing his arms. “Let me help.”
Luka stared down at his gloves. “Okay.”
Giovanni nodded in return.
But the knot in his stomach had grown larger. Luka wondered if that would always be the case. More time with Alina would continue to show him how much he had to lose.




Chapter 31


Alina had been feeling ants skitter over her skin all day. Maybe it was from her guilt. She’d had sex with Luka, but him not running away hadn’t been the same as him saying yes. He’d never consented. She would have to live with that, just as she would live with the memories of her own lack of consent before.  
Afterward she’d begged him to stay with her. Always and forever, that’s what she wanted. He hadn’t promised her that. Luka didn’t like to make promises he may not be able to keep, but he’d agreed to stay.
He hadn’t smiled at her once since she woke up to find him dressed and crouched against the wall. His blank expression had returned. He’d stayed close all day, when she practiced shooting with Enzo and when she was in the kitchen. Giovanni had pulled him aside for a short time, but he’d made sure she was aware in his own way. After he’d come back, the skin had seemed tighter along his cheekbones.
Even painting hadn’t settled her. She’d finished the one of Luka and started a new one of Nera, but she couldn’t quite get the woman’s smile right.
When she gave up and climbed into bed, Luka joined her. He didn’t try to reach for her or instigate anything like they had shared the night before, but when he’d slowly drawn off both of his gloves, her heart had beaten harder.
His bare fingers wrapping around her wrist in their usual caress settled her nerves. She almost longed for the moment when the nightmare would wake her. Then she could kiss him. Her eyes traced his face in the dark as she told herself she didn’t need to do it out of panic. She could shift her face closer to his in that moment, and it wouldn’t be wrong.
It had seemed so much better when Luka had been the one to kiss her. Instead of holding still, his lips had clung to and brushed over hers. Just thinking about it made her pulse race.
Luka’s fingers tightened around her wrist. Then he was the one to shift his face closer to hers. His kiss was soft. It didn’t cling or deepen, just touched, and that touch made her feel safe and loved and calmer somehow.
Her eyes closed even as the kiss continued. She fell asleep with their lips still touching.
The sudden dip in the bed and the lack of pressure on her wrist woke her.
Luka lunged in the dim lighting that hinted dawn’s approach. He had a knife. His body collided with another person in the room.
The chuckle that came from the interloper sent ice down her spine. She felt like she was locked in her nightmare. Which made no sense, because the man who’d hurt her hadn’t laughed like that.
Luka’s hands were moving too quickly for her to follow, his knife slashing and plunging and hitting absolutely nothing. The other person was moving even quicker.
“There’s my little wolf. Rabid.” Flesh thumped against flesh as their hands blocked and collided. “Frenzied. Like you’d hoped I would come.”
Alina scrambled off the other side of the bed, ducking down as she watched Luka silently attack.
His eyes were blown wide. Panic filled them, an expression she’d rarely seen. They flicked toward her, and he missed the next block, was shoved hard into the wall. He sprang off as the other man looked toward her as well.
The man shifted free of Luka’s lunge, continuing to stare. “Hmmm, so this is the girl.” The gray of the coming morning darkened his hair even further. His eyes held an inhuman glow. Luka was fast, but the man hardly glanced at him as he returned a blow. “She’s a pretty little thing, even if she’s alive when she shouldn’t be.”
Luka dropped for his discarded knife.
The man must have thought he would stab or slash. He grappled with air while Luka put his body between her and the person who wanted to kill her.
Alina had no doubts that death was what he’d come for. Hers, not Luka’s. He could have already ended Luka. He was faster, even though that seemed impossible. His smile and laugh were ones that toyed. Provoked.
Luka was panting. A line of blood slid between his fingers on the ungloved hand holding the knife. She hadn’t even seen him get cut.
“That expression.” The man moaned in pleasure. “So delicious. It almost makes me want to keep her alive.” His pale gray eyes flitted toward her again. “Almost.”
Luka lunged. It was as if the man wanted his knife to plunge into him. He shouldn’t have smiled as it pierced his shoulder, not his chest like Luka had been aiming for. The laugh that followed as he gripped Luka’s arms, dragging him closer, sent shivers through her body. 
“You’ve missed my brand of pain, haven’t you?” the man crooned.
Alina scrambled for the nightstand. Enzo had warned her to keep the gun he’d given her close. A couple of feet felt so very far away.
A thud sounded, and the wood of the dresser creaked, and then the gun was in her hand.
An arm wrapped around her chest, too large to ever be Luka’s, dragging her up. His opposite hand closed around hers, not taking the gun away but dragging her own grip high until the muzzle pressed against her head. “Naughty, naughty.” That creepy laugh. “Don’t pull the trigger yet. Let my little wolf watch.”
Luka froze where he crouched near the dresser, his eyes not on hers but on where her hand disappeared under a larger one. His peridot eyes became empty. Alina had never wanted to make him look like that.
A hum slid from the man’s throat. “That won’t do. No, not at all.” His fingers caressed her own on the gun, making bile rise in her throat. “Where has your frenzy gone?” He gripped her trigger finger between his, the one that had tried to move as far away as it could. A sudden jerk, and the sharp pain caused her to cry out. “See? She’s not dead. Not yet.”
Luka stood, but his body had begun to shake.
Alina breathed through the dimness at the edge of her vision. A mist creeped in that made the whole room appear unreal. Or maybe that was her thoughts, which couldn’t seem to focus on anything. 
Her free hand lifted, finding the handle of the knife still embedded in the man’s shoulder, and she gave it a twist.
He didn’t cry out like she had. He laughed as he jerked back, releasing her but keeping the gun. She tripped over her numb legs, falling to the floor.
She wanted to call Luka’s name, but her throat had closed. 
Luka was moving again, using that speed that made him seem to disappear. Leaping over her; past her. He grappled for the gun, their hands slamming into the wall.
The pain of her finger seemed like someone else’s. Alina tried to crawl for the door. She was holding Luka back. If she wasn’t there, he would never have frozen.
The man had released the gun, letting Luka have it. His arms wrapped around Luka instead, as if he were hugging him. 
“It’s okay,” the man crooned in his ear. “I’ll take this pain away. You know I’m the only one who can.” 
Luka’s jaw clenched against the pain of his touch. A twitch flickered in his jaw.
“Did you imagine you were happy?” the man asked. His hand joined Luka’s on the gun. 
Alina curled smaller as the gun wavered toward her.
Luka’s eyes were so wide. “No!” he cried out, his head slamming back into the man’s face. He managed to pull his hand free, ripping the knife out of the man’s shoulder.
The monster didn’t flinch. He calmly lifted the gun he’d been left with and pulled the trigger.
Alina choked on a scream, startled by how loud the sound was and anticipating pain or a nothingness that would mean everything was over.
In the echoes, she heard a small sob of breath that could only be Luka’s, followed by another thud.
Then nothing. 
Her eyes opened. She was alive.
A hand gripped her hair, dragging her head back until her eyes tilted up to meet a furious, gray pair. The hot barrel of the gun burned as it pressed into her cheek.
“Decisions, decisions,” the man muttered.
And suddenly her voice was freed. Because no one was trying to stop him any longer.
“Luka?” she cried, trying to turn her head despite the pain.
The man sighed, jerking her head around for her.
Luka lay prone on the floor. She tried to scramble to him, but the hold on her hair was too tight.
