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      Casey

      

      I became Mrs. Nicholas Kingsley in the private chambers of a Las Vegas judge, at eleven o’clock in the morning. My parents were our witnesses, and the whole ceremony took less than ten minutes. Afterward, we went back to the Charleston for a secluded family lunch where we ate and opened a handful of token gifts sent by startled family members who didn’t know what to think. By four o’clock, everyone was gone, the gifts had been carried up to what was now our suite, and I sat staring at the walls of Nick’s bare living room. I’d wanted to curl up on Nick’s bed, but it didn’t feel right. Not yet anyway.

      Nick had been my best friend my entire life, and while I couldn’t imagine being married to anyone other than Erik, I’d done what I had to do for my baby. I wasn’t as upset as I’d been when Erik had initially left, but somehow it felt like being resigned to this fate was almost as bad.

      “What can I do to make this feel at least a little like home?” Nick asked, coming in and sitting beside me on the couch.

      I looked at him with a smirk, since levity seemed a much better solution than sarcasm. “You could buy a king-sized bed, for starters.”

      “Huh?” He looked around in confusion. “What size is mine?”

      “It’s a queen, you dork.” Picking on Nick felt a tiny bit normal since I’d been doing it most of my life, and I hoped he thought so too.

      “Oh.” He looked confused. “Okay. I’ll order one tomorrow.”

      “Good. I toss and turn a lot these days, and I need room at night.”

      “Casey.” He took my hand and gently squeezed it. “Would you be more comfortable sleeping in the other room? No one will know what goes on in private.”

      “No.” I shook my head and moved closer to him. “This isn’t about sex or anything like that. Even if we were madly in love, and happy as clams, I’d still want a bigger bed. I move around all night, and you know that.”

      “Yeah.”

      “But as far as sleeping alone, no, I don’t want to. I want to sleep next to you, curl up with you when I’m cold or tired or sad. You’re still my best friend.”

      “I’m glad.” He smiled. “Well, I’ve got some homework to do. Do you have any plans?”

      “Not hardly. I’m kind of lost, honestly. This is supposed to be our honeymoon, so I can’t go hang out at the studio or anything since that would look weird if anyone spotted me. We have to make this look real, right?”

      “You want to go away somewhere for a few days?”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Not really. You?”

      “No, but in the interest of making it look real?”

      “I guess we could.” I paused. “We both love Coronado. Want to go there? Swim in the ocean…maybe surf a little? I could use a few days at the beach. You want to?”

      “Sure.” He nodded. “Let me make some calls.”

      “I’ll take care of it.” I squeezed his arm. “You have homework and I need something to do.” Nick had started taking college classes at UNLV.

      “Fine by me.” He winked playfully, and I went to get my laptop.

      Thank god he was my best friend. I definitely wouldn’t be able to do this with anyone else.

      

      Coronado was one of my favorite places on the West Coast, located on a peninsula in San Diego Bay. I’d been here at least a dozen times, several of them with Nick, so we got to town and checked into the famous Hotel del Coronado, our favorite. I didn’t feel much like a bride on her honeymoon, so we kept our entrance low-key, but once we were in our room overlooking the ocean, I relaxed. Nick had settled in to do more homework, and I was staring out at the water, my mind drifting to Erik. I wondered where he was and what he was doing, if he was safe. Being apart was hard, but not knowing what was going on was harder. I assumed he was in Europe somewhere, close enough to get to Limaj but not in the country. Even with safe houses, it couldn’t be as safe as I’d like him to be, but all I could do was speculate.

      I’d brought an acoustic guitar with me, so I sat on the balcony with it and began playing random songs like I’d done when we were in Crete. What a wonderful few weeks that had been, probably the best of my entire life. Even with Sandor there as a kind of third wheel, it had been relaxing and intimate. I liked Sandor, and he was good about disappearing, so the times when he was around had never been a hardship. Aziz was a bit aloof and unfriendly, but he wasn’t family, so that probably made a difference. All I knew was that I wished we were there now, together, enjoying the food and sunshine and each other.

      “You want to get some dinner?” Nick’s voice startled me, and I looked up, realizing a few hours had gone by.

      “Oh, let’s do room service tonight. I don’t want to go out.”

      “Okay.” He sank into the chair next to me. “Want to watch a movie?”

      “Sure.”

      It was a relaxing three days. We only went out twice. Once to a nice restaurant in San Diego and once to the beach, but mostly we stayed in and hibernated. That’s something people on a honeymoon would do and it allowed me the privacy I needed and Nick time to study. He was taking his classes seriously and going away not too long before finals had to be stressful for him, but he was a good guy, willing to do whatever was necessary to make things easier for me.

