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Seductive.

Enigmaitic.

That's Michelle. A Russian spy with secrets that could destroy us
both.

I'm Jordan, ex-Navy SEAL, hired to protect her. But how can | guard
my heart?

She’s running from her past, seeking freedom in America. I'm her
protector, her fake husband, her last hope.

Our attraction is explosive, forbidden, and potentially deadly. Every
touch, every kiss, every shared secret pulls us closer.

But the lies between us are a ticking time bomb. Can | trust the
woman I've grown to love, or am | just another mark?

Russian operatives are closing in. Her life is on the line. And the truth
might shatter everything we've built.

She’s mine to protect, to love, to save. And I'll be damned if | let
anyone tear us apart.

Even if that someone is her.
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JORDAN

“I"ve heard a lot of good things about you, Jordan.” Who doesn’'t want to hear those
words said about them? It’'s hard not to glow when someone recommends you for a
job position. Especialy one as prestigious as this. “Benji worked with you when you
were a Navy SEAL, right?’ | nod, too nervous to form words. “And he thinks that
because of the work you did there, you'd be good here. You've passed al the
screening processes and all my tests too. With flying colors. You're one of the best
I’ ve ever had come through those doors, which iswhy | think it might finally be time
to send you on ajob.”

| bolt up straighter in my seat, my eyes blinking alittle as | drink thisin. At thirty-one
years of age, it's alittle intimidating to be starting a new career, but I'm pleased too.
I’m looking forward to knowing what the security world holds for me. | already know
thisisn't going to be atypical security job. Benji has warned me how life-threatening
and dangerous this role can be, depending on what job is given. But | worked for the
military. I'll be able to handle anything thrown my way.

“I’'m looking forward to it.” | try to smile at Max, but it's hard to snap out of the
expected professionalism that the Navy brings.

“Good, because you'll be protecting twenty-seven-year-old Michelle Lebedev.” He
hands me a picture of a petite, buxom blonde with bright red lips and green eyes that |
could only imagine a million men have falen for. She looks a lot like a movie star,
not the sort of real person who would be wandering the streets. | wonder if maybe she



Is famous, which is why she needs taking care of. “She’s been sent to America as a
spy for Russia. From what she’s told me, she's expected to seduce powerful men for
information.” My chest grows tight. This sounds a whole lot like Max wants me to
protect an enemy of our country. As much as | want this position, | can't do that. It
goes against everything | believein. “But it isn't what she wantsto do.”

“ She reached out to you because shedoesn’ twant to be a spy?’ My head is spinning as
| try to take al of thisin. It doesn’t make any sense to my extremely one-tracked
mind which only wants to serve my country. “ And she needs protecting?’

“Right.” Max’s lips purse into a thin, serious line. “She got her first taste of real
freedom as soon as she stepped into America, and she immediately realized that
everything she has been told about our country is wrong. Instead, she wants to live
here to escape the oppression under which she's had to live her whole life. She wants
her own basic human rights.”

| gulp down the thick ball of emotion that lodges itself in my throat. “1 don’t want to
guestion you or anything...”

“l already know what you're going to ask me.” Max looks totally amused by my
interaction. “And I’'m glad that you are asking because it means you’'ll stand up for
your instincts and what youbelieve. There have been times when my guys have had to
go against the plan | laid out for them because their gut took them a different way,
and they turned out to be correct. In this line of work, a plan can't aways work out
because there are so many external factors that can’t be controlled. But yes, | do
understand that might sound a little suspicious and like she’s trying to use us for a
plan, but I’ve done my background checks. You can believe me when | say that
Iknowwe can trust what Michelle is telling us. This is al real. | know what I'm
doing.”

It's okay for him to be so confident, but my gut is screaming at me that all of thisis



oh, so wrong. It just doesn’tfeelright. But | don’t want to push too far and piss my
boss off before I’ ve even begun. If Benji can trust him, then so can |. I’ve had to learn
to trust men like Benji with my life in the Navy SEALS, so | can simply apply that
here and all will bejust fine.

“Okay.” | nod slowly as | actively choose to accept this. “ So, she wantsto live herein
Americafrom now on. Start anew life.”

