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            Chapter One

          

          Allie

        

      

    

    
      I gaze out at the city lights through the floor-to-ceiling windows and swallow down my disappointment. Lexie would have told me if Nick were coming to the announcement party, and I should be happy that he didn’t bother. It would stir up all the old feelings I’ve been trying to bury and leave me having to figure out how to evade the blue-eyed devil all over again.

      A firm hand touches one shoulder while the warmth of a whisper in my ear pulls me from my reverie. “Allie.”

      The sound of that deep, gravelly voice sends a sliver of exhilaration coursing down my spine. I spin slowly, inhaling a breath before looking up and into those deep blue eyes that pierce me with their intensity.

      I’m a take-charge girl usually, but I'm finding it exceptionally hard to speak, let alone breathe, at the moment. I finally manage to squeak words out through the dryness of my throat. “Hi, Nick.”

      His eyes rake over my body, and the heat of his gaze warms my skin. “It’s good to see you again, Allie. You look fantastic.”

      “Thank you,” I say, smoothing hands down my dress.

      He glances at his watch. “It wasn’t easy finding a parking spot tonight. Sheldon and Lexie aren’t too far away. Should we take a seat with the others while we wait to find out what the big announcement is all about?”

      I nod, because nodding is better than squeaking.

      Nick places his hand on the small of my back and guides me to the large oval table where the rest of our friends and his teammates sit. He pulls out a chair for me and then walks around the other side. 

      It gives me a small window of time to gather my senses as the electrical charge his touch creates flows through me and settles with the butterflies in my stomach. Absolutely none of the feelings he stirred up have diminished. All the nights of dreaming about him, all the mornings over coffee convincing myself this attraction isn’t real has been for nothing. Maybe it’s because I haven’t been with someone for so long, or because, damn, he’s just hotter than sin.

      I glance up and flush under the heat of his stare.

      “You look deep in thought.” Those bright blue eyes and that surfer-boy looking hair, all spiky with blond highlights from the Mediterranean sun, the same gravelly voice that talks to me at night, whispers in my ear, and tells me to do unmentionable things in my dreams. Not one thing has changed in thirty days.

      I breathe in deeply while the waitress pours us each a glass of wine and then makes her way down the table. No relationships. That’s how I roll. Just an occasional night at the club to blow off necessary steam and take care of urges that won’t quiet with a well-placed rubber friend. That’s the way to keep your heart from getting shattered into a million pieces.

      It’s worked for years, and I’m not about to get sidetracked by this smooth-talking player who spends most of his life flitting from one continent to another with model-like women fawning all over him wherever he goes. He’s no different than his friends Liam and Trent. All they have to do is look at a girl for more than a cursory glance, and she'll do anything asked for either one of them, or both.

      No, safeguarding myself is a definite necessity around this group, especially from the blue-eyed devil who’s smirking at me with that panty-melting look in his eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Nick

        

      

    

    
      I should wait and take it a little slower with Allie, but damn she’s breathtaking tonight. Her dark hair flows past her shoulders and that thin, form-fitting pink sweater hugs her in all the right places. This trip to the States, there’s no critical assignment pulling me to the other side of the world. And I’m not giving up until I find out more about the woman who’s haunted my dreams for the last thirty nights. I send her a text and gesture for Allie to look at her phone.

      
        
          
            
              
        Nick: You never responded to my messages after I left. Why?

      

      

      

      

      

      Allie takes another sip of wine, and as she reaches for her cell, Katarina squeals with delight from the other end of the table, pointing to the door as Sheldon guides Lexie into the reserved room of the upscale restaurant. Allie spots her best friend almost right away and rushes over to pull her in close for a hug. They pull apart laughing, with eyes that sparkle, clearly glad to see each other after an entire month of being apart.

      Sheldon gives me a grin over the top of the ladies, finally managing to corral them to the table. I stand and pull out the chair next to me for Lexie’s mom and feel the heat of Allie’s eyes warming my skin.

      Her steady gaze pulls mine toward her, and she smiles at me from across the table. My chest tightens with an unnamed emotion and one completely unfamiliar. I’ve never seen her smile like that, bright and beautiful and all for me. No, I would have remembered that—because damn, it sure is pretty. Those pink lined lips part so sweetly that it sends a jolt of desire straight to my cock. She continues watching me as I get settled into my chair, just observing and sipping her wine. Those bright green shimmering eyes seem to look right through me, even over the top of her glass. But then her pretty upturned lips turn into a frown. She looks down and reaches into her handbag, pulls out a pager, then quietly excuses herself from the table and walks hastily through the door that takes her to the main area of the restaurant.