Her breath caught again, but as she watched, Luka’s chest rose and fell. He was alive.
Her head was forced back around by the barrel pressing hard into her face.
“His gasp of pain was most spectacular. Not very loud, but filled with torment.” The man’s eyes were bright as they stared into hers. “He believes I shot you.”
Alina swallowed. “Why didn’t you?” 
He released her, sitting on the floor cross-legged, the gun now pressing up into his own chin as he considered her. “The slight shift in aim was a whim, but I live for those whims.” The same laugh washed over her, making her feel cold.
Alina lunged for him.
He smacked her across the face with the gun, and she couldn’t contain her cry of pain.
“Behave,” he warned.
She breathed through the blinding ache. The gunshot had been loud. Someone would come. 
Alina forced herself to look at him. She wished she had a knife in her hand.
“Delicious,” he murmured, still smiling. He shifted the gun, releasing the bullets to the carpet between his crossed legs. “A revolver. Some things are meant to be.” He picked up one of the bullets, holding it between his fingers as he glared at her. “For confusing my little wolf.” He put it back into the chamber.
Dread filled her stomach. The man had defeated Luka. What could she do against him? But she didn’t want to die. Her hands balled into fists, and the pain of her broken finger steadied her.
He picked up another bullet. Glared at it. “But threatening you made him empty.” He tossed it over his shoulder, and it landed somewhere behind the bed. Another was in his hand. This time, he grinned. “And he frenzied to keep you alive twice.” It and a quick third followed the tossed trajectory of the first.
She went for him again. The smack that followed made her ears ring, and her finger ached where she landed on it.
Through a blurry gaze, she watched him pick up another bullet, back to glaring. “For that little stunt.” He put it into the gun and reached for another. “And because I’m sure you shared your cunt with him.” After he put that bullet in, he spun the chamber before closing it and leaned forward, pressing the barrel against the side of her head. “Which do you think it’ll be?” he asked, back to grinning.
Alina wished she could see Luka from where she lay. 
The gun clicked against her head. He removed it, and the last thing she saw was his scowl before a blinding pain chased away her consciousness.




Chapter 32


Alina woke in a burst of pain, as if reliving the moment that had knocked her out. Her eyes failed to focus, and she tried to blink the bleariness away. The first thing she saw was the bullet hole in the wall. 
There was no loose grip around her wrist. As her hand rose shakily toward her head, she searched for Luka, even though she knew he wouldn’t be there.
No, he was with his own monster, trapped in a nightmare.
She sat up even as her hand found the bandage wrapped around her head. Touching it made the ache there worse.
“You shouldn’t sit up yet.”
She had already seen Enzo sitting in the only chair in the room, the chair she’d once dragged in front of the dresser. She continued to ignore him as she slid her legs out of bed.
“Stubborn,” Enzo muttered, but he didn’t get up to stop her. “Like my boys.”
Her legs shook as she stood, but she forced them to remain firm. She wore only Luka’s shirt. 
“Luka always wanted to be like Giovanni. I never saw it, though.” Enzo crossed his arms over his chest as he leaned back against the chair. “Not stubborn enough. He does what he’s told. He’ll follow orders again.”
The splint on her broken finger made her use her off hand to pull open the dresser drawer.
“He’ll be okay, you know,” Enzo said. He was using his teaching voice, the one that had corrected her stance while she learned to shoot. The one that had also told her that having a weapon she couldn’t control would make things worse, not better.
The revolver he’d given her sat on top of the dresser. She remembered the way the barrel had pressed against her head. Ignoring it, she dragged out a pair of jeans.
“The pakhan hasn’t killed him in all these years. He’ll be okay,” Enzo repeated.
The jeans had always been a little big, which made them easy enough to pull on even with the splint. She stood in front of the dresser, staring at the pile of sheathed knives that should have been wherever Luka was. “He thinks I’m dead,” she said. Then she reached for the first sheath.
Enzo’s breathing huffed out of him as he watched her arm herself. She was glad he wasn’t wearing his typical smile or trying to laugh. Laughter would have been the worst kind of shame. 
“Well, that does change things,” he said.
The knives she clipped in her waistband were easy enough. It was the couple with bands that wrapped around her ankles that gave her a little trouble.
“Luka is important to Giovanni,” Enzo said. “They’re talking over what to do now.”
“Do you know where Luka is?” Alina asked him, staring at the revolver again.
Another sigh. Enzo stood. “If I did, I wouldn’t tell you.”
She didn’t waste her breath trying to convince him. She still didn’t know the man very well, and she remembered the way he’d pulled a gun on her. None of the mafiosi were simply caring and protective.
Not even Luka. It was a part of him, but he also killed. He was a swift and deadly shadow. One that had been emptied to the point that being told what to do was easiest.
Maybe Enzo was right. Maybe it would be easy for him again.
All she had to do was wait. Like she’d been waiting all her life.
She reached for the revolver. The gun was the reason she was alive. The possibility of it bringing her luck had her tucking it at the small of her back, even if her trigger finger was broken.
Opening the door with her nondominant hand made her awkward. Enzo trailed behind her as she headed up the stairs. She’d only been up there once before, when Luka had taken her to Giovanni and Nera’s room that first morning. That felt so very long ago.
The diner had been another lifetime altogether. Imagining Meg’s angry glare made it easier for her feet to move to the door where voices came from.
“Look, Di Salvo, I get this assassin means something to you, but that’s not the same for me.” Alina didn’t recognize the voice, and not just because the door muffled it. The voice was deep with a strange lilt at the end of the sentence. “Hell, he almost killed me not that long ago. And he shot Vespa.” 
“Really?” Antonio’s amused voice made her lips press together. “I didn’t think little Luka had it in him. Something about not hurting women.”
The higher-pitched voice of a woman followed. “So different from you. You’ll hurt anyone if it’ll give you a leg up.” A sigh followed. “But the Di Salvo’s right, Montrell. It was the pakhan who shot me.”
“Because the assassin distracted you, Vespa,” the deeper, lilting voice, Montrell’s, said. “Don’t give him a pass.”
“It’s the pakhan we’re discussing.” She could barely hear Giovanni’s calm voice. Calm. As if he wasn’t worried about Luka at all.
Alina’s hand pressed harder against the door.
Antonio was louder. “All La Cosa Nostra families agree that the current pakhan has to go.”
“But it’s not all the families you called here, is it?” Montrell asked. “It’s just the Coronellas, and I’m down my best soldier.”
Antonio laughed. “You can’t be serious.”
There was a rustling in the room. “You doubting I’m the best, Di Salvo?” Vespa’s pitch had become a growl.
“No. I’m not counting you out of this fight.” His smile moved into his voice for once. “I bet you outshoot at least half of us with your nondominant hand.”
A sniff followed from the woman Alina still couldn’t picture. “All right then.”
“Like hell, Vespa!” Montrell shouted, making Alina flinch from the booming volume. “The doctor said three full weeks. Don’t make me lock you in a room.”
A snort followed, but the woman didn’t argue.
“I’m sorry, but the answer’s no, Di Salvo,” Montrell said.
“I thought we had an alliance.” There was no longer any smile in Antonio’s voice. “The information we gave you was solid.”
“That’s still to be seen,” Montrell said.
Enzo laid a hand over Alina’s shoulder, causing her to jerk back from the door. His smile faltered and fell away as they moved down the hallway.