“Right, which we're going to help her with.” The tension flows out of Max. | guess
he was expecting more of a kick-off from me. “Since she's walking away from her
mission and everything she’s been trained to do, she could be in some serious trouble
when it comes to her country. The Russians won't let her go easily, which is where
you come in. We need to keep her safe from anyone who might try to attack her while
she’' s settling in, and also to help her set up her life here.”

“What does that mean, exactly? Housing? A job? Some kind of new identity?’ | don’t
know whether this is a bit much. It seems a lot more than just protecting her. “Will |
be given a plan of what to do?| don’t want to mess things up...”

“I'll give you instructions on everything, Jordan. You don't need to worry. |
understand that this is a new world for you and something which won't be easy for
you to navigate aone. I'll be with you every step of the way.”

| try to accept this, but still, things don’t feel quite right. | can’t easily put my finger
on it, which makes it even more frustrating. It isn’t that | don’t trust Max. I’'m going
to have to put al of my faith into him. It's just that I'm worried. Spies are well-
trained in manipulation, in Russia especialy, and I’'m worried that Max might be
falling for her tricks.

“Maybe it’'ll be better if you meet her,” Max informs me. “I thought that might be the
case, especialy with this being the first mission I’'m sending you on, which is why



I’ ve asked her to come here today. She'll arrive soon. Once you agree to take on this
job, you' [l spend some time speaking to her and we can get the ball rolling. How does
that sound?’

| consider this, but only for a second. There’'s no point in my making a decision I'll
later go on to regret just because I'm not too sure about it. I'm certain that if |
discover this woman to be a manipulator, then | can sort it out with Max afterward.

“I’'m ready to do this,” | inform him with much more confidence than | feel inside.
“I"m ready whenever you are.”

“Right.” Max bangs his hands down on the table in delight. “Well, I’ll get us some
coffees while we wait.” He checks his watch. “Although | don’t think she'll be long
now. She's always been on time when I’ ve met up with her.”

| can’'t stop my sarcastic brain from assuming that being punctual is part of her little
manipulation game. Being on time, seeming to be a nice and friendly person... it has
to all be an act,doesn’t it? As Navy SEALS, we have always been trained to be so
careful of spies. It's ingrained so deeply within me, | don't know if I’ll be able to
overcome that.

“Thisis adifferent line of work now,” | whisper to remind myself. “Don’t get caught
up in old thought patterns.”

| grab Michelle' s picture and look at her some more, running my eyes over the image
asif I'm hunting for some kind of clue that there's a darkness to her which Max can’t
see. Even if | don't let myself get affected by the way I've always been taught to
think, I'll have to be on my toes at all times. | won't let Michelle out of my sight. To
protect her, and America.

“I'montoyou,” | tell her image, asif she can hear me through it. “Y ou won't get one



over on me, | can promise you that.”

All of asudden, | hear voices coming from the other side of the door. One belongs to
Max, | can aready tell that much. He's returning with our coffees at last, but it
sounds like he has female company. A woman, which meansher.Michelle is here
already, way before I’'m ready for her, knocking me off-kilter and sending me into a
disadvantage. | bet that was her plan al along.

| stand up, politeness coming first, as the door clicks open, and | smile at the people
coming inside. If Michelle is going to manipulate me, then I’ ll do the same to her. I'll
act like al isfine, when redlly, I’'m watching her closdly.

“1 told you Michelle would be here on time.” Max chuckles as he enters the room
first. “Here sheis.”

Oh, my God.As soon as she appears behind my new boss, the world actually stops
spinning. If | thought this woman was gorgeous to look at in the pictures, then seeing
her in real life is on another level. She really does have an eye-catching, movie-star
quality to her which leaves me a little breathless. | want to find words, but she has
struck me dumb.

Shit.The attraction is real, the pull toward her is overwhelming, my pulse kicks up to
a level | can hardly handle, and there is no way | can cam myself down. Even
reminding myself repeatedly that this is the enemy and seduction is likely her game
does nothing to snap my jaw shut. Michelle Lebedev is on another level of good-
looking, and I'm a mess.

