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      Knight is a departure from my usual novels insofar as it is shorter as well as more erotic, exploring the building of trust and connection between two people falling in love. Heads up: there are heavy elements of control and erotic punishment in this novel.

      It is my goal as a female writer to send a message through my novels that no matter how wacky, zany, shy or wounded you may be, you need to stop listening to that demon that sits in your head and start to pay attention to those around you who love you.

      Embrace yourself, even your faults, and understand you have something to contribute, and more, people want it, love it, crave it.

      Further, baby can have back, an awesome rack and a Buddha belly and still find a wonderful man who makes her melt because she has all she has and is all she is. The media bombards us with images that we take in as desirable; our inner demon absorbs these and tells us that is what we should strive to be.

      And it is impossible.

      This is damaging.

      And I don’t like that. Because my inner demon tells me the same thing and I fight it all the time. And my work is one of the ways I do that.

      My books won’t change the world, I know. But if they inject just a little bit of steel in your spine that lets you go forth into the world as you, only you, and expect what you should expect, that you are beautiful and worthwhile and people see that, my job is done.

      Further, if you’ve read any of my books, you’ll know I feel that a healthy sex life with a compatible partner is crucial to a relationship. In this book, I explore this further.

      All of it.

      Just as every woman should feel beautiful and worthwhile, she should feel desirable and explore her sexuality with a partner who makes this safe and protects her and their relationship along the way. This, too, is a theme in all my books, but especially this one.

      Writing is my passion. It is also my livelihood. So I was understandably anxious about making my already racy books even racier. In an effort not to offend my readers, I reached out to a posse of women, readers and friends, to read this with me as I wrote it. The pouring forth of support, encouragement, excitement, friendship and love was un-be-freaking-leivable. They gave me the strength to tell Knight and Anya’s story to its fullest. It is not erotica, it is a love story. But it is an erotic one.

      So I would like to thank these women who took my back. They know how much it meant to me but you should too. So Jenny Aspinall, Sali Benbow-Powers, Gitte Doherty, Shelley Egerton, Lori Francis and Nikki Griffiths, thank you, my Secret Project Action Team. You made this fun and beautiful. Love you, my girlies, straight to the bottom of my heart.

      And lastly, to Chasity Jenkins-Patrick who was my first cheerleader in this project and who always takes my back, if you don’t know already, God shined his light on me when you hit send on those emails. Know it.

      To everyone else, I give you Knight. I hope you love it as much as me and my girlies.
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            Pointless but It’s Somethin’

          

        

      

    

    
      I was standing in the corner.

      I didn’t want to be there. I hadn’t wanted to be there for a while, and I was considering making a move not to be there anymore when he walked in.

      But these thoughts flew from my head. In fact, every thought flew from my head as I caught sight of him and blinked.

      Then I stared.

      He was tall. I had no idea how to describe how tall he was, but the only word I could think of was “very.” Very tall. He was wearing a nice, tailored, black wool overcoat. With the lighting, all I could see was that he had on trousers. Not their color or style, just that they weren’t jeans or cords. I could also see he had on nice shoes. Those could also be described as the “very” variety of nice. They were shiny and clearly expensive. Other than that, with his side to me, I couldn’t take anything else in.

      And I really didn’t try.

      I was fascinated by it all, but my attention was taken by his face. His features, even mostly in profile, were striking. Not perfection, but so intensely masculine I’d never seen anything like it. It was almost unreal.

      But his hair surprised me. He had on an expensive overcoat, expensive shoes, and he was here, at this party, in this lavish apartment in a way that I knew, unlike me, he belonged here. But his very dark, thick, slightly wavy hair needed a cut. It wasn’t long and unkempt. It was simply longish and unruly. Like he had better things to do than to get regular haircuts, and those things weren’t clubbing, hanging with his crew and taking fastidious care of his body, clothing and all other parts of his physical being so that he could play and then nail every female who threw herself at him.

      Then again, if he did that, he’d never come up for air.

      His height, his clothes, his looks, his hair were not all that fascinated me.

      He was angry. It was not only etched in the hard line of his strong jaw, his lips pressed together in unconcealed annoyance or his gaze sharp on the scene that lay before him.

      It was physical. A swell of vibrating heat that filled the room.

      I wasn’t the only one who noticed. With some effort, tearing my eyes away from him, I saw those closest to him had turned to look at him. Some were even taking a few steps away to retreat.

      I didn’t blame them. I was all the way across the room in the corner and I still felt it. But if I was close, I, too, would shift away.

      It was terrifying. Utterly.

      I wondered if Nick had a roommate, and my guess was he did. My other guess was he had no idea Nick was having a party.

      My gaze swept the space. The sunken living room and the elevated areas surrounding it were cluttered with bodies. There was a bottle of champagne that had overturned on the coffee table, and it clearly had been at least half full considering the wet stain on the carpet and the puddle on the table. I knew two people had broken glasses. I heard them. One, some girl cleaned up. The other, the pieces had been kicked around and likely smushed into the kickass furry carpet or ground into the dark wood floors, luckily not causing any injuries (yet). There were beer bottles, liquor bottles and glasses everywhere, even sitting on the floor or having rolled under tables. There were overfull ashtrays, ashes on the floor, even butts. The music wasn’t ear-splitting loud, but considering it was after one in the morning, it was still too loud. The neighbors in this swank building definitely could hear it, not to mention the noisy buzz of conversation, and they probably wouldn’t like it.