“You’ll hear nothing good listening at doors,” Enzo said. “Don’t worry, doll. This was only one of Giovanni’s ideas. They’re winding down, and then I’ll talk about another option with him.”
The door clicked open. Alina stared down at her cloth-covered feet. She’d worn the sneakers Luka had purchased for her. Much bigger and shinier black shoes paused in front of her.
“Who’s this, then?” Montrell asked.
Alina forced her eyes up. The man in front of her was larger than any she’d seen—with a barrel chest, broad shoulders, and thick arms straining the sleeves of a dress shirt. Even his beard was big, reddish-brown like his hair. Brown eyes stared into her own, studying her.
“Looks a bit like Giovanni, doesn’t she?” His eyes slid to the Di Salvo boss.
Antonio laughed, coming up beside the man. “This is the assassin’s girl. You know, the one you’re not going to help us save.”
Montrell frowned. “Guilt won’t move me.” His eyes scanned Alina from her feet back up to her face. “A Bratva then, is she? That going to be a problem?” The seriousness of his expression made Alina’s chest tighten.
Antonio continued to grin. “If it is, it’s a Di Salvo problem. You sticking around, Coronella?”
Montrell snorted. “Hell no.” He turned away.
Giovanni didn’t glance at Alina at all as he walked with the large man toward the stairs.
Enzo released her shoulder, giving her a pointed look before trailing behind them. 
Alina wasn’t certain what the look was supposed to mean. Perhaps it was a reminder that he had a plan. Or maybe he was saying she should stay put. 
Antonio sighed. His expression was concerned when she stared into it. “How’s the head?”
It ached as if it had been cracked open. Alina saw no reason to tell him that. “Do you know where Luka is?”
His blue eyes hardened. “So you can chase after him and get killed? I may be a bastard, Alina, but not that type. You won’t be getting information from me.”
Her lips pressed together. He was the second Di Salvo to say that. Antonio’s tone had been flat. “You don’t really want to go after him. You hate Luka.” She’d seen it every time they were near each other. Luka had brushed it off, like he expected that treatment.
Antonio’s fake smile hadn’t returned. “It’s not about him at all. It’s about you, Alina.” He stepped closer. “We offered you protection, and you were attacked right here on the estate grounds. The Bratva did that once before. Never again.”
“Stop talking big, Di Salvo.” The voice belonged to the woman, Vespa. She nudged Antonio hard with her good arm.
Vespa was as tall as he was. Her dark hair was pulled back in a tight bun, and her face was full of hard edges, with a scar slashing through an eyebrow and appearing as a long-healed nick along her cheekbone. She wore a black suit, but with one arm of the jacket hanging limp. The white of the sling it hung over was the brightest thing about her. 
“The Bratva have been irritating the Di Salvos for as long as I can remember.” Vespa snorted. “Nice try getting the Coronellas to do your dirty work, though. Glad Montrell saw right through it.”
“It was my idea to use you, it’s true, but we were very serious in our offer.” Antonio stared at Alina. “I might hate the assassin, but Giovanni has a soft spot for him. The pakhan will expect the Di Salvos to attack. That expectation makes us vulnerable.” His gaze switched, looking toward the stairs where Giovanni and Montrell had already disappeared. “I’d rather Giovanni lives than the man that once tried to kill him. Even Nera agrees with me, and she’s got a soft spot for the kid herself.” His gaze shifted toward the open office.
Alina hadn’t noticed Nera standing there. Giovanni’s wife wouldn’t meet her eyes. Alina’s hand went to one of Luka’s knives at her waist. Touching it let her breathe through the strangling feeling in her chest.
“We’ll still go after him. Giovanni won’t be able to live with himself otherwise.” Antonio slipped his hands into his jacket pockets, rocking back on his heels. “But without the Coronellas, or any other reinforcements, I’ll delay it as long as I can. I love my brother too much not to.” He didn’t look away from Alina’s gaze. “I know Luka is the one you think you love, Alina. Take this time to come to terms with that. There are much better men.”
The idea of being with anyone else froze her inside. Luka might not live. She’d already considered that, or so she thought. Her hand ached where it gripped the handle of his knife.
“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Vespa muttered, shoving Antonio hard with her good arm. “Always thinking with your dick. She’s not going to fuck you, Di Salvo, so leave her the hell alone.”
“It was solid advice.” His mouth hardened as he flicked his skewed jacket straight. He paused when he caught sight of Alina’s face. “I’m sorry. The way you look…” He sighed, scowling at his feet. “Giovanni will try to save him.” Antonio strode away.
“He really is a bastard,” Vespa said, glaring as Antonio disappeared down the stairs.
“You’ve never liked him.” Nera moved closer.
Alina looked at the woman she’d started to consider a friend. There was a hardness to her face.
“But Antonio isn’t wrong,” Nera said, her words sure. “The pakhan knows how close Luka and Giovanni are. He was able to sneak in here and take down someone like Luka. I’m sorry, Alina, but I don’t want to lose Giovanni.” Her hand moved to her stomach, as if she felt sick from the words. “I can’t lose him. Not even for Luka’s sake.” She turned, her back stiff as she walked away.
Luka was being left to die. Alina’s head throbbed harder, and she stared at her feet as the cold inside her body spread.
“Oh, hell.” Vespa blew out a breath. “And we’re out too. Montrell won’t change his mind, not after I got shot the other night.” The hard woman crouched down in front of Alina, forcing her to meet her eyes. “Kiryl Ivankov is a murderous asshole. So is that man of yours.” Her dark gaze hardened. “What about you? You a killer?”
It was easy to remember how another knife in her hand had continued to slash. “Yes,” Alina said.
“Hm.” Vespa continued to study her, as if she couldn’t decide if she agreed. “Seems to me you asked a simple question. One I’ve got the answer to.”
The ice inside Alina paused, not quite reaching her fingers, making them tingle. “You know where Luka is?”
“Well, the Di Salvos were talking about hitting the old pakhan’s house. Some burned-out estate from when Ivankov went in and murdered the Lipins.” Her head cocked as she smiled. “That help you any?”
Blood rushed to Alina’s head at the words. “Yes,” she said, hope blooming in her stomach. “Yes, it does.” Even as a child, she’d been taught the address of her own home.
Vespa raised an eyebrow, the unblemished one. “And you have a weapon? Something besides that big-ass knife you’re clutching?”
Alina didn’t bother to explain it was one knife of many. Or to pull the revolver, which was still tucked into the small of her back, where sweat had begun to gather. She simply nodded.
Vespa sighed again, reached toward her ankle, and pulled the Velcro there free, the sound loud in the quiet hallway. The holster came loose, and she reached toward Alina’s leg. “Well, here, take my spare too.” It took her using the hand in the sling to fasten it around Alina’s ankle, and she grimaced.
“Oh, wait, I can—”
“Already done.” Vespa pushed up with her good hand, rising without even a sway despite the sling. She stared at Alina again. “The Di Salvos aren’t cowards. The Bratva really would see them coming.” She reached out, running a finger along the bandage wrapped around Alina’s head. “But someone like you? Nah, most men don’t see someone like you coming.” Her hand dropped, and she took a step back.
Alina’s own hand rose, the one with the splint around her trigger finger. She skimmed the bandage herself, knowing she couldn’t wait until it ached less.
