
  
    [image: Her Nightingale]
  


  
    
      Her Nightingale

    

    
      
        TARA CONRAD

      

    

    
      HIS ONE HER ONLY PUBLISHING

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2024 by Tara Conrad

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or

      mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without

      written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book

      review.

      Any reference to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously.

      Names, characters, and places are products of the author’s imagination.

      Published by: His One, Her Only Publishing

      Cover Art by: Boundless Book Covers

      Formatting by: Mr. George Conrad III

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Tara Conrad

          

        

      

    

    
      You can find signed paperbacks and eBooks on Tara’s website: https://taraconradauthor.com/shop/ 

      Her Surrender: https://geni.us/HerSurrenderFireandIce

      His Fight: https://geni.us/HisFightFireandIce

      Their Forever: https://geni.us/TheirForeverFireandIce

      His Melody: https://geni.us/HisMelody

      Her Nightingale: https://geni.us/HerNightingale

      Shattered Dreams: https://geni.us/ShatteredDreams6

      Fractured Lives: https://geni.us/FracturedLives 

      Mended Hearts: https://geni.us/MendedHearts

      Love Hurts https://geni.us/LoveHurts 

      Love Heals https://geni.us/LoveHeals

      Romance Collections

      Forever Yours, Always Mine: https://geni.us/ForeverYoursAlwaysMine

      The Nightingale’s Melody:  https://geni.us/TheNightingalesMelody

      Choosing Us: https://geni.us/ChooseUsFireandIce

      The Courage to Love Again: https://geni.us/thecouragetoloveagain

      Dark Mafia, Edgar Allan Poe Retellings

      Beneath the Shadows https://geni.us/BeneaththeShadows

      Bound by Darkness https://geni.us/BoundbyDarkness

      Break Me https://geni.us/breakmeravensgift

      Become one of Tara's VIP readers. Sign up for her newsletter today! https://subscribepage.io/FireandIceBooks

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Alex

      

      
        Natalie

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Maxim

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Maxim

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Alex

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Natalie

      

      
        Maxim

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Viktor

      

      
        Amelia

      

      
        Viktor

      

    

    
      
        Also by Tara Conrad

      

      
        Resources

      

      
        About Tara

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    

  


  
    
      To the love of my life- thank you for reminding me everyday that I may be bruised but I am not broken.
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      Viktor’s picture flashes on my phone. He kept his distance for so long that I was afraid he’d never come around. I’m thankful we’ve finally been able to repair our friendship. “Hello?”

      “Hey. It’s me.”

      “Yes, it is.” I chuckle. “What’s up?”

      “I need your help. Your advice about a woman.”

      My coming back caused him so much suffering. I’m thankful he’s finally healing enough to move forward. “You met someone?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You’ve been holding out on me. When did this happen?”

      “I guess a few months ago.”

      “That’s great.”

      “I’m not the right man for her. Nothing good will come of this.”

      “Viktor, you have to stop thinking you aren’t good enough⁠—"

      “Alex, I’m in love with Amelia Solonik.”

      There’s no way he just said the words love and Amelia in the same sentence. “Can you repeat that?”

      “I’m in love with Amelia.”

      It’s a good thing I’m sitting down. Otherwise, I would’ve fallen over.

      “You are so fucked.”

      “Thanks. You’re such an encouragement.”

      “Does she feel the same?”

      “I think so. We haven’t actually said the words, but we’ve⁠—”

      “Please tell me you haven’t had sex with Maxim’s daughter.”

      “Not yet.”

      I’m relieved knowing he hasn’t done something he can’t take back—yet.

      “I don’t know what to do. I’ve told myself this isn’t okay. That I can’t fall for my boss’s daughter, but it’s too late.”

      My first instinct, as a father, is to tell him to stay the hell away from her. He’s thirty-two. She’s eighteen. If that were Rose, I’d kill him. But that’s not going to work. The heart doesn’t care about age or rules.

      I run my hands through my hair. Think Alex. Is there anything I can do to ensure Maxim doesn’t kill him?

      “She’s young, and she’s never dated. You two spend a lot of time together. It might be puppy love or infatuation.”

      “Right,” he replies. “Infatuation.”

      My intent wasn’t to hurt him, but the sadness in his voice is unmistakable. Amelia’s young and inexperienced in the area of relationships. She’d never hurt him on purpose, but if he goes all in thinking this is a forever thing, he’s going to be devastated again.