      I knew I wouldn’t, and I didn’t.

      And neither did Nick’s roommate.

      My eyes went back to where he was standing and they did this hesitantly. Part of me wanted to see him again. I was a woman and he was the kind of man a woman would look at. Any woman. No matter what their tastes ran to. He just attracted female attention and any woman would want a second look. Part of me was scared to look, mostly because he was pretty scary. This was because a man who could walk into a room wearing an overcoat, be there a moment and fill the room with a searing, angry vibe was pretty scary.

      But when I looked back, he was gone.

      And I took this as my cue to be gone.

      I didn’t want to come anyway, but Sandrine had had her sights set on Nick for a while now. Viv and I had told her time and again he was a player, and we knew this because we knew a number of girls he’d played. But Sandrine saw him as the golden goose. She spent a goodly amount of time on the hunt for the golden goose, and the minute she laid eyes on the handsome Nick Sebring she decided he was The One.

      The minute I laid eyes on him my stomach turned. He was good-looking, this was fact. He was also a jerk. This was impossible to miss. And he was something else. Something I couldn’t put my finger on, something I didn’t like. Not at all.

      But to Sandrine, he had it all. Flash, dash, beauty…

      And money.

      Yes, my friend was a gold digger.

      Still, call me crazy (and I called myself that more than once over my years of knowing her) I loved her. She was a pain in the behind a lot of the time, and I had to say her single-minded pursuit of The One (just as long as The One was gorgeous, built and loaded) kind of freaked me out sometimes, alarmed me others and flat out scared me on occasion. But at least she knew who she was and what she wanted.

      And this, I thought, surveying the scene, was what she wanted. She wanted to reign as queen at exactly this kind of scene. Free-flowing booze and champagne. Well-dressed lackeys. Sumptuous apartments with sunken living rooms, state-of-the-art kitchens and wraparound balconies. And we’d put our coats in Nick’s bedroom so I’d had a quick look. Seriously, one look at Nick’s bedroom and even I nearly reconsidered his jerk status. It was that gorgeous.

      Approximately a half a second later, I remembered nothing was worth putting up with a jerk. Not even a beyond gorgeous bedroom. Especially not a jerk like Nick.

      I put my mostly unconsumed drink on the black marble countertop that adorned the long bar that separated the kitchen from the living room and started to make my way to the balcony.

      I didn’t want to do this and this was the reason why I was hiding in a dark corner. I’d tried mingling, but this wasn’t my scene and the people there knew it just as well as me. Sandrine told me I should buy a dress and keep the tags on, just tuck them in to hide them. She also told me to buy a pair of shoes and she’d go with me to make a scene if they wouldn’t accept the return because they were scuffed. But I thought this was uncool, so I refused like I did all the other times Sandrine suggested this.

      She didn’t mind doing this and did it all the time. Sweat stains, martini stains; it didn’t matter. Once she’d even returned a pair of shoes whose strap broke while she was dancing. And it was the fourth time she’d worn them.

      Not me.

      So I was wearing a pair of high-heeled sandals I bought two years ago. They were cute, even, I thought, sexy but they were cheap, not even real leather. I’d taken care of them, but still, they looked what they were. Same with my dress. TJ Maxx, and not even a way out of season designer. Just a no name. I thought it was pretty. It showed just enough skin, not too much, it fit like a glove and it was the perfect color for me. But it wasn’t silk, satin or labeled. It was polyester, and even at TJ Maxx I bought it on sale.

      And the eyes came to me, moving up and down, lips curling, noses scrunching, eyes rolling.

      This was the girls.

      The guys, gaze right to my breasts, hips or legs. At this point of the evening, they didn’t care if they banged class or someone who thought they could buy it. They just wanted to bang anything and would take what they could get.

      Sandrine had headed out to the balcony about half an hour ago with Nick. She’d not returned so this was my destination. Therefore, my journey was a long one, weaving through bodies, avoiding crossed legs or stepping over straightened ones of those sitting on couches, feeling gazes following me the entire way.

      It seemed to last an hour but probably lasted around two minutes.

      Then I was through the glass door and outside.

      It felt good out there; cold but good. No smoke, the stuffiness of too many bodies in a space gone. I allowed myself a moment to drink it in before I looked around.

      A couple to the right in a clinch. Not Sandrine.

      I turned my head left, and nearly at the corner of the balcony I saw Nick had Sandrine against the floor to ceiling window. They were also in a clinch.

      Ugh.

      I clicked over in my inexpensive (but cute) sandals, and when I got somewhat close called, “Uh…sorry to disturb.”

      Nick’s head came up and both of their gazes came to me. Otherwise, they didn’t move a muscle.

      Nick’s eyes dropped to my breasts.

      Sandrine’s eyes widened in a clear but nonverbal, “What the fuck are you doing here?” She finally had him where she’d wanted him for a long while and she wasn’t happy to be disturbed.

      “Again, sorry,” I said quietly when I got close and looked to Sandrine. “Honey, I need to go home.”

      “Okay,” she replied immediately. “Text you tomorrow.”

      I blinked.

      We had a pact: never leave a man behind. Not to mention we’d shared a taxi, and since we were sharing one back and she’d driven to my house that meant such a treat was affordable.