“Good luck,” Vespa murmured without a smile. “You’re going to need it. Ivankov is insane. You’re probably going to die, but that’s a choice everyone should make for themselves. Your man worth dying for?”
Alina didn’t hesitate. “Yes. He is.”
Vespa grinned. “Well then, seems you’re decided.” She cocked her good hand in a wave. “Hope I’ll be seeing you, but now I’ve got to find Montrell. My place is where he is.” Her steps were swift, even on the stairs that bounced her bad arm.
Alina was alone in the hallway. That would work. Someone like Vespa would distract everyone when she entered a room.
Alina was going to take a number from Luka’s book and sneak in the shadows. Luka had saved her more than once.
It was time Alina returned the favor.




Chapter 33


Luka woke up alone the second time. The first time, Ivankov had been there, and he hadn’t been happy. It hadn’t mattered, not with Luka’s fear gone. 
The sound of the gunshot still ricocheted in Luka’s ears. Alina’s gasping cry, which had been choked off. And then a great, final nothingness.
If she was dead, the nothingness made sense, but Luka had needed to see for himself. He’d woken the first time to someone petting his scalp, the pain of it seeping into his subconscious. He’d struggled to surface, hoping it was Alina. She never could help herself, and he should have taken issue with her crossing his boundaries, but he only wished it didn’t hurt so much.
When he woke to Ivankov’s bigger hand stroking him, it was much easier to slap the touch away. His monster must have dragged him out of the estate. He didn’t remember leaving.
Despite his aching head and the multiple cuts inflicted during their fight in the bedroom, Luka fought yet again. He went into the frenzy Ivankov craved but that rarely surfaced. This frenzy wasn’t about killing the monster.
He needed to leave this strange, crumbling place Ivankov had brought him to. He needed to see her body for himself.
Once Ivankov realized his goal, his delight transformed into fury, and he broke Luka’s leg. When Luka continued to try to crawl away, he didn’t stop there.
Luka was surprised he woke at all. And disappointed. The rattling rasp of his indrawn breath no longer filled him with pain. Cold had sunk inside as he waited for death to take him to her.
Ivankov had gone too far a time or two before, and a numbness always followed. Luka had always managed to crawl away, and Giovanni would find him.
Luka didn’t want history to repeat itself anymore. He pressed against a burned beam of a destroyed house and looked up into the rain that fell through the burst ceiling. It was more of a misting fog than true raindrops. If the sky truly opened above him, his body would grow colder, and its attempts to drag in air would stop.
Ivankov must not have wanted him to die. His broken leg was spread in front of him and bound to a board. Singed sheets had been wrapped tightly around his chest. The Bratva leader was terrible at first aid. He never tried to keep anything alive.
The idea that death wouldn’t be that simple made Luka’s eyes shut. The mist dampened his closed eyelids, almost like tears.
Alina was beautiful when she cried, but it was too painful to watch. He much preferred her small smile. The one that meant she was happy. At peace.
If his mother was right, death wouldn’t reconnect them. Luka wouldn’t repent. He had done what he’d done over the years with no doubts about what his eternity would hold, if it existed. His sins would have been worth hell if he’d managed to kill the monster.
Numbness spread, taking away even the idea of attacking anyone.
“Luka?”
The demons that had come to drag him to their depths were cruel. They sounded like Alina.
Stabbing pain streaked through his hand as someone held it. He’d lost his gloves somewhere. No, he hadn’t worn them when he’d joined Alina on the bed in the room they shared.
His eyes opened, and he saw exactly what he’d been wanting most. Well, almost, but he would accept no smile. Her tears made more sense.
“Oh, Luka,” she gasped, her hand squeezing and sending more shooting pain to break up the spreading ice inside. It was cruel, how much it hurt.
The mist had dampened her hair, making it slightly darker. More of the mist gathered as drops along her lashes. Or maybe they were tears like the ones that wet her cheeks. She was so painfully beautiful, even with a bandage wrapped around her head.
“Love… you…” He got to say it for the second time. She deserved to hear it more, but twice would have to do. He struggled to keep his eyes from closing, wanting to see the apparition as long as he could.
“I love you, too, Luka,” she said, her voice cracking. Her second hand shifted to clasp the other side of his, sending more stabbing pain into his body. The second hand was strangely lumpy. He gasped in another rattling breath at the flare her touch sent through his body.
“I’m sorry. My touch is hurting you, isn’t it? I should let go.” 
He’d lost the air to protest, but she didn’t pull away. He didn’t feel stabbing along the place where the outside of one of her hands grazed, and it was enough to make him blink at her splinted finger.
Why would an apparition need a splint? 
And why did it hurt so much to imagine her there, touching him? Did his mind hate him that much?
Alina glanced over her shoulder toward the wall, which had crumbled into debris. Her eyes were fearful when she looked back at him, but then they narrowed and she released him.
His fingers closed as if they could reach for her.
“Sorry, this will hurt even worse,” she murmured, moving behind him. Then she wrapped her arms around his middle, right over his bandaged chest. Even through the cloth between them it burned, and that was before she dragged him back a few inches. The grip over his broken ribs was firm as she grunted before dragging him again.
His breath burst out of him as pain spread everywhere the numbness had been moments before. The numbness had been a blessing after all. His consciousness fluttered as the pain rushed to his head, causing everything around them to blur.
“Stop,” he begged.
Alina paused, her arms shaking against the underside of his. Soft sobs she didn’t try to contain soon filtered into his ears, where her chin rested against his shoulder.
She felt so very real, and he started to believe.
“I have to,” she said between the sobs, and she pulled his body with her. 
Luka was not new to pain. He gritted his teeth as he tried to endure it. Only one of his legs was broken. He should hobble to help her.
“Alina!” he gasped.
She paused. Her wet cheeks pressed against the side of his face.
Luka’s hands found hers where they remained, wound tight around him. He brushed over her skin, feeling the warm tingle instead of pain. His hand followed her arm, covered in the black cotton of one of his shirts, up to her shoulder, and then he rested it against her damp cheek, pressing their faces closer as he tilted his head to rub against hers. The tingles chased some of the pain to the corners of his awareness.
“Y-you’re… alive…” He gasped. She felt very, very warm.
A chuckle entered the rubble from the direction of the collapsed wall. “My gift to you,” Ivankov said.
Luka stared at the man who had been the center of his life for as long as he could remember. 
Ivankov’s smile spread a little too wide, as if it didn’t fit among his features. He’d always appeared most terrifying when he smiled just like that. 
“It wasn’t a gift,” Alina said. “It was luck.”
Ivankov didn’t spare her a glance. “Won’t you thank me, Luka?” he asked.
Luka had heard those words before. They were a demand, not a request. He tried to gather enough saliva to force the words out.
“Did you do this to Luka?” Alina shouted. 
She pulled her body away from his, and panic slid through him. He’d heard Alina speak more than anyone he could remember. He was familiar with the different cadences her voice took on: rapid in her excitement, hesitant in her shyness, choked in her grief, and then the pleasant hum when she spoke every thought in her head. Both times she’d stabbed her attackers, she’d been silent, so he’d never heard it quite like this. No longer shouting, but lower in volume, with a quiver of a growl.
“I’m going to kill you.” She stared straight at Ivankov as she said the words.
And Luka realized he could still be afraid after all.
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Ivankov’s face went bright with excitement at her threat, but he was looking into Luka’s eyes. He hadn’t spared her a glance. “You must have a thing for stupid women, my little wolf.”
