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	NOW

	Swearing seemed appropriate in this moment. Anger swirled hot through my body, tensing my muscles into thick cords, and movement became impossible. All I could do was stand beside my artwork and stare at the shipping manifest, letting the recipient’s name sear into my brain.

	Luke Rafferty.

	This was the first real work I’d done since the darkest point in my life, and it was stunning. A masterpiece that had taken almost a year to conceive, months to create, and nearly the last dollar I had. Yes, it had been bought and paid for, and I was desperate for the money, but I would not let Rafferty bastardize my sculpture.

	Panic, verging on hysteria, seized me as I stood in the back room of Garcia Gallery. Outwardly, I showed very little of it. Any other day, I wouldn’t react at all. I would be calm and composed—not a blonde hair out of place or a smudge of mascara. My husband had often accused me of being a robot, but it wasn’t true. Yes, I didn't cry when he died, but I had feelings.

	I just preferred to deposit my emotions in my art.

	But this rage was too powerful to contain, and I had nowhere to put it.

	No one had accused Rafferty outright in the industry, but we all knew what he was doing. Like a cuckoo bird who lays its eggs in another bird’s nest—brood parasitism, it’s called. My sculpture would not be his nest. Luke Rafferty stood on the shoulders of others, pushing them into the ground so no one could see who was really buried at the base. He stole everything from other artists. Concept. Materials. And worst of all, credit.

	I uncurled my balled fists, barely noticing the sting that lingered from how hard I’d driven my nails into my palms. I’d had everything taken from me as I fought against it, clutching fiercely until my hands were bloody, and I’d lost.

	It wasn’t going to happen again.

	“Is there a problem?” Maritza, the gallery owner, asked when she noticed my rigid state, or perhaps how I was awash in fury.

	“There’s a very big problem. You’ll need to cancel this sale immediately.”

	Maritza was in her early forties, about ten years older than I was, and a beautiful woman, but her expression turned sour like she was going to be ill. “This is about the buyer?”

	“Yes.”

	She shook her head, sending shimmering waves down through her dark hair. “It’s too late. Mr. Rafferty requires third-party sales, probably to avoid the purchase from being stopped. I didn’t know it was him until this morning, and the truck is on its way.”

	Panic continued to flutter in my veins, bubbling in my system. I’d already packaged the sculpture and closed the crate. Did I have enough time to pry the nails out of the wood? And if so, could I really destroy the most beautiful work I’d ever created . . . just to save it?

	“I need a crowbar.” My voice was ice, even though I was sweating. It was hot inside the back room of the gallery, like most of the air conditioning was saved for the customers up front.

	“A crowbar? For what?” Maritza’s expression filled with horror when she realized what I intended. “No, Nikita. You can’t.”

	My hands were clammy, so when I seized the hammer I nearly dropped it. My grip tightened on the handle while I evaluated the best point of attack. The top left corner wasn’t perfectly flush, so I’d start there. I sank the claw into the seam and jerked. The wood groaned under the force.

	“Stop it!” Maritza clasped my arm and tugged me back. The hammer clattered to the ground as she threw her body between me and the crate, her arms flung out to the sides.

	Five and a half feet of Latina would not stop me from what I had to do. I’d be the mother who ate her baby to save it from a worse fate. No other thought was in my mind.

	I ducked under her arm and barreled forward. My shoulder slammed into the wall of wood, but I kept going, ignoring the pain radiating through my body. I forced my feet to move, hardly getting any traction between the bare floor and my ballet flats, but the initial impact was enough to pitch the crate backward. One final shove would send it toppling.

	“Nikita, no!”

	The wood creaked as it tipped, and then the six-foot box landed on its side with a thunderous crash, breaking my heart and hopefully my sculpture inside.

	For a moment, reality slowed. Dust motes ceased moving, and Maritza Torres, owner of the only gallery in LA who was willing to showcase my work, stopped breathing. I stared at the pine-colored wood decorated with dark knots and feed marks from the wood planer.

	“What have you done?” Her voice snapped us back to real time. Her arms hung at her sides, her shoulders sagging under the enormity of the situation.

	I took in a cleansing breath. “Items get damaged during shipping all the time.”

	“No.” Her eyes were black like cooled lava. “Not from my gallery, they don’t. You’ve got some fucking nerve.” She straightened her posture, abruptly looking much taller than she had a moment ago, her gaze clashing with mine. “I’m the only one who took a chance on you, and you’re going to burn me like this?”

	I wanted to shrink inside myself but didn’t regret what I’d done. I was full of so much regret already, there wasn’t room for more.

	She blinked, and thoughts churned in her eyes. “You’ll go with the freight company and make sure the piece is still intact when it’s unpackaged. If not, you’ll fix it.”

	“He’s going to change my vision. He’ll twist and bastardize this sculpture until it’s something completely different.” I despised how small my voice sounded. “He’s going to destroy it.”

	Her eyes narrowed. “Maybe he will.” She spat the words out like bullets. “But if you don’t do this, I will destroy you. Understood?”
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	I rode in the back of the truck with two men who didn’t speak English or didn’t care to. I clutched the side of the box, and my stomach twisted with each bump we took. Every soft thump from inside the crate was the sound of a wounded animal desperate for release.

	It was stifling in the truck interior. When we finally stopped and the door rolled open, cool, salty ocean air poured in. The relief died as soon as it began. We faced a garage, its mouth wide open to swallow me and my creation. The men in the back of the truck moved around like I was in their way, unhooking straps and retrieving the dolly.

	A man stood on the driveway, his back to the open two-car garage. He was mid-sentence with the driver when he noticed me. His parted lips froze, and the expression told me in an instant who he was.

	I’d assumed Luke Rafferty would be a short stump of a man with back problems, like his enormous ego was crushing and crippling him. He’d have fat fingers, small eyes, and perhaps a nose that was too big and beak-like. I’d envisioned him as the Hollywood villain, and expected him to embody his role.

	The man playing Luke Rafferty was horribly miscast. This one was tall and lean. His muscle-clad form, wavy dark hair, and strong jaw said he should be the hero. A faint, curious smile twisted on his lips.

	“Ms. Petrov?” His deep voice masked most of his disbelief.

	I stepped to the ledge of the truck and out of the shadows. “Yes, Mr. Rafferty.”

	He extended his hand up, offering to help me down. “The artist herself delivers the piece? That’s a pleasant surprise.”


	His hand was large with long, artistic fingers. I couldn’t stop my gaze from following the line of his arm. I noted the way his muscle curved on his bicep and disappeared beneath his t-shirt. My reaction to him was a zap of ten thousand volts. It had been a long time since I’d looked at a man in that way.

	It might have been a first.

	I ignored his offered hand, not caring if I was rude, and climbed out of the truck, being careful not to get anything on my clothes. I’d worn a skirt and gauzy top that were comfortable but still elegant enough in case I met clients while I was at Maritza’s gallery.

	Rafferty’s eyes were blue azure and framed with thick black lashes. I felt his gaze on me as I planted my feet on his driveway and righted myself. I tried to move as gracefully as possible, like it took no effort, and was aided by years of ballet my mother had forced me into while growing up in Volograd. Today, I would be unflappable in the face of this attractive man who might want to destroy the only thing I had left.

	He appeared unexpectedly relaxed and peaceful. His eyes were warm and friendly. Was it possible he simply wanted to own my artwork? Was it mutual artistic respect?


	“Garcia Gallery has concerns the piece was damaged in shipping,” I said, keeping my tone flat and even. “I came to make sure my art remains as I intend it.”

	A muscle along his jawline twitched. “Remains?”

	“Yes. Any repairs made to my sculpture shouldn’t change it.”

	His eyes filled with displeasure, indicating he’d understood my subtext.

	“My sculpture,” he corrected. “Please.” He motioned to the open door at the back of the garage. “They’re setting it up in my studio.”

	The weight to his words made my knees threaten to buckle. I now hoped the sculpture was fractured into a million pieces. My breath halted painfully in my chest. What reason would he need it in his workroom, unless . . . “You’re going to display my piece in your studio?”

	The scariest movies to me were the ones where the villain doesn’t look like one. When the plot twists and you discover the seemingly benign character you trusted is the one actually pulling the strings, and the floor drops out beneath you.

	As an evil smile quirked on Luke Rafferty’s lips, I went weightless, hitting the drop. There was the villain I’d anticipated.

	Somehow, I forced my feet to move, although it was chaos in my mind. What was my next course of action? If the sculpture was broken and I refused to fix it, I’d drive the final nail into my career’s coffin. Yet, if my piece had survived the fall, what then? How could I leave it in this parasite’s hands?

	His studio was breathtaking.

	It made my dislike for him intensify. My feet moved silently on the floor, where different types of hardwood were laid but in matching warm tones. The floor was a work of art. How fitting. Rafferty literally stood on someone else’s beautiful creation as he built his own “art.”

	The contemporary room was at the back corner of the house. A set of custom glass doors let out onto a stone patio, with the center of the doors positioned at the edge so the doors could swing outward and open the space on a ninety-degree angle. The entire corner was open now, and the setting sun was visible through the break in the trees of the backyard. I couldn’t see the ocean, but the waves beating against the shore growled in the distance. Overhead, there were frosted skylights, no doubt to keep direct sunlight from fading artwork or the stunning floor.

	Rafferty didn’t have to, but he put a hand on my shoulder to shift me out of the way as the men brought in the crate. I closed my gawking, unbecoming mouth, and pretended his unnecessary touch hadn’t burned across my skin in a pleasurable way.

	There didn’t appear to be any works in progress in the studio, and the white walls were bare. There was a table on one side, and beside it a bookshelf loaded with paints and other materials. The other half of the space held his tools of destruction. A workbench with a circular saw, its curved teeth gleaming in a sickening, endless smile. Beside it was an unlit blowtorch. Mallets, hammers, and chisels hung on the wall above.

	I’d do anything to ensure he wouldn’t use a single instrument on my piece.

	A clipboard was handed to Rafferty, who signed with a jerky flourish of movement. Had he used his artistic signature on the delivery slip? Pompous. With nothing left to do, the men filed out, shutting the door behind them.

	“I should use that freight company more often,” he said, “if they’re going to deliver a beautiful woman with each shipment.” His compliment was jarring, but like all women, I found it was nice to hear.

	“I’m not part of your delivery. I’ll call a cab to take me back to Maritza’s gallery when we’re done here.”


	“All right.”

	I stared at him as he retrieved a crowbar and gripped it with steady hands.

	It was dangerous. The air in the room grew sharp and debilitating. All those years with my husband hadn’t toughened me up, or perhaps the anxiety I held over seeing a man with a weapon of destruction in his hands was a direct result of my time with Sidor.

	I flinched when the crate was pried open and gave a loud groan of protest. I felt the crowbar ripping off my skin and exposing me to Rafferty’s eager gaze. The heavy blanket was peeled back, revealing the next layer of foam wrap. My breath halted as the long strands of white plastic were methodically unwound upward from the base.

	Blood roared faster in my veins with each new, undamaged inch that was uncovered. My heart sank to my toes as he made it two-thirds of the way up the stem, and everything seemed intact. He moved faster as he uncoiled the wrap around the slender part, then slowed as he hit the first series of delicate petals.

	The plastic shifted, and a faint but distinct clink made him hesitate.

	Sadness and hope mixed together and left a sickening taste in my mouth. There was absolutely damage to my work. I didn’t want to see it but couldn’t look away either. I had to know if it was destroyed.

	Rafferty let go of the plastic, and the end fluttered to the beautiful wood floor. He took a step back, holding the jagged petal pieces in his hands, his stunned gaze locked onto the wounded area of the sculpture.

	The base of the piece was littered with what, at first glance, appeared to be garbage. A torn airline ticket. Crumpled receipts. A yellowing newspaper written in Russian. A stained marriage license. It had taken a long time to select the hundreds of items I’d replicated in ceramic and painted to seem inconsequential. Objects of everyday life and some more important, all stacked on top of each other, building up in a mound.