Don’'t be an idiot, my brain screams at me. Snap out of this shit already. She isn’'t
worth it. She's just a woman. A very dangerous woman who could unravel
everything you have spent your whole life working toward. Stop staring now!
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But it does nothing. | don’t think | stand a chance with her right now. | might too be
weak at the fucking knees. I've never felt anything like this before. My connections
with women have always been brief and meaningless because |’'ve basically been
married to my career and focused on working at all times, but Michelle has fucking
swept me off my feet.

How the fuck am | going to handle being around her all the time without doing
something crazy?

“My name is Michelle.” She steps closer to me, taking the lead, and reaches out to
shake my hand. The dlight Russian twang in her accent, combined with her striking
red lips, have me mesmerized. “Nice to meet you. Sorry, Max didn’t tell me your
name.”

“Jordan.” Finally, | take her hand, but that only serves to make things worse.
Electricity jolts all the way through me, making my skin sizzle and my heart pound.
What has she done to me? I’ m in a goddamn state. “Nice to meet you too, Michelle.”

Thisis going to be awhole lot harder than | thought it would be. | can’t drag my eyes
away from the green sparkles drawing me closer to her. | feel like I'm under
Michelle' s spell. If Max weren’t in the room, | might be kissing her already, which is
very freaking annoying because I'm the only one who knows that she can't be
trusted. | can’t fall for her now or we'll all perish.

MICHELLE



He does not like me.l can tell right away. One positive thing to come from my spy
training is reading people well, especially men, and | can aready see that Jordan
doesn’'t trust me one bhit. He thinks of me as the enemy, which | guess is an attitude
that I'll have to get used to in America if | intend to stay forever, which | redly,
desperately want. It doesn’'t matter how much I’ve perfected English and speaking
with the right accent—mostly—I’1l aways be on the outside looking in. Wishing for
more.

Americans won't like having me in their country, especialy if they ever learn that |
was sent here as a spy, but my life is a lot more complex than that. It isn't as
straightforward as it seems. I’'m avictim in thistoo. | suppose | can continue to carry
myself with the air of confidence that has gotten me this far, but the self-doubt will
aways remain inside me.

“Perhaps it would be useful for you to tell Jordan your story,” Max encourages me.
“Then you can both understand better.”

“Okay.” | suck in a deep breath before | begin. “Well, | was conned into spy training
afew years ago by people whom Ithought | could trust, but it turns out they betrayed
me at the first chance they could get.”

| hang my head low as a deep sadness overcomes me. | don’t like recalling any of my
time in Russia. It makes me very unhappy. People should grow up with a comfort
blanket around them, and when they don’t have that, it can be areal issue.

“So, it was not the life that | wanted, but once | wasin, | couldn’t get out. Not while |
was in Russia, anyway. They trained me how to use my body and my sexuality to
gain what | want.”

Jordan’s cheeks flame red like this makes him uncomfortable. I'm not too happy
about it either, but I’ ve had to grow accustomed to it. |’ ve been treated like a vessdl,



not really a human. My body has been made to feel worthless, aside from what it can
get for Russia, so that’s why | can talk about it with a coldness now. Because that’s
how | feel about myself.

“It was never what | wanted, but | felt trapped. In Russia, there was nowhere that |
could go without their finding me. | settled into the idea that | had no choice but to
live out what they wanted me to do, what they needed meto do... until | came here.”

A small smile plays on the corner of my lips as | think about the moment | first set
foot on American soil. Immediately, the air felt easier to breathe. It was as if | had
finally found where | belonged in the world. Something shifted inside me, and |
justknew. | knew that | could make some positive changes in my life here. | could
finaly get everything | wanted.

“1 sensed a freedom herein America, and | could see people living the sort of life that
| wanted. A normal life with work, a home to call my own, dating normally...” |
don’'t go any deeperinto what | want in that department because | don’t want to
embarrass Jordan even more. | need to try and find a way to make him comfortable
around me.