Alina didn’t want Luka to be his anything. She took one of the knives out of its sheath, laying it near the hip of Luka’s good leg. Then she stood despite the way Luka scrambled for her. “I’m not stupid!” she yelled, feeling like a helpless child as she did. The woman had told her how stupid she was at least once each visit.
“Don’t worry,” the pakhan said to Luka. It was as if she was nothing to him. She wanted to make him regret letting her live. “She’ll be more entertaining if I keep her alive. You’re in no shape to frenzy for her now.” His manic grin fell as he stared down at Luka’s broken form. He actually appeared to feel regret. “My disappointment was too severe last time.”
Last time. As if it was one time in a long line of examples. 
Let him not bother to look at her. Alina pulled her revolver with her undamaged hand, using the hand with the broken trigger finger to steady her as she fired.
She understood where Luka had learned his speed. One second Ivankov acted as if she didn’t exist, the next he dodged her bullets. It was difficult to hold the gun steady when each time she fired caused her wrapped head to ache worse.
And he wasn’t just dodging; he was closing the distance, almost on her as the gun clicked empty.
She wanted him close and waited until he reached for the gun.
Her other hand dropped, pulling free another of Luka’s many knives. She stabbed out, not trying to aim, just trying to be fast. Because Ivankov was faster. 
She screamed when he broke her wrist to stop the knife. At least she assumed it was that bad when the pain of it threatened to overwhelm her. Fury added to the sound bursting out of her. She couldn’t afford for it to be broken.
He still held on to her arm with the useless gun, and the other hand wasn’t moving despite her willing it to go to her waistband for another knife, so she took a page out of Luka’s book and headbutted the pakhan in the nose.
It made her already cracked head feel like it splintered, but through her dizziness she saw blood gush from the man’s hopefully broken nose. His wide smile flashed across his pale face, and red also showed in his mouth, where the blood spilled down over his lips.
He released her unbroken hand to wipe at the mess, and she didn’t hesitate to pull another knife. She swung it into his side, where Luka had once made it look easy, aiming for his armpit, but it sliced lower, drawing more blood but not enough as he backhanded her to the ground.
Right where she wanted to be. The ankle holster loosened easily enough, filling her hand with a gun as he fell on her. She couldn’t miss from that close. A ripple flowed through his body outward from the gut shot she gave him.
He’d once sliced open Luka’s stomach. It felt fitting to shoot him there.
Ivankov began to laugh; high-pitched, insane laughter as his blood-covered hand wrapped around her throat, lifting her face toward him. He used the leverage to slam her head against the rubble below her.
Alina wanted to shoot him again, but the gun flattened against her own stomach as his weight pressed on her. His other hand circled her screaming wrist, twisting it as he slammed her head again, and her body lost the will to fight.
She couldn’t cry out. You needed air to cry.
Her focus clung to the stickiness of blood between them. It was sticky, right? She had managed to shoot him.
He’d said he wanted her alive, but he seemed to have forgotten that as he squeezed her throat.
She wished she could tell Luka she loved him one more time. That he’d made her feel like she wasn’t alone.
At least the last sound she would hear would be Luka saying her name, only it wasn’t the barely-there whisper she loved to strain to hear. It was a scream of pain.
Ivankov grunted as Luka lunged for him. She could breathe again, but there was a stabbing pain in her head making everything seem translucent.
Ivankov stumbled to his feet, his hand going to a knife embedded near his armpit. Oh, Luka had found the knife she had left him. And his aim hadn’t missed. When Ivankov pulled the knife free, blood gushed from him, and he stared down at the wound with no laughter or smile at all.
Luka’s hands reached for her face, not even looking at Ivankov. “Alina.”
Good, she thought blearily. Her name sounded just right on his lips that time.
Ivankov’s legs failed him. He fell to his knees, staring at Luka, who had eyes only for her. Luka’s hands trembled as they caressed her face, bringing her own gaze away from the monster who was, in the end, just a man. 
“Not like this,” Ivankov moaned, but she couldn’t see him anymore.
All she could see was Luka’s face, and then his lips pressed gently to hers.
He parted from her long enough to whisper, “I love you,” before he kissed her again.
Alina’s thoughts leaked out of her mind. “Three,” she slurred. Three times he’d said he loved her. And three times he’d kissed her. Or did the before and after the words count as four?
Sound faded, but not sensation. One of his hands dropped to her broken wrist, the fingers barely touching, but there was pain. A fiery, aching pain. It was only fair. Maybe now she’d remember and not touch him in return.
“Can’t… drag you out.” And she was sorry for it. She’d only partially rescued him. He was so much better at being the rescuer. “Giovanni… coming.” The words fell out like slow drips. They must not have made sense or been audible because Luka’s eyebrows drew together as he stared at her. Then his head lowered to her chest, resting on it as his hand slid to the back of her head, cushioning it from the ground, even though she was already wearing a bandage, and that made no sense to Alina. Why was she wearing a bandage already? Why were her thoughts like wisps scattering on the wind? Why was Luka laying his head on her so gently, his ear pressed as if listening for her heartbeat?
She no longer remembered, but her eyes slid shut from the comfort of him being there, touching her even if it hurt him. 




Chapter 34


Luka settled himself into the chair beside Alina’s bed, just as he had the night before. He encircled her uninjured wrist with his fingers, ignoring the ache in his leg and his ribs from sneaking back to her room. Giovanni had wanted him to rest. 
Luka would rest once he saw her eyes focused on him again. He needed the slight comfort from feeling her steady pulse under his fingers and watching her chest rise and fall.
The door clicked open behind him. Giovanni didn’t sigh or say anything. He crossed the room to the opposite chair and sat, giving Luka silent company in the middle of the night.
Killing Ivankov had been Luka’s sole purpose for so many years. And he had finally succeeded. The stab to the pakhan’s artery had bled out, but Luka had barely cared. He hadn’t killed him for revenge or for his freedom.
Someone had been hurting Alina, and that person needed to die. It was as simple as that.
Remembering how Ivankov had whined as he bled out—that it wasn’t fair, that he should be Luka’s focus, that Luka should be looking at him—didn’t bring him any comfort or satisfaction. He felt nothing as he thought about how his monster had died.
The sound of Alina’s fluttering heartbeat under his ear as her eyes closed and didn’t reopen was his nightmare.
She should have never come for him.
“She’s alive, Luka,” Giovanni murmured.
Luka’s fingers tightened around her wrist, but her pulse didn’t jump. It remained steady.
Giovanni cleared his throat. “The scans showed no swelling or fractures. There’s no reason she won’t wake up.”
Only she hadn’t.
The doctor Antonio had dragged to the destroyed estate had insisted Alina be brought to the hospital when he couldn’t wake her onsite. Giovanni had pulled strings to speed up the testing process. The doctors spouted off letters that meant nothing to Luka and then allowed her to be hidden away at the Di Salvo estate to recover. They had said she would recover.
The Bratva currently lacked a leader, but they were still dangerous. La Cosa Nostra families had stepped up and were helping to eradicate them. 
Luka’s broken leg and cracked ribs made him less than helpful in assisting. He’d been treated at the hospital as well, and everyone kept yelling at him for putting pressure on the cast, but he couldn’t stay in bed.