      “Um…but—” I started.

      “I’m good,” she cut me off. “Nick can take me home when I go home.” Her head turned to Nick. “Right, Nick?”

      He didn’t move his gaze from my breasts for a moment before they drifted lazily to my face.

      “Why are you leaving?” he asked and I stared at him.

      What did he care?

      “Well, it’s getting late and—” I began to explain.

      He interrupted with, “Stay.”

      “Pardon?” I asked.

      “Stay,” he repeated. A grin spread on his face that I did not like. Not that I liked much about Nick, as in nothing. His head turned to Sandrine, who he still had pinned to the windows, then back to me, and in a low voice with unmistakable meaning, he said softly, “The three of us, we’ll have a party.”

      I blinked again, even as I stiffened and saw Sandrine doing the same.

      Then I stated firmly, “No, actually, I need to go home, which is where I’m going.” I looked to my friend. “Sandrine?”

      She looked miffed, not a little, a lot.

      At me.

      God, Sandrine.

      She looked at Nick and announced, “I don’t do three-ways. It’s just me or nothing.”

      He looked at me. “You uptight like that?” he asked.

      See? Jerk!

      “Absolutely,” I answered.

      “Shame,” he muttered. Then, still looking at me, “Though, figure, just you’d be enough.”

      Seriously?

      “Seriously?” This came sharp and from Sandrine.

      Told you Nick was a jerk. And something else. And whatever that something else was was not good.

      “Right, if that’s the gig then whoever’s stayin’ stays and whoever’s leavin’ leaves,” Nick went on, and he did this gaze on Sandrine, who he had pinned to the windows, but somehow, and it wasn’t lost on Sandrine or me, he was insinuating it was her he wanted to leave.

      God, I hoped this opened her eyes to this dirtbag.

      I should have known better. Those eyes came to me and she said, “I’ll text you tomorrow.”

      Somehow, some way I needed to get her to snap out of it. I wished Viv was here with me. She’d lay it out. Then again, she had, more often and with less gentleness than me, and Sandrine never listened to her either.

      “Sandrine—”

      “Anya, honey, I’ll text you tomorrow.”

      She was getting impatient. She was also living firm in the mistaken knowledge that her beauty (and she was beautiful), her style (ditto with the style, she had it in spades) and her abilities between the sheets (I had no idea about that one, though, according to her, she was fabulous) would twine Nick Sebring close and he wouldn’t want to break free.

      “Sandrine, I’m not comfort—” I started yet again.

      “Anya,” she cut me off again. “I’ll…text…you…tomorrow.”

      She gave big eyes to Nick who was looking at me and didn’t notice. These eyes indicated that I was missing the fact she had her golden goose in her snare and I needed to vamoose, and pronto, so she could work her magic.

      I didn’t like this. You didn’t leave a man behind, but you really didn’t leave a man behind with Nick Sebring.

      But other than drag her kicking and screaming out of the apartment, down fifteen floors and into a taxi, I didn’t know what to do.

      So I muttered, “Tomorrow.”

      She grinned at me.

      I frowned at her and tried to communicate seven thousand words about Nick being a jerk with my eyes. But she just turned back to him, lifted her hand to his cheek and turned his face to her.

      Really, Vivica was right. Sandrine was living in a fantasy world. She’d had a daddy who treated her like she was precious, told her she was beyond beautiful and spoiled her rotten. She’d had a high school boyfriend who did the same. Then, in college, another boyfriend, the same. From birth to twenty-two, she’d had the golden life, gliding on her beauty and feminine wiles. She hadn’t cottoned on to the fact that, after leaving college five years ago, she’d entered the jungle. And further, the particular jungle she chose to hunt in had bigger, more ferocious predators, even after a number of them had already chewed her up and spit her out.

      With no choice, I called a soft, “Goodnight,” and turned away.

      I received no farewells.

      I didn’t look back.

      I headed to my coat, and luckily I had something to do while I did it so I didn’t have to feel the eyes on me or see the looks. As I wended my way through bodies and muttered vague “excuse me’s,” I was pulling my little (cheap but cute) purse open to pull out my cell.

      By the time I got to the mouth of the hall, I had it out.

      The apartment was strange. I thought this because it was huge. I’d never been in an apartment that large before. I didn’t even know they came that large. But it also had a bizarre layout.

      Bizarre or not, it was cool, and even if it wasn’t my thing and it didn’t look all that great now stuffed full of bodies and the detritus of a party, I couldn’t say it wasn’t stunning. It was.

      You walked into a wide hall, at the side of which one wall had two doors (closed). The other was just a wall that delineated the hall from the kitchen. This hall led to the living room, which was mostly sunken; three steps down to the seating area. But around its perimeter was an elevated, wide, dark wood-floored area, and two sides of the living room were surrounded by floor to ceiling windows.

      Another hall led off this just as you hit the living room area. It was L-shaped. This had two doors down one side; one at the end, and then you turned down the L and another door at the end of that hall.

      Nick’s gorgeous bedroom. Where my coat was.

      I wandered down the hall toward my coat, head bent, activating my phone. I got to the bend in the L when my phone went blank in my hand and my feet stopped as I stared at it.

      “Crap,” I whispered, hitting the on button to no avail. I tried again. Still no go. “Crap,” I repeated my whisper.

