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      Her delicate fingers brush softly over my cheeks and jaw. She cups my face and moves closer. So close that I see the flecks of silver mixed in the pale blue of her eyes. Then her sweet tempting lips brush against mine.

      My heart thunders in my chest with Payton so close and doing things to my body. Her legs are tangled with mine as she brings her weight down. Nuzzling into my neck, her mouth sucks my earlobe. Shards of lust shoot straight to my dick.

      It is killing me not to touch her, but I am giving her this. She needs control. She needs to know that this stops when she wants it to.

      I need her to trust me.

      Wiggling her fingers between us, she slips a hand into the front of my pants. Small delicate fingers wrap around my erection, and I curse under my breath in Russian.

      She strokes me and my legs twitch and my breath lodges in the back of my throat.

      Pleasure builds at the base of my spine and rushes along my cock…

      

      Waking, I grab my dick and pump hard, coming all over my stomach. My teeth clenched.

      Payton.

      I swallow hard and slow my breathing, pulling myself together. My dreams are always filled with Payton. The girl I have fallen for even though I tried so hard not to. My friends tell me I need to get my head out of my ass and be there for her. My time is running out. I want her like crazy but know I cannot have her.

      I roll from the bed and wipe myself off before tugging on a pair of shorts. A cold breeze drifts through the slightly opened window as I gaze outside at the snow. Heavily sighing, I let my head drop forward, misery wrapping around my chest.

      I have had enough of everything and everyone at this point. I am sick to my stomach about staying away from Payton. It is not just for her benefit, it is for my own. My heart is already involved, but it will be worse if we spend time together.

      I still want to kill the man who left her for dead—Daniel Fields. Unfortunately, my friends would not let me when I had the chance. They think I joke. I do not. I want to wrap my hands around his throat and watch the light leave his eyes. That man had been abusive to Payton, and his much younger brother.

      He deserves to die. Payton bruised and battered will forever be in my mind. She is beautiful and deserves to be loved and cherished. That is what I want to do.

      Anger and pain rush through me, and in response, I punch the wall to the side of the window. Pain shoots up my arm as dust and plaster fall to the floor. It is as well I am alone. The last thing I need is my mother or sister fussing. They too want me to “get my head out of my ass” and go to Payton. I am not being stubborn; I am trying to protect my heart. I rub over the sensitive spot and drop my forehead to the wall I have damaged.

      I will repair the wall and hang a photograph over it. Bryson will not mind. I wince. My temper has been out of control lately and I do not see the end of the tunnel.

      I have three weeks left in America. I do not want to leave. That is why I have kept my distance from Payton. It is too dangerous for her to come with me.

      I cannot stay.

      My life is spinning out of control, and I am afraid.

      Afraid of what awaits me once I am back in Russia. My family has been left alone while I have been gone.

      A lot of bad shit awaits my return, and my family will be used as collateral if I do not do as they ask. I escaped them once. I will not for the second time.

      Thunk. Thunk.

      I glare at the front door and wish whoever is there to disappear.

      Thunk. Thunk.

      Addison’s voice filters through my bedroom door as she speaks with my mother. They are whispering now, so I quickly pull on a pair of sweatpants over my shorts and stride out with purpose.

      Grumpy and feeling unsettled, I grunt a response and continue into the kitchen. Anya sits nursing a cup of coffee, not paying any attention to the magazine open in front of her. She watches me from the corner of her eye.

      Leaning on the counter, I smirk and raise a brow. “Anything of interest?”

      Anya casts her eyes over my face and shakes her head. “Why are you always short tempered? It’s not like she told you to go away. You made that choice without listening to anyone else. So, I don’t see why you take it out on us.”

      That was not what I expected. “You know why I walked away.”

      “You left an injured swan in the hospital with nobody who cares.”

      Grinding my teeth together, I force myself to remember this is my sister. Forcing breath into my body, I move closer until our noses nearly touch. “Do not talk about her again.”

      “Stubborn man!” she hisses and moves herself away from the kitchen.

      I mutter under my breath about sisters who think they know everything while I put together my breakfast of eggs and wheat toast.

      Now I have my mother giving me the eye. Instead of taking her on, I ask, “What did Addison want?”

      “She has a good man!”

      “Mama, please stop. In my home I should be able to relax, but I cannot because you and Anya nag, nag, nag. It is enough!”

      Silence follows while she angrily scrubs the countertop. It does not last long though. “Addison was telling me about the horrid man who hurt your girl. He has a bail hearing today, and Carter has heard through Bryson that he might get the bail. His mother has arrived in town. She is a successful attorney.”

      “What the fuck!” I yell, and get a dishcloth thrown into my face.

      “Do not use that language in front of me.” Muttering in Russian, she stomps toward the bedroom she has been sharing with Anya.