When he’d thought he’d lost Alina, all his fear had been sucked away. Having her still alive made him nothing but fearful. It may have been irrational, but if he didn’t continue watching her, he felt like she might fade away.
Luka wasn’t sure how much of the night had passed when Nera came for Giovanni. She crossed to him in her nightgown, wrapping her arms around his neck from behind and resting her chin on his head. Giovanni’s hands came up to rest on her arms, as if it was only natural.
Luka wouldn’t even complain about the pain if Alina could wake up and touch him. He doubted he’d tell her to stop, no matter how much it hurt.
Nera stared at Alina over Giovanni’s head. “We’re all waiting. Luka especially.” She did that every time she came. Talked to Alina as if she could hear her.
Luka’s fingers stroked Alina’s skin as he watched her.
“You deserve your rest because you did it. You rescued Luka.” Nera hugged Giovanni tighter. “He’s safe, and he’s here.”
Luka’s breath stabbed behind his wrapped chest.
“Luka, remember what the doctor said,” Nera said. “Sleep is often induced to help recovery. Alina will be okay.”
Luka wanted to believe it.
Nera’s voice was soothing as she continued to talk to Alina for a time. Then she gently pulled Giovanni from the room, insisting he needed to rest for the meeting with the families in the morning.
Giovanni felt guilty for not getting there soon enough. Luka didn’t blame him, though. No one should have come for him. Especially not Alina.
The joy he’d felt at realizing Alina wasn’t an apparition felt like a mirage now. She’d been real, and he had told her how he felt.
He reminded himself that he’d be able to tell her again. His lips parted. “I love you.”
He almost expected her fingers to twitch in response.
His throat felt dry, and his voice was as low in volume as ever, but he decided to keep talking. “I can’t be mad at you. Never. I miss you.”
Something inside him softened as he accepted the truth of it. “I’ve never missed anyone before.” Thoughts of his family rose in his mind, so he spoke them out loud.
As that night passed, he told Alina about the childhood that had always felt like a dream to him; one where he was looking in through a window, not fully present. The mother who prayed all the time but also was careful not to touch him and made him all his favorite foods. The father who liked to scold and lecture, but who greeted his mother with a hug. His two older sisters, how neither had known quite what to make of him and his preference not to talk when they never stopped talking.
He didn’t avoid the painful memories. In the gray light before dawn, while he was finishing the story of how Willow had died, he imagined he saw Alina’s fingers twitch.
His throat was raw. He doubted he had talked as much all his life.
Alina was nothing like Willow. Willow had cowered behind Luka. With good reason. She’d hidden behind him as she’d spewed her hatred. Willow hated him more than Ivankov because her brother had become just like him.
When Alina faced Ivankov for him, Luka had been in a panic. Watching her attack Ivankov had been terrible, but she’d been absolutely stunning doing it. She’d shot and stabbed his monster, even though Luka had rarely drawn blood in all the times he’d attacked. And Alina was the one who had slipped Luka the knife he’d used to kill him.
Alina’s eyes shifted behind her closed eyelids. 
“I love you,” he repeated over and over, wanting her to wake hearing it, even if he could barely whisper the words.
Her lips spread in that soft smile, making the effort completely worth it.
“I love you, too,” she croaked, and she began to cough from the dryness of her throat.
But she’d said it. She was awake. And Luka couldn’t be any happier.
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It didn’t help that a lingering tiredness never seemed to leave her. The doctor had called it hypersomnia and linked it to post-concussion syndrome. Apparently, her head had been hit hard enough to scatter her brain’s ability to sleep well. Or something like that.
Which made no sense to Alina because she slept longer and deeper than ever. Twelve hours at night with no nightmares. She never seemed quite capable of entering the dreaming state, though. She’d liked waking up to Luka’s soothing touch near her scalp, not that she needed nightmares for Luka to touch or kiss her anymore.
Her touch still hurt him, and she was careful not to touch him in return. 
Her heart stuttered especially hard each time Luka kissed her. It wasn’t always her lips. He seemed to be testing out the spots she liked, her forehead, cheek, neck, shoulder, and hand so far. Alina had told him she liked it all, but he repeated her cheek and hand the most, so she must have given away her preference somehow, even though she tried to keep still.
Alina wanted more, but she was enjoying his slow buildup. She’d resolved to let Luka lead. She didn’t want to force him again. Besides, she really was tired most of the time.
The doctor had told her she needed to start exercising when he’d come to the house the day before. 
Giovanni had gifted them with the safe house. Alina had admitted to missing her time there, and Luka must have told him. He still didn’t talk to other people that much, though he whispered that he loved her all the time.
About a week into her recovery, Luka had surprised her one day by curling up beside her with a book she recognized and reading to her out loud. The doctor had warned her she shouldn’t read or watch TV or any screen right away, as too much concentration might trigger headaches. She hadn’t had any books anyway, but Antonio had brought her favorite and handed it to Luka when he’d stopped in. Luka had remembered the books she liked from one of the many rambling, one-sided conversations she’d had with him. He’d begun reading to her often, and more time passed.
His soft-spoken voice soothed her. Just imagining it helped her to drift off when she lay down for her afternoon nap.
For the first time in what felt like forever, she dreamed. It wasn’t a nightmare. No one was hurting her. No, it was the opposite.
Luka was kissing her, but his lips had traveled lower on her body. Her clothes were gone, but she felt no discomfort. Her stomach quivered where his ungloved hand rested against it, and her nipples ached beneath the gentle brush of his lips.
When his barely-there voice whispered in her ear that he wanted to kiss her all over, she woke with a gasp.
Luka stared down at her in concern. His fingers brushed along the edge of her scalp like they had many times before.
“Nightmare?” he asked, his voice sending a shiver over her skin.
“No,” she answered. There was a fever in her body, especially down below. Alina wondered whether she should admit that she’d had her first erotic dream.
Her hand reached for his face, but she stopped herself in time. She forced her healing wrist back down to her side.
Luka’s fingers paused. “You can touch me,” he offered. His body had stiffened, as if bracing for the pain that would bring.
Alina shook her head. “I can’t.”
He leaned down, kissing her cheek and sending another shiver through her body. “It’s okay, if it’s you.”
She searched his eyes, seeing determination there. Only one thing mattered to her. “Will it hurt you?”
Luka didn’t deny it. He just repeated, “It’s okay.”
Alina shook her head. “No, it’s not.”
His breath shuddered out. His hand slipped into her hair, so gentle. He shifted closer to her on the bed until his lips brushed against her ear. “Can I touch you? All over?”
It was her dream. Alina wanted him to touch her more than he could possibly know. A low moan slipped from between her lips.
Luka raised his head to study her, his eyes thoughtful. “Same sound,” he murmured.
Alina’s face heated. She must have been moaning in her sleep.
His small smile that had been appearing more and more came. “About me?”
He was asking about her dream, in his disjointed way. “Yes.” She swallowed, trying to keep her body from lifting toward him. “Please, Luka. Touch me as much as you want.”
His other hand moved from where it encircled her wrist to brush over her cheek. “Not too tired?”
The idea that he’d been holding back while she healed sent more heat through her. Alina grabbed the hem of her shirt, his shirt that she wore. Luka edged back as she lifted it over her head and tossed it aside. Her breathing was already too fast as she lay back on the bed.
Luka’s light green eyes seemed to brighten as they roved over her body.
