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      The assassin takes aim.

      This is his favorite moment, right before he pulls the trigger. He’s calm and focused, his senses heightened. In that split second before he takes a life, it’s as though everything happens in slow motion. He’s aware of his own breathing, deep and even, and of the steady beating of his heart.

      One living being about to destroy another. There’s power in that, and beauty. He’s grown to appreciate it over the years, to derive enjoyment from something that had initially eaten at his soul.

      He’s not a psychopath. Maybe others of his kind are. If so, he envies them. No, he has emotions, deep, strong emotions that fill him to the brim. He loves and hates with equal passion.

      Yet he rarely feels anything during a hit. Not anymore. When he’s on the job, he simply thinks of himself as a hunter—a hunter with a very specific prey.

      This particular hunt has been longer and more difficult than most. His target is as dangerous as the assassin himself. The man he’s about to kill displays many of his own traits, and he has no doubt his prey was once a predator himself.

      Then again, none of the men he’s commissioned to kill are angels. He doesn’t kill the innocent. He dispatches the guilty.

      The man in the scope of his rifle is fully deserving of what’s about to befall him.

      Taking a deep breath, the assassin gently squeezes the trigger.
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      “Kate, I’m sorry, but we need you right now.”

      June Wallers, the nursing supervisor, bursts into the tiny room where I’m wolfing down my dinner.

      Sighing, I put down my half-eaten sandwich, take a sip of water, and follow June down the hall. It’s not the first time this week that my allocated dinner hour has turned into a ten-minute snack break.

      The economic climate has taken its toll on New York hospitals, with budget cuts leading to hiring freezes and staff layoffs. Even now, the Emergency Room at Coney Island Hospital is three nurses short of what it needs to function properly. Other departments are also short-staffed, but their patient flow is more predictable. At the ER, however, it’s always a madhouse.

      This week is particularly trying. With the beginning of winter, it’s flu season, and one of the nurses got sick. It’s the worst time for her to be off, given the extra influx of patients. This is my fifth twelve-hour shift this week, and it’s a night shift, something I hate to do but can’t always avoid. June begged and I gave in, knowing there was no one else available.

      So here I am, skipping dinner again. At this pace, I’ll be skin and bones before the flu season is over. The flu season diet, my mom likes to call it.

      “What’s the emergency?” I ask, walking faster to keep up with June. At fifty-five years of age, my supervisor is as spry as a twenty-year-old.

      “We’ve got a gunshot wound.”

      “How bad?”

      “We’re not sure yet. Lettie’s shift just ended, and Nancy is with the patient.”

      Shit. I almost break into a run. Nancy is a first-year nurse. She’s trying hard, but she needs a lot of guidance. She should never be on her own without a more experienced nurse present.

      “Now you see why we need you,” June says.

      I nod, my pulse speeding up. This is why I went into nursing. I like the idea of being needed and helping people. A good nurse can mean the difference between life and death for a patient, particularly in the ER. It’s a heavy responsibility, but I don’t mind. I like the fast pace of work here, the way twelve hours fly by. By the end of each day, I’m so exhausted I can barely walk, but I’m also satisfied.

      The ER teems with activity when I enter. Approaching one of the curtained-off sections, I pull back the drapes and take everything in with a quick glance. The gunshot victim lies on the stretcher. He’s a large man, tall and broad. I guess him to be somewhere in his late twenties or early thirties.

      Nancy, the first-year nurse, is applying pressure to the chest wound to stop the bleeding. Two men stand nearby, but I pay them little attention, all my focus on the patient.

      After making quick work of washing my hands and pulling on a pair of gloves, I take charge. The patient’s pulse is weak, and he’s having difficulty breathing. The bullet must’ve hit a lung.

      “He’s going into hypotensive shock,” I call out.

      Dr. Stevenson rushes over. He swiftly confirms that the patient is experiencing a tension pneumothorax. A few minutes later, we’ve got a tube inserted into his chest.

      The patient’s pneumothorax decompresses, and he drags in a breath. Good. Now we need to stop the bleeding. There’s both an entrance and an exit wound. The bullet went straight through. Judging by the location of the injuries, it must’ve just missed his heart. Another inch and the man would be occupying a body bag instead of this stretcher.

      I don’t wonder who shot this man or why. That’s not my job. My job is to help the doctor save his life.

      Finally, the victim is stable and can be wheeled to Radiology for a CT scan. Barring any unforeseen complications, the man will live.

      Stripping off my gloves, I walk over to the sink to wash my hands again. The habit is so deeply ingrained I never have to think about it. Whenever I’m in the hospital, I wash my hands compulsively every chance I get, both for my own health and that of my patients.

      Letting the warm water run over my hands, I roll my head from side to side to relieve the tension in my neck. As much as I love my job, it’s both physically and mentally exhausting, particularly when someone’s life is on the line. Full-body massages should be part of the benefit package for nurses. If anyone needs a rubdown at the end of a twelve-hour shift, it’s a nurse.

      Turning away from the sink, I glance back at where the wounded man was—and catch a pair of steely blue eyes looking at me.

      It’s one of the men who’d been standing near the victim, likely one of his relatives. Visitors are generally not allowed in the hospital at night, but the ER is an exception.

      Instead of looking away, as most people will when caught staring, the man continues to study me.

      Both intrigued and slightly annoyed, I study him back.

      He’s tall, well over six feet in height, and broad-shouldered. He’s not handsome in the traditional sense. That’s too weak of a word to describe him. Instead, he’s magnetic.

      Power. That’s what comes to mind when I look at him. It’s there in the arrogant tilt of his head, in the way he looks at me so calmly, utterly sure of himself and his ability to control all around him. I don’t know who he is or what he does, but I doubt he’s a pencil pusher in some office. This is a man used to issuing orders and having them obeyed.

      His clothes fit him well and look expensive. Maybe even custom made. He’s wearing a gray trench coat, dark gray pants with a subtle pinstripe, and a pair of black Italian leather shoes. His dark brown hair is cut short, almost military style. The simple haircut suits his face, revealing hard, symmetric features. He has high cheekbones and a blade of a nose with a slight bump, as though it had been broken once.

      I have no idea how old he is. His face is unlined, but there’s no boyishness to it. No softness whatsoever, not even in the curve of his mouth. I guess his age to be early thirties, but he could just as easily be twenty-five or forty.

      He doesn’t fidget or look uncomfortable as our staring contest continues. He simply stands there quietly, completely still, his blue gaze trained on me.

      To my shock, my heart rate picks up as a tingle of heat runs down my spine. It’s as though the temperature in the room has jumped ten degrees. All of a sudden, the atmosphere becomes intensely sexual, making me aware of myself as a woman in a way I’ve never experienced. I can feel the silky material of my matching underwear set brushing between my legs and against my breasts. My entire body seems flushed and sensitized, my nipples pebbling underneath my layers of clothing.

