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Author’s Note
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As this is the story of Leonie and Nico’s romance, it is told in both of their perspectives (and occasionally in other characters’, as well). Please be prepared for chapters to switch back and forth between viewpoints, so you receive a fuller vision of their love story.

Lifetime after lifetime, nothing can keep me from you.

You appear in my dreams, even before I know that you exist:

I hear your voice before I know sound;

I breathe your scent before I understand pleasure;

I feel your comfort with me before I am able to speak.

Once we meet, my heart is found once more.

I know, too, that you wait for me around the next turn,

just beyond the next breath.

I feel you, even when I see no evidence and could call my

senses foolish.

But you are there—

And I am always waiting.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 1
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For the seventh night in a row, she was here.

The beauty. The lady with the Mona Lisa smile. The green-eyed stunner.

Every night for the past week, she had simply sat at the bar, giving a deathly, uninterested gaze to anyone who might approach besides Nick, all while drinking something non-alcoholic.

Last night, it had even been milk. 

As he cleaned a glass behind the bar, Nico Vidor—known to most everyone simply as “Nick”—smiled. Given the twinkle in her eye, he had wondered for a second whether she’d done that just to see his reaction.

As she nursed a ginger ale with a twist of lime, he tried not to watch, but his eyes weren’t listening.

Damn, she’s gorgeous.

Her slightly longer than shoulder-length auburn curls were drawn back artlessly behind one of her ears, but she was a woman who needed no art. Even in the half-light of the bar, her flawless, porcelain skin shone, her eyes holding enough heat to make him sweat. Even more nerve-wracking, she had an air of someone who had been raised with money. Only a woman who had been rich from birth could have quite that particular attitude of utter, unquestioned self-confidence.

While Nick wasn’t particularly into money, he knew enough to fear it. After all, he lived just outside D.C. Like the rest of the country, money could buy you everything—even most people. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t watch her and sigh.

If it weren’t his job to take her order, he never would have come close to her, labelling her as “so far out of my league she’s playing another sport.” But that didn’t mean his eyes were listening.

Watching her out of the corner of his eye, he sighed as though admiring a beautiful work of art which he barely had the right to look at. There was a tone to her muscles which was evident in the way the black dress fit her ample curves, and it wasn’t the type the various soccer moms who came in as a gang every Wednesday night got just from whatever the latest fad at the gym was.

It wasn’t an obvious sort of dress, either. Nothing about her was. Everything she was was perfect.

Of course, it was also clear that she was several years older than him, even if it was impossible to tell her exact age. Somehow, it only made the, “Back off, son, and stop the silly dreams” factor all the more intense.

All of this also made him wonder. Was she an athlete—or, at least, an ex-athlete who coached and still kept in training? An ex-ballerina, maybe? He’d known of a few whose leg muscles should have been registered as deadly weapons, even if he hadn’t had much personal acquaintance with either them or their muscles.

Possibly, if she’d wanted to, she could have tried to blend in with the soccer mom crowd, but there was something so different about her, as well—almost like a panther lounging in the forest, the possibility of very definite action there every moment.

Did I just call her a cougar?

Em-barrassing.

My apologies, Ms. Perfection. Especially since you haven’t made a move on a single man here.

As he was staring at her in what was probably an immensely creepy way—Get it TOGETHER, Nick!—he saw that those warm, green eyes had looked up at him again. Her slow and knowing smile was a work of art in itself.

Completely uncertain how to respond to that, and assuming she was just amused, he tucked a long black braid which had escaped from his ponytail back behind his ear and went back to pretending to be cleaning a nearby glass. If he stared at her for too much longer, he was going to be fogging up his wire-rimmed glasses.

Fortunately, he was rescued by one of the customers. No doubt this was another attempt to buy her a drink. While none of them had been successful, pretty much every guy in the bar had tried to get her attention.

Still, the only man, the only person, she had talked to was . . . well . . . him. But it seemed impossible that this might mean anything. Besides, it wasn’t like she could have gotten any service without either him or Bibby—although Bibiana had always been politely ignored.

“What’re you trying this time, Reggie?” Nick asked the unctuous customer. The short, balding man had a long, not entirely positive, history with the bar, but, since he had promised to be good, Callie had let him come back. Since it was her bar, she made the rules.

Besides, every once in a long while, behind Reggie’s studiously-maintained, transplanted Cockney exterior, he could actually prove that he had a heart. He just hid it really well.