      “I’m not saying that’s what it is. Just keep it in the back of your mind.”

      “I appreciate your concern. But I want this—with her. What do I do?”

      “Go slow. Really slow. Amelia couldn’t have set her sights on a better man.” I chuckle. “But Max is going to blow a gasket when he finds out.”

      “Which isn’t going to be anytime soon.”
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      “Hi, sweetheart,” I answer the phone. “How was your show last night?”

      “It went really well. The A&Rs were impressed..” Amelia pauses. “I need to talk to you about something.”

      “Anything. What’s up?”

      “It’s about the guy I’ve been telling you about.” Amelia sounds hesitant. “Last night, things started to get physical.”

      “Was it consensual?”

      “It was perfect, and then he stopped. He told me he didn’t think he was the right man for me.”

      “I’m sorry, honey. That must’ve been really hard.” My heart hurts for her. Relationships are all new to Amelia, and I can guess where her head went when she got rejected.

      “It hurt. Especially because I know he’s the right man for me. And he knows it, too. He’s just scared of our age difference and what Dad will say. But I don’t care. I love him.”

      “I’m a little confused. I thought we were talking about the band guy. I didn’t know he was so much older than you.”

      “It’s not the band guy. It never was.” She pauses, and I hear her take a deep breath. “Natalie, please don’t freak out. I’m in love with Viktor.”

      “Dobrow?” I ask.

      “Yes,” she replies, her voice barely above a whisper.

      I’m in shock. Amelia’s in love with Viktor. For months, she’s been telling me about the sweet, thoughtful things her mystery man has been doing for her. It was apparent he cared about her but wasn’t ready to take the leap. I assumed he was insecure. Knowing the mystery man is Viktor. It all makes sense.

      “Natalie? Are you still there?”

      “I’m here.”

      “I’m sorry.” Amelia starts crying. “I just screwed up our friendship, didn’t I?”

      “Oh honey, it’s nothing like that. I’m surprised, that’s all.”

      And confused by the onslaught of emotions. Even though my heart and soul belong to Alex, I still feel possessive over Viktor. He was mine. I guess in the whirlwind of everything that’s happened over the past year, I never really let go of him.

      “I know how you feel about Viktor. I shouldn’t have let this happen.”

      “Amelia, you’ve done nothing wrong. Yes, I’ll always have a special place in my heart for Viktor. I’ll always love him, but I’m not in love with him. My heart belongs to Alex—it always has.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I wipe at my tears. Viktor and I were through so much together. He held me when my life shattered. I’ll never forget what he meant to me, what he’ll always mean to me. But it’s time for me to let go of any what-ifs that may have been floating around in my head. Holding onto Viktor isn’t fair to anyone.

      “I’m very sure. Viktor’s a wonderful man who deserves to be someone’s first choice. That’s something I could never give him,” I explain. “Amelia, Viktor’s had a difficult past. His heart’s fragile.”

      “I know how hurt he was when he lost you.”

      “It goes far deeper than that. He’s experienced a great deal of loss in his life. You need to be sure about this before you do anything with him.”

      “I know I don’t have any experience with men. But I also know that I want to be with him. I’ll do everything I can to guard his heart. The same way he does mine.”

      I have no doubt Amelia will treasure him. Then another worry pops into my head—Maxim.

      “Does your father know?”

      “No. I don’t know how to tell him.”

      “Carefully and from a distance. Because he’s going to totally freak out.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      “Obviously, there’s a lot you and Viktor have to work out. I’m assuming he’s struggling with your age difference as well as what your parents are going to say.”

      “And my past.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I think he pushed me away because of what happened to me.”

      “That doesn’t sound like Viktor,” I reply.

      Amelia listens patiently as I explain that I think Viktor’s afraid of triggering her by doing anything sexual. He overthinks things and is most likely trying to figure everything out. We talk until I can’t put Rose’s dinner off any longer.

      “You can call me anytime,” I assure her.

      “Thanks, Nat. I love you.”

      “Love you too, Melia-bug.”

      I scoop up my little girl and bring her into the kitchen to get settled in her highchair while I make her lunch.

      Alex comes into the kitchen and sits next to Rose.

      “Wow.” He runs his hands through his hair.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I just hung up with Viktor,” he says.

      I give Rose her sippy cup. “I just hung up with Amelia.”