	I’d covered the top with moss, which had been difficult to recreate. For years I’d mixed media, often using live flora, but this piece I wanted to capture entirely in a lasting, permanent form. I’d opted for metal, wood, and clay. I’d also chosen to paint the moss a sickly yellow-green, like it was a disease feeding from the garbage.

	Out of the moss rose up a slender green stem, and vibrant yellow petals branched out, blooming into an orchid. The flower of new beginnings. Only now my new beginning was fractured in three large pieces.

	“Can you repair it?”

	Rafferty’s deep voice jolted me, and I swung my gaze from my sculpture to meet him. He was angry, but it appeared to be at the situation and not directed at me. I wouldn’t think about what he was cradling in his hands.

	With the right materials, I was certain I could repair the broken petal and attach it where no one would see the cracks.

	“Possibly.” I swallowed a breath. “I need to know what you have planned for it first.”

	He acted offended. “That’s none of your business.”

	“All right.” My voice was steady. “Do you have duct tape?”

	“From what I understand, you don’t have a sense of humor.” His expression set. “Or did you develop one in prison?”
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	THEN

	My marriage was a business transaction, and when I left the art gallery, I drove home to what I considered the office.

	The house was in the wealthy part of La Grange, a south suburb of Chicago. It was more like a mansion, with its sprawling and manicured lawn, complete with mature evergreens. It was far too much house for just my husband and me, but when he’d bought it years ago, he’d hoped to fill it with children.

	Instead, I filled it with disappointment.

	I pulled the car into the four-car garage and sighed when I saw his car was parked in his spot. I’d booked a showing downtown, so at least I could throw that in his face. I was twenty-seven now, yet hadn’t outgrown the pettiness of my teenage years, and probably never would.

	“Sidor?” I called out as I came into the house. It was dark in the kitchen, which I found odd. I’d stayed late at the gallery, and the sun had gone down more than hour ago. The entire first floor was black and deadly silent. Had he not been feeling well and gone to bed early?

	I hoped so. It meant I wouldn’t have to sleep with him tonight. He was twenty years older than me, and it took him forever to get an erection. If he couldn’t, I was blamed, and I didn’t want to go through any of that. Closing the deal on the showing had made my day perfect, and tonight was shaping up to be that way as well.

	“Sidor?” I called again as I climbed the stairs. I asked in Russian, “Are you up here?”

	I pushed open the door to his bedroom, which was also dark. He wasn’t home.

	There were no messages from him on my phone, but that wasn’t atypical. Perhaps his brother Sergey and his driver had picked Sidor up and they’d gone together to a meeting, which happened occasionally, but a strange sensation crept along my spine and prickled my senses.

	The house felt colder and more somber than usual.

	I went back downstairs and poured myself a glass of congratulatory wine, but it was also a preemptive strike. If Sidor was out and “working,” he would demand sex when he returned.

	The doorbell sounded, startling me, and I spilled wine on the counter. The dark merlot ran rivulets down the cabinets. I grabbed a kitchen towel and haphazardly mopped it up while peering at the front-door camera feed from the screen of my phone.

	I didn’t recognize the pretty blonde girl standing on the front porch, and I wondered if she was some girl he’d taken up with on the side. Perhaps I would get lucky and she was pregnant with his child. If that were the case, he’d let me go. I could be free from all this.

	I tapped the screen and spoke loudly into my phone. “What do you want?”

	Her expression was grim, announcing she didn’t want to be here. Behind her, I saw a fancy car in the circle drive. “Sergey Petrov sent me,” she said. She peered into the camera. “It’s about your husband.”

	Once again, I had the strange prickling sensation, alerting me that something was wrong. I went to the door, pulled it open, and ushered her into the foyer.

	She looked young, perhaps nineteen, and a little familiar. I’d seen her before but couldn’t place where, and the faint lilt to her voice hinted we probably could hold this conversation in Russian. Her English was good though. Perhaps she was like me and had been raised watching American television.

	Was she a Petrov? Sidor’s family was so large, and most of them had never bothered to learn my name, so I had done the same with them.

	“What about my husband?” I asked.

	She clasped her hands together and ran the pad of her thumb nervously over the back of her hand. “He’s . . . I’m sorry. He’s been shot.”

	I blinked to try to absorb her statement but couldn’t. “What?”

	“He was out with Sergey and—”

	“Where?”

	“I don’t know where or who they were meeting.”

	“No,” I said, my tone demanding and frustrated. “Where was he shot?”

	She drew in a sharp breath, but it didn’t give any power to her voice. “In the head.”

	I pulled my gaze away from her and turned to glance at the sitting room Sidor had begrudgingly let me turn into my studio. I felt as hollow as the statue I was building, devoid of emotions. “Is he dead?”

	She shook her head. “Not yet, but Sergey says it doesn’t look good. He wants you at the hospital.”

	And if Sergey Petrov wanted something done, it had to happen. He was the head of the Russian bratva in Chicago, and his rule was merciless.

	“Are you all right?” the girl asked. She had to be wondering why there weren’t tears streaming down my face, or how I seemed completely indifferent to her shocking news.

	I ignored her question. “Who are you?”

	“Oksana Kuznetsov.” Her gaze dropped to the stone porch. “I’m the Petrovs’ housekeeper.”

	I took a step backward, more stunned with this revelation than anything else. I knew Sergey disliked me, but this cemented it, and now I could place her. “He sent the girl who cleans his floors to tell me my husband’s dying?” I swore in Russian. “Fucking Sergey.”

	Oksana’s eyes went wide, and I realized my place.

	“I didn’t say that,” I announced quickly. That kind of comment was dangerous.

	Thankfully, she nodded in understanding. “And I didn’t hear it either, but we need to go. I’ll drive you.”
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	I stared at Sidor’s nearly lifeless body, only kept alive by the whirring machines attached to him, wishing he could hear me when I told him what a failure he’d become. I used the exact tone, a similar disappointed glare, and the same Russian words he’d lectured me with for the past seven years.

	Three days he’d been like this, and I couldn’t believe my terrible luck. When karma delivered a bullet to his head, this awful man couldn’t even die properly.

	I’d fulfilled my marital obligations to the best of my ability and deserved to be released from our arrangement. How many months of this would I have to endure?

	What if he lasted a decade or more, taking my best years with him?

	Divorce wasn’t acceptable to the Petrov family, and neither was turning off the life support system. I couldn’t instruct the doctors to shut down the machines and speed along my husband’s guaranteed descent to hell, because Sidor had never trusted me. He’d given power of attorney to his brother, Sergey.

	I was his wife, yet even in his eventual death, Sidor had kept me powerless.

	No money had been set aside for me, and there would be none coming my direction. Even though I carried the Petrov last name, I’d never been part of the family. I was a mail-order bride from the homeland and hadn’t produced any children.

	Only miscarriages and art.

	The lawyers I would need to fight the power of attorney or to petition for divorce were expensive, and the Petrovs had all their mob money and ruthless attorneys on retainer. They would oppose and stall at every opportunity, until I’d been bled dry. Whether they got the outcome they desired or not, in the end they would win. In our marriage, Sidor’s money had been my life support. For all their righteousness about that being sacred for him, Sergey had no qualms about shutting mine off.

	I sat in the uncomfortable hospital chair, my posture perfect, while my mother’s condescending voice echoed in my head.

	Nothing is good enough for you, Nikita. You’re never happy.

	I wondered how I was supposed to be happy when nothing ever went the way I’d planned. I’d been nineteen when I’d seen the online ad looking for young, pretty girls who could speak English. I understood what was required of me when chatting with the lonely American men, most of whom were as old as my father.

	I would get nowhere as an artist in Volograd, where money was hard to come by and even harder to keep. Sidor was supposed to be my escape from Russia. His long, unattractive face and line of work made finding a wife for him difficult, and he wanted someone he could speak to in his preferred language. He was wealthy and an art lover, and it wasn’t likely I was going to find a better match. He had seemed nice enough, and I’d been too naïve to see through his act.

	Sidor paid off my parents’ house and brought me to America. We married the week after I turned twenty, in a civil ceremony that lasted less than ten minutes. He’d bought me a pretty white dress, and after we left the Cook County courthouse, he took me straight to Sergey Petrov’s house to meet my new family.

	The conniving Petrovs made me long for the harsh winters and overt corruption of Volograd.

	Tonight, a fall storm raged outside the hospital, and the rain pelted against the narrow slice of the window in Sidor’s room, driving against the glass like it wanted to break it and get at me. I shouldn’t have come. I’d thought if Sergey knew I visited each day, the loyal wife, he might take pity and help me, but there was no one here. No family, and certainly no friends.

	I twisted the tissue in my hands until it began to shred.

	There was a short, loud knock on the door, and I flinched like it had been gunfire. It swung open without waiting for my response, but perhaps they thought there was no one in the room except for Sidor, and he wasn’t going to object.

	The man who came in was just too old to call a boy. He looked old enough to carry a gun, but too young to buy a drink. He was drenched, water dripping off the tips of his dark hair and falling on his leather jacket. His gaze swept the dim room as if searching for something specific, unfazed by the machines or the man being kept alive by them. When he found me sitting across from Sidor, surprise flickered in his eyes. As it faded, something else moved in.

	It whispered of violence.

	“Who are you?” I demanded.

	There were plenty of people in Sidor’s life I hadn’t met. I didn’t need or want to know about the business he and his brothers were in. I’d seen enough, knowing he carried a gun to his meetings, and sometimes he came home with blood staining his clothes.

	“Nikita Petrov,” the boy-man said, recognizing me.

	He was attractive, and when he smiled, it flashed his dimples. He was probably used to the girls melting when he did it. I found his out-of-place grin unsettling.

	“I knew Sidor,” he said.

	He hadn’t really answered my question, and I wanted to correct his tense because, as I was painfully aware, my husband was still alive. The man stepped deeper into the room, leaving water pooled on the floor, and my pulse sped with his proximity. As he swiped a hand over his forehead to wipe away the rain, I caught the flash of something inside his open jacket. It was the dark handle of a gun.

	Anxiety tightened my voice. “How do you know my husband?”

	His gaze traveled slowly down the length of my body, before settling on the tissue I’d been twisting in my lap. I looked the part of the grieving wife, even thought I wasn’t. The only tears I’d cried tonight were for my situation.


	Was it possible this man was family, and could tell Sergey I’d been here? It seemed unlikely. He gave off an adversarial vibe.

	“We had a mutual friend.” Once again, he used the past tense, and it felt like a threat. His eyes were so dark they looked black.

	“My husband doesn’t have friends.”

	He laughed, but it was humorless. “I’m talking about Ivan Kovačević.”

	My blank stare told him I didn’t recognize the name.

	That wasn’t the response he was expecting, and he hesitated. “No?”

	“Is he someone my husband works with? Sidor keeps his business separate from me.”

	“Oh, that’s right. You’re the one who does those sculptures and shit.” His dismissive tone felt calculated and surgical.

	If he was hoping to get a rise out of me, he would fail. Sidor had said far worse. Even when my art started selling and I made a name for myself, he was quick to remind me how I came from nothing and would be nothing without his money.

	“Is there something I can help you with?” I asked pointedly. The rain was pounding outside, and the crack of thunder set me further on edge.

	“No.” His gaze drifted from me. He studied the machine’s clicking and the screen displaying Sidor’s vitals. His breathing fell into the same languid rhythm as the accordion flapping in the tube, the one that forced air into my husband’s lungs.

	Meanwhile, I went short of breath. Malice seeped into the room like a cold draft. I couldn’t see it, but I felt it pressing on my skin.

	“You think this is worse?” His attention snapped back to me abruptly. “He’s never going to wake up. I mean, fuck. That bullet should have killed him.”