      Holy shit. So this is what it feels like to be attracted to someone. It’s not rational, not logical. There’s no meeting of minds and hearts involved. No, the urge is basic and primitive. My body has sensed his on some animal level, and it wants to mate.

      He feels it too. It shows in the way his blue eyes darken, lids partially lowering, and in the way his nostrils flare as if trying to catch my scent. His fingers twitch, then curl into fists, and I somehow know he’s trying to control himself, to avoid reaching for me right here and now.

      If we were alone, I have no doubt he’d be on me already.

      Still staring at the stranger, I back away. The strength of my response to him is frightening, unsettling. We’re in the middle of the ER, surrounded by people, and all I can think about is hot, sheet-twisting sex. I have no idea who he is, whether he’s married or single. For all I know, he’s a criminal or an asshole. Or a cheating scumbag like Tony. If anyone has taught me to think twice before trusting a man, it’s my ex-boyfriend. I don’t want to get involved with anyone so soon after my last, disastrous relationship. I don’t want that kind of complication in my life again.

      The tall stranger clearly has other ideas.

      At my cautious retreat, he narrows his eyes, his gaze becoming sharper, more focused. Then he comes toward me, his stride graceful for such a large man. There’s something panther-like in his leisurely movements, and for a second, I feel like a mouse being stalked by a big cat. Instinctively, I take another step back, and his hard mouth tightens with displeasure.

      Dammit, I’m acting like a coward.

      I stop backing away and stand my ground instead, straightening to my full five-foot-seven height. I’m always the calm and capable one, handling high-stress situations with ease, yet I’m behaving like a schoolgirl confronted with her first crush. Yes, the man makes me uncomfortable, but there’s nothing to be afraid of. What’s the worst he can do? Ask me out on a date?

      Nevertheless, my hands shake slightly as he approaches, stopping less than two feet away. This close, he’s even taller than I thought, a few inches over six feet. I’m not a short woman, but I feel tiny standing in front of him. It’s not a feeling I enjoy.

      “You’re very good at your job.” His voice is deep and a little rough, tinged with some Eastern European accent. Just hearing it makes my insides shiver in a strangely pleasurable way.

      “Thank you,” I say, a bit uncertainly. I am good at my job, but I didn’t expect a compliment from this stranger.

      “You took care of Igor well. Thank you for that.”

      Igor must be the gunshot patient. It’s a foreign-sounding name. Russian, perhaps? That would explain the stranger’s accent. Although he speaks English fluently, he’s not a native speaker.

      “Of course.” I’m proud of the steadiness of my tone. Hopefully, the man won’t realize how he affects me. “I hope he recovers quickly. Is he a relative?”

      “My bodyguard.”

      Wow. I was right. This man is a big fish. Does that mean—

      “Was he shot in the course of duty?” I ask, holding my breath.

      “He took a bullet meant for me, yes.” His tone is matter-of-fact, but I get a sense of suppressed rage underneath those words.

      I swallow hard. “Have you already spoken to the police?”

      “I gave them a brief statement. I will talk to them in more detail once Igor is stabilized and regains consciousness.”

      I nod, not knowing what to say to that. The man standing in front of me was nearly assassinated today. Who is he? Some mafia boss? A political figure?

      If I had any doubts about the wisdom of exploring this strange attraction between us, they’re gone. This stranger is bad news, and I need to stay as far away from him as possible.

      “I wish your bodyguard a speedy recovery,” I say in a falsely cheerful tone. “Barring any complications, he should be fine.”

      “Thanks to you.”

      I give him a half-smile and take a step to the side, hoping to walk around the man and go to my next patient.

      He shifts his stance, blocking my way. “I’m Alex Volkov,” he says quietly. “And you are?”

      My pulse quickens. The male intent in his question makes me nervous. Hoping he’ll get the hint, I say, “Just a nurse working here.”

      He doesn’t catch on, or he pretends not to. “What’s your name?”

      He’s certainly persistent. I take a deep breath. “I’m Katherine Morrell. If you’ll excuse me—”

      “Katherine,” he repeats, his accent lending the familiar syllables an exotic edge. His hard mouth softens a bit. “Katerina. It’s a beautiful name.”

      “Thank you. I really have to go.”

      I’m increasingly anxious to get away. He’s too large, too potently male. I need space and some room to breathe. His nearness is overpowering, making me edgy and restless, leaving me craving something that I know will be bad for me.

      “You have your job to do. I understand,” he says, looking vaguely amused.

      Still, he doesn’t move out of my way. Instead, as I watch in shock, he raises one large hand and brushes his knuckles over my cheek.

      I freeze as a wave of heat zaps through my body. His touch is light, but I feel branded by it, shaken to the core.

      “I would like to see you again, Katerina,” he says softly, dropping his hand. “When does your shift end tonight?”

      I stare at him, feeling like I’m losing control of the situation. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Why not?” His blue eyes narrow. “Are you married?”

      I’m tempted to lie, but honesty wins out. “No, but I’m not interested in dating right now.”

      “Who said anything about dating?”

      I blink. I assumed—

      He lifts his hand again, stopping me mid-thought. This time, he picks up a strand of my hair, rubbing it between his fingers.

      “I don’t date, Katerina,” he murmurs, his accented voice oddly mesmerizing. “But I would like to take you to bed. And I think you’d like that too.”
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      “Are you serious? He said that to you? What did you do next?”

      Joanne, my best friend since high school and a newly promoted investment banking associate at Goldman Sachs, stares at me in fascination.

      I settle deeper into the soft velvet of the booth, happy to exchange the chilly November weather outside for the warm interior of the restaurant. “I said no, I wouldn’t like that, and that I needed to go.”

      I cringe a little when I remember how I stuttered those words yesterday while stepping out of the man’s reach. Within a two-minute conversation, Alex Volkov stripped away my hard-earned composure, reducing me to a trembling, uncertain girl instead of the confident woman I’ve worked hard to become.

      “And he just accepted that?” Joanne’s green eyes are wide and curious.

      He didn’t, exactly. Instead, he looked at me with that hard blue gaze and smiled for the first time—a sharp, predatory smile that made my knees weak. Only then did he step away, letting me escape.

      I don’t feel like explaining this to my friend, though. “What else was he going to do?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve never met anyone like that, so I have no idea.”

      “I have no idea either. What, you think I’m used to being propositioned in the ER?”

      “I don’t know,” Joanne says with a straight face. “You certainly get into more interesting situations than me.”

      “Oh, please. You’re hardly the poster child for normal relationships. Do I need to remind you about Larry?”