      “So, you know?”

      I nod.

      “Does she have feelings for him?”

      “She’s in love with him.”

      “Those two have one hell of a hard road ahead of them.”
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      Talking to Alex didn’t do a damn thing to make this better. He was supposed to have the answers I needed, but other than going slow and wishing me luck with Max, he didn’t have any other advice.

      Amelia and I need to talk. After a quick shower, I go to find her. When I pass by her bedroom, I find the door open, but the room is empty. She’s not in the kitchen or living room either. Where did she disappear to? Stepping onto the balcony, I spot her. She’s in her swimsuit, lying on a blanket by the water.

      I throw on a pair of swim shorts and head down to join her.

      “You need to let me know if you’re leaving the house.”

      “I needed some time alone,” she says, pushing up on her elbows.

      “We need to talk.” I lower myself next to her. “What you said last night couldn’t be any further from the truth.”

      “Then, why did you stop?”

      “You were upset. It would’ve been wrong to take advantage of you.”

      “You weren’t⁠—”

      “It wouldn’t have been right. Not like that.” I stare out at the water for a beat. “Amelia, there are so many things wrong with this. With us.”

      “But there doesn’t have to be.”

      I wish that were true. That we lived in a world where we’d be accepted as a couple. Instead, we have everything going against us. Pursuing a relationship is crazy. The problem is, I don’t want to walk away from this.

      At the same time, I have no idea how to move forward. We’re going to encounter a whole lot of hate. Hell, if Maxim finds out, and he eventually will, he’s going to kill me.

      Amelia studies me for a moment before she reaches out and threads her fingers with mine. “I want this. I want us.”
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      “I want this. I want us.”

      I know Viktor’s scared. I am, too. The issues we’re going to face won’t be easy. Saying my parents won’t be happy is an understatement. But I’m not a child. They don’t get to tell me who I can be with.

      “I called Natalie this morning. I told her everything,” I confess.

      “I called Alex.” He cracks a smile. “I wish I was a fly on the wall. I can only imagine the conversation they had after talking to both of us.” We share a laugh. “Seriously though, this—” He motions between us. “—isn’t a good idea.”

      “What did Alex tell you?”

      “That I’m fucked when your father finds out,” Viktor says deadpan.

      I guess that’s one way to put it. Dad isn’t going to be happy, that I’m sure of. But I think Alex and Viktor are being a bit overdramatic. I’m sure he and Mom will be surprised at first, but they’re open-minded. They’ll get over it quickly.

      “He also told me to be careful and to go slow.” Viktor brushes sand off the corner of the blanket. “How did your call with Natalie go?”

      Knowing Viktor was in love with Natalie makes this conversation difficult. I don’t want to hurt him or make this any harder than it already is.

      “I know what you’re thinking. Yes, I was in love with her. Natalie and I will always share a special friendship. But that’s all it is. She’s with Alex, where she belongs, and I’m where I belong.”

      His words calm my nerves. “I was afraid she was going to hate me.”

      “Why would she hate you?”

      “Because of all this. But Natalie reassured me that she wasn’t mad. Then she warned me to be sure of my feelings before going further.”

      “Amelia, I’m not sure there should be an us,” Viktor says quietly. “There’s a lot you don’t know about me.”

      “So, tell me. I want to know all of it.
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      Telling Amelia about my past terrifies me. Once she knows the things I’ve done, the people I’ve hurt, she’ll never look at me the same. Maybe that’s for the best. Scaring her away will keep her safe.

      “My past isn’t pretty.”

      “My life hasn’t been a fairy tale either,” she says softly.

      “This is different. What happened to you wasn’t your fault. My life has been a series of bad decisions.”

      “Trust me. Tell me, and let me decide.”

      Opening up, I lay myself at her feet, baring everything. I share the good, the bad, and all the moments in between—the people I've loved and lost, the extent of my work with Maxim. Finally, I tell her everything about Natalie, and for the first time, it doesn’t feel like my heart is being torn apart.

      When I finish, I’m left feeling vulnerable. Amelia’s watching me, but she hasn’t spoken. I knew my story would scare her away. I move to stand up, intending to go back up to the house to give her space.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Inside.”

      She adjusts her position to her knees. “Don’t go.”

      “I figured you wouldn’t want anything to do with me.”