      He didn’t have to get a degree, but he wanted one because neither his father nor his grandfather had one. The Kingsley family had made their millions through their mob connections, good decisions, and a little luck, but Nick wanted everything to be on the straight and narrow. Though Nick’s father, Nicky, had cut most ties to the mob, Eddie still had business associates that were involved, and Nick’s plan was to eliminate all the ties to those connections by the time he officially took over the hotel. Nicky wanted to retire, so Nick was getting hands-on training while going to college and would undoubtedly be completely in charge by the time he was thirty.

      “I’m thinking of taking some classes as well,” I told him as we ate dinner. “Maybe in January. The baby won’t come until May so the semester will be over by then. If not, I’m sure they’ll make an exception for the birth of a baby.”

      “I’m sure they’ll work something out for you.” He dipped a bite of his prime rib in Worcestershire sauce before popping it in his mouth. “You gonna study music?”

      “I think that’s the most logical choice.”

      “Have you thought about where? I mean, UNLV is fine for business, but I don’t know if their music program is any good.”

      “I already read music and play a bunch of instruments. It’s more about getting the degree than learning anything.”

      He cocked his head. “So why do it?”

      I frowned. “Why are you doing it? Technically, you already own the freakin’ hotel and you’re learning the ins and outs from your dad. What’s the piece of paper going to do for you?”

      He paused. “I guess you have a point. It just seems like unnecessary stress for you with everything going on.”

      “Feels more like a good distraction,” I admitted. “Maybe after one semester I’ll change my mind. With a newborn, studying might be the last thing I want to do, but in the meantime, it’s not like any type of education ever hurts.”

      “I will concede that point.” He grinned at me.

      We finished dinner in companionable silence, found a movie we both wanted to watch, and fell asleep to the sound of the waves in the background.

      

      When we got home, I did some research on the University of Nevada, Las Vegas and discovered the School of Music had a lot to offer with degrees in composition, performance, jazz, and education. Performance would be my preference, and I made an appointment to talk to the director there. I would probably be considered a bit of a virtuoso in guitar, but I was also skilled on the piano, though classical music wasn’t my favorite. I spent days researching options and filling out forms. It kept me busy and distracted from the media shitstorm going on. Nick and I had been spotted in Coronado, and while I’d been expecting it, the negativity of the headlines hurt. I knew it was a carefully calculated campaign to keep me and my baby safe, so I tried not to let it bother me, but sometimes it was hard to miss the stares I got around the hotel. Most people knew better and kept their mouths shut, but there were a handful that gave me side-eye or shook their heads slightly when they saw me.

      Nick was vigilantly protective, almost always by my side when I wandered down to the casinos or restaurants, but he wasn’t my babysitter and I was tired of hiding. Even if I’d had an affair, which I most certainly hadn’t, it wasn’t like I killed someone. Shit happened. The press, and everyone else, was going to have to get over it. There had to be bigger scandals than this somewhere in Hollywood, right? I hoped so.

      “Where are you off to today?” Nick asked one morning a few weeks before Christmas.

      “I’m going down to UNLV to talk to an advisor about my options and see if I can start classes in January. I’m only planning to take two or three, start out slow, but it really depends on what they say.”

      “You can take classes in the summer and online too,” he said. “And I still need English Composition II, so if you take Comp I in the spring, I’ll wait, and we can take the second part together in the summer. If you want.”

      I managed a smile. My hope was that Erik would be home by summer. But we had no idea so there was no reason not to make tentative plans. They could be changed, after all, and it didn’t hurt to have a backup in case things took longer than we were counting on.

      “Sounds good,” I said out loud. “It’ll be fun to take a class together. I don’t think we’ve done that since high school chemistry.”

      He grimaced. “That was an awful class.”

      “It was.” We laughed together.

      “All right, well, I’ve got class at eleven, so I’ll see you later.” He bent to kiss the top of my head, something he did often, and I fondly watched him go.

      If circumstances had been different, things could have been really good between us. He was hot. Like, model/movie star hot. His mother, Tricia, had been a supermodel in the eighties, and he had her refined looks with his father’s coloring. Jet-black hair, blue eyes, perfectly aligned features that made him both photogenic and handsome in person as well. His body was toned and rock-hard—something I knew from personal experience—and he was a giving, energetic lover. A year ago, I would have been happy to marry him. But everything was different now and what could have been a wonderful relationship full of shared interests, good times, and lots of sex was really more like having a roommate.