	It had, more or less. Sharp pinpricks needled up my spine. The longer I stared at the man across from me, the more I wondered if he’d been the one to pull the trigger.

	“Dragging it out like this, it’s kind of cruel.” He shook his head like it was a shame, but his eyes gleamed and said the opposite. It seemed like he enjoyed this idea quite a bit. “Don’t you think?”


	I wasn’t sure what to say. If I sat still enough, perhaps he’d forget I existed. That had worked on Sidor, but . . . no. Not here. The man’s expression twisted with displeasure as he waited impatiently for my answer.

	“Yes,” I whispered. “It’s very hard.”

	His smile was evil, full of sharp teeth and wicked eyes. “Good.”

	Bile rose in my throat, but I swallowed it back. “I’m sorry, what did you say your name was again?”

	“I don’t think I did.” He weighed his words and gave them more impact. “It’s Vasilije Markovic.”

	I tensed, shredding the tissue further, and although I tried to stop it, a gasp cut off in my throat.

	“Well, there’s a name you recognize.” He couldn’t have looked more pleased if he’d tried.

	Sidor told me nothing about his business, but it was impossible to carry the Petrov last name and not know who the Markovics were. Sergey and Sidor had been fighting with the Serbians for the last year, and steadily gaining ground.

	That is, right up until the moment someone put a bullet in my husband’s brain.

	My gaze flicked to the call button on the wall, and that action wasn’t lost on Vasilije. Even if I made it across the room, I’d be dead before the nurse came to see what the issue was. He slowly blinked his black eyes, daring me to try it.

	“Did you come here to kill me?” I asked, my thoughts scrambling and tripping over themselves to try to find a way to save myself. “Because you shouldn’t. You’d be doing Sergey a favor. I mean next to nothing to the Petrovs.” I echoed the same words Sidor had told me countless times. “I’m only a mail-order bride—a hot piece of ass for my husband to screw.”

	Vasilije arched an eyebrow up into a sharp point. “Don’t think he’s going to be screwing you anymore.”

	“No.” Not in the physical sense. My voice was much stronger than I felt. “Thankfully not.”

	I didn’t enjoy sex, not with anyone, and it didn’t matter what kind it was. It could be slow and gentle, like it had been the first few months, back when Sidor wanted to make sure I’d stay, or it could be rough and cruel, like when he’d stopped caring.

	It was a line item in the transaction of our marriage, and something I dealt with the same as a visit to the dentist. I viewed it as an unpleasant but necessary task if I wanted to keep all my teeth.

	When I gave him what he wanted, he was far more likely to give me what I needed, and I found this an acceptable compromise. I used his money to purchase supplies for my “hobby,” until the day I had sold enough to become self-sufficient.

	Yet, everything I earned was funneled back into my next project, and I still had two pieces left with no interested buyers.

	“I’m not going to kill you,” Vasilije said, showing off his dimples. “What a stupid fucking thing to say.”

	My shoulders ached from how hard I had them tensed. “You’ve come to finish off Sidor then?”

	Had he picked up the sick spark of hope tinging my voice?

	He frowned, put his hands on his hips, and cast his gaze toward the bed where my husband lay motionless. The only sign of life was the quiet, incessant hiss of the respirator.

	“I wouldn’t tell anyone.” I spoke just loud enough to be heard over it. “Not unless you wanted me to.”

	He grinned widely. “You want your husband dead, Mrs. Petrov?”

	“He is dead. A doctor declared it on Monday, but Sergey is fighting it. Do you see the straight line at the top of that screen? That’s Sidor’s brain activity.” Or lack thereof.

	Vasilije glanced at the monitor. “Yeah, I’m sure it always looked like that. Your husband wasn’t too bright before he got shot in the head.”

	“Please,” I whispered. “I’ve been trapped beneath him for seven years. You do this and you could help me escape. You’d be a hero, taking down a monster in the process.”

	His sharp gaze cut me in two. “First off, I’m not a hero.” He said the word like it disgusted him. “And second—help you? Fuck off, lady. Why the hell would I help a Russian, let alone a disloyal one like you?” He motioned toward the hospital bed. “No, Sidor Petrov is exactly where he should be. If you want him dead? Well, you’re going to have to do that yourself.”
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	I’d risked a lot to have this dangerous conversation and gained nothing.

	Vasilije Markovic stood in the center of the hospital room, and although he was just a man, his presence took up every inch of the space. It left no air for me to breathe.

	Lightning slashed the sky and flickered across his hard expression. If I wasn’t so frightened, I’d want to sculpt this moment. His face would be exaggerated as the young predator, satisfied with a recent kill and now hunting simply for the sport of it.

	“Why are you here?” My voice was a shadow.

	He didn’t seem like he was going to answer for a long moment, but he threw a hand up in a casual gesture. “I wanted to see him like this. I wasn’t there when it all went down. I heard it was the Italians.”

	So, Vasilije hadn’t been the one to pull the trigger. It was both comforting and disappointing to know. His dark thoughts were loud on his face. He needed to see Sidor when he was at his most vulnerable and doing so made the Serbian man feel intensely powerful.

	“My family wasn’t the one on this, but he fucking got what he deserved. You want to know why?” His question was rhetorical. “On top of everything else, he and Sergey ordered their lackey to burn a house down with a family inside. A normal fucking family, who had nothing to with us Serbs, or you Russians, or anyone.” He sneered. “He used that family as pawns, hoping to start a war.”

	I pressed my palm to my chest, trying to shield my heart from the hurt his words caused. I knew Sidor was evil, but I didn’t want to hear the evidence. It was cowardly, but I needed to stay ignorant.

	“I didn’t know,” I gasped as disgust roiled in my belly.

	His eyes narrowed as he evaluated me, and it appeared he’d decided to believe me. His expression was icy. I wanted to point out it was all the more reason to end Sidor’s time on this earth, but from Vasilije’s standpoint, I understood. He wanted to maximize Sidor’s suffering.

	“Something else you should know,” he said. “We can get to him anytime.”

	Did he understand how empty that threat felt? It was stupid to goad him, but my situation was hopeless. “To do what? Stare at him?”

	Vasilije’s eyes widened, then flooded with faint amusement. “You Russian women are tougher than your men.” His expression hardened and turned serious. “I meant Sergey. You tell him that next time you see him.”

	I stared glumly at my knees. “I don’t want any part of this life.”

	“Probably shouldn’t have married Sidor Petrov then.”

	His glib remark rankled. He had no idea what I’d been through or sacrificed, but I was smart enough to keep my emotions under control. “Yes. It’s a decision I regret daily.”

	He narrowed one eye, like he wasn’t entirely sure how to handle me. He cast a final glance at my husband, then back to me. “You should be careful.”

	I sucked in a sharp breath.

	He turned, headed for the door, and lobbed it at me over his shoulder. “I mean, the floor’s wet and I don’t want you to slip and fall. You’re a pretty girl and don’t seem to be as dumb as your husband. It’d be a shame if something bad happened to you.”

	His thinly veiled threat vibrated through my bones long after he was gone.

	Outside, the thunderstorm continued to rage. It left me no choice but to remain and wait it out. I sat in the darkness, my gaze fixated on the machines while not actually seeing anything. How was I going to escape this mess that was my life? It was possible I could go back to Russia, but I’d have to give up everything. I’d have to leave my sculptures behind, along with the hard-fought prestige I’d built for my name, and that was assuming the Petrovs would let me go.

	Twenty minutes after Vasilije Markovic left, the nurse on the night rotation came in and startled when she discovered me. She was older, with a friendly face, but she moved about the room like she was behind schedule.

	“I didn’t bring an umbrella,” was the idiotic thing I said to her when she asked how I was doing. The truth was scarier. I didn’t know what was waiting for me back at the enormous, childless house that was in Sidor’s name only.

	The lights blinked off, plunging the room into darkness for a split second, and the respirator beeped as the power source was interrupted. Time suspended in the quiet that followed, and the emergency lighting that flicked on was pale and eerie. It was cast on us only long enough for a single heartbeat before the power whirred back on. The life support machines chirped again, switching off the batteries and back onto direct power.

	“What was that?” I asked.

	The nurse walked to the window and peered out at the parking lot below, which was dark. “It looks like we’ve lost power. This storm ain’t playing.”

	I sat up straighter, and she must have misinterpreted my reaction as concern.

	“Don’t worry,” she said with a reassuring tone, “we’ve already running off the generator. The hospital has two of them.”

	“Oh,” I said. “But what happens if a generator stops working?”

	She wrinkled her forehead. “These generators are so big, they have their own building.” My worried expression forced her to continue. “In the really unlikely event that happens, all these machines have battery backup.”

	I played up my fear and made her show me exactly how the systems worked and where the batteries went. Only when she was done, did I look satisfied.

	“Your husband is in the safest place he could be,” she said.

	It wasn’t true. Not only because a Markovic had been here earlier, but because I was standing beside Sidor’s bed and insidious voices whispered through my mind. It’d be easy to do.

	It’d take less than two minutes before he was gone, and then I’d be free. No messy, expensive divorce. No months wasted, waiting for him to die. I could leave Chicago as soon as the funeral was over and the finances settled.

	My stomach churned with anxiety as I contemplated killing my husband. Vasilije said if I wanted it done, I was going to have to do it myself. But what if I got caught? Could I really become a killer and take someone else’s life? What would Sergey do to me if he found out? Thunder crashed outside and rattled the window.

	My chest was tight with tension.

	The nurse finished her check-in and entered some keystrokes into the computer system mounted to the wall opposite the bed. When it was done, she turned and her gaze settled on me, her expression warm and understanding.

	“I think we’re all set for the transfer tomorrow.”

	I blinked. “Transfer? Is my husband going somewhere?”

	She hesitated, confused. “An order got put in this morning to transfer to long-term care. That wasn’t you?” She returned to the computer and typed, pulling up the record. “Yeah, there it is. Transfer made at the family’s request.”

	“That wasn’t me. It must have been his brother.” Irritation flared in my voice. “I don’t have power of attorney.” It wasn’t surprising that Sergey had done this without informing me, but anger coiled tight in my belly.

	“Ah.” She pressed her lips into a flat line. “This floor is full. We have an obligation to help critical patients, and right now we have to send them to a different hospital because your husband’s brother is refusing the doctors’ recommendations.”

	I understood what she was saying. Sidor wasn’t going to get better, and he was taking up the space of the people who had a chance to improve. All because Sergey Petrov couldn’t accept the fact that his brother wasn’t going to wake up.

	He’d also rejected organ donation. His selfishness knew no limits.

	She gave me the name of the long-term care facility, the details of the transfer, wished me goodnight, and hurried off to attend to her patients that were still alive.

	The wind howled outside, and I felt the walls closing in on me. I was trapped in this room. Trapped in my marriage. I was held captive in a life I didn’t want to be living. Sidor needed to get what he had coming to him.

	The plate on the back of the respirator was held in place by one tiny screw. As an artist, I was good with my hands, and I always carried a Swiss Army knife in my purse. I’d used it countless times on various things, everything from cutting open plastic wrap to making last-minute corrections to art before a show opening.

	My hands shook as I unscrewed the plate on the back of the respirator. I told myself I could turn back at any time. All I was doing was looking at the battery. The machine was still hooked up to a power source—I hadn’t done anything to disrupt that.

	Not yet.

	Blood whooshed loudly in my head, drowning out the sound of the clicking machine, the rain beating down on the building, and any voice of reason that would stop me from going further. I moved as if possessed by an uncontrollable force. The battery was unseated, engaging a flashing warning light on the front screen. I turned it upside-down, slipped it back into the slot, and recovered the panel.

	I could stop here. It was possible tomorrow when they went to move him, they’d want to rely on the battery, but what were the odds he’d be unplugged long enough before they realized the issue? He’d survived a bullet barreling through his brain. Sergey hadn’t told me about the long-term care. It was entirely likely he’d bar me from the facility, knowing I wouldn’t waste time and money hiring lawyers to fight to see a man I despised.