      Sometimes, I think she forgets I speak it too.

      Turning on my heel, I head into the bedroom where I quickly dress, and shove my feet into boots. I need to talk to Detective Jackson about this. No way can that asshole be released.

      Fields left Payton for dead.
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      Moving is painful. Peeing is painful. Eating is painful. I never knew it was possible to feel pain like this. On top of all that, I am scared. Very scared. I have nowhere to go because my landlord has packed my stuff and left it for me. My apartment is now rented to someone else. I have no clue what I will do or where I will go when the hospital releases me.

      It would have been easier if they hadn’t found me. If I’d died, I wouldn’t have to struggle daily. I think I’d prefer death to being out on the streets.

      I’m in a sorry state really, and even Ivan hasn’t been back to see me. When I’d woken and laid eyes on him, I’d been relieved and momentarily felt safe. Then he’d gone and left. I shouldn’t have expected anything else. I wasn’t his responsibility. For a moment I’d thought he cared enough about me to be here. I was wrong. My judgement shouldn’t be trusted anymore because it sucked.

      Hearing the door open, I ignore whoever it is entering the room. It’s probably a nurse. The person hovers, and I slowly turn my head and find Detective Jackson in the doorway.

      “I wasn’t sure if you were asleep.”

      “I’m awake. Come in. I’m always tired after eating.” I smirk. “I’m not a child but the affect is the same.”

      “You’ve been through a lot, Payton.” He pulls a chair up to the bed. “How are you feeling?”

      Groaning, I reply, “As though I’ve been run over by a truck.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Besides that.”

      “Honestly, I feel alone. Lost. Scared. Sore.” I shrug as much as I can stuck in the bed. “He will pay for what he did to me, right?” Because I’m looking closely, I notice the flicker of unease in his gaze. My mouth falls open in surprise. “No way!”

      “Don’t get upset.” He awkwardly pats my hand. “It hasn’t been decided.”

      “You think he’ll get bail, right? That’s why you’re here.” Tears form in the corner of my eyes. “I’m the one testifying. He’ll find me.” I hiccup, not able to catch a full breath as panic starts to sit heavily on my chest. “I can’t defend myself against him. He’s stronger than me.”

      Jackson gets to his feet and moves closer, not sure where to touch me. I take the decision away from him and grip his hand.

      “I’ll make sure Daniel Fields comes nowhere near you. I promise.”

      I shake my head and wince as pain lances up my neck. “You can’t promise that. You have a job to do. I’m here.”

      “I—Shit!” he mutters. “Calm down, okay? I don’t want the nurses chasing me out.”

      Closing my eyes, I force my breathing to slow, and although fear sits heavily in my belly, I feel calm come over me. “I don’t know what to do.”

      The door opens, startling us both, and a woman enters. “You will come home with me. My son will protect you.”

      I glance to Jackson, who glances to me before he clears his throat. “And you are?” He addresses the woman.

      “I am Maria Pavlova. Ivan’s mama. My Ivan good boy. He will kill that man.”

      “Now, Mrs. Pavlova,” Detective Jackson starts, “why don’t you come and take a seat and tell us what is going on?”

      Bristling, Ivan’s mom sits on the edge of the chair. “I am nosy. I hear Ivan and Anya talking. I know what is happening. Ivan will have no choice to protect you if you are living with us.” She smiles softly. “You can call me, Mama.” Her eyes zero in on Jackson, who looks bemused. “And you can call me Mrs. Pavlova.”

      Unable to help myself, I chuckle and start to cough. Not a great idea as my whole diaphragm hurts when I do that. The pair of them have this glare thing going on, and as soon as “Mama” opens her mouth, I say, “I’m not sure involving anyone else is a good idea. You could get hurt.”

      “Nonsense!” She waves her hands around. “You are Ivan’s girl, da? So, it is settled. You come home with me.”

      “I… Um…” I desperately look at Detective Jackson for help. All he’s doing though is grinning in bemusement at Maria. “Detective.” He blinks and turns to me. “Now that I have your attention. Would you mind telling me how a man who left me for dead is being allowed bail?”

      He runs his hands through his dark hair and moves to the end of my bed. “His mother is in town, and she’s a big shot attorney. We’re nervous to have her involved. She doesn’t always play by the rules. However, if he gets bail, the DA is going to request an ankle bracelet be put on him.”

      I swallow hard. “What if he comes after me?”

      He shakes his head. “I’ll ask that his release is conditional of him staying away from you. I can’t see that being an issue.”

      “Doesn’t mean he’ll listen.”

      “That’s why I think the offer Maria has just made to you is worth taking. Ivan is stubborn, but he will not let anything happen to you. He was beside himself when we couldn’t find you. When you were brought in, he was here too.”

      “He hasn’t been here since,” I mutter under my breath.