      Sheldon taps the top of his wine glass with the tines of his fork and smiles widely at the group before us. “I’ve always wanted to do that,” he says, grinning, oblivious that anything is happening at this end of the table. He’s focused on his mission for the night and on Lexie who doesn’t have eyes for anyone but him.

      I excuse myself from the table and follow Allie. Trent is positioned by the door and nods in the direction of Allie, who’s already on her cell phone in a quiet corner by the bar.

      “There’s some emergency at the hospital. Liam’s getting the company SUV brought around just in case she needs to head to the hospital. I was going to touch base with you in private a little later, to give you a heads-up. Allie’s planning to talk with Sheldon about her security detail. She doesn’t think she needs it anymore and has no idea that you’ve been footing the bill.”

      My jaw tightens at the reminder. Something that should have been taken care of long before now. “I’ll need to deal with that at some point. Thanks for letting me know.”

      Allie makes her way back to where we’re both standing. “I hate to leave Lexie on her first night back in town and miss the big announcement, but I have to go. There’s been an accident, and it’s going to take a while to get to the hospital.”

      “Bad?” I ask.

      She nods. “Sounds like a six-car pileup on the other side of the city, and the roads are getting ice-covered. They sent in the jaws of life and helicopter. They’ll be bringing the victims to Central Hospital as soon as they can get them out of the wreckage, so I need to be there when they arrive. The department is already short-staffed and running with temp nurses, and Friday night traffic on a good weather day can take forever.”

      “They’ll need you there fast.” I turn to Trent. “I’ll take the SUV and take Allie to the hospital, and Liam can take my ride.”

      “We can get vehicles switched later.”

      “Come on; Liam should be pulling up any minute.” I take Allie’s hand, and her eyes don’t even register surprise. It’s clear she doesn’t have anything but those people on her mind right now and doesn’t even question the plan.

      The wind carries the sleet sideways across the street and onto the sidewalks forming large icy patches as they freeze to the surface. I hold onto Allie’s arm as we make our way to the curb where Liam has been lucky enough to find a spot long enough for us to load. “Trent called and said you’re taking Allie to the hospital. You want backup?” he asks, getting out of the vehicle and coming around to where we’re standing on the curb.

      “No, you guys take a little break. Enjoy visiting with all the others. How often is it that everyone is able to get together? I’ll give you a call from the hospital. My guess is we’re going to be there for quite some time, though,” I answer, closing the door for Allie. “Here, take the keys to my Range Rover.” I pull them from my ring. “I’m parked one floor from the top, far right corner next to the stairwell.”

      “Got it. You guys drive careful. The roads are getting snow-covered and slippery,” Liam replies as I get into the SUV and close the door before pulling onto the congested street amid the Friday night traffic.

      We’re barely through the first set of lights, and Allie’s already on her cell asking someone if they can come into the ED for the night. She grimaces as she gets off the phone but immediately dials someone else, and then starts the same conversation all over again before making three more identical calls without any success.

      Allie tosses her cell into her open purse on the floorboard. “Every single one of the nurses is either sick or doesn’t have childcare. We have backup nurses, but they were called in late this afternoon. The team at the hospital is going to be completely fried by the time this night is through. We seriously need to do something different with our staffing model.”

      The weather causes the already usually congested traffic to slow to a crawl. I can feel Allie’s tension and frustration level mounting from here. At the rate the traffic is moving, it’ll take at least another hour to get to the hospital, and by that time it could be too late.

      I select Chase’s name from the menu on the dash, and the overhead system begins to ring. “Chase always tells us that the equipment he owns is at our disposal, but I’d still like to get his okay to use his helicopter.”

      I can see Allie turn to face me from my periphery as the line is answered. “Chase Prestian here.”

      “This is Nick. There’s been a bad accident, and I’m taking Allie to the hospital. The roads are backed up for miles, but the winds are starting to die down. We’re nearing the exit to the airport. I’m wondering about the possibility of using the Augusta to get Allie across the city.”

      “Of course. You never need to ask for something like that, but take the new Augusta. It’ll handle better in these conditions, and it’ll give you a chance to try it out anyway.”

      “I appreciate that. There’s at least a six-car pileup heading for Central Hospital. I need to get her there as quickly as possible. They’re already short on nurses, and they’re going to need all hands on deck.”

