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Ethan

It felt like I’d been hit by a bus. No, not a bus. A plane. It felt like a plane had crash-landed into my home and I had no insurance to fix it. There was no way on God’s green earth that this was real. There was no way I could believe my eyes. And yet, her touch. The feel of her palm against my cheek. It sent a searing heat through my veins and traced a very specific path no other woman had ever travelled. The softness of her hand, with that small callous on the pad of her thumb that no one knew how she got but me.

“Is it really you, Layla?” I whispered.

“It’s really me, Ethan.”

Ten years. For the past ten years, I had thought she was dead, believed she was dead. She was supposed to have perished in a car accident. A flame of death that charred and scarred her body beyond recognition. She brushed her thumb against my cheek and that little callus taunted me. Boasted of a truth my brain still wasn’t willing to comprehend. Layla’s funeral had been a closed-casket affair. The mortician and the doctors said her body was too mangled to be shown. Too damaged to be reconstructed for viewing purposes. My mind wasn’t able to process all of the questions zooming through it. My body wasn’t able to digest all of the anger, frustration and confusion zooming through my veins.

The woman standing in front of me was Layla. My high school sweetheart. My first love. My first loss.

My first... everything.

Since meeting Diana, I’d been trying to put Layla’s ghost behind me. Trying to move on and grab the life I deserved. But there she was, with dyed brown hair and those same innocent blue eyes that had tugged at me every day in high school. She was alive and well, and in an absolute panic.

“Layla,” I said.

I watched her eyes grow wide as her hand quickly fell from my face.

“Layla Jenkins,” I said.

“To nemůže být skutečné. Nemůžete tady být. Nic z toho se neděje. Nikdy jsem tě neměla vidět. Mě měly zabít. Jak jsi tady? Jste zasnoubená?”

She rattled on and on in a language I didn’t understand. Reaching into the room, I turned on the light, revealing a chair to her she promptly fell into. Her hands were shaking. Her eyes, wide with tears. Her gaze fell down my body, drinking me in the same way I was doing with her. Layla’s eyes were wild. I wanted to rush to her. To take her hands within mine and hold them until they stopped quivering.

But I was rooted to my spot.

“Ethan.”

I turned my gaze slowly toward Liam’s voice, watching how he held Diana. How his hands had her arms, almost preventing her from moving. My eyes fell to hers. Fell to the way tears ran down her cheeks. Disbelief rose in her gaze, but it was as if my body was incapable of processing anything more.

“We’ll have to have wheels up in the jet as soon as possible. We can sort this out later. But if she’s coming, she has to come now,” Liam said.

I nodded, registering his words. But, I couldn’t speak. My eyes held Diana’s stare, and I watched her knees buckle underneath her. Liam wrapped his arm around her waist and held her steady as more tears streamed down her cheeks. I wanted to reach for her, but couldn’t. For the first time in my life, I was no longer in control of my body. I wasn’t leaving Layla. Not now, not when I knew she was alive.

But I sure as hell wasn’t risking Diana’s safety in the process.

“Get her to the car,” I said.

“What?” Diana asked.

“Carry Diana to the car, Liam,” I said.

“Wait a second. No! Ethan. I’m not going without you,” Diana said.

“Roger that, boss,” Liam said.

I watched my best friend fight with my fiancée before she reached her hand out to me. Liam scooped her up into his arms, and I watched helplessly as she fought him. She reached her fingertips out to me and swung her body, knocking Liam off balance. They fell to the floor and she scrambled to her feet, her hands reaching out for mine. When she locked her palms around my wrists, her touch finally jolted me to life.

Circling my hand out of her grip, I grasped her forearms, drawing her closer to me.

“Get to the car,” I said.

“I’m not leaving this house without you. I’m not letting you out of my sight. You made me a promise, Stark. You said you wouldn’t let me out of your sight ever again,” Diana said.

My eyes danced wildly around her face before I slowly let go of her arms.

“Please come with me,” Diana whispered.

“You will go with Liam to the car and stay until I get there. If you don’t want to follow what I tell you for once, I’ll have to ship you out on the first plane home. I mean it, Diana.”