	I wouldn’t get another chance, and I needed to be sure.

	I bent and followed the mess of cords snaking behind the machine, which led to a large, thick power cord plugged into the wall. Over the outlet, a warning sticker read in an ominous font, “Life support system. Do not unplug.”

	The rubber coating on the cord was cold and slippery in my sweaty hands. It was easier to do what I needed to when I focused on the task and not the outcome. I took a deep, preparatory breath, and tugged.

	It wouldn’t budge. It hurt to kneel on the hard, polished floor, but I did it to give myself a better stance. I adjusted my grasp and redoubled my efforts, jerking at the cord, and tried to wrench it free from the outlet. It gave a little, just enough I could see the three metal prongs. I clawed at the plug, short of breath from the exertion and the magnitude of what was about to happen. My heart hammered in my chest, pounded in my ears. I groaned in frustration as I wiggled the stubborn thing side to side, gaining a fraction of an inch each time. Until finally—

	It popped free, and I fell backward onto my bottom, squealing across the hard floor with the black cord squeezed in my hands.

	A dull alarm sounded on the machine, replacing the soft clicks and hiss, and the flap ceased its slow flutter. I tossed the cord away and scrambled to my feet. How long would it be before someone came running in, assuming they would?


	I sprinted to the door and peered out into the hallway, which was empty, and counted the seconds. Ten went by as the alarm on the respirator wailed. Fifteen. I held my breath while I withheld it from my husband. At twenty seconds, goosebumps tingled down my arms. No one was coming. At thirty seconds, a second alarm blared, intense and angry. I could only assume it meant his pulse had slowed to nothing.

	It was just over thirty-four seconds before the nurse appeared, all the way at the other end of the hall. She must have received an alert, because she immediately looked my direction and began to make her way toward me. I cursed her swift footsteps as they brought her closer.

	“What’s happening?” I said as she reached me. I channeled my nervous energy into my voice. “Why are the machines making that noise? Why did it stop?” As she went left to try to get around me, I frantically moved that direction, slowing her down. I repeated it as she tried to go the other way.

	“Move!” she ordered.

	I lost my count of the seconds as she pushed her way into the room and assessed the situation, and time ground to a halt anyway. Her gaze darted to the flat lines and question marks on the monitors, then to the unmoving plunger of the respirator, and on to track the black power cord that disappeared under the wheels of the bed.

	Her head snapped to mine, her face full of accusation.

	“I tripped over it,” I said weakly. It was a terrible lie and she knew it. My hands still ached from how hard it had been to disengage the power cord. There was no way tripping over the cord would have been enough to yank it from the wall.

	“What were you doing?” she demanded as she bent, seized the plug, and stabbed it back into the outlet. One alarm shut off, but the more urgent one continued to sound. She moved with practiced efficiency, silencing it with a single tap of the screen.

	We watched the black monitor in taut silence, searching for any change. Had the system been off long enough? Sergey hadn’t wanted to take his brother off life support, but he also didn’t want to drag out the inevitable. He had signed a “Do Not Resuscitate.” If my husband’s heart couldn’t restart itself, there’d be no one else to do it for him.

	The waiting was pure agony.

	As time dragged on, everything inside me grew tighter. The good, moral part of me shriveled and died right alongside Sidor. Until death do us part, indeed.

	I tried to sound heartbroken, but it came out sounding robotic. “Is he dead?”

	“You stay here.” The nurse’s tone was clipped. “I need to get a doctor.”

	I swallowed hard as she went, trying hard to ignore her judgmental glare. She thought I was a killer, and she wasn’t wrong. I’d sold a piece of my soul, but I’d done what was necessary to save the rest of myself.

	I could only hope it wouldn’t backfire on me as badly as the last time.
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	NOW

	Luke Rafferty’s cruel comment about my time in prison cut me with a thousand knives dripping with shame. I stared at the direction of the grain in the floorboards of his elegant studio.

	When I’d been arrested, I pleaded and insisted I hadn’t intended to kill my husband, that he was already brain dead, but it didn’t matter to the State of Illinois. Due to my “extreme disregard” for Sidor Petrov’s health, I’d been charged with murder.

	I sold everything I had to pay for an attorney, including art pieces I’d never intended to, even what up to that point I considered my masterpiece. It was just enough to afford a lawyer who was sufficient. There wasn’t enough evidence for a slam-dunk conviction if it went to trial, my lawyer said. The district attorney wasn’t willing to risk it. They wanted guaranteed time and offered me a plea deal.

	Manslaughter. Four years for taking another’s life.

	Four years for killing a monster who was already dead.

	I was out on parole after two. The Petrovs told me it wasn’t enough time, but I knew I’d gotten more than I deserved. Sidor only died once. I died every night in confinement for two long years.

	The whole time I was incarcerated, I’d expected my late husband’s family to send someone to kill me, but it didn’t happen. Perhaps Sergey was begrudgingly grateful for the mercy I’d given his family, freeing them of Sidor with none of the guilt. Or perhaps Sergey’s war with the Serbians had escalated so much he didn’t have time to come after me. Either way, he was willing to let me walk away. I’d petitioned my parole officer to move, and it had been granted. Sunny California was as far away from the Petrovs and Volograd as I could get.

	Rafferty’s frustrated sigh echoed in his studio and bounced off my broken sculpture. “That was uncalled for. I’m sorry. I’m upset this very beautiful piece is damaged.”

	His voice was . . . strange. Was I narcissistic to wonder if he was really talking about me? My gaze traced the lines flowing in the wood below my feet while I tried to find a response. Everything was easier when I could pretend the last decade hadn’t occurred.

	“Look at me, Ms. Petrov.”

	I wanted to change my name but couldn’t. I’d established it years ago with a big, splashy installation in Chicago that had put my mark on the art community.

	His demanding tone lit a fire in my belly, and I cast my attention back to him. The bright yellow of the broken petal peeked out between his tanned fingers. Was he aware he was holding a piece of me? In fact, he held all of me hostage when he took possession of my sculpture.

	“Are you going to tell me what you need to fix it, or should I call Garcia Gallery?”

	“Please,” I said, faltering. “You don’t know how much this means to me.”

	“Don’t insult me further. I understand the piece. I bought the damn thing.” He went to the table and gingerly set the broken shards down. I felt an unexpected sensation of loss, like he’d severed a connection.

	“It’s raw and brutal in its beauty,” he continued, placing his hands on his tapered waist, showing off his powerful, muscular arms. He stated it as a widely known fact. “It’s your best work.”

	“Thank you.” He made me feel off-balance, and it became worse as he approached.

	“You and I both know you have no options here.”

	And I didn’t. There was no way to win. The space between us was too small, and his azure eyes were claustrophobic.

	“I won’t repair it only so you can destroy it.”

	“Excuse me?” Anger swelled in his expression.

	When I subtly shifted backward, he stepped forward, bringing us chest to chest. His hot breath rolled over my face.

	“I know what you are, Mr. Rafferty. You prey on other artists’ work.”

	“I remember that I asked you not to insult me.”

	When he grasped my arm, my body went into panic mode, but his expression wasn’t threatening. His touch against my skin was a faint electrical shock, and the hairs on my arm leapt to attention.

	His voice was firm, not angry. “You don’t know me, just like I don’t know you. So, stop presuming my reputation or things from my past make up who I am today, and you know what? I’ll do the same for you.”

	And then he released me and stepped back.

	I stared at him with shock, not from his reaction or my response to him, but from his words. It was exactly what I wanted from the art community. I’d made a terrible mistake and atoned for it, both legally and otherwise. Perhaps . . . not completely. I’d atoned for most of it.

	Did Luke Rafferty see some of himself in my sculpture? Was it his new beginning as much as it was mine?

	He smoothed a hand over his clean-shaven face as if considering something. “Let’s try this again.” He extended a hand. “I’m Luke. Just Luke.”

	Was it possible it could be that easy to hit the reset button? I swallowed thickly. “I’m Nikita.”

	It was another zap to my system when he clasped my hand in his firm handshake, only this jolt was a million times stronger. He was a live wire. Electricity poured through the connection of our palms. The spark was too powerful to ignore, as much as I was desperate to.

	I wanted his beautiful, artistic hands on my body, touching me with the same delicateness he’d used with the sculpture petals, even though the idea scared the hell out of me. Who was I when I was touching him?

	“It’s nice to meet you, Nikita.” He continued to hold my hand and used his free one to motion to my sculpture. “This isn’t what I paid for. How do you recommend I proceed?”

	His words were professional and friendly, but his tone had an edge of warning, hinting his patience was nearing an end.

	I chose to make my stand. “Tell me what you’re going to do, and I will fix it. You have my word.”

	His grip squeezed the bones of my hand together. “Your word? We just met, and I have no reason to trust you.”

	His refusal meant only bad things were in the future. His hand on mine had felt wonderful at first, but now it was uncomfortable. “Let go of me.”

	He blinked slowly and released his intense grip. I yanked away like he’d burned me.

	“I won’t be sending it back, Nikita.” He drew each consonant out of my name. Ni-ki-ta. “Correct it, and I’ll tell you what I have planned.” This time his smile was smug. “You have my word.”

	I didn’t believe him.

	His phone buzzed from his pocket and was snatched up. As he spoke, his gaze was fixed on me, pinning me in place. “This is Luke.”

	It was impossible to look at him as he stared at me. My gaze flitted from him to the crowbar he’d set on the table. He was distracted. I should move now. Take the cold crowbar in my hand and swing until there was absolutely nothing of me left.

	“Yes, it was damaged, but Ms. Petrov promises to repair it.”

	My focus snapped to him, and I let my expression go cold.

	He only smirked. “It may take her a few days, but she’ll get it done.”

	Days. He was an over-the-top asshole. He must have suspected what I was planning, for he moved between me and the sculpture, blocking it from my view.

	“It’s no problem. I understand these things happen. Thank you for sending her.”

	He’d barely pocketed the phone before I lashed out. “I’m not going to lift a finger until you assure me my artwork is safe.”

	“Safe? From what?”

	“Your hands.”

	Luke’s jaw tightened, televising his displeasure. “You don’t seem to understand how this works. That sculpture is mine. It’s property I own and can do whatever the fuck I want with.”

	I reared back. It wasn't that I had a problem with profanity, but it was so unexpected, it sent me stumbling until I had my back against a wall. He approached deliberately until he filled my vision. He was all aggressive eyes and wild hair.

	“If anyone’s a danger to my sculpture, it’s you,” he said.

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

	Once again, he put his hand on my shoulder, but it wasn’t to guide me out of the way. This time he pressed down. I hadn’t realized how tender I was from toppling the crate over earlier. I gnashed my teeth through the pain and couldn’t keep it from my face.

	“She told me what you did.” His touch was gone, but it still smarted. “You intentionally damaged what’s mine. My very expensive property, which we’ve already established is your best work. Why?” Something flickered in his eyes. Sadness? “Why on earth would you do that?”

	The air swirled around us with tension and choked the truth from me. “I don’t want it twisted into something it’s not.”

	His nostrils flared, and the color of flames heated on his neck. His gaze drilled down into me as he seethed. “It’ll ruin you all over again, and you were lucky you got a second chance. No one will touch you after this. Are you really that stupid?”

	Yes, I was.

	All I ever did was make poor choices and mistakes.


	I couldn’t render a response, and my mouth went dry when he set his hands against the wall on either side of my head. Alarms rang in my mind, flooding tremors down my legs. I didn’t know this large man, who I’d certainly upset, and his thick arms caged me in.

	Yet another terrible choice I’d made without thinking it through. Were we here alone in his house? Would someone hear me if I screamed? There’d only been one car in the garage, and he wasn’t wearing a wedding ring.

	Somehow, I found my voice. “No, I’m not stupid. I’m . . . passionate about my work.”