      Amelia moves closer, straddling my legs. “You’ve experienced so much loss. You didn’t deserve any of that, and I’m sorry.” She presses her lips against mine. “But nothing you said changes how I feel.” She kisses me again. “You’re gentle and caring. You’re kind.” Another kiss. “You’re safe.”

      “Amelia, my life is dangerous. I have enemies who’d love nothing more than to hurt someone I care about to get to me.”

      “There are many things in life that can’t be controlled. You may have enemies, but I don’t doubt for a second that you wouldn’t do everything in your power to keep me safe.”

      “What if I fail?”

      “You won’t.” She cups my cheek. “I’m willing to take that chance if you are.”

      “I want to try.” I put my arms around her, pulling her closer to me. “But I’m scared.”

      “You’ve been my rock when I’m afraid,” she says quietly. “Let me be strong for you now.”

      “I can’t say no to you.” I rest my forehead against hers. “I don’t want to say no.”
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      As the sun begins to set, we make our way back down to the water. Walking along the beach at dusk is a ritual we cherish, a moment of quiet serenity. The only sound is the rhythmic crash of waves against the shore, a soothing backdrop to our time together.

      Tonight’s walk is different. I’m free to hold Amelia’s hand. To keep her close to me. We stay out until the sky turns dark, and we’re treated to a sky full of twinkling stars.

      “Moya zirka,” I whisper and wrap her in my arms.

      “What does that mean?”

      “My star. You’re my guiding light, the one who pulled me out of the darkness.”
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      Viktor opened up to me last night and told me everything about his past. His glacier-blue eyes were haunted as he recalled his parents’ deaths and how he went back home to heal from losing Natalie, only to face losing his grandmother—his only remaining family member.

      We share a similar pain. When my parents died, I had no one. At fifteen years old, I was an orphan. My sixteenth birthday, one that was supposed to be a milestone, was a nightmare instead.

      Both Viktor and I have dark pasts. We have scars. We’ve both shared moments where we were ready to give up. But we didn’t, and we made it through. I believe we survived because we were meant to find each other—to love one another.

      We’ve agreed to try at this—whatever this is. Neither of us wants to put a label on us. Instead, we’re going to take it one day at a time and see what happens.

      Right now, the only thing that’s happening is we’re straightening up the house before we leave for the airport to pick up my mom and Lana. They’ve flown in for my chamber music recital on Monday.

      “You ready to go?” Viktor pops his head into the guest room, where I’m putting fresh sheets on the bed.

      “As soon as I finish this, I will be.” Viktor comes into the room and helps me finish making the bed. “Thank you.” I wrap my arms around his waist.

      He holds me against his chest. It’s my favorite place to be. I feel safe in his protective embrace.  Then, he leans down and kisses me. “One last kiss before your family gets here.”

      I’m going to miss this new normal we’ve been living. One where we’re free to touch one another. Free to show affection. Viktor doesn’t want to rush the physical side of our relationship, so he’s placed limits on what he’ll do, which is no more than holding and kissing me. He also insists we sleep in separate rooms. But each evening, when he kisses me goodnight at my bedroom door, it gets harder to let him go.
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      The closer we get to the airport, the more nervous I get.

      “Amelia, you have to relax,” Viktor says. “Everything will be fine.”

      I wish I had his confidence. I’ve never lied to my mom or kept anything from her. I don’t like not being able to tell her about us. But it’s too soon for that. I’m just afraid she’s going to see right through me.

      “What if they find out?”

      “Then, they find out, and we deal with the consequences sooner rather than later.”

      “How are you so calm?”

      “I have to be, moya zirka.” He glances my way. “It’s part of keeping you safe.”

      The ding of a text alert interrupts my worrying.

      Lana: We’re here. We landed early.

      “It’s Lana. They’re already here,” I tell Viktor before texting her back.

      Me: Viktor just took the exit for LAX. We’ll be there in a few minutes.

      LAX is like a city within a city. There’s an intricate system of roads leading to numerous terminals, hotels, and restaurants. It’s crazy confusing. I’m impressed with the ease in which Viktor finds his way. I don’t think I’d ever be able to drive in here.

      Finally, we come to a private tarmac, and dad’s jet comes into view. Viktor drives past it and pulls the car into the private hanger.

      “Ready?” he asks.

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “Not really.” He cracks a small smile. “We’ve got this.”

      Thankfully, he moves his hand just as Lana pulls my door open and nearly drags me out of the car.