      “Hey, that was in tenth grade! You can’t hold that against me.”

      I grin at my friend. “I can and I will.”

      We’d been thick as thieves in high school, gossiping about boys and clothes, and we’re still close. If not for Joanne’s crazy work hours, we’d probably hang out every weekend. As is, days like today, when we meet up for lunch in Chinatown, are only an occasional indulgence.

      Why my friend chose a career in finance, I’ll never understand. Yes, the money is great, but the work-life balance is horrendous. For the past three years, Joanne has been working like a slave, putting in between eighty and a hundred hours a week. More often than not, my friend’s pretty face looks pale and strained, with bluish shadows underneath her eyes.

      I also work hard, but I have a life. Granted, it’s not much of a life these days, but at least I have time off. Joanne has no such assurance. With her job, she’s on call twenty-four-seven. Even now, she keeps checking her phone every couple of minutes, just in case she has to rush back to the office for some emergency.

      “Seriously, they can’t get along without you for an hour?” I ask in exasperation after Joanne covertly looks at her phone for the fifth time.

      As a nurse dealing with real emergencies, I find it ridiculous that Joanne’s colleagues consider a PowerPoint presentation important enough to make someone work on the weekend.

      She sighs. “Sorry about that. I’m so used to checking my phone that it’s like a compulsion.”

      I level a serious look at her. “Is it going to get better now that you’re an associate and not a lowly analyst?”

      “Hopefully. Now I can get some poor first-year analyst to stay there until midnight, and I can maybe go home at nine.”

      “You’re insane.”

      “Yes, yes, I know. But let’s not talk about my work. That’s too depressing. Tell me more about Mr. Tall and Sexy. You said he had an accent?”

      “Mm-hmm. My best guess is he’s Russian or something along those lines. He said his name was Alex Volkov.”

      She gasps. “What? Did you just say Alex Volkov? As in Alexander Volkov?”

      I frown. “Yeah. Why? You know that name?”

      “Duh. Of course I know that name. Anybody who reads the newspapers knows that name, Katie girl. Don’t tell me you’ve never heard of him?”

      I shake my head, still frowning. “No. Why? Is he some big kahuna?”

      “The biggest there is. Fuck, Kate, I can’t believe you met one of the wealthiest men in the world and didn’t have a clue who he was!”

      “What?” I stare at my friend in shock. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean… wow. Alexander Volkov. He’s one of those Russian oligarchs who made a fortune in oil. Now he runs what amounts to an empire. And you’re telling me he propositioned you?”

      “He didn’t proposition me. He just said he wanted to take me to bed.”

      “Uh-huh. If that’s not a proposition, I don’t know what is. Fucking-A. The man is a freaking gazillionaire! And you found him hot! I can’t believe you told him you’re not interested.”

      “I’m not interested, Jo. You know I just broke up with Tony.”

      “Oh, please, that asshole doesn’t deserve even a mention from you. I always hated his guts. I told you he was wrong for you from the beginning.”

      It’s true. She’d taken an immediate dislike to Tony, calling him bland and boring. She didn’t understand why I was dating the skinny surgery resident when I never had trouble attracting men—her words. The thing is, Tony seemed like a safe, easy choice. We shared the same interests, and I enjoyed spending time with him. Our sex might’ve been mediocre at best, but it was nice to have a steady boyfriend, someone I thought I could trust.

      Little did I know. It had been almost comical finding Tony fucking some blond bimbo in my apartment, a studio to which I’d given him the keys only two weeks earlier. I’d caught a stomach bug, so I came home early that day, hoping to crawl into bed with a mug of ginger tea. Instead, I found my boyfriend of eight months there—and he wasn’t alone.

      At the sight of his bony ass buried between the blonde’s pale thighs, I literally threw up. Just barfed right there in the doorway. Tony and his blond squeeze were forced to step through the vomit to leave the apartment.

      It was actually quite funny, especially after the fact.

      Forcing my attention back to the present, I give my friend a sarcastic smile. “Yes, you are all-seeing and all-knowing, Miss Grand Psychic. How could I have ever doubted your wisdom?”

      “That’s right. How could you have?” Joanne grins at me. “But back to your Russian billionaire. Are you going to do it?”

      “Do what?”

      “Sleep with him.”

      I shoot her an incredulous look. “Um, no. The guy basically told me all he wants is sex. Besides, don’t you think it’s sketchy that someone wants to kill him?”

      “That part is a bit problematic.” She looks thoughtful for a moment, twirling a strand of reddish-gold hair around her finger. “Don’t all wealthy people attract crazies, though? Isn’t that why they have bodyguards in the first place?”

      “I don’t know. I just don’t need those complications in my life right now.”

      “Honestly, Katie girl, there’s nothing that complicated about having sex with a guy you’re attracted to. When was the last time you had awesome, mind-blowing sex?”

      I can’t recall. “Not for a while,” I admit.

      Actually, maybe never. My best sex was with my college boyfriend after we’d gotten drunk and smoked weed, and even that had been just pretty good.

      “In that case, you’re way past due. Did that douchebag even give you orgasms?” She’s obviously referring to Tony.

      “Sometimes,” I say reluctantly.

      “Oh my God, I’m so glad he’s out of your life. It should’ve been every single freaking time.”

      I scoff. “Look who’s talking. When was the last time you went on a date, much less got laid?”

      “Hey, at least I have an excuse. I work too much and don’t have time for boyfriends. You, on the other hand, actually had a boyfriend.”

      “Whatever.” I sigh. “I don’t know if I can simply sleep with a guy like that. I’m more of a relationship person.”

      “Relationships with boring-as-hell guys? How well has that worked out for you?”

      Not that well, I have to admit, since I’m twenty-five and single.

      “You see!” Her eyes glitter with triumph. “Something clearly needs to change in your approach. Let loose for a change and stop going for your usual, overly logical choice. A hot Russian billionaire wants to take you to bed? Why not freaking let him?”
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      Why not, indeed?

      Joanne’s words linger in my mind as I walk down Broadway, heading toward the Staten Island Ferry. Once every couple of weeks, I meet my Manhattan-dwelling friends somewhere downtown and then take the ferry to visit my mom. Today is one of those times, and I’m glad I made the plans earlier in the week. I don’t want to sit home and brood about my strange reaction to a man I’ve known for all of five minutes.

      Why had he affected me so strongly? The way all my senses focused on him had been both frightening and exhilarating. Even now, just thinking about him, my heart beats faster and my belly tightens with excitement.

      This is ridiculous. I haven’t even kissed the guy. How can he turn me on so much? I have no idea what he’s like in bed. For all I know, he’s a wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am type who just wants to have a quickie with a pretty nurse. Yet I can’t stop thinking about him, imagining all the delicious things he might do to me if I took him up on his offer.