      I needed a new phone. I knew this. I was saving for it and was only two paychecks away from buying it. My phone lost its charge in an hour and had been doing so for the last month and a half. My next phone was going to be a good one, not a cheapie. This was not because I wanted to keep up with the gadgets. This was because I’d been through three cheap phones in as many years and I felt this investment was sound. If I had a phone that cost three times as much as the ones I’d been buying but lasted for three years with zero headaches, I’d be ahead of the game.

      I looked to the end of the hall where Nick’s bedroom was and was about to start walking again but my body froze solid.

      This was because on the floor in the hall was a huge pile of coats.

      I stared, shocked. I, myself, had put my coat on a pile on Nick’s bed. Now they were on the floor in the hall.

      I looked from the coats to the end of the hall.

      The bedroom door was open, the lights on and blazing, unlike before when I put my coat there and the lights were dim, romantic. An indication of a promise of what was to come for the girl who would be lucky enough (gag) to join Nick there later.

      Jeez, some drunk idiot tossed all the coats in the hall. I hadn’t seen anyone acting like an idiot, but there were people who were careening beyond inebriated to sloshed. This happened at an open bar where the booze was plentiful and flowed freely, seeing as it was free.

      I pulled in breath and walked to the coats. Doing a knees closed squat, I held my cell and purse in one hand and pawed through the coats with my other one. Finding mine, I yanked it out and straightened. I did this with my eyes aimed down the hall but unfocused. They focused when I spied the shiny silver, thin, curving, unbelievably cool cordless phone in a black dome base sitting on the nightstand in the bedroom.

      That phone was the means to a taxi. One without having to ask someone in the living room if I could use their phone, interrupting Sandrine and Nick again, or hoofing it on the sidewalk in hopes I’d find a payphone, and standing outside in the cold to wait.

      Excellent.

      I carefully skirted the coats, having to step on some as it was impossible to move around them without doing this, and walked into the bedroom to the phone. I didn’t look around, even though I wanted to take a closer look. I wanted more to get the heck out of there.

      I picked up the phone from its base thinking the same thing I thought the first time I walked into that room. The room smelled odd. An attractive blend of some heady masculine aftershave or cologne and cigarette smoke. Yes, cigarette smoke. But it blended strangely well together, making the room seem wicked, but in a good way. Now, the cigarette smoke was the stronger of the two, when before it was the aftershave/cologne smell. This was less attractive but more wicked.

      I thanked the powers that be that taxis, something I rarely took because I could rarely afford them, had their numbers emblazoned on all their cars. I had dialed in the four and one of the four, one, two, four, one, two, four number when I heard a low, smooth, very deep, definitely annoyed man’s voice asking, “What the fuck?”

      My head swiveled and I froze in mid-dial.

      The tall man with dark, disheveled, longish hair and freakishly masculine, markedly attractive features was standing in one of the two sets of arched French doors that led to the balcony across the room. He was smoking. He’d lost his overcoat and I saw he was wearing a deep lilac, slim-fit tailored shirt that showed he not only was tall, but broad, lean and had a torso unmistakably packed with power,

      Oh, and he was pissed.

      Oh my.

      And.

      Oh crap.

      “Uh…” I mumbled then mumbled no more as he swiftly knifed sideways, clearly to stub out his cigarette. His angry, dark gaze sliced back to me as his long legs started bringing him to me.

      Crap!

      “You got a cell in your hand,” he informed me. “You need to hit my room and my phone?” he asked.

      Yes.

      Pissed.

      “Uh…”

      He was moving across the room so I again shut up.

      This room too had a sunken level. The large bed was on the normal level and it was covered with a black satin comforter (yes, satin) with black satin cases on the pillows (satin!) which meant satin sheets. The black lacquered headboard was very tall, as tall as me. The footboard was at least half a person high. The head of the bed was flanked with two black lacquered nightstands that were elegantly shaped and topped with lamps with slim, glossy black bottoms and wide but squat ivory shades. The bed was sitting on an ivory rug that had a slender black border edged in a thicker ivory.

      The same rug was in the sunken area that also held an ivory, sweep-lined couch tumbled with black toss pillows and an equally sweep-lined black armchair with ivory toss pillows that had a matching ottoman. There was also an oval, black lacquered coffee table down there, and tall, now-illuminated floor lamps flanking the couch that coordinated with the lamps on the nightstands.

      Up three steps was another area with a matching-but-narrow rug that looked made to fit the space. On either end were identical tall, black lacquered chests of drawers topped with bigger lamps with wider bases. But, like the floor lamps, they somewhat matched the ones on the nightstands.

      All the lights were turned on, including the three overhead ones, which had stunning arrays of pinned but dangling crystals covering them.

      And last, there were three doors along the wall. Two closed. One opened though not lit, but I could still see it was a bathroom.

      I took all this in distractedly because he was making his way to me and I was paralyzed.

      He was moving up the steps closest to me as he called, his eyes slightly narrowing, “Hello? Are you breathing?”

      “I thought this was Nick’s room,” I blurted, and he stopped suddenly by the footboard of the bed.

      “It’s not,” he ground out.

      Yep. Totally. Pissed.

      And yep.

      Totally.

      Scary.

      Terrifying.

      Utterly.