      “I missed you so much.” She squeezes me tight.

      I hug her right back, not realizing how much I miss my family. “Me too.”

      “Moya malen’kaya ptichka,” Mom says and wraps me in a hug. “The house is too quiet without you.”

      “I’m so happy you’re both here.”

      “I see Viktor’s his usual pleasant self,” Lana says, motioning behind me where Viktor is standing by the car. “I don’t know how you live with him. He’s so moody he’d drive me crazy.”

      I look over my shoulder where Viktor’s talking with Pyotr. “He’s not that bad. We seem to do okay.”

      “You’re a better person than me, little sis.”

      Viktor grabs their bags and gets them in the trunk.

      “Are you ladies ready to go? The traffic’s going to be terrible.”

      “How are we going to fit Pyotr?” Our car isn’t that big.

      “He’s staying in L.A. The boss gave him a few days off.”

      Lana and I get settled in the backseat while Viktor helps mom into the front. Then, we make our way out of the airport and back onto the freeway.

      “Are you hungry? We can stop for something to eat on the way home,” I suggest.

      “That would be lovely. Is that okay with you, Viktor?” Mom asks.

      “Is there anywhere special you would like to go, Mrs. Solonik?”

      “You can call me Irina. There’s no need for all the formalities.” Mom smiles and then looks back at me. “I don’t know anything about the area. Where would you suggest, Amelia?”

      “What about the restaurant by the bay we like?”

      Viktor glances in the rearview. “That sounds perfect.”
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      Putting boundaries between Amelia and me is going to be more complicated than I thought. I already miss her next to me. Miss reaching out to touch her. I need to put distance between us, but we’re stuck in the car in this ridiculous traffic. I thought New York City was bad, but it’s nothing compared to the congested California freeways.

      What should only be a half-hour drive takes nearly two hours, but finally, we’re pulling into the parking lot for Bay Front Restaurant.

      Once inside, I ask the hostess for two tables.

      “You aren’t going to eat with us?” Amelia asks.

      “No.”

      “Oh.” Her smile fades

      Lana threads her arm through Amelia’s. “He’ll be fine. He’s not great at conversation anyway.”

      “Thank you, Viktor,” Irina says.

      I watch as the three ladies are seated before I’m led to a separate table where I sit facing Amelia. Lana and Irina’s backs are to me. A positive since they can’t see me watching Amelia’s every move.

      The women laugh and chat throughout their meal, their conversation lively and animated. I can only imagine Amelia filling them in on everything they’ve missed. A pang of longing hits me—I miss being the one she talks to like that, sharing her thoughts and stories with me instead.
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      It’s still light when we pull into our driveway.

      “The pictures don’t do the house justice,” Irina says. “It’s beautiful.”

      “It’s been like living in a dream,” Amelia says. “I can’t thank you and dad enough.”

      “Forget the house. I want to go down to the beach,” Lana says.

      “I’d like to see the inside and get settled first.” Irina overrules her daughter.

      “Fine.” Svetlana shrugs. “Come on, Melia. Give us the grand tour.”

      “I’m going to give Viktor a hand with the bags.”

      “No, you’re not. Viktor’s a big boy. He can handle it.”

      Amelia glances over her shoulder and mouths the words I’m sorry as Lana drags her away from me.

      I’ve known Svetlana since she was a little girl. Despite being raised in a strict home where showing respect was expected, Svetlana often acts like a spoiled brat. When she was with Brandon, he kept her reigned in. But the longer she’s been without him, the more out of control she’s become.

      It’s going to be a long few days with her like this.
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      I knew it would be hard to keep my distance from Viktor, but I didn’t realize how difficult it would be. We’ve gotten used to being close very quickly. And now we’re forced to act like two people who are no more than roommates.

      “Here’s your bedroom, Mom.” I open the door to our guest room.

      “It’s stunning. And look at that view.” She walks straight to the balcony doors I left open, allowing the ocean breeze to drift in.

      “Some days, it’s hard to peel myself away from it. Come on, Lana. I’ll show you to our room.”

      “Our room? Dad said this place has three bedrooms.”

      “It does. The other bedroom is Viktor’s. I didn’t want either of you to have to sleep on the sofa bed. And I didn’t think you’d mind sharing my room for a few days,” I say, uncertain.

      “That’s fine. It’ll give us a chance to catch up.”

      We pass Viktor in the hall. He nods politely and keeps walking.