      Why am I so drawn to him? Is it the aura of power he projects? I can’t deny I find strong men attractive, even if Alex intimidates me on some level. Something feminine deep within me likes the idea of a bigger, more powerful man, someone who can protect me from dangers both real and imaginary. With his air of calm confidence and male arrogance, Alex definitely gives off that vibe in spades.

      Now that I know who he is, I’m not surprised he came across the way he did. Although I’ve never heard of him specifically, I know a bit about Russian oligarchs and the sway they have in Russia. The man is a ruler in his corner of the world. My friend Nadia, a Ukrainian nurse who works in the Pediatric ER Department, told me about the so-called New Russians and their ruthless rise to the top in post-Communist Russia. Their history sounded brutal and mafia-like, and I bet things haven’t changed that much since. No wonder the man had bodyguards. Who knows what he did to piss someone off?

      Yes, Alex Volkov is definitely bad news. It would be smart to avoid any involvement with him.

      Still, I can’t get him out of my head. I’ve never dated any Russian men, although I’ve been asked out by plenty. Coney Island Hospital is located in an Eastern European area of Brooklyn, and many of my coworkers and patients come from the local Russian or Ukrainian community. For an American, I’m fairly well versed with Alex’s culture and can even speak a few words of his language. Not that I’d need to use my minuscule linguistic skills. Alex is obviously fluent in English.

      Ugh, stop it, Kate. You won’t need to use your Russian knowledge because you won’t see the guy again.

      That’s what I need to keep in mind. He expressed interest, I refused, and that’s the end of it. A man like him, wealthy and attractive, doesn’t need to chase women. He won’t bother pursuing a nurse he met only once. I have nothing to fear. Even if I were inclined to agree to his rather crude offer, which I’m not, it’s too late.

      I’ll never see him again.

      It’s for the best… even if, for some odd reason, I find that thought depressing.
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      My mom, Laura Morrell, lives in a quiet area of Staten Island near the Ferry, less than two blocks away from the ocean. The neighborhood is a bit rundown, but it makes for a cheap, convenient commute into Manhattan. That feature is less relevant now that my mom can no longer work, but it served her well back when she waitressed at the fancy steakhouses in the Financial District.

      Although not glamorous, the job brought in good money, enabling my mom to raise me on her own without help from anyone else. She even managed to save enough money to buy a two-bedroom apartment when I was seven years old. It wasn’t until two years ago that my mom’s rheumatoid arthritis got bad enough that she was forced to file for disability. Now, at only forty-three years of age, my mom lives off disability payments and the money I regularly deposit into her bank account, ignoring her protests.

      My own tiny studio is in Brooklyn, in the Park Slope area where I moved three years ago after college graduation. It’s a short commute to the hospital and is, in general, a great neighborhood for a twenty-five-year-old single woman. Although I miss my mom, I don’t regret moving to Brooklyn. I can’t imagine spending two hours a day traveling to and from work, or having to take a ferry or an express bus to go anywhere outside of Staten Island. However, visiting my mom at my childhood home is something I very much enjoy.

      “Hi, Mom,” I say with a smile as she opens the door.

      Her youthful face lights up. “Katie! Oh, I was just thinking about you. Come in, honey. I made your favorite split-pea soup.”

      With her blond hair, blue eyes, and smooth skin, my mom is a remarkably pretty woman. As her disease has progressed, she’s gradually become less active and has slowly gained weight over the years. Now curvy rather than slim, she’s still beautiful and still goes through men like Kleenex, just like she did in her twenties and thirties.

      “Thanks, Mom,” I say, grinning.

      My mom’s cooking is second to none, and she loves spoiling her only daughter. I’ve always found her mature-and-motherly manner endearing and somewhat surprising. After all, she’s only eighteen years older than I am. Growing up, I often had to explain that the young woman with me was indeed my mother and not my babysitter, and the differences in our appearances didn’t make it easier. While I’ve inherited some features from my mom, my darker coloring is from my father, whoever he may be. My mom has no clue herself, having fallen pregnant by accident after attending one of the frat parties at a nearby college—a development that didn’t exactly please her conservative New England family.

      Upon learning of her intent to keep the baby, they disowned their wild, rebellious daughter, forcing her to scrap her college plans and find a job immediately upon high school graduation. It had been a harsh dose of reality, and my mom still hasn’t forgiven them for it. As a result, I’ve never met my grandparents—a situation I’m fine with, given the way they’d treated their only daughter. I hardly ever think about them at all, in fact.

      I do, however, wonder about my father. My mom is blond and pale, so my olive-hued skin, wavy brown hair, and hazel eyes must’ve come from his side of the family. I could easily be part Latino, Middle Eastern, Italian, or Greek. One of these days, I’ll do a DNA test and figure it out once and for all.

      My mom bustles around the kitchen, moving with unusual ease. “So, tell me, honey, how’s work?”

      This is one of her better days. On bad days, her joints ache so much even simple household tasks are painful to perform. I contemplated moving back in, but my mom wouldn’t hear of it. The last thing she needs is an adult daughter underfoot, she said. Mom loves the freedom of having the apartment to herself. My moving out has given her love life a boost.

      “Oh, the usual,” I reply. “Lots of flu patients.”

      I’m tempted to tell her about the man I met, but for some reason, I decide against it. Although my mom is as much a friend as she’s a parent, something about that encounter makes me hesitant to talk about it.

      She pauses for a second to frown at me. “Are you eating properly? You look thinner than the last time I saw you.”

      “It’s an illusion, I promise,” I say with a smile. “The flu season has just begun, so I haven’t had a chance to lose any weight yet.”

      “I don’t like it that you skip meals during work.” She looks fretful as she places a bowl of soup on the table in front of me. “You’ve been working way too much.”

      I pick up my spoon. “I don’t have any shifts for the next two days. Besides, I don’t work nearly as much as Joanne does.”

      “That girl is insane,” Mom says, sitting down across from me. “Does she date at all?”

      “Not really. She just got a promotion at work, though. Hopefully, that means she’ll be able to work a little less and have a life.”

      My mom sighs and shakes her head, apparently as worried about my friend as she is about me.

      Dipping my spoon into the soup, I bring it to my lips and take a sip. As usual, the hearty flavor brings me back to my childhood, when Mom made the healthy dish almost every week. Despite her youth, she’s been a great parent, always putting my needs before her own and ensuring I had the best childhood possible. Even with the constant parade of her ever-changing boyfriends, I grew up feeling secure and loved.

      “How’s Martin doing?” I ask between spoonfuls of soup.