      “I need to go home,” I whispered. “I came in a taxi and I need to call one to take me home. My cell, it’s acting up. It doesn’t hold a charge for more than an hour. It’s dead. I should have known. I didn’t think. But I came here with my girlfriend, so I guess I thought she could call. She’s staying, though. And I put my coat in here and I thought it was Nick’s room, seeing as he told us to put our coats in here. I just thought I’d use your phone real quick and get a taxi. I’m so sorry. I had no idea this wasn’t Nick’s room and I was intruding. Truly. I’m very sorry.”

      I stopped talking and he stared at me.

      It was then I saw his eyes were blue. A strange, startling, dark, vibrant, Prussian blue.

      And they were beautiful; the color, the shape, the long, curving lashes.

      My breath stuck in my throat.

      His gaze dropped, but not to my breasts, my hips or my legs.

      To my arm, which was attached to my hand that was clutching my purse, my cell and had my coat draped over it.

      They cut back to my face and in his smooth, deep voice, he declared, “I’ll take you home.”

      I blinked.

      He moved.

      I braced, but before I could do a thing about it or say a word he slid his phone from my fingers. He leaned deep into me and I smelled that the aftershave or cologne was his.

      I was right. It was attractive. So attractive all I could do was stand still and take in that glorious scent.

      He put the phone in its charger, leaned back and took my coat from my arm.

      At that, I came out of my freeze.

      “Um…I don’t—” I started, but clamped my mouth shut when his fingers curled around my upper arm, and suddenly I found my body turned so my back was to him.

      “Arm,” he ordered.

      I twisted my neck to look at him at the same time I tried to force myself to breathe.

      “What?” I whispered.

      He was standing behind me with my coat held up for me to slide into.

      “Arm,” he repeated, sounding a lot less patient. And considering he didn’t sound patient at all before, this was even more terrifying.

      “I think—” I started, but said no more when his hand shot out, grabbed my wrist and pulled it back. It wasn’t rough. It didn’t hurt. But I was shocked all the same.

      He dipped my coat and slid it up my arm.

      “Other arm,” he commanded, and without delay, I awkwardly switched my purse and cell to my other hand and reached behind me to find the sleeve of my coat.

      In no time I felt his hands settling it on my shoulders. One moved, wrapped around my bicep and suddenly I was facing him. Then I was moving with him to the door, his hand still on my arm.

      I struggled but I found my voice.

      “I’m really okay with a taxi,” I told him as he pulled me out of the room. He slightly tugged my arm and brought me to a stop.

      Totally ignoring me, he curved his torso around the door and did something around the knob. He came out, his hand going the other way, and the lights were extinguished, making the room go black. He closed the door, locked it, pocketed the key and turned us to the hall.

      He did all of this with his hand still holding my arm.

      It was at this point I realized my heart was racing and I was finding it difficult to breathe.

      I stopped breathing altogether when he shifted quickly, bending into me. I had time enough to sway an inch away from him before I was up in his arms.

      My legs flying through the air, reflexively, I slid one arm around his hard-muscled shoulders, the other one swinging out in front of him to grab my hand at his neck and hold on as he strode over the coats, walking right on the pile.

      Holy crap!

      Once free of the coats, he bent and dropped me to my feet. It again wasn’t rough, but it wasn’t gentle, and my body jolted when my feet hit floor. I had no time to recover, not from being on my feet again, not even from being off them, not from the easy way he swung me into his arms like I weighed as much as a body pillow.

      Not from any of it.

      Not before his fingers curled around my upper arm again and he propelled me down the hall and around the bend in it.

      Okay, I had to get control of this situation and do it now.

      I opened my mouth to do just that at the same time I was about to tug my arm from his hold when he stopped abruptly, stopping me with him. His head slightly cocked before his angry, blue eyes cut to me, and I forgot I had to get control of the situation and do it now. I forgot everything.

      For some reason he adjusted me, not gently, not cruelly, but definitely firmly to the side of one of the doors in the hall.

      He let me go, and without knocking he opened the door, but where I was situated, I couldn’t see inside.

      I heard a woman’s horrified gasp and a man starting, “What the⁠—?”

      “I gotta take someone home,” my unwelcome ride told the couple. “You got that time to turn off the fuckin’ music, empty this fuckin’ place of bodies and clean up as much as you can. She wants to finish that ride you’re meanin’ to give her, she helps you clear out this place. She doesn’t help, get her ass outta here, too. You don’t want me to come home to see you not takin’ me seriously and I hope you get me ’cause I’m not fuckin’ with you, Nick, and I am not happy.”

      Then he stepped out and closed the door. He grabbed my arm again and pulled me down the hall.

      My first thought was that he’d just walked in on Sandrine and Nick.

      My second thought was obviously Nick had a less spectacular room.

      My third thought was that he’d positioned me to the side of the door. I found this surprising and intriguing because he’d heard them in there. They couldn’t have gotten far, but they definitely were moving things on. Still, he’d shielded me from whatever was behind that closed door, and I didn’t know what to make of that.

      We’d rounded the other hall on our way to the front door when I cleared these thoughts and came back to the matter at hand.

      “Um…listen, uh…” Damn! “Um, I don’t know your name but⁠—”

      “Knight,” he stated, cutting me off.

      “Right, Mr. Knight⁠—”

      “No, Knight,” he interrupted me again. He stopped me by one of the doors in the hall, let me go and opened the door.