	Did he find that amusing? He chuckled, but there was no warmth in his eyes. “And you feel so strongly, you’re willing to go back to prison?” He was only a breath away, so close I could see the sapphire strands in his irises. “You willfully vandalized my sculpture. Given how much I paid for it, I’m sure you committed a felony. Tell me, Nikita. Are you still on parole?”

	Oh, God. My knees buckled, and I slapped my hands against the wall to stay upright.

	I couldn’t go back to prison. I’d rather die right now than every night for God-knew how long. In trying to save my work, I’d damned myself. A sob developed in my chest, but I refused to unleash it, and it hung heavy in my body, weighing me down like an anchor.

	“Luke,” I whispered, hoping to appeal to him as a broken woman. It wasn’t a hard role to play.

	His voice was low, matching mine. “You can make this all go away.”

	He lingered so close, hovering as if he were waiting for something. The sliver of his tongue dragged slowly across his lips, moistening them. It was provocative and sexual. I pressed my hands harder into the wall, needing further support. What was he insinuating he wanted?

	A kiss?

	Sex?

	I pressed my lips together as I considered it. There’d been plenty of passionless nights with Sidor. I could handle this task easily. I’d put my body through worse things to get what I wanted. A quick evaluation of Luke reminded me this wasn’t a big hardship. He was attractive and seemed reasonably smart, even if he was the enemy. Plus, there was that odd spark still humming in my skin from where he’d touched me.

	I hadn’t been intimate with anyone in years, but I doubted sex had changed much since my last time. Could I become a whore for my art again? Yes, I told myself. Maybe this time I’d even enjoy it a little.

	The best years of my life were behind me, but I was still an attractive woman. Sex and lust remained weapons in my arsenal, and I felt powerful wielding them.

	I stared up at Luke through half-lidded eyes, tacitly agreeing to whatever he wanted. His gaze washed over me, traveling across my forehead, sliding down the line of my nose, and coming to rest on my lips. I shivered in anticipation and perhaps excitement. When he drew in a tight breath, I moved forward, closing the gap between us.

	There was no contact between our mouths. The heat from his body was gone as he dropped his hands and straightened. He looked utterly shocked. “Whoa, whoa, what are you doing?”

	It was humiliating, but I was no stranger to that and wasn’t blinded by mortification. I saw his intent in the shadow of his victorious smile. I hadn’t read the situation wrong—this was him preying on weakness. It seemed he enjoyed doing that, not just in art, but in real life. This was him fucking with my head.

	I nearly laughed at him. Oh, Mr. Rafferty. I’ve been playing this game far longer than you have.

	I kept my chin up and my tone matter-of-fact. “You told me I could make it all go away.”

	“I meant once you’ve fixed my sculpture.”


	“Oh.” Did he expect me to be flustered? I smiled widely. “You don’t want to sleep with me?”

	Surprise went through him like a bolt of lightning and was gone as quickly as it had appeared. It was replaced with distrust. “You’re in a world of trouble. And your plan is to, what? Seduce me?” He shifted closer and his deep voice went to a provocative whisper. “And then I’ll just forgive and forget what you’ve done?”

	Once again he was over me, invading my space, and this time the air was charged. Heat and unexpected desire wrapped around me, cinching me tight as a straitjacket.

	“I paid a lot of money for your artwork, Nikita. You must be quite confident in your skills in the bedroom.”

	His tone was mocking, made my blood boil, and I wanted to shut him up. My fury clouded my judgement. This man toyed with me, but deep down, he also wanted me. Strangely, I wanted him too, if for nothing else but to take back my power. So, I latched a hand on the back of his neck and yanked his face down to mine, slamming my lips against his.
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	A noise of surprise came from Luke’s throat, and then his hands were on my face, his fingers sliding through my long blonde hair. I’d persuaded him in a single breath. His grip made it impossible to run, and easy to follow his lead.

	I allowed him to tilt my head back so the angle was more comfortable and he could better kiss me. When he pressed his soft tongue against the seam of my lips, I welcomed him to thrust his tongue deep into my mouth.

	I even allowed his possession of my mind.

	He was supposed to push me away and call my bluff, not pull me closer. It felt like the world was spinning out of control, and for both of us, not only me.

	He was strong. His hands were roughened, but gentle against my cheeks. I moved my lips in time with his, responding as I should when a man kissed me. However, I wasn’t prepared for the feeling of his tongue sliding against mine, or the noticeable throb that pulsed between my legs. I wasn’t prepared for the tidal wave of lust and want, which was burning me alive.

	It was just our mouths meeting, tentative and exploratory at first. Then, his body pressed into me. His firm chest flattened against mine, and beneath my bra, I tightened and pebbled in response. He brought his hips square, so the lines of our bodies were flush, and I sighed.

	Luke’s tongue slipped deeper into my mouth as his hands began to inch down my neck. I shuddered, thrilled with this new experience. I was Goldilocks. In the bedroom, the first boy I’d slept with had been timid, and Sidor had been too rough. Would Luke’s touch be just right?

	“This won’t,” he said between rasps, “get me to change my mind. Just so we’re clear. If we do anything, it’s because we want to and that’s it.”

	He moved so his knees were between my legs, and his body pressed against me from chest to groin. His hardening erection pushed against my belly, and it sent a shockwave of lust to my center. This man held sway over my art, my career, and my life, and yet I felt like I was the one in control. I was high on desire, which dulled my capacity to think or care about anything else. What difference did it make anyway? I always did the wrong thing.

	His fingertips traced the neckline of my blouse, following the vee down between my cleavage, even as my chest was heaving. I was confident enough in my abilities, yet still nervous. His gentle, almost teasing touch and the hot mouth locked on my neck drew out a tremble.

	I choked on a moan when he pushed the gauzy fabric to the side and dipped a hand inside the cup of my bra, his fingers twitching. The pulse between my thighs roared, building into an ache.

	“Okay,” I gasped. “What do I have to do to change your mind?” For added effect, I eased my hand along the front of his shirt, down his notched abdominals, and crept over the bulge beneath the zipper of his jeans.

	He jerked back from me so abruptly I almost fell over, and his expression was disappointment. “No. I told you, this is separate from that. No strings, or this isn’t happening.”

	I wasn’t going to give up without a fight, especially when my body was tingling. “We only do it if we want to.”

	“Yeah.”

	I channeled the most seductive voice I could. “Fine. What do you want to do?”

	His shoulders lifted on a heavy breath. His eyes said he didn’t trust me, but his desire won out. “I want you to get on your knees.”

	A sticky lump grew in my throat, making it hard to swallow. I was eager to see how far this spark between us went and was terrified I’d imagined it. I lowered slowly to kneel on the wood floor. It was gorgeous but not soft. Last time I’d knelt on a hard floor, I’d been in a hospital room and changed the course of my life. Would I be able to save myself this time?

	I kept my gaze on Luke’s back as he went to the large patio doors and shut them with a dull thud.

	It was getting dark outside, cloaking the studio in shadows, and as he stalked toward me, I trembled so hard my knees squealed against the floor. His long, artistic fingers moved to the button of his jeans, undoing it with a tug. Then, his zipper rang out.

	It was really happening.

	My gaze crept steadily up from the fly of his jeans, over his tight white t-shirt that covered taut abs and developed muscle, until I reached his eyes. One step, then another, until his toes were against my knees. His expression was carnal. I wanted to capture it in my next project . . . if I ever got the chance to create another piece.

	Luke said nothing, not that he needed to. I understood what he desired. For the first time in my life, I wanted it too. He’d undone his jeans, but they stayed in place, hugging his hips. He reached for me, skimming the tip of his index finger across my forehead, tracing it along my hairline, down until he cupped my cheek in his palm, his thumb pressed to my parted lips.

	His finger slid inside my mouth. Just to the first bony knuckle, and then it retreated so he could drag the wet pad of his thumb across my lips. It pressed inside my mouth once more, this time all the way in, and I felt him flat against my tongue. Our gazes were locked on each other.

	The man I kneeled before looked so intense and determined I was grateful not to be standing. Luke had me bound and restrained far more than the few times I’d allowed my husband to do it physically. These invisible bindings were stronger than the steel handcuffs and restraints chained to my waist I’d worn when leaving the courthouse years ago, and far more pleasant.

	He seemed to have difficulty focusing when I closed my lips around his thumb and sucked. His eyes hooded, and his chest rose in a deep breath.

	“I’m going to paint this,” he whispered. “The feeling of this moment.”

	I pulled back off his thumb, startled. “I had the same thought.”

	The corner of his mouth lifted in a smile, but it grew serious as I took his thumb in my mouth again. This time I simulated exactly what I’d do if he let me. The throb between my thighs grew out of control. I felt foolish and wicked, but not enough to stop.

	My hands, resting on my thighs, tensed into fists as he dug his free hand inside his underwear and began to stroke himself. If I was going to stop him, I had to do it now. Once he was in my mouth, I couldn’t backtrack. It couldn’t be undone.

	It was quiet from him. “I’m not going to destroy your sculpture.”

	It was as if he’d injected relief into my bloodstream. Everything in me relaxed, and when the tension was gone, something dark and hungry took over. I fisted the sides of his jeans and underwear, and tugged down, releasing his erection. It jutted out from his body, hard and reaching for me.

	Did he notice my hand shook when I grabbed him at the base? I was a mixture of nerves and something which felt very much like excitement. In the past, I’d never enjoy pleasuring a man orally. It felt dirty, and . . . too intimate. Much more so then letting him in my body, because at least that act had purpose. Taking him in my mouth was only for pleasure, and only for his pleasure.

	However, I’d emerged from prison a changed woman. Perhaps this new version was more sexually confident. Maybe I could peel at the corner of the “robot” label my husband had slapped on me.

	Luke’s hand retreated from my mouth and snaked to the back of my head, urging me forward. I claimed the tip of his length between my lips, squeezing my eyes shut tight. He sighed as I slid further along, widening my mouth to accommodate. He was long and thick, and tasted faintly of salty sweat.

	He shuddered as I drew back off him, and the hand behind my head nudged forward. It wasn’t something I particularly liked, and I pushed it away. I was on my knees, begging and groveling in a way I hadn’t done before, and that was all the vulnerability I was willing to give to him. I’d expected to be disgusted, as I usually was when servicing a man, yet . . . I felt only the ache in my center and the dampness which clung between my legs.

	“Fuck.” His voice was as dark as the room had become.

	I shivered.

	His fingers twisted in my hair, tugging at the roots, speeding me along. My brow wrinkled in frustration. I wanted him to be easier, gentler, and stop battling me for control, but I also didn’t want him to stop. Luke’s soft moan punctured the quiet, and I could feel the vocalization on my skin. It reverberated down my spine.

	I struggled to rasp air in through my nose as I kept up with the pace he requested. He had his grip tangled in my hair and moved his other hand to hold himself steady as he thrust into my mouth. Behind my closed eyelids, my eyes began to water. His dick surged deep into the back of my throat, causing me to clench tighter on the sides of his undone jeans.

	Just as the words began to bubble up from my throat for him to stop, he slowed. His languid strokes were more manageable, and not at all unpleasant. He was hard and pulsing on my tongue, mirroring the heartbeat racing in my own chest.

	“I want you topless,” he whispered. It wasn’t an order. It came as a desperate plea, which threw me further off balance. I’d had demanding, and I’d had silent, when it came to partners. The in-between was new and welcomed. Could I give in to his request?

	I sat back on my heels and stared up at him as he retreated from my mouth, his dick shiny with my saliva. I crossed my arms, curled my trembling hands on the hem of my top and drew the fabric up, stretching upward until I was free of it and cast it aside.

	But that was as far as I could go. Nerves locked me up until my muscles refused to respond. I was already so exposed. It didn’t seem to matter to Luke. His gaze traced the curves of my breasts encased in a simple white bra, and his lips parted to gulp down a huge breath. He stared at me, a man who’d been thirsty for days and only I could quench his thirst. My face heated with a flush.