      It felt weird, but I was going to power through each and every day until Erik was back with me. I didn’t have a choice.
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      Casey

      

      The only thing I enjoyed about Christmas this year was hearing from Erik. It was a quick phone call, but the sound of his voice was the best possible gift I could have gotten from anyone. Mostly, we talked about the baby.

      “Have you thought about names?” he asked me.

      “You know, I have. We can’t name him after you or anyone in your family, for obvious reasons, and I don’t want to name him after Nick. What if we name him after my dad? Lucas is a good name, and we can call him Luke?”

      “I love that,” he said gently. “But what if it’s a girl?”

      “You said that’s not possible.”

      He chuckled. “I’m willing to entertain the notion since we don’t have a lot of time to talk about this stuff.”

      “We’re going to have to talk about that next time,” I said. “’Cause I haven’t come up with anything.”

      “Okay.” He let out a breath. “I know this was short, but I have to go.”

      “Dammit.”

      “I love you, beautiful.”

      “I love you too.”

      “I’ll call soon.”

      “Merry Christmas.” I hung up and went back in to the party. It was Christmas Day, and the Kingsleys were hosting their annual Christmas dinner with an eclectic group of friends and family, but nothing was the same this Christmas. I tried to smile as I opened presents and pretended everything was okay even though it wasn’t.

      Liz hadn’t come this year, either, which I found odd, and I approached her mother curiously.

      “Hey, Melissa.” I gave her a hug. “Merry Christmas.”

      “Merry Christmas, sweetheart.” Her shrewd eyes looked me over carefully. “Something is different. Are you pregnant?”

      I swallowed. “Yes. As a matter of fact, I am.”

      “Congratulations.” She paused. “You’re not letting those ridiculous tabloids upset you, are you?”

      “A little,” I responded. “It’s hard not to. It’ll blow over soon, though. At least I hope so.”

      “You just keep your head high,” she said firmly. “You have a wonderful man and a supportive family—that’s all any of us need.”

      “Thank you.” I’d always liked Nick’s step-grandmother. “So, where’s Liz this year?”

      “The Charleston Monte Carlo is having their soft opening this week so she couldn’t get away.”

      “Oh, yeah, the grand opening is in January.”

      “Yes. Her father and I are planning to attend. We hoped you and Nick would come as well, but he said he can’t get away because of school?”

      “Yeah, we both have classes starting soon so it would be hard to travel all the way to Europe.”

      We talked about random topics for a while and then I excused myself in search of my parents. I hadn’t seen much of them lately and I’d missed them, especially my dad, who’d been busy at the studio. It was officially opening the first week of January so he’d been working twelve-hour days getting ready. I’d done my best to help, but there wasn’t much for me to do until it actually opened, so I wanted to find out where things stood.

      “Hi, honey.” He hugged me as I sank into the chair next to him.

      “Are you ready for the grand opening?” I asked him.

      “I think so. The band that’s coming is paying half-price while we work through any kinks, but I’m feeling good about it.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      “It’ll be good to have you out and about. You’ve been hiding out here at the hotel far too much.”

      “I’m starting school in a few weeks too, so I’ll be out and about plenty.”

      “You hear from Erik today?”

      “Yeah.” I sighed. “I miss him so much, Dad. I don’t know how much more I can take.”

      “You’ll take as much as you have to. Gotta think about my granddaughter.”

      “Grandson.”

      He arched his brows. “Wait, when did this happen?”

      I laughed. “Oh, just a gut feeling.”

      “Well, whatever it is, you have to make sure you’re both safe.”

      “I know. I’m following all the rules. I’m never alone. Joe Westfield goes with me everywhere. I don’t talk to the press. Nick and I make sure we have public displays of affection whenever we’re out. I got this. I’m not happy about it, but I got it.”

      “It’ll be okay.” He squeezed my arm. “You’ll see.”

      

      Between the opening of the recording studio and starting classes at UNLV, I was busier than I’d thought I’d be. Nick and I hadn’t made a public announcement about the baby even though I’d finally started to show, but it was winter so I could get away with a lot by wearing sweaters and sweatshirts. The downer in January was not hearing from Erik. With each passing week I got more and more worried. I was keeping busy, but he was always in the back of my mind. I missed him so much it was hard to think about anything else, though I tried my best.

      In early February, Dad finally flew in a band he’d been talking about for ages. They had a dumb name—Folklore Funk—and Dad and I had talked extensively about forcing them to change it. We obviously couldn’t make them, but that wasn’t the right name for a rock band and if they wanted a deal, which they did, they needed something a little edgier. I didn’t know what to expect when I got to the studio, but it felt good to be there. The moment I stepped inside, I was immediately assaulted by the sound of someone strumming a guitar, male laughter, and music. Those were some of my favorite things and I gave Joe a quick smile before heading down the hall to the studio, following the sound of my dad’s voice.