      “That’s what I said, Knight,” I told him. “Now, Mr. Knight⁠—”

      He came out of that door with his overcoat and turned his gaze to me.

      I interrupted myself then when they hit me and I clamped my mouth closed.

      “No, not Mr. Knight. Knight. My name is Knight.”

      I stared up at him as he shrugged on his overcoat and asked, “Your Christian name is Knight?”

      “If that means first name, yeah,” he answered. He grabbed my arm and pulled me down the hall to the front door.

      As he did, curious at this information even though I should be seeing to other business, I asked, “With a ‘K’?”

      He looked down at me as he opened the door, “Yeah, babe, with a ‘K’.”

      He pulled me out the door.

      “That’s an unusual name,” I muttered.

      “Yeah,” he agreed, dragging me down the luxuriant hall toward the elevators.

      “I kind of like it,” I blurted, because I did. But after I blurted that I kind of wished I didn’t.

      “I can die happy,” he murmured.

      I pulled in breath at his murmured, mild sarcasm, which was kind of funny instead of being rude, and this man did not strike me as a guy who could be funny, kind of or otherwise.

      He pulled me to a stop at the elevator and I watched him lean in and tag the button. This was when I saw he had hands that matched his body. Attractive. Long fingers. Well-veined. They weren’t professionally manicured, but his nails were well-kept, even if his hands looked like the hands of a man who didn’t have a lavish bedroom in an opulent apartment and wore expensive shoes, tailored shirts in a color that suited him so well a stylist had to pick them for him, and pricey overcoats.

      Time to stop thinking about his hands and sort this.

      “Knight, I appreciate the offer, really. Thank you, but truly, I can get a taxi home.”

      “Yeah, you can but you aren’t.”

      “I—”

      His gaze sliced to me and I braced.

      “Listen, babe, I take you home, I’m doin’ something. Something that requires my attention. Like driving, getting a woman home safe, then driving back here. This will give me time maybe to calm down. And this will take my mind off the fact I wanna rip Nick’s dick off, shove it up his ass and send that motherfucker over my balcony.”

      Without my brain telling me to do so, I yanked my arm free of his hold. My feet took me one step away from him and my hand came up to press against the gleaming, wood-paneled wall by the elevator as I stared up at him.

      I didn’t know if he meant this. I didn’t think he did. It would be bad form to toss your roommate over a balcony, even if he did have a party you obviously weren’t invited to that happened to occur in your own home. Not to mention, it was highly illegal.

      I did know he was angry.

      And last, I knew he didn’t mind sharing just how angry he was, and doing it with a woman he did not know in any way. He’d dragged me through an apartment, didn’t let me finish hardly any sentences and picked me up to carry me over a pile of coats that he obviously threw in the hallway.

      I had my hand on the wall because my legs were shaking and I needed it there to help hold me up. And my legs were shaking because I remembered he terrified me. And there was reason. He was terrifying.

      As I stood there wondering if I should scream at the top of my lungs or turn on my cheap (but cute) high-heeled sandal and run as fast as I could, something happened.

      He started paying attention to me.

      Although it was sheer lunacy that I considered it unflattering, I did, and what I considered unflattering was the fact that suddenly he seemed to be looking at me and actually seeing me. Until I shifted away from him, I didn’t exist. I was just an excuse to get him away from his apartment and Nick before he let loose his fury. Now he was looking at me, his eyes moving over me, taking me in. My face. My hair. My hand pressed against the wood paneling. Down the length of me to my shoes and up.

      And when his gaze caught mine again, his face was no different. Hard jaw, angry eyes. Pissed, but not at me.

      But his voice was soft when he said, “I won’t hurt you.”

      “I’d really like to take a taxi,” I whispered.

      Swiftly and almost imperceptibly (but I caught it, and he meant me to) his gaze dropped to my feet then came back to mine.

      “Taxi won’t be a hit?” he asked, still soft, and I knew that he knew from what he saw of me that paying for a taxi would be a hit for me.

      I straightened my spine, dropped my hand and assured him, “I’ll be fine.”

      The elevator doors opened. Without taking his eyes from me he lifted his hand to catch one so it wouldn’t close as he spoke. “I’ll take you home. Safe. You’ll have no problems from me. Just a ride. And you’re doin’ me a favor, givin’ me a chance to calm my shit. But swear to Christ, you can trust me.”

      “I don’t⁠—”

      “Babe, swear to Christ, I’m just a ride. Take advantage. And do me a favor and give me an excuse to get outta here.”

      I saw his anger now. I remembered what I felt when he walked into the apartment earlier. And it was fresh in my mind, all that had just happened to me at his hand. None of it hurt me, but all of it was bizarre in a dangerous, scary way that demonstrated irrefutably that I should know better than to court further time and attention from this man.

      And still, I found my head tipping down so I could look at my feet. Feet that were walking me toward the elevator.

      Knight shifted his arm high. I ducked under it to enter, and he entered after me.

      The doors started closing as he tagged the button B2.

      I stared at the doors.

      Yes. Sheer lunacy.

      “You’re called?”

      My neck twisted and my gaze moved up to his to see his looking at down me.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Name, babe.”

      “Anya.”

      He stared at me.

      Then he asked, “Anya?”

      “Anya,” I confirmed.