	He gripped the sides of his jeans and hiked them back up on his waist but left them unzipped.

	It was stunning when he sank to his knees before me and repeated the action I’d just done. His arms crossed, and his large hands yanked at the white cotton, freeing his body from his t-shirt and tossing it away with force. He was all tanned, smooth skin, like he spent more of his time surfing than creating his art.

	I inhaled sharply when his warm arms wrapped around me and located the clasp of my bra. His mouth locked onto mine urgently. I’d wanted this to be a simple transaction: I took him in my mouth to completion, and then we renegotiated what to do regarding my sculpture. But now he was on his knees as I was, equal, and he seemed just as much of a slave as I was to the unexpected pull between us.

	I moaned against his lush mouth and sank into his arms like a woman possessed. He was a stranger who could end my career and send me back to hell. Why was I consenting to this? Why in the world was I enjoying this?

	Why did it feel like I wouldn’t survive without it?

	My bra went slack, and the straps fell from my shoulders. I let him fist the center of it and tug it free from my arms, but I was a panting disaster. It was embarrassing, the sounds coming from me and how my sex-starved body arched into his touch, willing him to fill his greedy palms with my naked flesh.

	His hands roved from one side to the other as if painting lust on my body. I fought to quiet the yelp as he tweaked a nipple, pulling it with a tug of discomfort but that doused me with heat. I was dizzy and out of breath, drunk off the sensation as he pressed his bare chest to mine. His soft, warm skin against mine made me delirious.

	Luke’s kiss shifted from sweet to commanding in a single breath. He sucked my bottom lip into his mouth and bit down, nipping at me. It wasn’t hard, but there was a faint edge of pain, and it intensified the tug of desire low in my belly.

	Before, I’d wanted pain and pleasure to stay separate. I believed pain had no place in my bedroom, and yet that was mostly what I got. I’d been pinned down, and tied up, and done things I wasn’t interested in. I’d even tried it Sidor’s way once. Not all that much, but I’d made an effort, wondering if playing the role of submissive was the key to my enjoyment. It wasn’t—it had only ended in disappointment.

	Yet, this soft pain now was . . . interesting. A tease, not a promise of more to come, and something awakened inside me.

	Luke released my lip, and his mouth carved a line down my chin, over my neck, and to the base of my throat. The coarse skin of his palms smoothed up and down my naked back, his fingertips tracing the hollow of my spine.

	His kisses descended over my collarbone. I was on fire. Every inch of my skin was sensitive and aware of him.

	“Oh,” I said softly, when he gripped one of my breasts in a sure hand and closed his mouth on me. My nipple tightened into a point beneath his swirling tongue. His other hand pressed into the small of my back, supporting my body as he encouraged me to arch my back and give him better access. I followed his silent direction, lifting my chest up to meet his hungry mouth.

	But his action had more purpose. He eased me back further, abandoning my breast so he could brace a hand on the floor beside me. I was lowered until the hardwood was cold on my skin and the hot man was over me. His hands fumbled at my knees, pushing up my skirt so I could part my legs and he could kneel between them.

	I curled my trembling fingers in his thick hair as his mouth worshiped my skin, and his thigh pressed against the scrap of silk that covered my most intimate spot. A shock of pleasure thundered up my body, and I unleashed a moan. I had to close my eyes against the onslaught.

	“What are we doing?” He mumbled it in the spot where my neck met my body, but the tempo of his kisses didn’t change. “Do you want me to keep going?”

	I gasped, drowning. I had barely enough air to speak. “I . . .” He shifted, once more pressing his thigh against me and delivering that sharp jolt of pleasure, only this one was better. It made me crave nothing else but for him to do it again. “Yes.”

	Oh, God. Yes.
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	Luke’s smile was laced with satisfaction as he hovered over me. He studied my expression, watching me intently when he reached a hand back and found my knee, hiking it up over his hip. His fingers skimmed from my ankle along my calf, pausing to trace a circle on my knee, and up on my thigh.

	His voice was loaded with pleasant surprise when he slipped under my skirt and pressed his fingers in between my legs. “Goddamn, Nikita.”

	He was making a comment about how wet I’d become. I shuddered and tore my gaze away, looking out the patio doors. There was security lighting outside that must have come on when the sun had set. It flooded the studio with silvery light filtered through the landscaped palm fronds.

	A phone rang, jarring us both. It was his, so he paused, hurried to switch it to silent, and then resumed his seduction. Whoever was calling was not as important to him as what was happening right now in his studio. We were both mostly undressed, writhing on the floor. I clutched at him as his fingers stirred over my silk panties, and I tightened my hold when Luke slipped his hand down the front of them.

	My mouth went slack. I saw sparks behind my closed eyelids. The moan that was cried out didn’t sound like me, but there was no one else it could have come from. His mouth was attached to my breast, sucking on a nipple while he massaged my slick skin. Over and over. Faster and faster.

	Pleasure roared inside me, spinning like a top on a table. Each orbiting path brought it closer to the edge where it would fall. I groaned when he eased a finger inside. My body took over, and I bucked my hips into the invasion, allowing him to slide as deep inside as possible.

	I didn’t know it could feel like this. My body had been incapable of feeling anything other than mild arousal, but now I was awash in it.

	In no time I was damp with sweat. His hand moved to a rhythm that had me breathless and quaking. It didn’t seem to be enough for Luke. He withdrew and hooked his fingers around the waistband of my panties, yanking them down. As he freed my legs from them, I gasped. I was naked beneath him. He’d pushed my skirt clear to my waist so it was nothing more than a belt.

	Anxiety seized me when he climbed off and slid down my body, resting on his elbows and curling his hands around my thighs. He held me open so he could feast on me. I slammed a hand over my mouth and moaned through my fingers as his tongue made contact. The soft brush of it on my sensitized skin was a focused burst of pleasure.

	He did it again.

	“Luke!” I arched my back, slamming my head against the floor. I fisted the sides of my skirt in my hands, needing to hold on to something. I squeezed and twisted the fabric so tight I worried it would rip. There was a bang as I collapsed my back against the wood and gasped, spinning further out of control. His tongue was madness. It was heat-soaked bliss. Feather-light strokes followed by firm, aggressive ones, sending me into a spiral.

	I was a slave to him and his wicked mouth. A greedy, eager slave.

	The hands wrapped around my thighs tightened. I was squirming uncontrollably, and he locked me in place, so he could continue to lash his tongue, fluttering it just above my entrance. The moans poured from me almost as furiously as his tongue moved.

	“Collaborate with me,” he demanded in between his devastating strokes.

	“What?” I tried to scoot backward from his mouth, but his hold was inescapable.

	“Let’s work on something together.”

	“I can’t think,” I panted, “when you’re doing that.”

	“I figured. Just say yes.” He licked a long path through my valley and I jerked from the amazing sensation. “We could do a piece that speaks about our bad reputations.”

	The mention of his standing in the art community made it more difficult to ignore the warnings in my head. Luke was a stranger, and I was letting him kiss me in a place I’d only allowed a few men before. Shockingly intimate for a man I knew nothing about. No, it was worse than that. Luke was supposed to be my enemy.

	Yet, the only war I felt was internal. The desire to do more with him and find my release, battled against logic. Try as I might, I couldn’t paint him as the villain anymore.

	“I work alone,” I said, clipped. What he was doing felt so impossibly good.

	“Me, too.” He rolled the pad of his thumb over the bundle of nerves at my center. “But look at how well we’re getting along right now.”

	“I don’t . . . Oh, God,” I groaned. He sucked hard, making me shudder. How could I defend myself like this? He was doing it on purpose. “I don’t like being manipulated.”

	He lifted his head, and his smug look made my stomach bottom out. “Oh, yeah? You’ve never been manipulative to get what you want?”

	I would have sworn his expression said he knew he was talking to the queen of manipulation. I stared up at the skylight overhead, unable to say anything. I was sure even if I lied and said no, he’d know. He used my silence and distraction to take our passion to the next level.

	He sank two fingers deep inside me and latched his mouth on my clitoris. I cried out in surprise and pleasure, and the sound echoed in the room. Fire seared across every nerve ending in my body, begging for more. I wanted to scream for release.

	“Say yes, Nikita,” he murmured. “I own you no matter what answer you give me.”

	It was terribly true. If I said no, it didn’t matter. He had my damaged sculpture and Maritza as a witness to what I’d done. So, I could refuse him, destroy my career for the second time, and possibly go back to prison. Or I could say yes, risk my future, and go with the unknown man who pulsed his fingers inside me at a dangerous and wonderful pace.

	“Why do you do it?” I asked. I had to know. “Why do you take from other artists?”

	He lifted his head and as his gaze pinned me in place, the muscle along his jaw flexed. He was clenching his teeth, and his eyes clouded over. “I don’t do that anymore.” He thrust his fingers so hard, it stole my breath, and it felt like punishment. “And I only took from two artists. Two very specific artists.”

	“Who?” More importantly, “Why?”

	“Phillip H. Moore and Martin Crowley.”

	The desire in me was a thick sludge, making me slow. I had a hard time seeing the connection. “They . . . opened a gallery together last year.”

	Luke nipped the inside of my thigh. “Yes, and they used to have a third business partner.”

	Oh. It made so much sense now.

	He licked where he’d bitten me as if trying to relieve the non-existent discomfort. “It was stupid revenge but, fuck them. I struck back where I could do the most damage.”

	Because there was nothing more sacred to an artist than their art.

	“I didn’t realize what it’d do to my name,” he added. “I wasn’t thinking.”


	There was a pang in my chest. I knew all about that, didn’t I? I understood his dark motivations perfectly. I’d suffered from the same shortsightedness. “You could only focus on what they’d taken from you.”

	“Yes.” He blinked back surprise. Luke sighed into me, kissing a line back to my center. “And you haven’t given me an answer yet. Collaborate with me. Your execution and my aesthetic would produce something phenomenal.”

	There was no other option. The push and pull of his slow finger made me climb once more, and I gasped my answer. “All right.”

	I was making a deal with the devil, I was sure. No respectable deal was made by a woman when she was on her back. His mouth was sin, which was further proof. On my agreement, his tempo took off like a rocket. I groaned and reached a hand behind me, slapping my palm flat against the wood, and turned my head into my arm, hiding from him as I neared my orgasm.

	Just as I closed in, his fingers slowed and withdrew. He walked his hands beside my body, working back up until his face was level with mine, and his hips pressed against me. Luke grasped my chin and turned my face to his, dropping a kiss on my lips.

	“I have what we need in my wallet. Are we doing this here?”

	It was a clever way to ask consent, but it was also persuasive. It assumed I’d already said yes. He kept his hold of my chin, and his thumb brushed gently against it.

	I nodded slowly.

	His bright blue eyes turned warm and pleased the moment before he placed his mouth against mine and shifted so he could dig out his wallet. I lay still while he rose up on his knees, pushed his pants down, and tore open the wrapper with his teeth. His gaze never left mine as he pulled the condom out, but his hands slowed and hesitation flooded his expression.

	“What?” I asked, my vocal cords tight.

	“You seem nervous.”

	I sighed and glanced away. “It’s been a while for me.”

	“Oh.” Relief tinged his voice. “I’ll go slow. And if you decide you’re not into it, we can go back to what we were just doing.”

	I couldn’t get a read on Luke at all. One minute he was manipulative, another he was understanding and sweet. “All right,” I whispered again.

	When he was ready, he lowered down on one hand and used the other to position himself to bring us together. I held my breath. I wasn’t a woman who jumped into bed with a man. I didn’t give in to lust. Sex was carefully metered out and calculated. My heart was too fragile to risk.

	As Luke began to sink inside, I told myself this was necessary and that was all. It had nothing to do with the debilitating need he’d created in me. I took another inch of him in my body and continued to lie to myself. This is a transaction only. Sharing your body with him is closing the deal. You don’t enjoy it, or the sound of his hurried breath in your ear.