      “What’s the deal with you and Viktor? You never seem to have a nice thing to say about him.”

      Lana flops down on my bed. “He’s always there. In your face. You know what I mean?”

      “Umm. Isn’t that kinda his job?”

      “I guess. But most of the other guards hang back and give you some personal space. You would’ve been better off having Igor here. He’d give you much more freedom than Viktor ever will.”

      “He’s not that bad.” I sit cross-legged on the other side of the king-sized bed.

      Lana grabs my pillow to prop her head on. “What’s this?”

      She holds up Viktor’s t-shirt that I sleep with every night.

      “Nothing.” I reach out to grab it, but she pulls it away. “Let me have it. It should be in the laundry.”

      “It smells like a man’s shirt.” Lana raises her eyebrows. “Does my little sister have a boyfriend she’s not telling me about?”

      “No.” I pull the shirt out of her grasp and toss it into my laundry basket. I’ll have to get another one from him.

      Lana tilts her head as she studies me. From the look on her face, I know she doesn’t believe me.

      “Didn’t you want to go to the beach?”

      “Smooth.” She grins. “I need my bag so I can get my swimsuit.”

      I open the door to go in search of her bag and find it waiting in the hall outside my room. Viktor mustn’t have wanted to interrupt us.

      “Here ya go.” I wheel it in and set it on the bed. “I’ll grab my swimsuit and get changed in the guest bathroom.” Anything to get out of here.

      I change into my favorite black two-piece, which I know always gets Viktor’s attention. Then, I slip my shorts on and grab a few towels before heading out to the living room, where I find mom and Viktor sitting on the sofa chatting. Viktor stops speaking mid-sentence when I enter the room.

      “Looks like you and Lana are going down to the water,” Mom says with a smile.

      “We are. Are you coming down with us?”

      “Not this time. I’m exhausted from the flight.”

      “What about you, Viktor?”

      “I’ll stay here and keep Irina company.”

      “Don’t be silly.” She pats his arm. “I’ll be fine. Go with the girls. The ocean makes me nervous.”

      “Ready?” Lana asks when she comes into the room.

      “Yep. Let’s go.” We start walking toward the door. Viktor gets up and follows us.

      “You’re kidding, right,” Lana says sarcastically. “Amelia can’t even go to the beach without you tagging along?”

      “I asked him to go with you,” Mom says, not giving Viktor a chance to respond.

      “It’s a private beach. We’ll be fine,” Lana complains.

      “You know how I feel about the water,” Mom says.

      Lana rolls her eyes and walks out the door. I look at Viktor and smile, glad he’s coming with us.
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      The weekend seemed to fly by, and tonight’s Chamber Music Recital is upon us. We’re all enjoying a late lunch at the house when my phone dings with a text alert.

      Mateo

      We need to talk. Can I pick you up for the recital tonight?

      I read the text and set the phone face down without replying. I haven’t heard from Mateo since the disaster at the after-party the other night, but Sparrow and I have been keeping in touch. He told me Mateo had a few bad days after the incident, but he’s slowly moving past it.

      “Who’s that? Could it be the owner of the T-shirt under your pillow?” Lana waggles her eyebrows. Viktor and I exchange a questioning glance. I don’t think he knew I kept his shirt.

      “It’s a friend from school. He wants to pick me up for the recital tonight.”

      “Have you met someone special?” Mom asks. “I’d love to meet him while I’m here.”

      “It’s nothing serious. We’re just friends, really.”

      “Since when do you sleep with a friend’s shirt under your pillow?”

      “Svetlana, don’t embarrass your sister.”

      I’ve created quite a problem for myself, and I don’t know how to explain my way out of it. If I introduce Mateo to my mom, it’ll send mixed signals, and I don’t want to do that.

      “I’d prefer you didn’t ride with him.” Viktor comes to my rescue.

      “Seriously? Amelia’s allowed to date.”

      “It’s a complicated situation, Svetlana. One I’d rather Amelia not get involved in.”

      “I’m assuming you’ve run a background check?” Irina asks.

      “I have, and there’s nothing apparently wrong.”

      “But?”

      “Overall, he’s a nice guy. But he’s dealing with some major issues,” I interrupt. “He’d like to be more than friends, but I’m not interested in him like that.” I pick up the phone to text him back.

      Me

      I’m sorry. My family’s here from Russia. We’re going to ride there together.