      “Anya,” he repeated and I nodded. “And you think my name’s unusual?”

      “Yes, I’ve never met anyone named Knight,” I informed him.

      “And I’ve never met anyone named Anya,” he informed me. “What is that?”

      “What is what?”

      “Your name.”

      “It’s a family name. As in my grandmother’s.”

      “Before that,” he stated.

      “It was her grandmother’s,” I shared.

      “And before that,” he pushed, before he explained, “Origins.”

      “Russian,” I told him.

      “You’re Russian?” he asked.

      “My grandmother was,” I answered.

      “She grow up here?” he asked.

      “No, she grew up in St. Petersburg when it was called Leningrad. But she died here.”

      His head cocked slightly to the side but his face remained impassive. “Died?”

      I nodded. “Seventeen years ago.”

      “Babe, what are you? Twenty-three? Four?”

      “Seven.”

      His head righted. “Twenty-seven?” He sounded like he didn’t believe me.

      “Yes, twenty-seven.”

      He studied me but didn’t give anything away.

      Then he stated, “Still, she had to be young.”

      “Liver failure. She was Russian, as in from Russia. She drank vodka like it was water and that’s not a stereotype. That’s very real.”

      And it was. And she passed it down to my aunt, unfortunately.

      He looked to the doors, muttering, “That’s the fuckin’ truth.”

      I kept my eyes to his profile and asked, “Are you Russian?”

      The doors opened and his hand came to me. Not to my upper arm this time, but to my elbow, and he propelled me out, answering, “Fuck no.”

      His answer was emphatic and therefore insulting since I was half Russian, but I didn’t call him on this. I also wondered at his knowledge of the Russian vodka drinking habit, but I didn’t ask about it. I simply walked with him through the brightly lit, cement underground parking garage.

      He took me to a sleek, shining, low-slung, gunmetal gray sports car, the likes I’d never seen. It was so clean it was gleaming, and it looked like it had been driven there direct from the showroom floor. I had no idea what it was, and the only clue was on the back it had the word “Vantage.” I’d never heard of a make or model named “Vantage.” All I knew was, like his bedroom, apartment and clothes, it was fabulous.

      He moved me to the passenger side door and opened it for me.

      “What kind of car is this?” I asked, aiming my behind to the seat.

      “Aston Martin,” he muttered, gaze to my feet that I was swinging in. That was all he said before I cleared the door and he threw it to.

      Aston Martin. I wasn’t sure, but I thought some James Bond or another (or several of them) drove Aston Martins.

      Wow.

      I buckled up and looked around, experiencing the feel that, like everything that had anything to do with Knight, was pure opulence.

      He got in. He didn’t buckle up but started the car, and it purred all around us.

      Yep, pure opulence.

      He wrapped an arm around my seat, twisted around and looked back to reverse. Once out, he straightened. He put the car in gear and away we went.

      Fast.

      Crap.

      We were at the second level of parking under the building and I was reminded of one of my few (but I had them) irrational fears. That was the fact that I didn’t like underground parking. Sure, there were huge cement pillars I knew someone with a great deal of schooling designed to hold up the weight of the big building. But all I could think was if that dude was drunk one day at work, screwed up and the building came tumbling down; there was no hope for me. It didn’t help that Knight had a high performance vehicle and that he clearly liked to explore the boundaries of its functionality, so now he was scaring me in a different way.

      He hit a button as we were speeding up the ramp that would take us to freedom. He luckily slowed for the gridded gate (that kept the riffraff out) to slide up, then we were out of the danger zone and idling at the entrance to the street.

      I took a breath.

      Knight called, “Babe.”

      I looked at him to see he was looking at me. Or, more accurately, looking at my hand that had a death grip on the armrest of the door.

      His gaze came to me and he declared, “One, been drivin’ since I was twelve. I know what I’m doin’, so you can quit tryin’ to fuse with the car, relax and enjoy it. Two, I kinda gotta know where I’m goin’.”

      “You’ve been driving since you were twelve?” I asked.

      He didn’t answer. Instead, he asked back, “Where am I goin’?”

      “Capital Hill.”

      He looked away, turned left and I gave him my full address.

      Conversation was non-existent as he negotiated the streets like he was attempting to set the land speed record from downtown Denver to Capital Hill. I tried to “relax and enjoy it.” I failed spectacularly at this effort, but didn’t fail at prying my hand from the armrest, though I did knot both in my lap while praying.

      We hit my block and he found an unusual nighttime, daytime or anytime parking spot on the street two houses down from my building. However, it wasn’t a spot, as such. More like an opening. Still, in one go, with a speed that made my heart slide in my throat, parallel parking, he whipped that expensive car into a space that I was certain wouldn’t fit it, but somehow did.

      I closed my eyes, sucked in a breath and turned to him to thank him, grateful the night was over and relieved my time with him was too.

      But my view was of his back as he was angling out of the car.

      “Crap,” I whispered, uncertain I liked his peculiar demonstrations of gentlemanliness. Giving me a ride. In a not-offensive way noting I needed one. Shielding me from whatever I’d see in the bedroom. Gentleman and Knight didn’t go together somehow. I found it perplexing in a way I knew I shouldn’t give any headspace, seeing as this was the one and only time I’d be in his presence, but I also knew I’d give headspace way beyond this night.