      “There she is.” Dad looked up with a grin. “Gentlemen, the one and only—”

      “Casey Hart.” A tall man with catlike golden eyes and hair that was pretty much the same color, stood up and held out his hand. “Jayson Keller.”

      “Hello.” I shook his hand, a little mesmerized by his presence. It wasn’t that he was so good-looking. In fact, he was almost the opposite. He had hair that was a little too long and hung just above his shoulders with no real style. He had a short-cropped goatee, a slightly too big nose, and a quirky smile. But his eyes were stunning and they glowed with intensity as he looked at me. There was something striking about him and I was immediately intrigued.

      “Hey, I’m Roy.” A short, bald guy in his late twenties with broad shoulders and a bright white smile was next, shaking my hand.

      “Hi, Roy.”

      “Tim Falcone.” A skinny guy covered in tattoos grinned at me as I shook his hand.

      The final member of the band, an exceptionally good-looking guy with dark hair and dark eyes, hadn’t yet moved, merely watching me, as if expecting me to approach him.

      “The asshole sitting down is Remi Lacroix,” Jayson said when I didn’t budge.

      “Hey, Remi.” It was a half-hearted greeting—I didn’t have time for an attitude like his—and I turned to my father. “I’m sorry to interrupt. I just wanted to say hello.”

      “You’re never an interruption, darlin’.” Dad came over and kissed my forehead.

      “She kind of is,” Remi said dryly.

      Oh, this guy definitely had a stick up his ass, so I was going to assume he was the guitar player and didn’t like my presence due to some perceived threat. If he only knew how uninterested I was in a band called Folklore Funk. The name had probably been his idea.

      “I’m just going to sit over here and listen,” I said, waving a hand. “Pretend like I’m not here.”

      “Boys, how about we play her the first single?” Dad suggested.

      “Let’s do it.” Jayson led the rest of the band into the recording area of the studio while Dad and I stayed on the other side of the glass. As I’d suspected, Remi picked up the electric guitar, and I nearly snorted when he tossed his long hair.

      “What the fuck is up with him?” I whispered to my dad.

      “No fucking clue,” he responded. “But forget the band, just listen to Jayson’s voice.”

      Sure enough, my dad had hit it on the head. Jayson fucking Keller was badass. His voice was rich and velvety smooth, but also grungy and deep, with an incredible range. Listening to him gave me goose bumps and I knew instantly he was star material. Now this was a guy I would ask to join a band with me. Not now, of course, but at some point in the future, I wanted to work with him. Sometimes you just knew when you clicked with someone musically, and I definitely clicked with Jayson Keller, even if he didn’t know it yet.

      “He’s awesome,” I said quietly, meeting Dad’s eyes as they finished their first song. “Have them do another.”

      “Let’s play the ballad,” Dad said, pressing the button to talk to them in the other room.

      The band obligingly went into a slow song and I closed my eyes, trying to feel whatever the writer had attempted to portray. The lyrics were good and Jayson’s voice was on point, but something was off. I frowned slightly, chewing my lip thoughtfully. The rhythm section—bass and drums—was steady, but the guitar parts and melody were weak. I automatically started rewriting it in my head but didn’t say anything. This was Dad’s baby and I wasn’t going to rain on his parade. I’d tell him what I really thought in private, but not here in front of the guys.

      “You’re not feeling this one, eh?” Dad knew me well.

      “Not really.”

      “Let’s play her the last one,” he called to them.

      The last song was my favorite, a hard rock track with a catchy melody and fun, sexy lyrics. Jayson was moving as he sang, even with headphones on and standing in front of a microphone; his body seemed to have a mind of its own. Girls in the audience probably lost their minds when he moved like that. The greatest lead singers throughout history had signature moves, from Elvis Presley to Steven Tyler, but this guy, he was in a league of his own. Damn, he was great to watch. For a few minutes, the duration of the song, I forgot about Erik, Nick and everything else, completely focused on Jayson. He wowed me. His movements, his voice, the melody, it was all perfect. My gut told me he wrote most of the music and I was willing to bet Remi had written the ballad, because it wasn’t the same.

      “This is the single,” I told Dad. “This is the one you want the record company execs to hear.”

      “Yeah, but we can’t record the ballad as is.”

      “No, you can’t.”

      Our eyes met. “You have any ideas?” he asked me.