      With that disaster averted, I push out my chair and stand. “I’m going to go start getting ready. We’ll have to leave early if we’re going to get there on time.”

      Lana follows me into my room and sits on my bed. She watches as I go into my closet and return, holding the black dress I wore to the wedding.

      “I hate that you and mom have to leave tomorrow,” I say as I go into the bathroom to get changed.

      “A lot is going on at Jelena’s Hope. It’s been keeping her very busy. But you’ll be home in a few weeks for Christmas break.”

      Once I’m dressed, I walk back into my bedroom.

      “Holy shit. The pictures didn’t do the dress justice. You look hot.”

      My cheeks heat from embarrassment. “Viktor gave me a hard—” I stop as soon as I realize what I’m saying.

      “Gave you a what? A hard time?” Lana cocks her head to the side. “What’s really going on between the two of you?”

      “What do you mean?” I turn around and pretend I’m checking out the dress in my mirror.

      Lana gets off the bed and stands between me and my reflection. “I see the looks you two exchange. And that T-shirt under your pillow smelled strangely like his cologne. I think there’s more going on here than you’re letting on.”

      “You’re crazy.” And way too perceptive. “We’re friends. He’s the only person I really know here, so we spend a lot of time together. That’s all.”

      “Mhm.” Lana disappears inside the closet before I can respond. She returns a few minutes later with her clothes in hand. “I’m going to take a quick shower.”

      My hands shake as I try to apply my make-up. They can’t find out about us yet. It’d be a disaster. I finish my make-up in record time, hoping I can talk to Viktor before Lana’s done with her shower.

      I find him in his favorite spot—the balcony. “Viktor, we need to talk.” He spins around to face me. My breath catches. Viktor’s dressed in a black suit and a blue tie that matches his eyes. I’ve never seen him dressed in a suit. Oh my God, I didn’t think he could be any more gorgeous, but I was wrong. “Wow.” I take a few steps closer. “You look amazing.”

      A smile spreads across his face, making my insides feel all tingly.

      “And you, moya zirka, look stunning. Although I’d still rather you not wear this dress out in public.” He leans in, placing a gentle kiss on my lips. “I’m sorry, I couldn’t help myself.”

      “We need to be more careful. Lana’s on to us.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She was questioning me about the T-shirt and the way we are together. She suspects something’s going on.”

      “What T-shirt?” He asks, a playful smile on his face.

      “After everything I said, you’re only concerned about what T-shirt?”

      “Don’t worry about Lana. She’s all about the drama. If we don’t give her a response, she’ll drop it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m positive.” Viktor runs his knuckles down my cheek.

      “Aha,” Lana exclaims. “I knew it.”
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      Amelia’s eyes go wide, and her face turns ghostly white. I’m afraid she may pass out. Shit. I should’ve known better, but I couldn’t not touch her.

      “There’s nothing to know,” I say, hoping to control the situation before it gets out of hand.

      “It’s not what it looks like,” Amelia spins around. “I was about to have a panic attack. Ania’s worked with Viktor on ways to ground me—to avoid a full-blown panic attack. One of the techniques is physical touch.” Amelia’s speech is hurried, giving away her nerves. She pauses and looks back at me before returning her attention to Svetlana. “My face is the most sensitive and grounds me quickly.”

      “What’s going on out here?” Irina appears in the doorway.

      This is the moment. Lana’s either going to call us out or at least pretend she believes the story Amelia came up with.

      “Amelia’s really nervous about the recital,” Lana says, not taking her eyes off me. “Viktor and I were just telling her she’s going to do terrific.” She smiles at Amelia, and I breathe a sigh of relief.

      “Of course, she’s going to do great.” Irina walks over to Amelia and embraces her. “I’m so proud of you, sweetheart.”

      “Thanks, Mom. I have to get my shoes, then I’ll be ready to go.” Amelia hurries off down the hall.

      “She responds so well to you,” Irina says, her eyes filling with tears. “Maxim and I are very grateful you’re here.”

      “If my presence makes this transition a little bit easier for her, that’s the least I can do.”

      “It looks like she’s flourishing to me. I can’t wait to tell Maxim. He’s been so worried about her.”

      “I’m ready,” Amelia announces as she walks back into the room. “Mom, why are you crying?”

      “Look at you.” Irina dabs at her eyes. “You look so grown up.”

      Amelia kisses Irina’s cheek. “That’s because I am.”