      I unbuckled. My door was opened, his long fingers were wrapped around my elbow and I was out. He slammed the door and guided me to the sidewalk but stopped us both.

      I looked up at him, preparing to tell him I was grateful for the ride and his attention and he didn’t have to walk me to my building, but the words didn’t come out. This was because his gaze was aimed down the block, and my eyes went where his were.

      My street had, back in the day when the economy was booming, flourished. The houses had been renovated, repainted and landscaped beautifully. Two crappy apartment buildings had fallen so smart, trendy condos could be built on their lots. The cars on the street were new to new-ish. Maybe not luxury, but not economy and the vibe was quiet. Families or double-income couples lived in these homes and condos. They cared about them and this was reflected on the entire block.

      Except my apartment building, which was where Knight was looking. It was old. No attention had been put into what it would look like when it was built. No attention was put into how it was now maintained. It was a blight on the neighborhood. The good thing was rent was low and it came with a parking spot. The bad thing was the neighbors hated it, hated the landlord, and sometimes, by association, hated the tenants, which included me.

      Now, weirdly, Knight was staring at it, again his face giving nothing away, but his contemplation of it was deep.

      “Knight,” I called softly. His head jerked very slightly and his gaze tipped down to me. “You don’t have to walk me to my building. I’m good. Thank you for bringing me home.”

      He didn’t answer and again totally ignored me as, hand still curled around my elbow, he moved us toward my building.

      “Really,” I went on as we were walking, “this is a good neighborhood.”

      It was like I didn’t speak. Eyes to my apartment building, he kept moving, his fingers firm around my flesh.

      I sighed and gave up. It wasn’t that far and soon this would be over.

      We walked up the steps to the door and Knight stopped us.

      I looked up at him to thank him again but he spoke before me.

      “Punch in the code, babe.”

      I stared up at him and asked, “The code?”

      He jerked his head to the keypad by the door.

      I looked at it, knowing it didn’t work because it hadn’t for six months. I lifted a hand and pushed open the unlocked door. As I did this, I could swear I heard the quiet hiss of an indrawn, pissed-off breath, but when my head quickly turned to him at the sound he simply drew us through.

      Once inside he stopped us. He looked down at me and declared, “Babe, please tell me you don’t live on the first floor.”

      This was a strange thing to say, and I looked into the hall at the doors of the apartments on the first floor.

      I looked up at him and replied, “No, top floor.”

      “Thank Christ,” he muttered.

      He moved us, eyeing the first staircase that had a rope across it with a sloppily hand-printed notice tacked to it that said Not in use. Then Knight was moving us to the elevators, but his step faltered when he saw the sloppily hand-printed sign on it that said “Out of Order.” I definitely heard his sigh when he moved us to the other set of stairs and up them.

      I didn’t know what to make of this, but it kind of irritated me. I mean, he’d made it clear he knew where I was coming from, and that wasn’t the land of sunken living rooms and Aston Martins. My building might be crap and the rent relatively cheap, but it was also in a relatively safe neighborhood, so the rent wasn’t that cheap and thus the tenants were pretty awesome. For instance, we were walking up the stairs, there were no loud parties (unlike at his building) and all was quiet and peaceful.

      We got to the third floor and he guided me down the hall, even though it was me who was leading us to my door. I chanced a glance up at him and noted his head was tipped back. Mine did too, and I saw that down the corridor, three of the five overhead lights were out. The hall was thus understandably murky. I’d called about this situation four times (as I had about the elevator, security system and stairs), but nothing had been done. So I stopped calling and decided to change the light bulbs myself, eventually, when I had a free second.

      My body swayed toward my door and Knight took us there and halted us. I dug in my purse, coming out with my keys and my lips parted when his fingers closed around them. He slid them out of my hand and, like he had a sixth sense, he picked the right one. He inserted it, opened the door, swung inside and hit the light switch so my overhead light went on.

      He grabbed my upper arm, pulled me in and closed the door but positioned me at the side of it.

      Again weirdly, he looked me in the eye and ordered, “Do not move.”

      I blinked.

      He moved.

      I stared as he walked through my one-bedroom apartment into the kitchen that was open like his and delineated by a short breakfast bar. He switched on the light and looked around even though he could see everything (nearly) from the living room. Leaving the light on, he moved out. He opened the door to the bathroom, turned the light on, swung his torso in and looked inside.

      What on earth was he doing?

      Again, light left on, he swung out and moved to my bedroom.

      My body jolted and I called, “Um…Knight?” but he didn’t hesitate. The light went on and he disappeared behind the door.

      Seriously, what on earth?

      “Knight?” I called, taking two steps into my apartment, but he reappeared and prowled with his long-legged strides to me, face still impassive but gaze on me.

      He stopped in front of me and held my keys out to me.

      “You’re good,” he declared as I took them. “Nice to meet you, Anya.”

      Uh…what?

      His eyes went to the door. They narrowed on it strangely, like the sight of my door pissed him off in a not at all vague way. He looked back at me and his eyes unnarrowed, but the pissed-off look didn’t go away.

      He muttered, “Jesus.”

      I stared at him, confused. Or, I should say, profoundly confused.

      Before I could ask, though I was uncertain I would, he went out the door. He stopped in it and turned back, his gaze leveled on me, and he commanded, “Lock this after me, babe. Pointless but it’s somethin’.

      Then he was gone.
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