      “I do, but…this isn’t my project and I’m pretty sure your boy Remi isn’t going to listen to a thing I say.”

      “I want you to work on this with me. That’s why I wanted you to meet them. I think this is the kind of project you could sink your teeth into and pop your producer cherry.”

      I laughed. “I produced Viktim’s second album.”

      “Yeah, but that was your band. Producing someone else’s band is a little different.”

      “I’m happy to help, but I’m pregnant, going to school, and I don’t think Remi is going to work well with me. We met for all of five seconds and he was already a dick.”

      “I’m going to be busy getting this place up and running, so you helping out with this project would be good for both of us.”

      “Let’s see what happens.”

      Dad made a face but didn’t say anything since the song had come to an end and they were headed back into the room with us.

      “What’d you think?” Jayson asked me.

      “I love the last one,” I told him honestly. “The ballad needs work.”

      “What’s wrong with the ballad?” Remi demanded.

      I shrugged. “It isn’t catchy, and the guitar parts fall flat.”

      “Says you.”

      “Says a musician who’s written a dozen platinum-selling songs and won two Grammys.” I wasn’t afraid of this asshole and I’d been walking on eggshells around everyone since my disaster of a wedding day, so if he wanted a fight, I was spoiling for one too.

      “It’s not your project,” he shot back.

      “Actually, it is.” My father was no pushover and he met Remi’s eyes without blinking.

      “That’s not what we agreed to.” Remi didn’t back down either. “The deal was we worked with Lucas Hart, period. No one said shit about her.”

      “Hart Studios is fifty percent hers,” Dad responded. “If you’re not interested in working with us—both of us—you can be on the next plane back to New York.”

      “Dad, I—” I began.

      He held up a hand. “No, this is your studio too, and all projects are yours and mine. Anyone who doesn’t want to work with you doesn’t have to work with me either.”

      “Remi, why don’t you sit down and shut the fuck up?” Jayson kicked the back of Remi’s chair and Remi turned to glare at him.

      “But she’s not—”

      “She’s not what?” Jayson demanded. “A superstar? Talented? A Grammy winner? A fantastic songwriter? What the hell is wrong with you?”

      Remi folded his arms across his chest but didn’t say a word and Dad started talking about the recording schedule for the next two days. They were on the redeye home Sunday night, and this was Friday, so they didn’t have much time to do three songs.

      “If you’re done bellyaching, we can get to work,” Dad said. “Or we can change your flights back now.”

      “We’re ready to work,” Jayson said firmly.

      “Yup.” Roy nodded.

      “Me too.” Tim didn’t hesitate.

      “Whatever.”

      Remi Lacroix was a douche.
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      Erik

      

      I’d been melancholy since leaving Las Vegas. I was a man who’d lost everything and felt it deep in my soul. I’d lost or been forced to give up my family, my woman, my heritage, my home, even my country. I literally had nowhere to go and nothing to do. Protecting Casey and Daniil had been all I could think about and now that I knew both were safe, I was restless. We’d come to Monte Carlo because we had nowhere else to go but I wondered if it had been a waste of time. I’d had a thousand ideas of what to do next, but Liz and Sandor shot most of them down, and now I was on a mission to do something. Anything. Confronting Anwar would do no good, but if I could get into the country and bounce from safe house to safe house—I knew of at least three—I might be able to work behind the scenes to shore up support. For me, for Sandor, for a new government. Whatever it took to get rid of Anwar.

      Anwar’s coronation had been this morning and it had been horrifying to watch. He’d been so smug as the head of Parliament crowned him king amid a huge military parade and press coverage. I wanted to smack the smile off his face and the way to do it was to work behind the scenes to take the one thing he wanted. I hadn’t given up everyone and everything I loved on a whim and now I had to stop feeling sorry for myself and take action.

      “Wake up,” I told Sandor, who was dozing in a chair.

      “What?” His eyes opened and he stared at me.

      “We have to go home.”

      “Home?”

      “Limaj.”

      “You’re not much fun these days.” Sandor yawned but sat up straight. “Now what do you have brewing in that enterprising mind of yours?”

      “We can’t fight Anwar outright, but we can work behind the scenes. We can find senators, generals, ambassadors that are on our side and start a rebellion to the rebellion.”

      “The anti-rebellion?” His face was serious, but his eyes twinkled with humor.

      “Call it what you want, but we have to do something.”

      “You keep saying that, but we’ve discussed a thousand possibilities and they all pretty much lead to death. Ours. Why can’t you take Casey and go live on an island somewhere? I’ll find myself a nice girl, we’ll all make a lot of love, lie on the beach all day… It doesn’t sound half bad, you know?”