      Mom’s full lips curve into a happy smile. Martin, a forty-six-year-old lawyer, is her current boyfriend. They’ve been dating for the past four months, a remarkably long stretch for my mom. As a teenager, I often wondered why she couldn’t find someone to settle down with. Finally, I concluded that my mom simply enjoys variety when it comes to relationships. She likes men far too much to choose just one.

      “He’s good,” she says. “He invited me to go to Cancun next week.”

      “Wow. Are you guys getting serious?”

      Her smile grows wider. “Perhaps. I do like him a lot, and he’s been very good to me. He doesn’t even mind this ridiculous disease I’ve got. Plus, he’s really good in the sack.”

      I burst out laughing. I can’t imagine other mothers telling their daughters these sorts of tidbits. As I’ve gotten older, I’ve become my mom’s closest friend and confidante, and I frequently hear far too many details about her love life. Although it can be weird at times, I appreciate that I know my mother as a real person and not just as the woman who gave birth to me.

      For the next couple of hours, we chat about work and her upcoming trip to Mexico. Martin bought a beachfront condo there and can’t wait to show it off to his girlfriend. He’s so eager, in fact, he bought her a plane ticket before she’d even agreed to go there. As I listen to her relay the story, my chest warms with happiness. Good for my mom. She deserves to be spoiled.

      The afternoon comes to an end much too soon, and before I know it, it’s time to kiss my mom goodbye and head back home, where no exciting love life or enticing adventures await.

      It makes me think as I walk the two blocks to the ferry. Maybe it’s time to throw some of my caution to the wind.
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      The next morning, I wake feeling refreshed after going to bed at a reasonable time. Night shifts always mess me up. My body dislikes abrupt changes in sleeping patterns.

      Stretching, I yawn and enjoy the luxury of not being rushed. For the first time in weeks, I have no plans or commitments. I can lounge in my pajamas all day, and no one will say boo.

      I briefly consider calling some friends and going out for lunch, but I decide against it. Chill days are far too rare. Instead, I get up and make my usual breakfast—a bowl of oatmeal with cranberries and walnuts—and I eat it on the couch while watching an episode of Downton Abbey.

      Just as I’m starting on the next episode, my phone rings.

      June, my supervisor, sounds harried. “Kate, I’m so sorry. I know you have the day off, but is there any way you could swap shifts with Rose? She’s had a death in the family, and she won’t be able to come in today. She was supposed to start at ten.”

      So much for that chill day. “Sure. I’ll be there.”
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      The shift is grueling with a never-ending stream of patients. One man is brought in with chest pains, but most of the other cases aren’t true emergencies. Many people go to the ER instead of seeing a regular doctor simply because they lack health insurance.

      Feeling unusually tired, I take a quick break to visit the restroom and splash cold water on my face. I have three hours left on my shift, and I’m looking forward to going home and falling straight into bed.

      I’m walking back from the restroom when I see him again.

      My heart leaps, needles of adrenaline biting into my skin.

      Walking toward me is none other than the man who’s been on my mind for the past two days.

      Alex Volkov, the Russian oligarch himself.
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      Alex is strolling leisurely down the hallway, dressed in a pair of jeans and a gray sweater. The clothes hug his large frame, revealing wide shoulders and a muscular build. A pair of hard-looking men are walking a few yards behind him, their eyes sharp and vigilant. His bodyguards.

      He’s looking at the phone in his hand, and I speed up, hoping I’ll be able to walk past him unnoticed.

      No such luck.

      As though sensing my gaze on him, he looks up, and his blue eyes narrow with recognition. Then a small smile curves his lips, softening them a bit.

      A warm shiver snakes down my spine, heating my skin, even as some instinct tells me to run. The urge is so strong my leg muscles tighten with it, the needles of adrenaline sinking deeper into my skin and spiking my heart rate.

      Don’t be a coward, Kate.

      Steeling my spine, I continue walking toward him, trying not to react to the way his eyes rake over my body and finally linger on my mouth. When he meets my gaze again, there’s so much heat in the look he gives me I may burn on the spot. My core clenches, and liquid warmth dampens my underwear.

      Dammit. This is insane.

      He stops in front of me. I’m cognizant of his bodyguards a few yards away, but all my attention is focused on him. I’d forgotten how tall he is, how big his body is compared to mine. I have to crane my neck to meet his eyes, and I can’t help but be conscious of his size, his strength, his sheer maleness.

      His accented voice is soft and slightly mocking, as if he knows the effect he has on me. “Hello, Katerina.”

      I stare up at him, Joanne’s words ringing in my ears. I’ve always approached my relationships the same way as everything else, with a calm, steady rationality. I’ve never been one to leap before I looked. That’s my mom’s way, not mine. I like to think, to apply the same logical reasoning to dating as I do to my career. Casual hookups weren’t my thing in college, and I’ve never had a one-night stand. The risks have never been worth the benefits. Instead, I’ve dated men I’ve liked and respected, with whom I’ve connected on a mental and emotional level. A man’s personality has always been far more important to me than his looks.

      I have no idea what Alex’s personality is like. I don’t know him at all. There’s nothing logical in the way he makes me feel, nothing rational in the way my body reacts to his. Something within me responds to him on a subconscious, instinctive level, and there’s nothing I can do about it.

      Worst yet, what little I do know about him is frightening. He’s a wealthy man from a place where wealth and corruption go hand in hand, and he’s pissed off someone enough that they want to kill him. How crazy would it be to get involved with someone like that?

      Insane. Completely, totally, and utterly irresponsible.

      Yet yesterday’s thought about throwing caution to the wind keeps wiggling into my mind. What if Joanne is right? It’s not as if I’m going to marry or even date the guy. All he wants is a brief sexual fling. I can sleep with him, get this strange craving out of my system, and go back to my normal life. I’m not ready for another relationship—the incident with Tony has left a sour taste in my mouth—and Alex isn’t looking for one. Would it really be so terrible to do something impulsive for once and give in to this attraction? To hook up with an attractive man?

      Before I can think better of it, I give Alex an answering smile. “Hi. How’s Igor doing?”

      Something dark flashes across his face before his expression smooths out and turns inscrutable. “He’s much better, thanks.”

      His eyes travel down my body again, making me feel flushed all over. I’ve never felt so blatantly desired in my life, and it’s incredibly seductive.

      When he looks back at me, there’s a cynical tilt to his lips. “What time does your shift end?” His voice is low and deep, his tone self-assured. Somehow, he’s sensed my weakening resolve.

      I swallow. “At ten.”

      I can’t believe myself. Am I really going to do this? Agree to a purely sexual arrangement with a man I barely know?

      He flashes me a darkly sensual smile that makes my core tighten with desire. “I’d like to see you tonight. How about we grab a bite to eat after your shift ends?”