“Ethan! No!”

“Take her, Liam. Get her to the car,” I said.

“Sure thing, boss,” Liam said.

“You made me a promise, Ethan! A promise!”

Her shrieks rattled my brain as Liam tossed her over his shoulder. She kicked and called out for me, and her sobs broke my heart. But, I didn’t waver. I couldn’t. I had to get both of these girls to the car, and I couldn’t do it with them looking at each other. I panned my gaze back over to Layla, who was still sitting in the chair and muttering to herself. Muttering in Czech. In a language she had apparently become fluent in simply to survive.

I would have been angry had it not been for my utter and absolute shock.

Approaching Layla, I walked as slowly as I could. Diana’s cries faded into the background of my consciousness as I heard Liam arguing with her. Meanwhile, I crouched down in front of the first woman I had ever loved. Sinking to my knees in front of her. Looking up into her face as she stared at the wall, I saw her lips moving with words that had become breathless.

Even with her dyed hair and the ridiculous outfit on her body, she still looked like the same girl. The same teenage girl I remembered from high school. Her big blue eyes. Her innocent, milky white skin. Her long, thin limbs and her little button nose. Yet, at the same time, she had changed so much. Her bosom had gotten bigger and her thighs just barely touched. She had scars on her arms and around her neck that made me want to burn the world down. Her nose was just a little crooked, and I could only imagine how many times it had been broken by the hands of another man.

Anger dripped over my vision, and I had to draw in sobering breaths to keep myself level-headed.

What the hell had my Layla been through all these years?

“Layla?” I asked.

Her eyes finally peeled away from the wall and dropped to mine. Fear bubbled in them. Nothing but fear, anguish and confusion at the situation.

“Can you tell me what you’re doing here?” I asked.

I kept my voice soft—trying to remain gentle and light. But it didn’t get through to her. She shook her head fervently. Like if she told me, someone would be out looking for her. I watched her gaze dart around the room, and I recognized knew that look. She was looking for cameras. Or microphones. Or hidden bugs somewhere. It gave me just another glimpse into the life she had led for the past fucking decade.

She started muttering again, and I knew I’d lose her if I didn’t do something drastic.

Reaching up with my hand, I gripped her chin. Not tightly, but just enough to stun her out of her trance with the contact. She gasped at my touch and her eyes fell to me. I turned her head to face me, lowering my body on the floor. I wanted to be below her. The last thing she needed was to have me looming over her. But I did need her to focus because her answers were imperative.

Though I wasn’t sure why, I knew the answers were critical.

“What are you doing here, Layla?” I asked.

She shook her head firmly. “No time to explain.”

“Why not?”

“Kiril will track me down. He always does. I’m putting the old woman in danger just by being here in her home.”

In a flash, she ripped her chin from my grasp and headed for the door. I had to shoot off my knees and lunge for her, in order to grab her arm. Before she could launch herself into the hallway, I pulled her back. She tumbled into me and her head fell to my chest. That was where her head had always fallen. Right against my beating heart. I helped steady her on her feet before I turned her around, my hands gripping her arms softly. She looked up at me with those big, round, blue eyes of hers. I felt her trembling in my grasp and reached out to smooth a tendril of the straw-like brown hair away from her face, watching as a silent tear tainted her cheek.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“I have to hide from Kiril,” she said.

“I know that. But, where will you hide?”

“Somewhere new. Somewhere fresh. He’ll kill me the second he gets his hands on me. He’s already given me one too many chances. When I first ran away—”

She bit down on her lip to stop herself from talking, but she’d already spoken enough.

“You’re coming back with me then,” I said.

“What?” she asked.

“You need somewhere to run, and I have the perfect place to put you. You’re coming with me.”

“I can’t—I can’t go with you, Ethan.”

“Why not?”

“Because—I just can’t.”

“Your entire life is back in the States, Layla. Your parents. They haven't been the same since—”

I watched her blink back tears as she took a step away from me.

“I’m not the same little girl I was, Ethan,” she said. “I can’t go back.”