Also, he never gave up when he was “pursuing a bird.” More than once, Nick had wondered if anyone in London actually still talked like that, or if Reggie’s whole persona was an act.

Still, it was D. C. Plenty of people here pretended to be something they weren’t, and Callie’s Place attracted all types.

With an almost conspiratorial, stage whisper, Reggie was half-leaning over the bar. “I was thinking a mimosa. Y’know? Something classy women like her tend to go for.”

For a second, he waggled his eyebrows.

“Think she’ll like that one?”

Laughing a little, Nick looked down and shook his head. At 6' 4", he towered over the much older white man, who might’ve been 5' 8" on a good day. But whatever Reggie’s various antics, Nick had a weird, soft spot for him, and the man really wasn’t as much of a creep as he sometimes seemed. He never went after the college girls or any woman who’d really be put off or unsettled by his antics.

Still, he had to stop somewhere, didn’t he?

“Reggie, you’ve already tried offering her an appletini, a Cosmopolitan, a Moscow mule, a margarita, and three kinds of mojito. When are you going to learn to quit?”

The slightly drunken man leaned further across the bar, poking his swizzle stick at the bartender’s broad chest conversationally. “Let me tell you something, my young, swarthy friend. Women like persistence.” He stuck the swizzle stick back in his mouth. “Learn that early, and things will go much better for you.”

Nick sighed. Reggie’s advice on women was the last thing he wanted. It was true that he wasn’t hopping into a different woman’s bed every night, but—unlike Reggie—he didn’t want to. Most of the women he met did little for him anyway. Unlike Reggie, who’d happily take on any woman who’d look at him twice, Nick was hoping for something deeper. He didn’t even really have a type, was more drawn to a feeling about a woman and would then spend time appreciating the outer wrappings which held that interesting personality.

Even if he had been looking for the transitory relationships Reggie reveled in, he still had grave doubts about the effectiveness of anything the older man said. What funny little Reggie and his probably-fake accent could get away with, Nick never could.

“That huge black guy is looking at me again” tends to get a VERY different reaction.

If he had any say in it, Nick had no desire to get arrested or shot just because he smiled at a woman. Making a nuisance of himself was out.

Sighing, he shook his head. “I'll try her again, Reggie, but don't hold your breath.”

Tossing his bar rag over his shoulder and returning to the woman in question, he hated to do this to her. Callie’s Place had a rule that any woman being sent a drink had to agree to it first, and, so far, the beauty had turned down all comers, but he often felt sorry for the more attractive women who came in. It must be annoying to not be able to just have a quiet drink without getting harassed.

Still, her subtle and welcoming smile greeted him, as he approached.

“Which drink was it this time?” Her gaze looked amused, her voice having a subtle lick of an accent.

French, maybe?

Despite the way being near her made his heart pound, he tried to act at least vaguely normal. The last thing the beauty needed was to have a bartender drooling all over her, too.

Smiling kindly, he delivered Reggie’s latest gambit. “A mimosa.”

“Ah.” She seemed to be laughing softly, as she stared down into her ginger ale. “He’s trying the entire Sorority Girl’s Night Out list.”

Attempting to avoid the overpowering sensations he experienced whenever he was near her, Nick focused down on the counter at a vague spill. He wasn’t sure what it was about her that moved him so much. He knew many other beautiful women, and he didn’t feel quite so asinine around them.

Still, this one woman awoke something sleeping deep within him, a half-repressed fluttering of emotional memory, and it had nothing to do with his young age or hormones.

He began to wipe up the spill. “Reggie’s a handful,” he admitted.

Probably trying, subconsciously, to stretch out the time he was able to be near her, he was silent for another few seconds, knowing he should move away to keep from annoying her.

“I'm guessing that you’re going to be turning him down again.”

“Yes.” Although he wasn’t looking at her, he felt the warmth of her smile.

Another second passed between them, Nick not quite able to walk away, and he heard her sigh softly. Before he could take that as his cue to leave her be, his heart nearly ceased beating as he felt her soft hand touch his own, stopping his unnecessary cleaning efforts.

His shocked, dark brown eyes met hers.

“How many nights do I need to come in here before you at least ask me my name?” she smiled, her smoky green gaze glittering at him.

For a moment, Nick wondered if he were in bed dreaming.

She couldn’t really have just asked me that—or be touching me. Could she?