      “So we’ll lie on a beach somewhere in eternal bliss while our people suffer? This is bigger than us, Sandor. Come on.”

      “I know, but we’ve lost almost everyone… How much more do we give up? My parents, our cousins, aunts, uncles—our fucking king was murdered and we couldn’t stop it. I’m watching you self-destruct over here because you want what Anwar has and you can’t have it.”

      “That’s not what this is about!” I spat out the words angrily. It was, but it wasn’t. “We’ve led an easy, cushy life. We’re rich, attractive enough to enjoy women and all that high society has to offer, and well-educated. We’ve traveled, partied, loved, laughed…all while the people of our country are about to fall into the deepest, scariest ruin of our lifetime. We are the royal family, the heirs—and we can’t let that happen. You want to be king? Go for it. You’re next up after Anwar. I don’t give a fuck about the title, but I really care about the people and our heritage. We know what’s coming and if we can’t stop it, we’ll die trying. At least I will.”

      “That’s what you want for your son?”

      “If I can somehow win, then it’s all for my son. If not, if I fail, he’ll never know because he’s going to grow up a Kingsley.”

      Sandor made a face. “They’re good people, but they’re not al-Hassanis. They’re not the royal family of Limaj. Are you sure you know what you’re doing?”

      “We’re going to start an anti-rebellion in Limaj and we’re going to kick that bastard out of power.”

      “And Casey?”

      I took a deep breath. “She’s going to be okay. If we can find support, this might be over sooner than we think and I’ll be back with her by summer. If we can’t, well, she’s no worse off than she is while we’re just sitting here on our asses doing nothing.”

      “You two are planning something stupid, aren’t you?” Daniil came into the room and looked from Sandor to me and back again.

      “Not stupid, important.” I met his gaze. “But you’re not strong enough to do anything. Not yet. Stay here in Monte Carlo with Liz.”

      “We should run anything we’re planning by Liz,” Daniil said. “She has assets, contacts in country. She can help us.”

      “She can run point from here, but we have to do this. She can’t talk to generals and ambassadors like we can. And that’s our move. Our only move.”

      “If Anwar finds out you’re in country, he’ll kill you.”

      I scowled. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      “And you’re going anyway.”

      “I’ve made my decision.” I headed for the door. “I’m leaving in the morning.”

      “You’re not going anywhere.” Liz Kingsley came in the room and looked from one to the other of us, shaking her head. “You three are a motley fucking crew.”

      “Takes one to know one,” Sandor told her.

      She chuckled. “Very true. I’m not the one planning a suicide mission, though.”

      “Do you have a better plan?” I asked her.

      “Not yet, but going to Limaj and bouncing from safe house to safe house isn’t a good one either.”

      “We’ve been sitting around here since October. Four fucking months in hiding, cooling our jets. We have to do something. My son will be born in May and—”

      “And you need to stay alive long enough to see it happen,” Liz snapped. “Listen to me, I’m working on it. I have an asset in the country and he’s gathering intelligence. We don’t want to go in there unprepared. Anwar will have you dead or arrested within hours if he gets wind of anything. Trust me, Erik. I’m on your side.”

      I wanted to growl in frustration. I did trust her. I’d come to her when I hadn’t known where else to go and she’d taken in all three of us. We lived in her private quarters and she fed us, made sure Daniil had gotten the medical attention he’d needed when we arrived, and kept me sane when I was ready to kill someone. But it had been four fucking months already and I was dying inside. The thought of Casey married to Nick—hell, to anyone else—made my blood boil. I trusted both of them, this wasn’t about jealousy, but it was my job to take care of her, not his. She was having my baby soon and I was going to miss it because we were sitting here on our asses.

      “You need to slow down.” Liz faced me with her hands on her hips. She was one of those women who was deceptively frail. She was tall and slender, the kind of woman who had no meat on her bones, no breasts to speak of, and delicate little features. She was blond, with fair skin and light eyes. She was also soft-spoken and spectacularly sweet. Until she morphed from Liz Kingsley into CIA agent Liz. That was a whole other woman. She was still physically slight, of course, but she was tough as nails, and watching her work out was downright intimidating. She had a roundhouse kick that had sent Sandor flying, and that was hard to do with a guy who was six-foot-five and over two hundred and fifty pounds. So when Liz got in my face, while I wasn’t afraid of her, I definitely listened.

      “It’s been almost four months,” I repeated.

      “I know.” She put a gentle hand on my shoulder. “I know you miss her. I know you’re angry. I know all of this, but rushing in there isn’t going to do anything but get you killed.”