“And I’m not the same little boy, either. Everyone has changed. The entire neighborhood changed when we buried you, Layla. They’ll greet you with a parade. With kisses and hugs, and all the clothes and food you need. You’ll be safe there. Home is always safe.”

“I can never go home again, Ethan. It doesn't work that way. I’m dead there, and I need to stay that way.”

“But you’re not safe in Prague. Or anywhere else in Europe, for that matter. If you come back to the States with me, my firm can keep you safe.”

“Firm?” she asked.

I sighed. “Yes, my firm. I own a security firm, and protect people at risk all the time. All of us are well qualified to keep you safe.”

“You have... your own business?” she asked.

Her question punched me in the gut. “I do, Layla. And if you come back, you’ll learn all about it. We can talk, or not talk. You can help us catch Kiril, and we can hide you. We can provide for you. We’ll clothe you and feed you until we figure out your next move. One thing I can guarantee you is that, if you listen to me, you’ll be safe.”

“Your firm.”

“You’ll have a fighting chance if you come with me, Layla. But if you stay here, you are right. Kiril will find you. And then?”

I wouldn’t finish that statement because it wasn’t going to happen. But as the minutes ticked by, the wearier I grew. We had to get to the plane. We had to get the fuck out of here. I stuck my head out into the hallway and glanced out the open front door, watching Liam still struggling with Diana. She was still trying to get free of him. Still trying to unbuckle her seatbelt and scramble back into the house.

“Layla, please come—”

“On one condition,” she said.

I nodded my head frantically. “Anything.”

“Call me Sova.”

“But that’s not—.”

“Layla is dead. You buried her ten years ago. If you’ll call me Sova, I’ll come with you.”

I didn’t care about her terms. If that was what she wanted—if that was the only obstacle between this house and the plane—then I’d gladly agree.

“Okay, Sova it is. Come with me, and I promise to do everything in my power to keep you safe.” 
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Diana

I finally stopped fighting Liam and curled up into the backseat of the car. I drew my knees to my chest, hugging them and pressing my tears into my skin. Doubt rushed through my mind. My body felt cold and hot at the same time. Why hadn’t Ethan come out yet? What was taking him so long in that house? How the hell was it that he had been so quick to toss his comforting promise out the window?

It was because of Sova. Or Layla. Or whatever the fuck she wanted to be called. Of course, he’d have no problem tossing out his promises to me. His first love was back. Which meant good old Diana—the second-rate substitute—could be tossed off to the side. My heart stopped in my chest and pain pooled in my gut. I wondered what he was saying to her. What they were talking about. Maybe he was professing his love for her. Telling her how much he had missed her. Maybe they were having sex. Making up for lost time.

“Diana, can I get you—?”

“Shut the fuck up, Liam,” I growled.

“Leave her alone. She’s been through enough,” Mason whispered.

Finally, a fucking voice of reason.

The last few days had been a nightmare. But this? Discovering that this woman was Ethan’s long-lost love? It was too much. It was some next level type of shit. What were the odds? If I had been playing a video game, I would’ve been ready to battle the fucking boss. I wiped my tears on my knees. I wiped at my nose with my arm. I looked up and found Liam staring at me with eyes I couldn’t quite decipher. It looked like a mixture of comfort and confusion. Trepidation and worry. It concerned me that he was worrying, and it was enough to make my lips part and speak the one thing I wanted to know.

“What do you know about her?” I asked.

Liam looked over at Mason and the two exchanged a look. But then, he drew in a deep breath and shrugged his shoulders.

“Not much. I didn’t know her, personally. I know a bit of what went down between them in high school, but Ethan never talked much about her,” Liam said.

“What happened to her?” I asked.

“Not what they thought, obviously. The story was she died in a car wreck. A pretty bad one, too. Supposedly, she was too mangled to be repaired for an open-casket funeral.”

“Obviously that wasn’t what happened,” Mason murmured.

“Ethan’s carried a damn torch for that woman for years. Until he met you,” Liam said.

“Don’t try to make this look good. He’s been in there for damn near five minutes. He didn’t have any trouble giving me the bums rush and shoving me off on you once she came back into the picture,” I said.

I spat that
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