Letting him know he wasn’t imagining things, her soft fingers stroked just over the back of his hand—smooth, milky white along dark, calloused brown. Even that seemed to send a heat straight into his veins.

Possibly noticing his reaction, she smiled a little more broadly. “My name’s Leonie—Leonie Beausoleil.”

His heart was pounding, and he knew he probably looked like he had gone into shock. When he finally found his voice again, it was only to discover to his dismay that he was saying exactly what he was thinking. “It suits you. It’s beautiful.”

For a second, she examined him, apparently determining just how truthful his words were. When she smiled a moment later, he knew she’d decided in his favor.

Either that or she’s decided I’m an artless oaf. I guess so long as she doesn’t put me in the same class as Reggie, I’m doing okay.

Realizing that he had been holding his breath during her quiet scrutiny, he let it out. “Uh, I'm Nick,” he finally managed.

She continued stroking over his hand lightly, and he wasn’t fool enough to stop her.

“So I gathered.”

She looked amused, but, thankfully, not like she was just toying with him, and he tried not to shake his head.

News flash, idiot. She’s heard everyone in the place call you that by now. 

Kicking himself a few more times mentally, he still didn’t pull away.

Her smile was unbroken. “What about your last name?”

“Um,” he added first, as though he had forgotten it momentarily, and really tried to pull himself together. “Vidor. Nick Vidor.”

God, her eyes are so warm. And I’m not losing my mind. It really IS me she’s staring at. And touching, for that matter.

His thoughts skittered sideways for a second.

Maybe she needs a green card?

She didn’t look like the sort of woman who needed anything she couldn’t easily get.

Even if he’d wanted to—which he didn’t—he couldn’t look away, caught in her beautiful spell. She still hadn’t ceased stroking light patterns over the back of his hand, which should not have been half as arousing as it was.

“Pleased to meet you, Nicholas Vidor.”

Her voice was a little husky, and he really wished he could kiss her but was snapped from his daze by the name.

“Um, ah, no. Not Nicholas, I’m afraid.”

Taking a sip of her drink and leaning in a little, her eyes stroked into him. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he realized that the one other bartender—Bibiana—was having to pick up the slack he was allowing by being stuck here, enraptured, like a man listening to a siren call to him.

It still didn’t get him to move.

Sorry, Bibby.

“Hmm,” she murmured. “So, if it’s not Nicholas, how did you get to be Nick?”

“It’s ‘Nico’ on my birth certificate.” He shrugged. “Nick just seems easier for people to remember.”

Glancing into him curiously, she looked a little sad. “Do you mean that people called you that, and you just went along with it?”

He shrugged. There had been a lot worse things in his childhood than getting called “Nick.”

Why waste energy on the little stuff?

Besides, he’d never disliked the name, so why not?

For a moment, her fingers touched his face very gently, and he closed his eyes, certain he was in heaven. Then, possibly because the move had brought them even more attention, she withdrew it, as he looked back at her.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, although he wasn’t certain whether it were for touching him openly or for whatever of his past she’d seen in his eyes. “Nico’s an attractive name.” Looking him up and down, her eyes left a warm trail along his body, making him shudder in longing. “It suits you, Nico.” Her accent seemed in love with every syllable.

Happily, Nick shivered slightly. His name had never sounded even half so good.

Noticing the reaction, she looked down to where she was stroking his hand. “Would you like me to stop?"

“No,” he said, once again before he’d time to think, and he both marveled and worried at how unguarded this woman made him. “Um, but I guess I would like to know what you want,” he added truthfully.

She tilted her head. “What makes you think I want anything?”

I don’t mean to offend her, but . . .

“You could have any guy in the place. Most of them have a lot more to offer you.” He was certain his gaze showed how lost he was. “Why me?”

This time, her eyes grew very serious, as she took his hand in hers. “Why does that surprise you?” Strangely, she gazed through him as though staring at a work of art. “Don’t you have any idea how beautiful you are?”

He was certain his surprise showed.

“Me? I’m not anybody. I don't even have a degree past the community college I went to. And bartending’s not just my side gig. It’s my only job.”

For a moment, he glanced around at the bar’s crowd. There were businessmen and devoted college and grad. students, never mind the various political types, which admittedly she was much too good for. Sadly, he looked back to her.

“You can do a lot better than me.”

Even if I know you’d only want me for a night.