      I hesitate. Despite his animal magnetism, there’s something unsettling about him, some hardness in the line of his mouth that makes me think he can be ruthless. How can I even think about getting involved with a man like that? Someone who’s a total stranger? What if he’s as corrupt and dangerous as Nadia portrayed the wealthy Russians to be?

      As though sensing my reservations, he says quietly, “It will be just dinner, I promise. I won’t force you to do anything you don’t want.”

      I blink, surprised. “A dinner at ten?” I thought grabbing a bite to eat was a euphemism for sex, at least the way he said it.

      “Won’t you be hungry after your work is done?”

      “Probably,” I say slowly.

      I was planning on grabbing a quick sandwich at home before plopping into bed, but dinner with Alex sounds much more appealing. True, he unnerves me, but he also fascinates me. Surely a dinner won’t be a big deal.

      “Then it’s decided,” he says, his tone brooking no argument. “I’ll send a car to pick you up here after work. The restaurant is nearby, but I don’t want you to walk alone. I’ll meet you there.”

      Before I can reply, he heads down the hallway, his bodyguards trailing in his wake.
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      The rest of the shift drags. I keep watching the clock, my heart racing with a mixture of nervous excitement and feverish anticipation. I feel like a teenager again, waiting to be picked up for my very first date.

      It’s not a date. Alex doesn’t date. This dinner is his attempt to convince me to sleep with him, nothing more.

      Of course, one can argue that all dates are ultimately just that. All social niceties disguise a mating dance as old as time. Still, I prefer to think the men I usually go out with want more than just my body, that they enjoy my company and like me as a person. With Alex, I can’t pretend that’s the case. He’s been honest about his intentions.

      In some ways, it’s liberating to know exactly where I stand with him. He doesn’t want a relationship, and at the moment, neither do I. We’re both adults and attracted to each other. Why shouldn’t I act on that attraction?

      A memory of the way he touched me the first time we met flashes through my mind, the way he brushed his fingers over my cheek and how my skin burned afterward. If a simple touch can turn me on so much, how will it feel to kiss him? To feel his hands on my body? To have him inside me?

      Stop it, Kate. You probably won’t sleep with him tonight. It’s just dinner.

      Yeah, right. Just dinner with a man I find so hot I fantasized about him while changing bloody bandages. With a man who made me feel more aroused with a single look than my last boyfriend did with foreplay. A man who outright told me he wanted to take me to bed.

      Yeah, just dinner.

      Finally, it’s ten.

      Rushing to the locker room, I change out of my scrubs, wash my face, and apply the mascara and lip gloss I always carry in my purse. Thankfully, I don’t need more than a light application of cosmetics, having been blessed with clear, even-toned skin and dark, well-defined eyebrows and eyelashes, the latter courtesy of my father’s mysterious genes. When I was a child, I disliked my coloring, wishing I had blond hair and blue eyes like my mother. As I got older, however, I grew to appreciate the olive hue of my skin and the thickness of my long, wavy brown hair.

      I give myself a quick once-over in the mirror. My face glows with excitement, and my eyes sparkle with anticipation. Thank goodness I didn’t wear sweats and old Uggs to work. That’s my usual go-to outfit for days when I’m called in unexpectedly. Instead, I’m dressed in a form-fitting sweater, my favorite jeans, and a pair of Frye boots I got on sale last week. It’s not a fancy outfit, but it flatters my figure. Unless Alex is taking me to a fancy restaurant, I’m reasonably presentable.

      I also shaved my legs this morning and got a Brazilian wax a couple of weeks ago, so I’m ready in that department if things progress that far.

      With a last look in the mirror, I exit the restroom and head outside, hoping the car is already waiting.
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      As soon as I step outside, I hear my name being called.

      I turn toward the voice. A sleek black car is parked at the curb. A tall, sandy-haired man stands in front of it, watching me with a sharp gaze.

      Seeing me looking his way, the man comes over, his posture reminding me of someone in the military.

      “I’m Yuri, Alexander’s driver,” he says in a heavily accented voice. “He’d like you to come with me.”

      I nod, my heart pounding in my chest. I can’t believe I’m about to get into a car with a strange man to go on a date—no, not a date—with one of the wealthiest men in the world. It’s the kind of stuff I can tell my grandkids about when I’m old and gray.

      Trying to act like I’m not freaking out inside, I say calmly, “It’s nice to meet you, Yuri. Where are we going?”

      “To a Russian restaurant nearby.” He leads me toward the car and opens the door. “Romanoff’s. Perhaps you’ve heard of it?”

      I stop in my tracks. I have heard of it. Nadia went to a wedding there once and showed me pictures of the place. Apparently, it’s one of the most popular places for major celebrations in the Russian community, famous for fine dining and over-the-top dinner shows. If I remember correctly, all the guests in Nadia’s pictures wore extravagant attire.

      “Wait, Yuri, I think there’s been a mistake. I’m not dressed for that. Alex said we’re just grabbing a bite to eat, but this sounds much fancier.”

      “Alexander said you’re not to worry. Everything is taken care of.”

      I lift a brow in surprise but climb into the car. Is Alex planning to give me a change of clothes when I get there?

      Yuri closes the door and gets into the driver’s seat, leaving me alone in the back of the car. A partition separates us, like in a limo, although the car is more of a full-sized, luxuriously appointed sedan.

      Before I’ve even settled into the plush leather seat, he smoothly pulls away from the curb and onto Ocean Parkway.

      Three minutes later, we’re in front of the restaurant.

      Tightly clutching my purse, I exit the car and follow Yuri inside.
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      I step through the doors and stop, staring at my surroundings in awe.

      The restaurant is opulent. There’s no other way to describe it. The interior is huge, easily fitting in five hundred guests or more. Soft music plays in the background. Everything is decorated in shades of red and gold with richly textured fabrics and gleaming surfaces. I can easily imagine some nineteenth-century czar dining here, surrounded by his loyal nobles.

      Of course, instead of a czar, I’m meeting Alex Volkov, who’s as close to a czar as one can get in modern-day Russia.

      I walk deeper into the empty restaurant. Where are the diners? The tables are pushed to the walls, leaving a large empty space in the middle. Only one round table remains, and a familiar figure is waiting for me there.

      At my approach, Alex rises to his feet. Like me, he’s dressed casually, in the same jeans and sweater I saw him wear earlier. Maybe the restaurant isn’t as dressy as I imagined, or—more likely—Alex doesn’t have to follow any rules and dresses however he pleases.

      I bet he can wear rags, or nothing at all, and still look like the most powerful man in the room. It’s not the clothes that make him so impressive. It’s something within him, some inner steel that’s as much a part of him as his muscular body and chiseled jaw.