      “But we’re not doing anything sitting here either,” I cried in frustration.

      “We are. You’re watching Anwar’s every public move, monitoring what’s going on in the smaller towns and villages. Sandor has been there twice already, gathering information and securing safe houses.”

      “And?”

      “As soon as we have a viable, efficient plan, we’ll make a move. Until then, why don’t you get yourself a disguise and help me around the hotel? I’m fucking killing myself trying to get the right staff hired.”

      I stared at her. “You want me to work for you?”

      “I need trustworthy security all over the hotel, and the truth is, in a position like that, you’ll have access to all the celebrities, all the high rollers, all the people that move in your circles, making it easy for you to listen in and see if you pick up any interesting tidbits. I was thinking Daniil could go undercover as a limo driver.”

      Daniil blinked, arching one golden brown brow. “Um, sure.”

      “And me?” Sandor asked.

      “You could become my latest boy toy or a bouncer at the club. Your choice.” Her eyes twinkled with mirth and Daniil snorted out a laugh.

      Sandor didn’t bat an eyelash, though. “What does boy toy entail?”
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      Casey

      

      As my due date approached, I felt Erik’s absence more poignantly. We were in the middle of finals at school, which was an odd feeling for me after being out of school for nearly five years, but I’d been enjoying the mental challenge. I kept to myself for the most part and so far, no one had recognized me. I dressed down at school, no makeup or anything, and the school had agreed to let me attend under an assumed name so I wouldn’t get any unwanted attention. Professors knew who I was but my last name was never mentioned and I went by Catherine in class. It was kind of nice being anonymous but now that I was close to giving birth, I couldn’t think about anything else. Pregnancy hadn’t been terrible, but it wasn’t fun either, so I was ready to get him out.

      We’d found out for sure that it was a boy a few months ago, but hadn’t told anyone because I’d wanted to keep it to myself for a while. Nick hadn’t really understood the big deal, but he’d agreed because I’d asked him to, and I was getting excited to meet my little prince. I only called him that to myself, because he would most likely never have a royal title, but in my heart he was a prince like his father.

      He gave me a hard kick in the ribs for good measure, apparently, and I rubbed my sore side as I tried to finish my final essay for my composition class. This was the last thing I needed to do since I’d taken my college algebra final yesterday and my world history final the day before. Once I turned this in, hopefully tonight online, I’d be free until summer classes started. The same professor as the one I had now was teaching Composition II, so we’d already spoken about the baby’s birth and she’d said she didn’t care if I came to class as long as I wrote the essays. All the lecture notes were available online so it worked for both Nick and me.

      I wrote what I hoped was the final draft of this damn essay and went in search of a snack. A sharp pain in my lower back made me groan. The baby was definitely sitting on something tonight and I’d been miserable all day. Maybe I needed to go for a walk or something.

      “Hey.” Nick came in the door smiling. “Did you get your paper done?”

      “Yup.”

      “You look kind of tired. You okay?”

      “Just my lower back again.” I shrugged. “I took something, but I guess it’s bad tonight.”

      “Why don’t you go lie down?” Nick suggested. “You want to watch a movie?”

      “Sure.” I smiled gratefully.

      “Okay.” He went to change into shorts and I got comfortable on the bed. We put on one of our all-time favorite movies, The Blues Brothers, and Nick gently rubbed my lower back. I’d just begun to relax and was almost asleep when I suddenly sat up straight and let out a screech.

      “What just happened?” Nick demanded.

      “I don’t know.” I looked at him. “I think I’d better call the doctor. Whatever that was, it was intense.”

      Nick frowned. “You’ve been kind of uncomfortable for a couple of days… Is there any way you’ve been in labor?”

      I made a face. “How would I know? I’ve never done this before.”

      I called the doctor’s answering service and then lay against Nick weakly as we waited for the doctor to call back. “I’m nervous,” I admitted softly.

      “I know.” He squeezed my hand. “But I’ll be with you every step of the way.”

      “You’ve been such a rock for me these last six months,” I said softly. “I don’t know what I would’ve done without you.”

      “You’ll never have to find out. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “I really thought Erik would be back by now,” I whispered sadly.

      “I did too,” he admitted. “But however long it takes, I’m right here, so I don’t want you to worry.”

      The phone rang and I grabbed it, grateful to hear the doctor’s voice and telling her what had been going on. After a brief conversation, I hung up and sighed. “She says we should go to the hospital.”

      “Okay.” He sat up.

      “Let’s watch the rest of the movie,” I said quickly.

      “Casey…”

      “We can roam around the hospital and get gawked at, or I can suffer here in private.”