Besides, he knew a night with her wouldn’t be some cherished memory. It would be an eternal ache of just what he’d missed and could never have.

Sighing, her gaze seemed to see straight into his past, and she appeared torn by all she witnessed. “But it’s you I want.”

The simple truth of it surprised him, and he watched her sigh, staring at the bar, as she went on.

“There are no promises between us.”

Her smiling eyes returned to his.

“But if you’d like to get some coffee when your shift ends, I’d be happy to spend a few more hours just getting to know you.”

Feeling a little stunned, he didn’t know what to say for a moment. It wasn’t that he had never been asked out before, and it certainly wasn’t that he was unused to, or disliked, assertive women. Every woman he knew seemed to fit into that category. But he had never quite expected, when he’d come to work tonight, that the beautiful woman he’d found in his dreams for the last week would actually be asking him out.

Of course, it was a good thing she’d made the first move, because he’d never have even dreamed of it. He wasn’t a bad man or an unlikable person, but she deserved so much more than that.

“What do you say?” she asked in her quiet, accented voice, still waiting.

Finally, he pulled himself back from his shock, smiling. “What kind of a fool would I have to be to say no? Yes, I’d love to.”

There was a beautiful warmth in her eyes, and he was charmed by the little laugh lines beside them. The small bird which seemed to have replaced his heart fluttered its wings excitedly.

“Good,” she whispered.

However, a moment later, he was broken rudely from his spell.

“Hey, lover boy!” Bibiana half-called from behind him, a moment before his butt got whapped with a bar rag. “Stop flirting with the customers and come help me out.”

“Um, yeah.” He turned back to look at his coworker, her light brown hair pulled back in some sort of half-bun, half-ponytail thing only she could pull off. “Coming, Bibby.”

Leonie caught his hand once more before he moved away.

“By the way, you can tell—Reggie, is it?—no. Also remind him that the mimosa should be a flower, not a drink.”

She tilted her head toward a corner of the bar behind her.

“And if the ‘gentleman’ in the back wants to offer me a ‘long, slow, screw against the wall,’ ‘sex on the beach’—or some other crime against double entendres and good liquor—remind him that I have a black belt, and I’m not afraid to show it off a bit.”

Her smile was slightly wicked, and Nick had to admit he loved it.

Grinning, his heart still twittered. “I'll do that.”

Running his thumb over her hand lightly, he moved away, wondering at his luck.

Bibiana looked back at the woman he’d been talking to for so long a second later, and then stopped near her. Nick only half-saw it as he was tending to other customers and wondered if she was choosing to be his wingwoman. Certainly, she knew that he never intentionally flirted with the customers.

He had to strain to hear what she was saying.

“Don't listen to me with that ‘lover boy’ stuff, either. He’s one of the good ones.”

Nick more felt than saw Leonie’s eyes run over him.

“Yes, I think I realized that,” she whispered softly.

He would have taken that one sentence over a standing ovation any day of the week.
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Chapter 2
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It was 2 a.m. before the bar closed and about 2:30 before Nick was able to get free. Even that was a gift from Bibiana, who had long been trying to set him up with “the right woman.” Now that the right woman had apparently fallen into his lap, she didn’t seem ready to let him wriggle free.

Nick was grateful, as he walked silently with Leonie to an all-night coffee house a few streets over. Its clientele, especially at this hour, was an odd jumble of students and politicos, all either looking for a place to study or meet.

By the time they were tucked into a cozy booth in the corner, Nick had finally thought of something to say. All the way there, Leonie had been giving him amused, if warm, looks for his silence.

Still, there was just something about being near her, some sense of both recognition and soul-deep desire which took away all attempts at conscious thought. The fact that that didn’t make any sense at all didn’t stop the feeling.

It didn’t help that he was a little afraid that what he wanted to say might spook her.

“Wouldn’t you have preferred to drive over—or take an Uber or cab? It would’ve given you a quick getaway, if you decided you wanted it.” 

She looked utterly amused, but he worried. Although he knew he wasn’t any sort of a threat, there was no way she could.

Although it’s kind of nice not to have someone just assume the worst of me.

Still, he went on. “Now, it’s the middle of the night, and I’m your only protection, walking back.”

True, once she had gotten off the barstool, he had been kind of nicely surprised that she was at least six feet tall and they met nearly eye-to-eye. Many of his female friends, colleagues, and even former lovers were munchkins in comparison. He liked that feeling of equality.