      He watches me walk toward him with a hooded gaze, his face giving away nothing of his emotions. Doubt creeps in again, making me question the wisdom of coming here. But then his mouth softens, one corner curving upward, and I forget about my reservations, again feeling that inexplicable pull of attraction.

      Reaching the table, I pause for a second to look up at him. “Are we the only two people here?” His height is both arousing and intimidating, making me feel helpless and feminine in a way I’ve never experienced.

      “We are,” he says, pulling out a chair for me. “I hope you don’t mind.”

      Uttering a shaky laugh, I sit down. “No, but why this huge place?”

      “I like their food and music,” he says as he walks around to take his seat across from me.

      I give him a disbelieving look. “So you rented out the whole enormous restaurant?”

      “Why not? I like my privacy.”

      Why not, indeed? When one is richer than Croesus, what does a measly few grand matter? Trying to match his casual attitude, I nod as though it makes sense.

      “Tell me about yourself, Katerina.”

      His softly worded command catches me by surprise. Does he truly want to get to know me, or is he making polite conversation? Either way, there’s one thing I definitely want to tell him. “Please call me Kate.” I give him a smile. “That’s what I usually go by.”

      “Kate,” he repeats, his blue eyes gleaming. Somehow, he manages to make even that simple word sound deliciously foreign. “Kate. Hmm, I’m not sure if it suits you. Too simple. Not like you at all.”

      “Oh? How would you know what I’m like?”

      His lips curve into something resembling a smile. “I don’t know what you’re like, Katyusha, but I’d like to find out.”

      I swallow, my throat suddenly dry. The sexual intent behind his words is unmistakable. And what is that word he used? Katyu-something?

      A waiter approaches our table, interrupting my thoughts. He brings a bottle of sparkling water and what looks like high-end vodka.

      Alex gestures toward the drinks. “Would you like wine or cognac, or is this okay?”

      “This is fine.” I’m not a big drinker, so anything he orders is fine with me.

      He nods and pours us each a shot of vodka and a glass of Perrier before addressing the waiter in Russian. The man departs and promptly returns with two elaborately decorated menus. I study mine. The dishes are listed in Russian but have English translations.

      “Have you ever been to a Russian restaurant?” Alex asks, looking up from his menu.

      “Actually, no,” I say, slightly embarrassed about the fact. “I work in this neighborhood, but I’ve never explored it much. By the time I’m done with my shift, I’m usually too tired to go out afterward.”

      A small smile appears on his lips. “Yet you’re out with me tonight.”

      “So I am.”

      “Why?” He seems genuinely curious. “I got the impression you weren’t that interested at first.”

      I lift a shoulder in a shrug. “A girl can always change her mind, right?” I could add that I’ve thought about him constantly for the past two days and realized I’d be an idiot to miss out on this kind of chemistry, but I don’t think his ego needs stroking.

      He gives me a cynical look. “A girl sure can.”

      Puzzled, I frown but let it go. “How long have you been in America?” I ask instead. “Your English is excellent for someone who’s not a native speaker.”

      “I came here last year,” he says, taking a sip of his water.

      “Where did you learn to speak English so well?”

      “I studied with a private tutor for a couple of years in my early twenties.”

      “A couple of years? That’s all?” I stare at him in amazement. I studied Spanish in high school for four years, but I’m far from fluent in it.

      His tone is casual, as though it’s no big deal to gain near-native proficiency in a foreign language in such a short time. “I have a talent for languages. I learn them easily.”

      I’m beyond impressed. “Do you speak other languages as well?”

      “French, Italian, Ukrainian, Polish, Mandarin, and some German.”

      My jaw drops. The man sitting across the table from me isn’t only rich and hot, but also a freaking polyglot.

      “Do you know what you’d like to order, or do you need more time?” he asks.

      Realizing I’ve been staring, I close my mouth and turn my attention back to the menu. “Maybe another minute.” The majority of the options are unfamiliar, but the potato-mushroom appetizer seems promising.

      “Is there anything you don’t like or eat?”

      “I’m a vegetarian.” I look up to measure his reaction. “No meat or fish. I do eat eggs and dairy, though.”

      “What about caviar?” he asks, seemingly neither surprised nor put off by my dietary preference.

      I wrinkle my nose. “I’m afraid not. For its eggs to be harvested, the fish has to be killed.”

      He nods, again completely unoffended. “How about I order us a few meat-free appetizers then, and you can try different things?”

      “That would be great, thanks,” I say, offering him a smile. I’m pleasantly surprised by Alex thus far. He’s considerate and accommodating, at least when it comes to accepting my diet.

      A vegetarian since the age of thirteen, I’m used to having to explain and justify my food choices to my dates. Many omnivores, including the men I’ve dated, are uncomfortable around vegetarians, as though afraid they’ll be lectured on animal cruelty at every meal. That’s not my approach. I just quietly practice what I believe. Tony constantly argued with me, trying to convince me to change my stance on the matter, and after a while, it got exhausting. I’m glad Alex is different.

      I study his unconventionally handsome face from under my lashes as he summons the waiter and converses in Russian. I listen closely to the foreign sounds, wishing I understood more of their language. Like many nurses at Coney Island Hospital, I know how to ask if a patient is in pain—bolit?—and whether they want something to drink—pit’?—but that’s the extent of my Russian vocabulary.

      Once the waiter is gone, Alex returns his attention to me.

      “They’ll bring us zakuski—appetizers—shortly,” he says, picking up his shot glass. “In the meantime, how about a toast to girls changing their minds?” He smiles, showing even white teeth.

      I hesitate for a second before picking up my glass. Drinking on an empty stomach isn’t something I typically do, but nothing about this date is typical.

      To hell with caution. For tonight, I just want to enjoy myself.

      “Sure,” I say, smiling back. “And to your bodyguard’s speedy recovery.”

      “And to Igor’s recovery,” Alex agrees, clinking his glass against mine.

      He knocks back the shot in one smooth swallow. The strong column of his throat moves in a deliciously masculine way, and I fight a sudden urge to walk around the table and lick the side of his neck.

      Oh my God, Kate. Control yourself.

      Taking a deep breath, I force myself to look away and focus on my own glass of vodka. I can’t remember the last time I wanted to touch a man so badly. It’s as if my hormones have suddenly decided to come out of lifelong hibernation, and I have no idea how to rein them back in.

      Lifting my glass, I drink the shot in two big gulps and pretend the liquor doesn’t burn my esophagus on the way down. From the amused look on Alex’s face, I don’t succeed.

      “You’re not used to vodka,” he says as my eyes water from the strong alcohol.

      “Not exactly.” I make a face. “Is it obvious?”