      “Not a problem. I’ll call ahead and have it ready for takeoff as soon as you arrive,” Chase assures before disconnecting.

      Allie’s eyes warm my skin. “That’s the Chase Prestian? Lexie told me all about him and his wife, Katarina. She actually hugged me at the restaurant earlier before you got there. Lexie spent a lot of time with her in Italy the last month when the guys were working. I’m beginning to see why she thinks so highly of them both. That’s incredibly nice of him to let us use his helicopter. Wait—you can fly, right?”

      I laugh. “Pretty sure I’ve got that covered. You’re not scared, are you?”

      “Well, it’s not every day I get to ride in a helicopter. Okay, well, never is more like it. I’ve never been in a helicopter, and it doesn’t sound like you’ve flown this one before.”

      I try to hide my amusement. “You’re in good hands, Allie. I used to fly helicopters through heavy combat zones for the military.”

      “Seriously? That sounds like an intense job. I already feel safer.”

      I veer off the highway, taking the lane circling the airport that will bring us to the private strip on the backside of the tarmac where the Prestian and Larussio families keep their private jets and helicopters.

      The ground crew is already doing a final inspection on the silver Augusta when we arrive. It’s picture perfect, fresh off the assembly line. The familiar black emblem of Prestian Corp is lit up on its side, and two other helicopters sporting the same logo sit next to it.

      “How many helicopters does one man need?” Allie asks.

      “Chase and Katarina use one when they’re in the city. It will take them back to Prestian Towers for the night once they’re done at Victoria's. The other is most often used by Katarina’s father, Carlos Larussio.”

      Her inhalation of breath is telling without even taking my eyes off the road. “That guy is like the top dog in the New York City crime family, isn’t he?”

      “Is he?”

      She doesn’t say anything for a few minutes. I’m used to the questions by now, comfortable with people’s varying reactions and have no need to fill the silence. “Lexie told me there were some things that she and Sheldon couldn’t talk about. Probably things just like that. I’m sorry it put you in a bad position by asking the question. It just kinda popped out.”

      “You didn’t, and it’s not a problem.” I pull up as close as permitted to the helicopter at the same time the line inspector and registrar come out to greet us. He takes my license, fills out the necessary paperwork, and has me sign.

      “I guess everything happens a little differently when you own your helicopters.”

      “It does. Buckle up. We’ll be at Central in no time at all,” I tell Allie after helping her get situated in the cockpit.

      “Oh, boy,” Allie says, running her hands over the belt. “We’re seriously going up in this thing?”

      Her grip on the arm of the seat tightens, and I try to stifle a grin. “Hey, there’s absolutely nothing funny about this. It’s just a little new; that’s all. I’ll get used to it,0 though. There’s not much that an O’Conner can’t weather.”

      I lift off and propel forward, giving it a little extra juice, and both of her hands grab the armrests, hanging on for dear life. “Nick Montgomery! You did that on purpose!” she exclaims on a breath.

      “Perhaps.”

      For that I get a well-placed punch to the upper arm, and now I can’t help but grin. “You hit the arm that flies you?”

      She ignores me, caught up in the city lights twinkling around us and sprawled out as far as the eye can see. “It’s seriously beautiful from up here. I forget what an amazing city New York is, and it’s even more spectacular flying above it,” she remarks, leaning forward in her seat to take in the expanse of the lights displayed all the way to the water’s edge.

      “Couldn’t agree more. I never mind traveling, but I’m always glad to get back home. We were sidetracked at the restaurant by your pager before I could ask you why you didn’t respond to any of the texts I sent when I left. I’d like to know why.”

      Allie’s quiet for a while, contemplating my question and taking in the edge of the city around the harbor as we skirt over the interstate below.

      “You need time to think of a reason?”

      The warmth of her gaze heats my skin as I focus on the vastness in front of us. “I don’t know how to answer it in a way that’s not going to hurt your feelings, Nick. I really don’t want to do that.”

      “I’m a big boy, Allie. I’d like to know the reason.”

      She shrugs. “I just don’t make it a habit of texting strange men. You were here for, what, a week or so, and then you left, and there was no reason to get into a texting conversation with you. That’s really all there is to it,” Allie says as I navigate us around the no-fly area and head toward the hospital.

      I put the helicopter down on the helipad just outside the ED department. “I’ll come around and help you out.” I reach the other side just as the distinct blades of an approaching helicopter can be heard coming in from the south.