“And | felt like | could get it here. The people who wanted me to work for them gave
me more freedom in this country, trusting me to do what they wanted. Which iswhen
| began to put my plan into action to leave them behind, to start my own life. But |
know what Russiais like. | know that | won't be able to do it alone, which is how |
ended up searching for and finding Max. | need some muscle.”

| try to let out alittle laugh, but it ends up sounding too strangled to be real. Now it's
my turn to flame red with embarrassment. | avert my eyes away from Jordan and end
up looking at Max. That man has been my savior in this horrible situation. | didn’t
think that he would trust me when | approached him, but Max seems to have asimilar
talent to me. He can tell when people are being genuine and when they really need his



help. | guess that’s why he's so successful.

The cost of his security is high, but that’s how | know it’'ll be good. That's how |
know Max will take care of everything that he needs to and this military man will do
the rest. This tall, muscular man with shaggy red hair, which | can only assume that
he has grown out after he finished his military career, piercing blue eyes, and cheek
bonesto diefor...

My God, heisthe sort of man | could quite easily be attracted to, if | were looking to
feel that way about him. | might be wanting to date normally and not just use my
body to trade for information, but | can't evenconsiderJordan in that. He's someone
I’m working with, and | bet he's very professional in everything he does. Heisnice
eye candy, though...

“S0o, erm, yes,” | continue because the silence is getting a bit too thick for me to
handle now. “That’'s al | want, really. The chance to be happy and free. | don’t want
to return to Russia or to have to deal with anyone | worked with before ever again. If
they get hold of me, there’'s no telling what they will do.” | can’'t hide the visible
shudder running down my spine...

“And that’s what we' re going to focus on,” Max jumps in. “Making sure that nothing
bad happens to you and that you get what you want. That’s what you came to us for,
and between Jordan and me, that’ s what we will make happen.”

| stare over at Jordan to see if he's giving me asimilar kind of reassuring look, but he
definitely isn't. He's still got an edge of distrust about him, which | suppose isn’t
going to vanish anytime soon. I’m going to have to work on that to make him finally
see that he can like me in the end if he just gives me a chance. I'll just have to make
the effort, that’s all.

Our eyes lock, and for a moment, | feel a sizzle of emotions surging between the pair



of us. Some of them are bad, some of them alittle better, but it isn’t enough for me to
feel comfortable. I’'m not surprised when Jordan drags his eyes away because it gets
too much for him. | feel the same, but I’ m too weak to yank my eyes off him.

“S0, let's see what we're going to do first,” Max comments idly, amost as if he
doesn’t sense the tension clinging to the air. Maybe he does, though, and he's just
trying to dispel it before it gets too weird for all of us. “Since you can't stay in the
safehouse for too long, especially since we're trying to set you up with alife here, the
first task will be apartment hunting.”

Max taps his chin thoughtfully as nerves zig-zag through me. The idea of having a
home here and having the first step on theladder to my brand-new life is anxiety-
inducing but incredible too. It's my heading toward the life that I’ ve always wanted
ever since | set foot on American soil. My new home will be my wings sprouting and
freedom coming for me.

“Actualy, | think it might be a good plan if you go apartment hunting as a couple.”
Max’s eyes light up. “If Jordan is going to be spending alotof time in your home to
begin with, until you feel safe, then it’s good to have a cover story. One that doesn’t
lead to suspicion and word getting out about a woman with a bodyguard. That’s
going to draw attention, isn’t it? People will be interested in you, which could end up
causing us all kinds of issues. It’ || end up being incredibly problematic.”

“Hmm, yeah, it might make me look like a celebrity.” | giggle. “Although, that isn’t
something I’'ve ever wanted. |’ ve never been interested in having the public eye on
me. It would be alittle funny, though... you know, if this weren’t so dangerous.”