      “No,” he deadpans. “You took that shot like a pro.”

      I laugh, shaking my head. “I guess my vodka-drinking skills can’t compare to yours.”

      “Well, I am Russian.” He gives me a self-deprecating smile. “If I couldn’t outdrink an American girl, I’d be a very poor representative of my people.”

      I laugh again, genuinely enjoying myself. The residual warmth from the alcohol has heated my chest and stomach, and the night is taking on a pleasantly surreal glow. “So, is this your usual modus operandi?” I ask with a smile. “Do you bring all the women you’re trying to seduce to this fancy restaurant and ply them with vodka?”

      He leans forward and covers my hand with his, making me draw in a startled breath. His palm is so large it engulfs mine completely, his skin warm and dry against my own.

      “No,” he says softly, gently massaging the inside of my palm with his thumb. “I only do it for special ones. Like you.”

      “Me?” I lift my eyebrows, trying to ignore the way my lower body tightens at his touch. He has what I’ve always considered a real man’s hand, complete with the roughness of calluses on his palm. “What’s so special about me?”

      “Are you fishing for compliments, Katyusha?” His eyes are warm and amused. “Surely a woman as beautiful as you knows her worth.”

      I grin. “Surely a man as attractive as you is used to beautiful women.”

      A cynical note darkens his smile again. “You find me attractive?”

      “Why else would I be here?” I ask, puzzled.

      “Yes,” he drawls. “Why else?” Finding the tender spot near the fleshy part of my palm, he massages until I almost moan out loud from the pleasurable sensation. It’s all I can do not to glare at the waiter when he interrupts by serving our appetizers.

      As I look at the spread, however, amazement drowns out my disappointment. There must be twenty different dishes, everything from pickled vegetables to delicate Russian blintzes with a filling that looks like cream cheese.

      It’s enough to feed an army.

      When I tell Alex that, he laughs and explains that Russians believe in having plenty of variety on the table, particularly for special occasions. He then describes each dish to me, pointing out his favorites—the beet salad he calls vinyegret and the marinated mushrooms with sour cream.

      Curious, I try a bite of everything and discover that I especially like the salty flavor of the cream cheese paired with the subtle sweetness of the crepes. I also fall in love with the cheese-and-garlic salad and the homestyle potatoes fried with mushrooms.

      “Wow,” I say, going for yet another serving of the potato dish. “I can’t believe I’ve been missing out on such delicious food. I’m going to kill Nadia for not taking me to a Russian restaurant sooner.”

      He lifts an eyebrow. “Nadia?”

      “One of my coworkers. She’s from Ukraine, and we’ve become good friends in the past year.”

      His blue eyes crinkle in the corners. “Yes, she should’ve definitely introduced you to our cuisine and culture, but I’m happy to remedy her mistake.” Filling our shot glasses with more vodka, he lifts his and says softly, “To new experiences.”

      “To new experiences,” I agree, clinking my glass against his and knocking back the shot. It’s easier this time, the vodka going down smoothly and leaving a pleasant warmth in its wake. I grin after I’ve caught my breath. “I think I’m getting the hang of it.”

      “You might make a good Russian after all,” he says, studying me with a look of warm amusement on his face.

      My breath catches. With his lips parted in a genuine smile, he looks both strikingly handsome and shockingly approachable. To my surprise, I realize I like him. It’s not just a physical attraction. I like the man himself.

      “I’m glad I ran into you again,” I blurt without thinking. “I was sure I wouldn’t see you again after that first time in the hospital. I wasn’t even supposed to work today. I was called in because another nurse couldn’t make it.”

      “Oh, you would’ve seen me again,” he says with conviction. “If not today, then soon.”

      I give him a questioning look.

      He reaches across the table again and takes my hand. This time, his touch is more familiar, less shocking, though it turns me on just as much.

      “I would’ve looked for you,” he says, caressing the inside of my wrist with this thumb. “I don’t accept rejection easily, not when I really want something.”

      My heart skips a beat. His words are both exciting and unnerving. “Is that right?” I manage to say, trying to keep the breathy note out of my voice.

      The simple touch on my wrist alone turns me on more than anything my ex-boyfriend had ever done, and Alex knows it. He knows how to seduce a woman, and he’s fully aware of my reaction to him.

      “Of course,” he murmurs, finding the sensitive spot between my thumb and index finger and pressing on it lightly. “I can’t remember the last time I wanted a woman so badly.”

      I bite my lip to contain a moan of pleasure at what he’s doing to me. I can’t believe how erotic simple hand-to-hand contact is with him. What will it be like when he gets me into bed?

      Because he will. There’s no denying it any longer, no doubt in my mind about how the night will end. Whatever my original reservations were, whatever my fears, none of those reasons matter now. Not when he makes me feel like this. Not when my entire body cries out for his touch.

      “What would you like for the main course?” he asks softly, still doing something incredibly pleasurable to my palm. “Or do you wish to skip it and go straight to dessert?”

      “Dessert, please,” I say on an exhale.

      I’ve eaten more than enough, and anything that brings the evening closer to its inevitable conclusion is a good thing. I’ve never wanted anything in my life as much as I want Alex right now.

      Smiling, he releases my hand and signals the waiter, who nods and disappears into the kitchen.

      “He’ll have dessert for us shortly,” Alex says, turning back to me. “In the meantime, could I interest you in a dance?”

      “A dance?”

      He gestures toward the stage where a band of musicians has appeared seemingly from nowhere.

      “Live music?” I can’t help but be impressed. “Sure.”

      He rises from his seat, walks around the table, and courteously offers me his hand.

      Heart pounding, I place my hand in his and let him lead me to the dance floor. The musicians strike up a slow tune I’ve never heard, and a female voice croons something in Russian.

      At the empty area near the stage, he pulls me close, clasping my hand in his and placing a palm on the small of my back. The smell of his cologne is clean and masculine—cardamom and something spicy. As we sway to the music, I look up, struck again by our size difference and the strength of the hard body pressed against mine. Even with the two-inch heels on my boots, I barely reach his chin, and the breadth of his palm covers most of my lower back. His hips are at the level of my middle, his erection pressing against my stomach. My nipples pebble in response, reacting to his nearness and obvious desire for me.

      Staring up at him, I moisten my dry lips, and my pulse speeds further as his gaze tracks the path of my tongue. The air between us grows thick and heated, like the blood pumping through my veins. As our eyes meet again, all I can hear is the uneven rhythm of my breath… and then he bends his head and kisses me.

      His lips are smooth, warm, and soft. Despite the demanding hardness pressing into my belly, he kisses me gently and patiently, as though we have all the time in the world. As though we’re not burning inside, consumed by a lust so intense I’d
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