      Allie’s door is already open when I get to her side, and she’s looking furtively at the ground beneath her. I grasp her around the waist and settle her safely in front of me before tilting her chin with my finger. “I’ll walk with you to the ED. It sounds like your patients are arriving. I asked you an honest question and deserve an honest answer. A woman who lies to me will find their ass bared, laying across my thighs with a spanking they won’t soon forget. I would think long and hard before you decide to lie to me again, Miss Allie O’Conner.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Allie

        

      

    

    
      I’m rarely speechless. Damn this man. I’ve not only found myself in that position once, but already twice tonight. Nick hasn’t said a word that isn’t true. He asked me a straightforward question and didn’t deserve a smartass brush off. And now my pulse is racing so fast I can barely think straight. There’s no way he can possibly know about the dreams he’s featured in night after night. And I haven’t been to the club for at least three months, so there’s no way that Liam or Trent could have found out and told him about that part of my life.

      Nick places his hand on the small of my back and guides me to the hospital entrance. The heat of his touch keeps my pulse running high, unable to settle the excitement or get the thought of being bent over his thighs from my mind.

      We reach the elevator. “I’ll call for a cab after we get done tonight. It may be pretty late.”

      “I’ll hang out.”

      “Great.” I’m clearly not getting rid of Nick that easy. But I don’t have time to get into a long conversation about my security or the real reason I didn’t respond to his text at the restaurant. “I’ll show you to the break area. Just don’t make a nuisance of yourself with the ladies. I need their full attention on the patients tonight.”

      He squints his eyes at me but remains silent as the elevator takes us to the emergency room. “It’s sure to be a long night, so I’ll understand if you’re not here when I get done.” The elevator doors open, and we make our way to the station.

      “I’ll be here, and you have my number. Just text me if you need anything.”

      “Thanks, Nick.” He walks toward the break room, while I head into the locker room, get changed into a pair of scrubs, tie up my hair, and fill up my water bottle before heading to the floor. I have no doubt as anal about the security protocols that the bodyguards live by, Trent and Liam have already had a team sweep through the area to make sure it’s cleared security wise. I seriously need to have a talk with Sheldon about reassigning them to someone who really needs help.

      The nursing station is full of my entire team, many of whom who have already been working for hours on end and are hard at work preparing for what’s to come. They update me on the status of the specialists who have already been called with news of the trauma. Some have already arrived, and some are still en route. We’ve barely gotten through the updates and plans for assignments when the patients start to arrive, and every single one of us rolls up our sleeves, ready for the onslaught we’ve been waiting for to make its way through the emergency room doors.
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        * * *

      

      It’s almost daybreak by the time the chaos is under control and any of us make it back to our stations. The nurses look entirely wiped out, and the guilt of seeing them like this hits me hard, just like every time they bust their asses to save lives while running short of help.

      “I’ll be in the back making some fresh coffee. The stuff from last night turned to sludge,” Lacy says, screwing up her face at the mug she holds in front of her.

      “No need for that.” Nick walks toward the station carrying a large cardboard box with a spout sticking out the side and sporting a label from the shop down the street. “The guys and I thought after a night like yours that you ladies might welcome some freshly brewed coffee and a bite to eat. We picked a variety of all the good stuff,” he says, gesturing to the boxes of donuts and danishes that Liam and Trent hold in their arms.

      “OMG! You guys are seriously the best,” Lacy gushes, and then all the ladies chime in oohing and ahhing over the rows of cherry, lemon, raspberry, blueberry, apple, and cream cheese danishes. Trent opens the lid to the donuts covered in chocolate, and the moaning starts all over again.

      I roll my eyes skyward. Whenever a good-looking doctor, or Trent or Liam hit the floor, every single nurse on the unit goes googly-eyed and can’t seem to make a coherent sentence until they’re gone. And now, they’re all eyeing Nick up like he’s their next meal as he passes out donuts.

      “It’s been a hell of a night. You ladies take turns catching a break. I’ll go make sure no one needs anything else.” I head down the hall where two physicians an  one of my nurses are still teamed up helping a patient.

      I feel the heat of Nick’s gaze following me all the way down the long corridor. I glance in the mirror above me, intended to ensure we don’t run into each other rounding the corners of the hospital. He’s still standing where I left him and watching me walk away.

      Guilt kicks in like it always does whenever I avoid him. Damn. I should have at least thanked him for being so thoughtful. It’s not his fault that he’s so fricking hot, and single, and bound to attract ladies' attention. He’s no doubt surrounded by drop-dead gorgeous women in every city he travels to when on assignment. He’s probably a hound, a playboy of the worst type, and I would do well to remember that little fact.