      Maria frowns. “He goes back to Russia soon. We all do.” She lightly pats my hand. “You come home with me, da?”

      I look to Jackson.

      He clears his throat. “The doctor said you can leave tomorrow if you have someone to look after you. Otherwise, you’ll have to stay here for at least another week.”

      A groan works its way up my throat, and Maria smiles. “I be your mama and look after you.” She leans close. “I promise, doch’. Daughter.”

      I don’t trust myself to speak at the emotion welling inside of me at her kind words. I catch Jackson rapidly blinking as he turns and opens the door.

      Ivan.

      He’s standing in the open doorway, his eyes swinging around the room before doing a double take when he spots his mother. “Mama.” His mouth moves, but no sound comes out. He turns his focus to Jackson. “Explain?” he says while striding into the room. I notice how he avoids looking at me. His mother gets a glare from him before he stares Jackson down.

      Letting out a loud breath of air, Jackson comes back into the room, his escape no longer possible while Ivan is looking for answers. “You know?”

      “Da. What is going on here?”

      Jackson grins while I try to hide in the bed. The detective replies, “Your mama has offered Payton a place to stay and get better. She’s told her you’ll keep your girl safe.”

      Ivan doesn’t react the way I expect. Instead, he finally looks over me. His eyes are distant but resigned. “I came here to bring her home.” He clears his throat. “I mean to Bryson’s apartment. She will be safe there.”

      “You are too late. I have arranged it. She come home with me tomorrow.” Maria smiles sweetly at her son.

      “We will bring her home tomorrow.” Ivan drops into the chair beside his mother and sighs before he holds Jackson’s gaze. “Make sure that man comes nowhere near Payton. I will deal with him if he does. You will not like it.”

      Jackson nods and leaves.

      “I don’t like this,” I whisper. “If Danny comes looking for me, which I suspect he will regardless, then your mom…mama and sister could be harmed. Maybe I should stay here.”

      Maria jumps up speaking rapidly in Russian with her arms flying around. Ivan winces and ducks his head, his dark eyes finding mine.

      “Enough!” Ivan shouts. “Mama, Payton will come home tomorrow. I promise.” He ushers her toward the door. “Do you not have to meet Anya for lunch?”

      His mother goes off in Russian again, but not before she rushes back and kisses me on the cheek. “Daughter.” She sighs. “Tomorrow, you come home to me.”

      Ivan drops his forehead with a sigh once his mother has left. “I am sorry.” He shrugs and moves closer. “She wants to take care of everyone. She means well.”

      “Your mother, Ivan, is amazing. I haven’t had any of that for a long time,” I admit softly. “She’s kind.”

      “Da.”

      I smile at how he always uses Russian for yes and no. I like hearing his deep voice. It sends shivers down my spine, not that I’ll be telling him anytime soon.

      Ivan remains silent, but his eyes don’t. They tell me things he wouldn’t be happy with.
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      She is beautiful.

      I cannot take my eyes from her while I make sure not to forget a single thing about her. Once I am back in Russia the memory of her is all I will have. I have been infatuated with this girl from the moment we met. The attraction has only grown to the point that I want to climb into the bed with her and hold her close. That is all. I want to wrap my arms around her and let her know she will always be safe with me.

      The fear I saw briefly in her eyes as the door opened had been real. If it is the last thing I do before leaving, it will be giving Payton her confidence back. I do not know how to do that yet. I guess that is why Bryson is always using a thing called Google. He tells me it has everything on there. Maybe it is time I gave it a try.

      “I stay!”

      My words startle her and then she smiles. “You don’t have to leave Boston?”

      Oh!

      “Um, nyet. I stay here with you. Keep you safe.”

      Her face falls. “I thought you meant⁠—”

      “I know. Nothing will keep me here.” I stare into her eyes and notice the tears she is unable to hide. “Me leaving is not my choice. You know this?”

      “Yes.”

      “We will be friends. Nothing more. My heart is not involved.” I stand and pace. “I keep you safe, then I leave.” As I continue to pace, Payton turns her face so I cannot see her. It annoys me, but makes it easier to say, “You must not like me, Payton.”

      “Okay,” she whispers. “I need to sleep now.”

      I frown but do not give her space. I am not leaving her until she is ready to come home with me. I do not trust Daniel Fields. A huge part of me hopes he comes to find Payton because I would love to teach him a lesson. I would probably kill him, so maybe it is not such a good idea. But it will not stop me if he does show his face.

      “You’re not leaving?”

      “Nyet.”

      “Thank you. I will probably sleep better knowing you’re here with me.”

      I nod and sit down once more. “I will keep you safe. Sleep.”

      Her fingers reach up and wipe at her eyes before she settles in the bed.

      I will keep you safe, I vow.