Still, even if she had mentioned something about having some physical training, he didn’t want to see her hurt, and wandering around with strange men couldn’t be said to be safe.

Smiling down at her cup of black coffee, Leonie saw what he was doing, and her heart warmed to him further. But it was easier to continue being flirtatious. Masks often were more comfortable than the truth.

“Not feeling trustworthy, Mr. Nico Vidor?”

When her green eyes shone back on him, he felt himself flushing. Possibly thankfully in this situation, he had the melanin to make that a little less obvious.

“Um, yes, I am. But you don’t know that, do you?”

Chuckling to herself, she stared back at her drink, deciding that maybe a bit of honesty might be called for. It didn’t take long for the “mysterious woman” thing to go from intriguing to worrying.

“I think I do.”

Her gaze on him was warm.

“Would you like to know why I first came into the bar, Nick?”

Although her English was flawless, there was that light accent which caressed every word. He had to remind himself not to get lost in it. “Okay.”

“It was for you.”

While he looked a bit taken aback, she knew it was better to tell him now than possibly scare him later.

“I’m not a stalker,” she assured him. “I was only passing by when I saw you helping up a child who’d had a small bike accident in front of the bar. I think you might even have taken him home to his mother.”

His dark brown eyes widened slightly. “How . . . why?”

Shaking her head, she once more looked into her drink. Clearly, he had no idea how beautiful he was.

“If I didn’t suspect you of being almost entirely guileless, Mr. Vidor, I might think you had done it just to win a passing woman’s heart.” She laughed back up to him. “Puppies and children—both are very good at capturing a woman’s attention, so I hear.”

He had no idea at all what to say to this. “So you started coming into the bar just because you saw me help up Esteban?”

Her smile sent a really wonderful shiver over his skin.

“You’ve really been coming in to try to get my attention?”

She didn’t even try to keep the warm look out of her eyes. The longer she was around him, the further her heart seemed to warm—and it had been so long since it had done that, with anyone.

Unwilling to admit just how deeply he moved her, her words were still light. “Don’t undersell yourself. You’re quite the looker. I would guess I’m not the first.”

Nick looked thoughtful for a moment. There was that group of college girls whom Callie called, not always charitably, “Nick’s Fan Club.” Still, he had never quite taken her seriously. Get a certain kind of young woman drunk, and it was nearly illegal for her not to flirt with the bartender.

Staring at her as though she were a queen who’d stopped her carriage just for him, he shook his head. Leonie was definitely no drunken party girl.

Amused by his utter lack of egotism, and seeing all his thoughts in his eyes, she laughed lightly, wondering just how many such followers it would take to make him realize this might be about him.

But, a second later, her thoughts turned slightly, her face growing more serious. “You know that you shouldn’t really have helped the boy, don’t you?”

Worried, he gazed into her. Since she was out with him, he guessed she probably wasn’t a Neo-Nazi, but was she some weird anti-immigrant type? Given the fact that her accent didn’t exactly peg her as American-born, that would be pretty odd, but hate created some strange and illogical brands of lunacy.

“What do you mean?”

Seeing the concern on his face, she tried to explain. “I mean that a hurt child, or a hurt person of any sort on the street, can be the lead-in for robbery, kidnapping, or any number of other crimes. I’ve seen it used.”

His gaze only grew more doubtful of her motives. Sighing, she tried to get to her point.

“You do live in one of the most crime-ridden cities in America. You should probably take that more seriously.”

Incredulously, he stared into her. “Look, I’m not saying I’m invincible, but he was just a hurt little kid. Besides, he’s . . . what? . . . an 11-year-old boy? I’m six-foot-four. I think I’d have had a better chance.”

Her gaze was still serious. “Not against a gun.”

While this had started out pleasantly enough, a cold fear was growing inside him. “Who are you, anyway?”

She didn’t take offense. “I’m a woman who’s also a security consultant.” Her gaze moved deeper inside him. “A woman who doesn't often meet men who appeal to her.”

Seeing his continuing uncertainty, her sigh lingered.

“I’d just like you to be safe.”

While that, thankfully, had wiped away a little of the worry in his eyes, he still seemed confused.

“You’re not looking for a sale, are you? I mean, I’m broke, and Callie’s got Davian to look after things.”

It almost amused him a moment later to see that that particular look of 
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