      “Wouldn’t you rather have a nice, comfy epidural?”

      I sighed. “Oh, okay.”

      “Come on. We can get over there, get you settled and then watch the rest of the movie on my laptop.”

      “Okay.” I got to my feet. “I need one more favor.”

      “Uh-oh.” He looked at me suspiciously.

      “I don’t think I can deal with all of our families right now. Ben and Kari are going to want to find a way to be there. My parents are going to break records getting to the hospital. And if the press gets wind of this… Can we just call everyone once the baby is born?”

      He seemed ready to protest but then nodded. “All right, darlin’. If that’s what you want, that’s what we’ll do.”

      “Thank you,” I whispered, burying my face in his chest.

      “You’re welcome.” He kissed the top of my head and then gently pushed me away. “Come on, let’s get your stuff together.”

      “Oh, shit!” I shook my head at him.

      “What?”

      “I forgot to turn in my essay.”

      “Well, go email it right now.” He shooed me into the living room.

      

      By the time my doctor examined me, I was dilated, and my water broke while she was doing it. I was quick to ask for an anesthesiologist and Nick had to leave the room while they inserted the epidural. When he came back in, I was lying back comfortably, my eyes on the television above the bed.

      “Whatcha doin’?” he asked with a smile.

      “First time in two weeks I haven’t had a backache.” I laughed. “I’m enjoying it.”

      “You sure you don’t want me to call your parents?” he asked softly. “They’re going to be hurt.”

      “It’s going to attract attention and we don’t want that, so let’s do this my way. I just want to go home and introduce the baby in private, without a lot of fanfare. I’m really struggling with Erik not being here. Please.”

      “Okay.” He took my hand and squeezed. “Whatever you want.”

      

      Lucas Kingsley was born just before dawn, weighing a solid nine pounds, with a shock of white-blond hair on his head. He let out a petulant wail of protest before opening his eyes and gazing into mine. As soon as they placed him in my arms, he fell asleep. He had ten perfect little fingers and ten tiny toes, with a button of a nose and an almost invisible dimple in his chin. God, he was beautiful. I smiled and looked at Nick with a bit of wonder.

      “Look at him,” I said.

      “He’s perfect,” Nick smiled. He bent and kissed the top of my head, putting a gentle hand on the baby. “You did good, honey.”

      I blinked away tears I didn’t dare shed. I was afraid once I started, I’d never stop and I didn’t want to celebrate the birth of my son that way. Erik’s son. He’d known, the bastard. He’d known it would be a boy and now he wasn’t even here to see him. I was suddenly irrationally angry about that and I gently pushed the baby at Nick.

      “Can you hold him? I’m kind of tired.”

      “Of course.” Nick took the baby from me but was watching my face closely. “Whatever you’re thinking, let it go. Not today.”

      “Then what day?” I whispered, swiping at my eyes. “He’s missing the most magnificent thing…” I cut off, unwilling to say any more with nurses around.

      Nick put a tender hand on the side of my face. “It’s going to be okay. One day at a time.”

      “We’re going to clean her up and make sure little Lucas is okay,” one of the nurses was saying as she plucked the baby from Nick’s arms. I watched her take him and reached for Nick’s hand. This was the most surreal day of my life, my emotions all over the place. One minute I was exhilarated, the next I wanted to cry, and after that I felt the need to punch someone. I’d read all about fluctuating hormones, postpartum depression and the like, but this was no fun at all.

      Everything was a little dreamlike as I watched them clean the baby, clean me, clean the room. So efficient and impersonal. Though everyone smiled and was friendly enough, they seemed to take great care in disappearing the moment they were done. And then we were alone, Lucas in my arms, Nick sitting on the edge of the hospital bed, still watching me carefully. It looked like he had something to say, but only because I knew him so well.

      “Whatever it is, you might as well say it,” I said softly, so as not to disturb the baby.

      “I can’t imagine what you’re feeling right now,” he said, though he didn’t look at me. He stared at some invisible spot outside the window as he continued. “Watching you give birth was amazing, absolutely the most awe-inspiring thing I’ve ever experienced. You must be incredibly sad that he isn’t here with you, instead of me.”

      “No, that’s not—” I began.

      “Let me finish.” He squeezed my arm. “I just want to say, I’m honored to have been part of it with you, to be the man you chose to share this with since Erik couldn’t be here. I mean that. It was incredible and I look forward to watching him grow up, in whatever capacity you allow me.”

      I smiled. “I’ve been thinking about that.”

      “Yeah?”

      “When Erik comes back, I’m sure
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