She’d already taken off her jeans to nap, so she only had to wriggle off her underwear to be completely bare. “All over,” she reminded him, forcing herself to breathe deeply and not pant for it. “You promised.”
Luka’s smile had fallen. There was an intentness to his gaze that caused her thighs to press together against the ache.
He didn’t take off his clothes, and she was disappointed to realize he hadn’t meant sex, not yet, but then he was reaching for her. He didn’t make her wait for his touch. His fingers brushed over her nipples, whisper soft.
Her chest lifted into the caress, making the pressure harder. Doubts filled her as his jaw tightened. “Touching me hurts you, doesn’t it?” she asked, some of the heat dissipating.
Again, Luka didn’t deny it. “Tingles.” He swallowed as his palms grazed her nipples. “Good tingles. More than the pain.”
Her tension left as she accepted the words, and because his hands were moving in little circles, causing her nipples to tighten. The fingers on one hand pinched as his other slid to her stomach, but not lower than that, even though she ached for his touch.
The light pinch and tug ratcheted up her ache. When he lowered his face to her breast, she thought her heart might stop. He wasn’t just touching. He was also kissing.
The brush of his lips was so gentle. He repeated it before she could ask him to, and she held her body still, except for the shivering she couldn’t control. He wasn’t touching her everywhere, he was only touching her breasts, but she didn’t care when that touch was doing so much.
The difference in pressure, the soft press of lips and that pinch and pull, shattered her focus. Her legs shifted wide as her hips rocked, only his hand on her stomach keeping her on the bed. There was nothing to rock against, nothing to ease the tingling ache that already felt like too much.
Her breast pressed against his face, surprising a soft exhalation out of him that widened his mouth enough to dampen her nipple. It felt amazing, and she arched into him again. When his lips closed, it was an even better tug than his fingers.
Another moan slipped out, mingling with his choked sound as his lips moved on her.
The rush of sensation below was as if the tingling had begun to dance. Her legs closed, but that made it worse, and they spread wide again. Her hips rocked, and his hand suddenly lowered.
Luka lifted his mouth from her breast to watch her face as his fingers slid directly over where the tingles and ache had converged.
It was too intense, and her hips froze. His finger slid in light circles, making her breath catch. She could no longer keep her eyes open as one of his hands tugged on her nipple, sending even more tingles to the point he was rubbing, over and over, his motions quickening with her sudden gasping and shaking as her body pulsed in little waves.
She’d almost forgotten how free those pulses could make her feel.
Luka let out a soft groan as his lips closed over hers. It wasn’t the gentle press he usually maintained. His lips brushed and begged as her body softened underneath his continued touch.
He lifted his lips only to demand, “Again,” in a raspy voice that licked inside of her and ratcheted the sudden, returning tingles ever higher.
His finger below had stopped circling. Her body welcomed the back-and-forth slide he’d begun instead. Her hips tried to shift away from the intensity of it, the rocking she couldn’t prevent only increasing the sensation.
His hand had to press down with more pressure so he wouldn’t be dislodged.
Alina cried out into his mouth, and Luka froze.
His head lifted, his brows drawing together in concern as he stopped his strokes. “Okay?” he asked.
It was as if he’d left her on the edge of all that delicious pulsing to come, and Alina’s hips lifted in frustration. “Luka!” she cried, her eyes squeezing shut. “Yes! It’s okay. Please!” Her chest lifted, brushing her nipple against his palm, and her ass writhed on the bed, rewarded by the smallest shift against his fingers.
His sliding fingers, the pressure harder than before as his eyes narrowed on hers and he stroked over the pinnacle of all those spasming nerves.
Alina cried out as the euphoria hit her. It was as if her body was doing its own tug and pull, the pulses a rhythm that Luka extended with his softened touch.
Her own panting filled her ears as Luka pulled away. She didn’t remember closing her eyes, but had to drag them open as the bed dipped when he stood.
Luka grasped the hem of his shirt. “We could?” he asked.
Her eyes lowered to take in his straining erection, pressing hard against the front of his pants.
“You want to have sex with me?” Alina asked. He must have heard something in her voice because he bit his lip, looking away as if unsure.
She rushed to reassure him. “Yes, Luka, we can, but do you want to?” She remembered the way he’d cried out in pain when she’d grabbed his ass and forced him inside of her, and her legs closed as she sat up. “You could touch yourself instead if it would be better for you. I can talk you through it like before.”
Luka’s gaze returned to hers. “Don’t want to?” His hands dropped the hem of his shirt as he backed up into the dresser, as if giving her more space.
She thought of having Luka’s body linked to hers. It had hurt, but being connected would be worth any pain. “Oh, I want to have sex with you, Luka. I’m just saying we don’t have to. Don’t do this for me. Do this only if you want to.”
She couldn’t see what expression he made because his face disappeared behind his shirt as he pulled it off. His pants followed. Luka’s bare skin was amazing. Covered in ink and scars and everything that made him Luka. His erection was straining, pointing straight out in its hardness.
Her mouth had gone dry, and she swallowed, needing saliva to ask him if he was sure once more. Ever since she’d rescued him, Luka had only been thinking of her.
He surprised her by turning toward the dresser and opening the top drawer. Out of it, he withdrew a small box that ripped as he opened it.
Luka had purchased condoms, she realized. He frowned down at one before lowering his hands to his erection, slowly and carefully figuring out how to roll it on.
She’d lost her ability to speak again as she watched him sheath himself. He’d purchased condoms. That meant not only did he want to, but he’d planned on having sex with her.
The condoms were a good idea. It added a barrier she hadn’t considered when she’d forced him before. And they hadn’t talked about it, but it was doubtful Luka wanted children.
Alina lay back on the bed, her breathing deepening as she spread her legs for him, scooting toward the edge, and pressed her hands to her sides, waiting.
Luka didn’t make a sound as he approached. He had a slight limp, but still moved with so much grace.
She didn’t reach for him, simply watched as he supported himself with one hand on the bed and used his other hand to guide his erection to her entrance.
He froze as her body tensed, his eyes lifting to search hers. “Okay?” he asked.
“Sorry.” She took a deeper breath, trying to force herself to relax. “I know it’ll hurt at first, and I can’t help it.” He started to draw away, and her hand lifted. “No! I want this.” Her hand shook in the air between them. “I want to feel as close to you as I can. I do, Luka!”
His hand left his erection, moving between them. And he stroked again.
Her body already remembered exactly what that stroking could become. Alina gasped as his finger worked her over until her hips were lifting into the perfect pressure of his touch.
Luka stared into her eyes as the tension in her grew and grew. “Wait!” she cried as the tingling ache drew tighter. “What about you?”
His face lowered to hers, even though he didn’t kiss her. It was so close, his eyes were the only thing she could see. “I love you,” he whispered against her lips.
Alina’s chest became impossibly tight, and her body stiffened as it reached its peak again. His strokes drew out the pulsing until her breath was leaving her in sobs and her body had gone limp.
Luka shifted his hand away, and then his erection pushed inside her. He rocked into her body until he filled it, and for the first time, it didn’t hurt at all. Each rock brought tingles instead.
“Oh!” Alina cried out as her hips lifted into his next movement, and the tingling became an ache. Because it was Luka who was inside her. Luka, whose eyes had squeezed shut as he stopped his body from thrusting. Her body felt stretched by his erection, but it wasn’t a bad fullness.