      “Enough of the kiss and cry,” Lana says and rolls her eyes. “If we don’t leave, we’re going to miss Amelia’s recital.”

      Irina and Amelia walk out the door together. I move to follow, but Lana steps in front of me.

      “Don’t think you two are fooling me for a second, Dobrow. You do realize she’s only eighteen, right?”

      “I’m aware of her age.”

      “And that my father’s going to kill you if he finds out something’s going on between you.”

      “Then we’re in luck. There’s nothing for him to find out.” I move to walk around her, but Lana grabs my arm.

      “I love my sister.” She softens her voice.

      There’s no sense in continuing to deny this. Svetlana clearly knows what’s going on. “That makes two of us.”

      “Don’t do anything to hurt her, and I won’t say anything.”

      “I give you my word.”
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      Once we arrive at the theater, we bring Irina and Lana to the main entrance. Amelia was able to secure front-row seats for her family. As soon as they’re safely inside, I escort Amelia around the back of the theater building to the stage door.

      She places her hand on my chest, stopping me from following her inside. “This is where we say goodbye.”

      “I’m not leaving you.”

      She hands me a ticket and then stands on her tiptoes to place a gentle kiss on my lips. “The stage door locks from the inside. And unless you’re on his list.” She points to the young man standing outside the door with a clipboard in his hand. “You don’t get access. I’ll be fine. I want you to sit in the audience like any normal boyfriend-type.”

      I can’t help the smile that spreads across my face. “I’ve never been anyone’s boyfriend before.”

      “I’m glad.”

      “Promise to keep your phone on and text me if you need anything?”

      “I promise.”

      “Break a leg.”

      I watch as she disappears behind the stage door. Then, I make my way back to the theater’s main entrance, where I’m handed a program on the way to my seat.

      “You aren’t staying with her?” Irina asks when I sit next to her.

      “Nope. She refused to allow me backstage.” I shrug. “She wants me to be in the audience to enjoy the recital.”

      Irina studies me—too closely. It’s as though she’s peering into my soul and extracting all my secrets. I struggle to keep a neutral outward appearance. Because inside, I’m terrified she’ll see right through me.

      “She’s a special young lady. Always thinking of others.”

      “Yes, she is.”

      Thankfully, the house lights dim, and a gentleman I recognize as Amelia’s music professor steps onto the stage, announcing the start of the performance.

      When the curtain opens, my eyes are immediately drawn to the young woman behind the grand piano. Like every Death Rat performance, she searches the audience until she spots me. I know the second she does because a beautiful smile graces her face.

      Before I knew Amelia, I had never been interested in the arts. This is the first time I’ve been to an event like this. When I was young, my mother encouraged me to listen to classical music and to appreciate ballet. But I never gave it a real chance. Teenage boys didn’t do such things.

      Now, I wish I had cared less about my friends and more about the gift my mother was trying to give me. Because tonight, I find myself enthralled with the music being produced by this small group of talented musicians who are playing selections from various composers. Some songs are vaguely familiar, yet I couldn’t tell you their names. Others I’ve never heard, but all are entrancing.

      After the last song in the program, the conductor turns around to address the audience.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, on behalf of myself and my students, we hope you’ve enjoyed our performance this evening.” The audience’s applause interrupts his speech. “This year, our university has had the pleasure of welcoming a very talented student who comes to us from St. Petersburg, Russia.” He motions to Amelia, whose cheeks turn as red as her hair. “Ms. Solonik is majoring in classical piano with a minor in vocal studies. She’s agreed to perform a classical piece from her country. I hope I say it correctly, “Dve Siyayushchiye Zvezdy—Two Shining Stars.”

      Amelia, accompanied by the rest of the chamber orchestra, begins playing the familiar song. Everything and everyone disappears when moya zirka’s angelic voice fills the auditorium.

      “Viktor,” Irina whispers. “Did you know about this?”

      I shake my head, unable to speak.

      When the song finishes, Amelia receives a standing ovation from the audience.

      While the audience is still applauding, I excuse myself.  “I’ll meet you outside the main doors,” I say to Irina. I need to get to the box office before the audience makes their exit. The people inside have their backs to me, so I knock on the glass. A woman turns around, and I point to the bouquet of flowers on the table. She grabs them and motions for me to meet her at the door.

      “Viktor?” she asks.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She passes me the beautiful
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