	But I did enjoy it.

	I moaned as he moved all the way inside until we were completely connected. The stretch of him was uncomfortable, yet familiar. It made me feel useful and needed.

	He groaned with satisfaction against the side of my neck and then lifted his head to peer down at me. “Okay so far?”

	I nodded again. Who knew what would come out of my foolish mouth?

	“Good.” He brushed his lips over mine and began to move. His first thrust was slow but deep, and in response, my legs drew up around his waist. This groan from him now was indecent, and I echoed it.

	My back was slippery with sweat against the smooth floor, and my tailbone hurt knocking into the hardwood, but the sensation of him claiming me overpowered it. I shut out thought. My hands drifted around his shoulders, and I hung on as Luke took command. He had one rough palm on my waist, pinning me down while he drove into me.

	“Jesus, you feel good,” he said.

	I shut my eyes, bashful. I wanted to be confident, but that had vanished once the sex started. It was so different. So new. His lips trailed kisses down the side of my throat, and his five o’clock shadow scratched at me like sandpaper.

	I whimpered when his hand slid up from my waist and settled on my breast, massaging me where I felt heavy and full. His touch was electric and perfect. Goldilocks had found the bed to sleep in that felt just right to her.

	He screwed me on the beautiful floor of his studio for an eternity that I didn’t want to end, even as my hips ached and I was sure my spine was bruised. His thrusts grew powerful and serious, and I gulped for air, unable to do anything but receive and endure. I shook like an earthquake around him and drove my nails into the bare skin of his back. It was the most violent sex I’d willingly participated in, even though it was clear Luke was trying to be gentle. The stress on my body was solely due to the location.

	The dark, sick part of me wondered if Sidor would be proud of me. Not because I was having sex that hurt or might leave bruises, but that I’d allowed my desire to lead me, rather than my goals. The robot was capable of feeling. Tonight, I wasn’t thinking about the end game. Only about enjoying sex and taking pleasure in another person.

	“Fuck, I want you on top,” Luke said. He took his sweaty, heaving chest away from me and flung himself down on his back, grabbed my waist, and pulled me toward him.

	Being in this position brought both physical relief and mental anxiety. I climbed up on him and lowered myself down on his shaft, inch by slow inch, and shuddered. His hands were all over me, exploring and caressing. It distracted me from my worry and self-consciousness. I tried to relax into his hands and let him mold me into whatever creature he wanted me to be.

	He guided me to sit upright on him. I rocked my hips in time with his and flashes of electricity sparked from our connection.

	It became infinitely easier to go with it when his fingers moved to where we were joined and stirred. My body went on an autopilot program, and I gyrated my hips to maximize his wicked touch. I panted and moaned as something inside me tightened. It gripped my lungs and annihilated everything but a primal need.

	“That’s it,” Luke urged in a low voice. “Show me.”

	I didn’t like being on display.

	I wasn’t art or anything beautiful, but I wasn’t in control anymore. I surrendered to the ecstasy of my orgasm and launched forward, crushing my breasts to his chest, and fused my mouth with his. Pleasure rippled through my body, wave after wave, and it poured from my mouth in breathless moans, followed almost immediately by his own release.

	His long gasp of satisfaction was . . . sexy. Erotic. Pride that he’d found his completion with me only last a few moments and then was replaced by a negative voice in my head which sounded suspiciously like my mother’s. I was a warm body, nothing particularly special. Just a vessel for Luke to take pleasure in. He’d used me just as I’d used him.

	But as I rolled off him and lay on my side, he trapped me in his arms and squeezed me tight against him, molding our bodies together in an intimate embrace. I didn’t feel interchangeable as I had with my husband. How strange was it I had more connection with this artist in a single encounter than the man I'd spent years with?

	Luke’s fingertips skimmed over my arm. Up and down in an infinite loop, causing goosebumps to lift on my skin. We’d ceased moving, and my sweat-dampened skin cooled enough that I shivered.

	His phone buzzed again from the pocket of his discarded jeans and he retrieved it. He glanced at the screen and sent it to voicemail, but the interruption broke the spell of the moment. I sat up and reached for my bra with unsure hands.

	Luke sat as well, climbed to his feet, and pulled his pants up around his hips. I dressed as he disappeared through a doorway, and I heard what I assumed was the lid of a trash can. Awkwardness descended on us when he returned, his jeans done back up. He bent at the waist, picked up his shirt and tugged it on. I scrambled into my clothes and pulled myself to my feet, looking anywhere in the studio but at him.

	Luke Rafferty. My new partner, and technically my new lover.

	Footsteps carried him to the wall, and a light switch snapped on. I blinked against the harsh, artificial light. Everything was less sexy now, and much more real.

	As if he sensed my trepidation, he closed in and cradled my face in his palms. It forced my gaze on him. His eyes were curious. It seemed like he wanted to peer inside me and see what I was thinking.

	“Don’t,” he said softly.

	“Don’t, what?”

	“Don’t overthink what just happened. I enjoyed it. I’d like to do it again sometime, but not if it’s going to make it difficult to work together.”

	I swallowed a breath, worried about the deal I’d struck with this blue-eyed devil. Collaborating with another artist was complicated enough. I knew I should keep the sex separate. “Do you already have a project in mind?”

	He shot me half of a smile and tilted his head to the side. It was . . . strange. “Tell me how you’ll fix my sculpture.”

	I was two-thirds of the way through my explanation before an odd sensation prickled through me. Luke was too busy nodding to notice I’d trailed off. He seemed to understand my thought process.

	“You’ll flip both petals around,” he said, “and paint them as the fronts. That would work. It’ll hide the imperfections of the seam.”

	“Yes,” I said.

	He stared at the sculpture. “It would be exactly as you intended it.”

	My heart raced, hyperaware at the clinical tone in his voice. “Yes. It’d be perfect.”

	Time slowed as he stalked toward the sculpture and hooked a hand around the stem. Before he was about to do it, I sensed it. I felt it in the marrow of my bones. Luke’s gaze trapped mine.

	“No,” I pleaded.

	He ignored me. His bicep flexed as he yanked the stem forward, pulling the sculpture down. I stood dumbfounded as the yellow orchid pitched through the air and whooshed toward the hardwood. Like a fool, I tried to stop it, but I wasn’t close or fast enough.


	The yellow petals were the first to impact the ground and exploded into a thousand pieces with a loud skittering of ceramic sliding across polished wood. The force thundered up the stem and it broke in three places, followed by a significant portion of the base. My spine cracked along with it, and I sank to my knees.

	The moss I had painstakingly recreated was reduced to broken lumps of painted stone, and it exposed the chicken wire mesh beneath it. I couldn’t breathe. My eyes wouldn’t blink. A guttural wail of anguish reverberated from my chest.

	Luke glanced at the destruction between us with indifferent eyes. He didn’t care that he’d just fucked me and destroyed me on the floor of his studio. I stared up at him, one hand clutched to the hole in my chest where he’d ripped out my heart.


	“You said”—I forced it out between painful breaths—“you weren’t going to destroy it.”

	His shoulders lifted as he took in a deep breath, and his feet crunched on the carnage as he strolled to me. He stared at me with confusion. “And I haven’t. You and I are going to make it even better.”

	I shook my head in utter disbelief. “Are you insane?” I put my palms on the floor, gathering a handful of broken pieces. They clinked in my trembling hands. There was no way to fix what he’d done.

	“Sometimes,” he said, “damaged things come out stronger in the end. This sculpture lacked restraint. What we’ll build together will be so much more. It’ll be perfect.”

	My vision faded to black for a moment with rage. “I’m not working with—”

	“Oh, yes, you are.” His palm cupped my cheek, but I jerked away. “I own you, Nikita Petrov. You already agreed to the work. Go back on that, and I’ll tell the cops that”—he swung his arm out, gesturing to the disaster—“this was all you. Whose word do you think they’ll believe?”

	They’d believe his, absolutely.

	I was a murderer. Destroying a piece of art would sound like a simple job for someone like me, and Maritza would side with Luke. I was trapped. Caged by this enigma of a man who had brought me pleasure and pain like no one else. I felt physically ill. Had he intended to destroy my art all along? Had he slept with me just to toy with my emotions? Damage me so I could come out stronger on the other end?

	I glared up at him, feeling beaten. “You’re a monster.”

	“Oh, Nikita.” His grin was cruel, and my blood turned to slush. “That’s too small a word to use for me.”

	


-8-

	I had a complete breakdown and for the first time in my life, I wept. It didn’t matter that Luke was watching.

	Nothing mattered anymore.

	He stood stoically by as I sobbed at the death of my art like a mother grieving the loss of her only child. I had nowhere to put my emotions and they poured from me, littering the floor along with the broken shards of the yellow petals.

	I crawled along the hardwood, gathering them up noisily into a pile. I sensed he was moving and heard the slide of a drawer, but I didn’t pay any attention to him. If I could pull the broken pieces of my sculpture together, perhaps I wouldn’t be so fractured. Maybe I’d have enough strength to get up off the floor and escape the brutal villain looming over me.

	My nose was running, and I used the back of my hand to wipe it away before tucking a lock of hair behind my ear and focus in on my task. But my vision was blurred with tears, and I jolted backward as something dropped abruptly before me on the ground with a thud.

	It was a gray tube with a black cap and it took me a moment to recognize the brand of industrial glue that could bond to almost any surface. I’d used it for repair a few times in the past. Was this some kind of sick joke? Another twist of the knife he’d stabbed me with? Luke had to know both my sculpture and I were too far gone to be salvaged.

	“It’s going to be all right.” His voice was gentle, and I despised it. “I know this is hard, so take all the time you need.”

	His attempt at comfort only made me hate him more. More than I had hated Sidor and more than myself.


	Luke bent at his knees, dropping down to meet me at my level, and his expression was sincere. “When you’re ready, we’ll start.”

	For the second time since I’d arrived at his studio, my gaze flicked to the crowbar on the workbench and violent thoughts rushed loudly through my mind. I could pick up the heavy metal bar and try to destroy him as he’d done to me. I’d find a new place to store my emotions when I bashed his head in.

	I had nothing left to lose. I’d learned to live with killing a man and was fairly sure I could do it again.

	Except . . .

	Every choice I’d ever made when it mattered had been the wrong one. I’d come out of each bad situation even worse on the other side, and that thought was what froze the tears in my eyes. My time in prison had taught me no matter how bad things had become, they could always get worse.

	I sat back on my heels, drew in a deep breath, and glared at him, wordlessly demanding his direction.

	His eyes lit up with power and dark satisfaction.

	 

	LATER

	 

	The poured concrete floors were gray with dark tones swirled in them. As was usual with most galleries, the space was neutral so it wouldn’t compete with the art. People milled about, sipping their glasses of wine, perusing the sculptures that rose above the crowd.

	I stood in an alcove off to the side, an untouched glass of champagne cold in my hand, trying to get a read on people’s faces as they looked at the displays. I wanted them to love each intricate detail and every exaggerated, blown-out aspect. I needed them to.

	“Why are you hiding back here?”

	I turned and swallowed a breath as I gazed at Luke. He wore a gray suit with a black tie, and the California surfer I’d come to know had vanished. This man was refined and elegant, and so attractive I wanted to curse at him. There had been many days when we were locked in his studio where I did just that.

	“I’m not hiding,” I whispered.

	His gaze started at my lips and flowed downward, caressing every inch of bare skin my low-cut dress exposed. Heat flared in his eyes, and the muscle of his jaw ticked. “Wow, that dress . . .”

	I frowned. “It’s too much.”

	The scarlet silk wrapped around my body and clung to my curves. The neckline carved all the way to my hip and was trimmed with black lace on one shoulder, leading the eye toward the back where I was completely exposed. Like the art Luke and I had created together, the dress was sexy, sinful, and a little over-the-top.