“Okay?” he asked again. His eyes opened, searching hers.
“Luka.” His body shuddered when she said his name, or maybe that was from the way she used her feet to lift her hips against his. “I love you, Luka. It’s more than okay.” She arched again, grinning at him when it felt really good. “It’s making love. Please, make love to me.”
Luka braced both of his hands against the bed as he began to move. He cried out in little gasps each time his hips thrust forward, and his hands twisted in the sheets as he lost himself in the sensation. 
She couldn’t help herself. She tilted her head, covering his mouth with hers in an unending kiss as she lifted into his increasingly erratic thrusts. Each time she arched, he slid against something inside that made her own cries join his in their fused mouths. 
Then the tugs were back, delicious pulses that made her hands fist in the sheets.
Luka grabbed her hips, forcing them into his thrusts twice more before he shouted and pressed her hard into the mattress.
It wasn’t until their breathing slowed into something resembling normal that he separated their bodies. Her eyes closed while he shifted her to the center of the bed and limped away.
She didn’t open her eyes when the bed dipped next to her.
“Alina?” His voice seemed to quaver.
She was exhausted, but she didn’t want to worry him. “Don’t worry. The doctor said to exercise.” She opened her eyes and laughed at his blank expression. She wished she could grab her most precious person and hug him tight against her heated body. “So we’ll need to do that again. As often as you want to.” She smiled under his still-searching eyes. “It didn’t hurt at all,” she murmured, and his smile appeared.
When he settled beside her, comfortable naked, and his fingers wrapped around her wrist in his own unique way of hugging, she felt more content than she ever could have imagined.




Chapter 35


Luka smiled at Alina, his gloved hand linking with hers as they passed through the gates of the Di Salvo estate. 
Alina squeezed his hand, and his smile never faltered. She knew that was what he wanted. He only held her hand when he was craving her touch; she limited herself to that after he’d continuously asked her to touch him.
It had taken a few weeks, but she no longer struggled with lingering symptoms from her concussion. Her nightmares had returned, but they weren’t as frequent as they had been.
A few mornings every week, Luka brought her back to the Di Salvo estate, and she helped Nera with her baking. Well, Alina mostly cut up fruit. She became sad when she was in the kitchen. It was nothing like the diner, but she couldn’t help remembering the strangers who had offered her kindness.
That was one reason she liked to go. Alina didn’t want to forget.
They’d decided to visit the estate today because Alina had heard that the Coronellas were expected. Alina had been trying to return Vespa’s gun to her and thank her for a while. Both she and Luka had been hurt in her rescue attempt, but they were alive. Alina had no regrets.
Luka continued to eavesdrop on all La Cosa Nostra meetings so he knew what was going on. He kissed her hand before taking another route inside the estate. She lost sight of him quickly. He still had a small limp, but he’d more than proven himself capable of handling the random jobs the Di Salvos or the Coronellas might need.
Giovanni had been upset that not only did Luka always sneak inside the estate, but Ivankov had slipped through their defenses to attack as well. That hadn’t surprised Alina. Luka had learned everything he knew from that monster. Luka had agreed to continue to slip through the Di Salvos’ defenses to help them find the cracks.
He never failed, and when Antonio saw Alina enter alone, he was as furious as ever.
“Damn it all to hell, I’m going to figure it out before he can tell us,” he said, pushing off the center island and stalking out of the kitchen.
Alina doubted Luka and Antonio would ever be friends.
Nera laughed as she watched him leave. She was rarely alone in the kitchen. Her bodyguard, Tommaso, had a deep, contagious chuckle, too, where he rested against a counter.
“He’s gone off to flirt again,” he said.
Nera shook her head as she glanced at Alina. “Don’t worry. It’s not Luka that Antonio wants to flirt with.”
Alina wasn’t worried at all. She couldn’t imagine Luka being with anyone besides her.
She’d been surprised when it had been Antonio that Luka had talked to about her art. Some of her paintings were now displayed in a gallery for sale, the ones of random people in the park she’d started walking to for exercise. None of anyone in the Mafia.
The gallery had called her the other day because someone had asked if she took commissions to paint portraits. She was still considering it.
When Alina asked Luka why he’d discussed her art with Antonio, whom she still didn’t like because of the way he treated Luka, he’d quietly admitted that Antonio could accomplish anything. She’d realized he admired the Di Salvo almost as much as Giovanni.
It really was too bad that Antonio would never forgive him for his past.
Nera left to join the meeting not long after Alina arrived. She was as much a part of the Di Salvos’ business as Giovanni himself, even if her stomach had started to swell more noticeably with the child she was carrying. 
Alina went down to the range in the meantime. Her accuracy had improved with both the revolver and the small automatic Vespa had given her.
When she returned to the main floor, she spotted Vespa, who grimaced at her and turned as if she would bolt.
“Vespa, wait!” Alina called, ready to chase after her.
“Ah, hell,” Vespa muttered, but she shoved her hands into her jacket pockets as she waited. “I heard all about it, okay? From the Di Salvos, especially that damn Antonio, and from Montrell. I almost got you killed, and I’m sorry.”
Alina hurried up to the tall enforcer and threw her arms around her. “Thank you,” she said into the woman’s shoulder.
“What? What is this!” Vespa shouted, trying to wriggle out of her hold.
Montrell’s laugh was louder than everyone else’s. “It’s called a hug, Vespa.”
Vespa finally got ahold of Alina’s arms and shoved her away. “Well, help me stop it already!” She glared down at Alina. “I thought you weren’t a toucher.”
“That’s Luka. But if you hate it, I won’t do it ever again.” Alina studied the woman who was no longer looking at her, but who wasn’t saying she hated it either. She smiled as she repeated what she’d wanted to say for a while. “Thank you. I think Luka would be dead if I hadn’t gone after him, and he’s my whole world.”
She bent to her ankle, beginning to pull the Velcro free. “I’ve been meaning to return this to you,” she said over the sound.
Vespa dropped to one leg, smoothing the Velcro down again. “Keep it. I’m already used to my new one.” Her lips spread in a crooked half smile. “That one’s yours now. Same as the man you rescued.” She reached out, ruffling Alina’s hair before standing and darting away.
Luka appeared at Alina’s side, his hand held down to help her up. “I am,” he murmured near her ear. “Yours.”
Alina really liked the sound of that.
Antonio looked away from Vespa’s retreating figure. “Hey,” he called to Luka, “you’re not leaving until you show me how you got in.”
Luka’s silky glove slid along Alina’s fingers before he turned away. Antonio was doing all the talking like usual. Luka would show him, and say just enough, because Giovanni had asked him to. Giovanni was still important to him.
Alina had gotten used to the Di Salvos, and they were important to her, too, but they weren’t family. That was Luka.
Luka made her feel like she was no longer alone.
He returned to her like she knew he would, and he held out his hand as he murmured, “Home?”
Alina took his hand. 
She stepped closer, raising her face to his, and Luka’s kiss met her halfway, even in front of a bunch of Di Salvos. It was a soft press of lips, like most of their kisses, which she’d begun to lose count of. Her chest squeezed with every one. Comfort filled her as his hand shifted, encircling her wrist. He had hands that killed, but with her, they were always so gentle.
Just like before, Alina wanted most to live. But now, Luka’s life was just as important to her as her own. As he tugged her forward, she fell into step beside him. Anywhere with Luka was where she belonged.
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