      There’s not one sign of the guys, the doctors, or nurses when I return to the nursing station. They’ve all scattered around to rooms, are documenting care notes, or have left to go home after an extremely long night. I head into the break room and grab a mug from the overhead cabinet, and groan as barely a drizzle comes out of the container’s spout. That’ll teach me to leave those nurses alone with a ginormous container of flavored coffee. Gone, every last bit of it.

      “You looking for this?”

      I start, turning quickly at the sound of the gravelly voice behind me. Nick holds up a sizeable disposable cup of coffee from the same place down the street and a small white bag. “We sorely underestimated your nurses' appetites. I think the danishes were gone less than five minutes after the guys put them on the table and the donuts and coffee shortly after that,” Nick states, grinning as he places the cup on the table in front of me.

      “Oh my God, come to Mamma!” I grasp the liquid gold in my hands and inhale the aroma through the traveling lid. “It smells amazing. Thank you for bringing breakfast for the nurses and me too. I should have told you that before. It was such a nice thing to do.”

      He smiles wide, and I can’t help but admire the nice white set of teeth and strong jawline. “You’re welcome. Let’s see what else we have for sustenance in this bag,” Nick remarks, pulling out an old-fashioned apple fritter half wrapped in waxed paper before handing it to me.

      My eyes narrow. “And just how is it that you know my favorite flavor of coffee and my secret love of apple fritters? Only one person, maybe two in the entire world know that about me. I smell a rat, Nick Montgomery!”

      Nick’s bright blue eyes light up. He grins as he takes a chocolate éclair from the bag. “Guilty as charged. That’s how I knew you’d want caffeine even if you were on your way home to sleep. Don’t worry, though, your secret’s safe with me,” he responds, taking a bite.

      “Lexie has a big mouth, but right now I’m really glad she does.” I pull out one of the plastic chairs at the table and gesture for him to sit too. “I didn’t thank you last night for getting me here in one piece. It was a tough night, and it’s going to be a long road to recovery for a couple of them, but everyone made it. They’ll all eventually get to go home to their families. I don’t always get to say that in this line of work, and that may not have been the case if you didn’t get me here as quickly as you did. The first thirty minutes was touch and go, and we were pretty short-staffed, so every hand mattered.”

      “I’m glad I could help, and that Chase had the helicopter parked at the airport. Want another fritter?” Nick asks since I’ve unashamedly devoured more than half of the first. He pulls another from the bag and waves it in the air.

      “No, this monstrosity alone is enough to fuel my entire run today,” I tell him, savoring another bite and opening the lid of my coffee.

      “Are you finished with everything you need here, or do you have more to do?”

      “The ladies are going to page me when they see the neurosurgeon. I need to get a few things documented once we talk. Then I’ll be able to get out of here. It was very  nice of you to hang around and bring breakfast, but I can make it home on my own if you want to get the helicopter back to the airport.”

      “Jay, one of our partners, took it back for me. He got into the city a little later than the rest of us last night and drove back with Liam and Trent when they dropped my vehicle off. They went home to get some rest after that since the backup team was still on campus. I’ll wait for you and take you home.”

      “I meant to talk to Sheldon about this whole security set up last night, but then I got called away. I appreciate that he put an entire team around me, but like I tried to tell Liam and Trent last night, the guy stalking Lexie is out of the picture. There’s no reason for Sheldon to have me guarded like this. I put up with it while Lexie was gone because it seemed like a good idea. Especially after everything that went down at the apartment, but it’s been a month. It’s time to have the guys do something more than babysit me. I’m seriously going to talk to Sheldon about it later today.”

      He crosses his foot over his leg, drawing my eyes to his muscular thigh. “I was going to tell you after you got a little sleep, but given your aversion to security, you need to know now. The intel division for our team just learned the organization Darwin was working for is still snatching women. It’s not a good idea for either you or Lexie to be without security right now.”

      I swallow hard, digesting the full implication of what he’s said. “Lexie could have died the last time. I thought your team killed his accomplices too?”

      Nick nods. “They did, but these organizations are like ant colonies. Where you find one, you find an entire army, and it’s going to take a while to stamp them all out. We’re going to have to go after the queen, but first, we need to find the nest.”

      I take a sip of my coffee, trying my hardest not to show my worry. “It took me a while to get used to Trent and Liam, but I can probably live with them hanging out with me for a little while longer. Especially given all that
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Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