      It is not until she sleeps that I begin to relax. My shoulders and neck ache from being tense with stress. It is my own stupid fault for letting my heart yearn for this woman. She needs someone strong, like me, to keep her safe and to show her what it is like to be with someone who adores her. To let her see that not everyone is like that miserable piece of shit who put his hands on her. I want to tear him apart with my bare hands for what he has done.

      I blame myself for not interfering when I suspected he mistreated her. There are a lot of “if only” thoughts playing on a record in my mind.

      My eyes slowly travel over her delicate body hidden beneath the covers. She is a lot smaller than me, which is why when I dream of the girl she is always straddling my lap, her gorgeous red hair rippling down her back and tickling my thighs as her head is thrown back in pleasure. That image is burned into my irises.

      Uncomfortable to be thinking those things right now, I shift in the chair. This is not the time or place for an erection.

      At least Mama has left. A small mercy.

      “You do smile,” Payton mutters. “I like you smiling.”

      I clear my throat and slam my lips closed. “I do not smile.”

      Payton smiles, letting it reach her eyes. “You were smiling. Besides, I’m the patient, which means you’re not allowed to argue with me.”

      My lips twitch and I glare at her, not knowing how to handle Payton like this. I do not have experience with this kind of thing. My sister, Anya, and I will tease each other and mess around, but this with Payton is nothing like that. I want Payton like nothing before. There is a heavy crushing presence in my chest at the thought of walking away from this girl. That is why I tried to stay away.

      “Will you talk to me? Stop me reliving what happened.”

      My eyes snap to hers and I know with those words uttered, I would do anything for her. I knew that anyway, but it is affirmed. This girl is mine to protect.

      “What do you wish me to talk about?” I hesitate and then leaning forward, I rest my elbows on the bed and prop my whisker covered jaw in my hands. “I don’t want to bore you with hockey.”

      Her gaze searches over my face before she looks me in the eye. Not many people do this as I intimidate them, but with Payton, pleasure shoots straight into my chest.

      “I wouldn’t be bored if you are doing the talking.” She smiles softly. “Tell me about growing up in Russia.”

      It is difficult to hide the wince that her words bring. She notices. “It snows a lot.”

      “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. I’m sorry. Perhaps, you pick a topic. Anything.”

      I think long and hard about what I want to talk about, but what comes out of my mouth are my memories of being a boy in Russia. Things I have never spoken about.

      About the seven-year-old boy who nearly froze to death by falling through the ice on the lake near his home. About the ten-year-old boy who stole food to feed his family. The thirteen-year-old boy who ended up working for some bad people because his family desperately needed the money. I confess to being a bad man until I was in the right place at the right time and got sent to America for hockey. I had talent. Wyatt Peters made sure I was on his team.

      “I escaped the underworld of a city that sucks you in. I am able to feed my family in a legal and more healthy way now. They have a new home because of my talent on the ice.” I move and stare out of the hospital window to the snowstorm outside. “I do not have a choice, Payton. I will leave. Nothing and no one will change that.” I face her. “I need you to understand this.”

      Swallowing hard, she nods. “I know.”

      I do not remove my eyes from her because I cannot. They want to look at her. Remember everything.

      “What will happen”—she swallows hard once more—“when you go back? Will those people be waiting for you?”

      “No.” They will be waiting for me, but I am not telling her this. She does not need to know. “I will be okay.”

      “You are full of secrets Ivan Pavlov.”

      My eyes search Payton’s face and I see nothing but tenderness in her gaze. I wish I did not. Being her protector without falling deeply in love with her is going to be difficult. For her own safety, I will protect her. I will always protect her, even if I must find my way back from Russia to do that.
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      Although tired after my trip from the hospital to Ivan’s apartment, I find myself extremely amused at the way his mother, orders him around. He does her bidding without question. I have noticed he has this small flicker in the corner of his eye when he’s annoyed. He appears to be now, but I think he’s trying to keep a lid on it.

      His mother has been fluttering around me since I arrived thirty minutes ago. I’m embarrassed, but I’m enjoying watching Ivan interact with her. He’s a mama’s boy, which is sweet.

      I watch him move around the bed to where I’m propped up with pillows. I grin, and he narrows his eyes and moves hesitantly closer. “I won’t bite. I promise.” I tease.

      “You think you are funny, da?” He sits on the side of the bed.

      “What is cute is watching you and your mother. I think it’s really sweet.” I sigh. “I never had that, so it’s nice having your mom fuss over me even if it is only for a little while.” A whimsical smile crosses my face. “I wish I could adopt her.”

      He searches my face before his eyes drop. I follow his gaze and he carefully takes one of my hands between the two of his tattooed ones. “So soft,” he whispers. He plays with my hand and fingers, sliding his between and stroking. Heat rushes over me, a blush coating
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