	We’d talked at length about how we wanted to present tonight. There was no point fighting it any longer—we were both villains. He wanted to lean in and embrace it, and I’d acquiesced. My red dress was as much a statement as the other pieces were in this showing.

	“No,” he said. “It’s perfect and you look stunning. I’m tempted to find Maritza and tell her we have a last-minute addition.”

	He wanted to display me like I was art. Perhaps he wasn’t wrong, because I’d been molded and reshaped by him beginning with the night he’d destroyed my sculpture so many months ago.

	“Come on,” he said softly. He set his fingers on my elbow and guided me out into the room.

	The gallery was a converted warehouse, and voices carried loudly in the enormous space. A woman nearby laughed, deep in conversation with two other people, and I winced. The art in here didn’t deserve joy or light. It was immoral and corrupt, feeding off evil.

	It reflected its makers perfectly.

	Luke led me to the focal point of the gallery space, where people had gathered in a circle to sip their drinks and scrutinize the sculpture there. The yellow orchid had once been my finest work, but Rebirth was a masterpiece.

	The top half of the sculpture was similar to the original, although the yellow petals were fractured and splintered, held together by glue that looked like it would never harden or dry. The texture was gorgeous.

	The new base, however, was starkly different.

	“You weren’t born from a series of things,” Luke had said, “but a singular event.”

	Gone was the garbage I believed told the story of my previous life. Instead, I’d created a hospital bed and a man writhing in agony on it, all in white. The only color was my yellow orchid growing out of Sidor’s throat. I’d played with scale, so the orchid was almost as big as the rest of it, and I enjoyed how it loomed large over my dying husband.

	The sculpture was breathtaking, both physically and emotionally. I’d seen people subconsciously touch their throats while gazing at it and wondered if they were holding their breath as I’d done the violent night I’d pulled the power cord from the wall.

	“This is hauntingly beautiful,” a woman standing next to me said. “I can’t stop looking at it.” Her gaze bounced between Luke and me. “Which one of you is the artist?”

	“Both,” I said.

	“Her,” Luke answered at the same time.

	A wrinkle creased in my forehead. We’d worked on it together. Yes, I had created the original foundation piece, and had handled the majority of the crafting, but it had been his concept. At times I felt like I was merely executing his vision, and I was all right with that. I struggled to understand him, but his artistic talent was undeniable. I respected it enough to put my ego aside and accept his guidance.

	He wasn’t easy to work with, and I didn’t blame his former partners for abandoning him, but we’d found a process that worked for us. The four other sculptures we’d created together were more traditional collaboration, but I saw Rebirth as equally ours.

	I glanced at the placard on the pedestal and saw only my name listed. He’d given credit only to me and it left me speechless. I stared at him, my eyes wide and my lips parted, unable to do anything but exist beside him as he gave me this tremendous gift.

	The woman, however, was oblivious to the intensity swirling between the two artists she was speaking with. She didn’t notice how Luke’s hand slipped from my elbow and he used the tips of his fingers to trace a line down the inside of my forearm.

	This touch may have looked innocent, but it was erogenous, and I couldn’t hold back the shiver of pleasure he gave me. Seven months we’d worked together, and the spark hadn’t faded. If anything, it grew more focused. I hungered for him.

	The spectrum between love and hate wasn’t a line—it was a circle. I couldn’t hate him even when I wanted to. We were the only two of a rare species, unable to be with anyone else. Our towering, twisted sculpture in the corner spoke to that.

	I finally caught my breath enough to speak the genuine words to Luke. “Why? This is as much yours as it is mine. I couldn’t have done it without you.”

	His smile was pleased and soft. “It wasn’t my story to tell, and all you needed was a nudge. I’d tell you I’m sorry it was painful, but . . . I’m not. That pain was unfortunately necessary.” He leaned in, as if the din of the crowd was too loud and he needed to whisper into my ear, and set his fingertips against the bare skin of my back. He was always touching me these days, like he couldn’t get enough of me. “Thank you for letting me be a part of it.”

	His lips brushed against the spot where my pulse pounded in my neck, sending electricity zipping through my body. My knees softened.

	“The way the roots wrap around his neck,” the woman said, her focus back on the sculpture. On my sculpture. “They look like fingers.”

	A smile hinted at my lips. It was macabre, and not subtle about it.

	She turned and gestured to the rest of the gallery. “I also like the piece in the corner, the red one.”

	“Thank you,” I said. “That one was Luke and I together.” Which I meant literally and figuratively.

	“Ah. I’m Gloria Fischer,” she said, extending a hand for a handshake, which I took, and then she moved on to shake Luke’s. “My design firm is handling the renovation of the Becker Hotel. I’m looking for a statement piece to put in the lobby. Something modern and edgy, but also grand.” She reached into her clutch and produced a business card. “I like what I see here. Are you interested in submitting a concept proposal? It’s a luxury hotel, and we expect the artwork to be one of the draws to our clients.”

	My heart fluttered, but outwardly I was sure my expression didn’t change. None of my excitement showed. As I took the card, Luke’s hand curled around my other wrist, and I could feel how thrilled he was through our connection. It seeped into my skin.

	“We’d love to,” he said.

	“Excellent. Shoot me an email, and I’ll send you the project details.” Her gaze drifted away from us and back to Rebirth. “I’m looking forward to seeing what you come up with.”

	 

	❃ ❃ ❃

	 

	I swiped a towelette of makeup remover over my eyes, scrubbing away the mascara, and then peered into the mirror to make sure it was all gone. Satisfied, I placed my hands on the sink counter and let out a deep breath.

	The show tonight had been a perfect success. I expected people would talk about it for months to come. I was back. Nikita Petrov would once again have top billing, and the estimated worth of my pieces had doubled. We’d sold two out of the five sculptures we’d shown tonight.

	My mother’s voice flitted in my mind. “It’s never enough. There’s no pleasing you, Nikita.”

	Yes, I was trapped.

	And I’d become a hostage.

	But my mother was wrong. For the first time in my life, I had enough. I was . . . happy.

	Luke’s cold fingertips touched my skin covering the bones at the top of my spine, making me shiver. He cupped the back of my neck, gently resting his palm there, but I felt his possession all over. My gaze found his through the mirror. He’d taken off his suit jacket and tie, and undone the top buttons of his dress shirt.

	“You looked beautiful tonight,” he said in his deep voice.

	I spoke quietly. “Thank you.”

	I’d hated him once, and now I hated how I loved him even more. We had two more works in progress which I felt confident would exceed everything we’d created thus far.

	At first, he’d held me captive with threats of ruin and prison. I’d fought him. I’d broken down in his studio on more than one occasion. Now he held me captive with my own creativity. I produced my best work when he was at my side. I couldn’t leave him, and I didn’t want to.

	At least, I thought I didn’t want to.

	Our relationship was complex.

	He’d been right, too. Monster wasn’t the word to define him. Like me, he put art above everything else, and his attitude was downright ruthless. As an artist, he was a difficult man to hate or love. His process was painful to go through, but the end result was so much greater than what I could produce on my own. We had a true partnership, in and out of the bedroom.

	Like me, he’d be full of emotion one moment, insert it into his art, and then cold and distant the next.

	His cage around me was so perfectly constructed, he could leave the door wide open and I’d never escape.

	His fingers coursed down my shoulder, hooked under the lace-covered strap of my dress, and pulled it off. The slinky fabric slipped away, and my bare breast tumbled free. I watched in the mirror as he moved behind me and his hand curled under my arm, palming my breast. His mouth ghosted kisses on my neck. I sighed into him, pressing my back against his chest and tipped my head so it could rest against his collarbone.

	He was going to make love to me, right here in his bathroom. I saw the hungry look in his eyes, and my body responded eagerly to it. I’d enjoy the sex, too, as I always did. We had similar needs in art and sex. I gripped the sides of my long skirt in my hands and began to furl the fabric upward, granting him access beneath.

	The night we’d met, he’d destroyed me just as badly as the sculpture. My work had come out better after that dark event, shaped and crafted under Luke’s watchful eye. He pushed my artistic boundaries and yet had patience to let me find my way with a piece. He wasn’t dominating, but I understood who my master was.

	Luke fumbled with his pants as he prepared to claim me. It’d be intense and passionate as we celebrated our success, and I suspected my hands would smear on the mirror glass, reflecting blurry images back at us. I’d moan and scream and come, and afterward I tell him how much I loved him.

	He was a villain, but so was I.

	I’d had two glasses of champagne at the showing, and my inhibitions were lowered. I wanted to know the answer to the question I was always too nervous to ask, worried I wouldn’t get the answer I hoped for. Tonight, I finally had the courage.

	“Of everything you’ve done over the years,” I said, catching my breath when his hands were on my hips, “which piece are you the proudest of?”

	“Hmm?” The tip of him rubbed against me, seeking entrance.

	He’d heard me, I was sure. He wanted me to ask it again. My voice faltered. “What’s your greatest creation?”

	“Oh, that’s easy.” He pushed inside, taking me in a deep thrust which made my toes curl. “It’s you, Nikita.”

	I smiled darkly.

	 

	 

	* * *

	 

	Thank you so much for reading DESTROY. Want to see more of the Markovics? Check out THE SORDID DUET!

	 

	Don't forget to sign up for my newsletter to find out about new books and sales...

	www.nikkisloane.com/newsletter

	 

	If you're looking for a read that's just as hot but on the lighter side, take a look at my bestselling Blindfold Club series and THREE SIMPLE RULES.

	 

	You can also join my Facebook reader group, Nikki's Naughty Nymphs, for exclusives and hot read recommendations.

	Thank you so much for reading. If you enjoyed the book, please help spread the word. Tell a friend, share on social media, or leave a review on your favorite book site. I love when new readers find my stories, and I appreciate your help!
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	It Takes Two

	Three Simple Rules

	Three Hard Lessons

	Three Little Mistakes

	Three Dirty Secrets

	Three Sweet Nothings

	Three Guilty Pleasures

	One More Rule

	The Blindfold Club Collection - Books 1-3 bundle

	 

	THE SORDID SERIES

	Sordid

	Torrid

	The Sordid Duet

	 

	SPORTS ROMANCE
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Thank You

	 

	In early November 2018, I committed to publishing both this and a full-length novel, when I had only written the first chapter, determined to put them out before the end of the year. It was ambitious because I’m not a fast writer, but I needed to do it. I was coming off a book that took more than a year to write and I still didn’t feel confident in it at the end. I needed to find my groove again.

	 

	During the first three weeks, writing went well. The words were flowing, and I felt confident I was going to make the deadline. But the week before Thanksgiving we received a devastating call. My husband’s younger brother passed away very unexpectedly—and everything stopped. It was some of the hardest days of our lives.

	 

	Even though we were both still grieving, my husband supported me regardless. He encouraged me to keep writing and with his strength and help, I was able to finish. So, more than any other project I’ve ever written and probably will write, I need to say thank you.

	 

	Thank you, Nick. You are my everything, and every day I feel like I am the luckiest girl in the world to get to call you my husband.

	 

	To my beta-readers, copy editors, and dearest friends—Nikki Terrill and Andrea Lefkowitz—thank you! I piled three projects on you right during the holidays and you took it all in stride for the Kanye.

	 

	To my editor Karen Dale Harris—thank you so much for not only squeezing me in but also letting me jam this through weeks late and being my Christmas miracle. Your notes are amazing and invaluable, and I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you!

	 

	Thank you to my readers. You make it all possible, and I am so, so grateful.

	


About the Author

	Nikki Sloane fell into graphic design after her careers as a waitress, a screenwriter, and a ballroom dance instructor fell through. For eight years she worked for a design firm in that extremely tall, black, and tiered building in Chicago that went through an unfortunate name change during her time there.

	Now she lives in Kentucky, is married and has two sons. She is a three-time Romance Writers of America RITA© Finalist, also writes romantic suspense under the name Karyn Lawrence, and couldn't be any happier that people enjoy reading her sexy words.
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