Oh, God, it really is dangerous, isn't it? Possibly more than I’'m thinking, definitely
more than Jordan and Max know. My lifeisin the balance, and now Jordan’sistoo. |
do feel bad about it, but | suppose this is his job and he knows what he's getting
himself in for. At least | hope so. | feel alittle bit of responsibility for hislife. | hope



thisisall okay intheend...
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“So, I'll get a plan finalized for this and maybe set you guys up to meet tomorrow.”
Max nods encouragingly. “Michelle, you'll be in the safehouse for one more night,
then we will get you in place as soon as possible. Oh, and we aso might have to
change your look. We don’t want you to be recognizable to anyone. Y our hair might
have to shift.”

| run my fingers through my hair, sadness crushing through me as | do. There isn't
much that 1 own about myself, but my hairis one of them. My blonde locks have
always been my signature. |’ ve always loved them. They are the one thing that | got
from my late mother and the only thing | can feel left of her. Without it, | don’t know
who I'll be...

But,| can't let that be the thing that gets me caught. If Max thinks that | should dye
my hair, then that’swhat I’ll do. If it keeps my head on my shoulders, then so beit. It
doesn’'t have to be forever, does it? Hair will always grow back. It’'ll end up the color
it has always been eventually, won't it? | nod aong and let Max know that I'll do
whatever he wants.

“Yep, sure. | can do whatever | need to do.” | grin widely, my mouth stretching from
ear to ear. “I'll change whatever | need to. You just let me know what | need to do
and I’'ll do it. I'm here to be saved by you, whatever that ends up meaning.”

“1 know.” Max rises from his seat and holds out his hand to me. | grab it and shake it
right away. “I trust that you are in for whatever you need to do. That's why we're
going to find it easy to keep you safe, Michelle. Aslong as you trust me, I'll ensure
that nothing happens to you. Jordan too. We're here for you for as long as you need
usto be.”



| shake Jordan’s hand too, unable to deny the difference between the two. | could try
and blame it on the nervousness that he makes me feel, but | know it's something
deeper than that. | know there are some strange sensations blowing through the
breeze. Hopefully, by the morning when | have to meet with Jordan once more, I'll be
over it all and able to deal with him in a much better manner. If we're going to be
together alot, | need to get over this.

JORDAN

“It'1l befine,” | tell myself as| head to the meeting place set up by Max for Michelle
and me today. “It'll be okay. Max has made this all absolutely perfect, and there
won’'t be a damn thing to worry about. He trusts her, so you should too.”

But it feels like the racing chaos of the city is alittle too much for me as| travel, a bit
like life is speeding past me out of my control and there isn't a damn thing that | can
do to stop it. Not sleeping much because of the nerves and discomfort for what will
happen today hasn’'t helped me one bit. But | have to get over that. | have to keep
remembering that Benji has recommended me, that Max has given him alot of good
work, that | have to put my faith into all of thisfor it to work.

| check my messages from Max once more as | go, checking the meeting spot,
reading the details of the apartments that he has found for us which have immediate
vacancies, and ensuring that | take on board the warnings he included. He let me
know now how much potential danger Michelle really could be in and the terrible
things that could happen to her if she is caught. It doesmake me a little more
protective over her, but I'm still going to keep my wisdom about me. | won't let her
do anything to pull the wool over my eyes, if that’s what she’s intending to do. | can
protect and watch her at the same time.



“You can do this,” | remind myself. “Y ouknowyou can do this. Y ou’ ve been thinking
about it al night. Just don’'t lose your head.” That’s the main problem | have around
her, losing my head in her presence because she's so damn captivating...

But I’mnotgoing to fall into that trap today. | absolutely refuse to. | won't let her suck
me in with her beautiful eyes and ruin me. Just because no one has made me fed like
this before, it doesn’t mean that | need to get in a mess over the first woman who
does. Perhaps it’s just my brain trying to let me know that | can open myself up to a
relationship now if | want to. It was always too hard for me before. | could never
quite manage it with my career, but everything is different now. Everything.

She'sthere. It strikes me hard to lay my eyes upon her, to see her standing waiting for
me. This is close to her safehouse, so | know she hasn’'t gone far, and it's an area
where she can keep herself pretty much hidden away from anyone, but the anxiety
radiates off her. | can feel it al the way over here. She's nervous for sure, scared of
what could become of her.

But that doesn’t necessarily make her an honest person. | can't forget that. She still
could be manipulating me. There is no guarantee that Michelle just isn’treallygood at
what she’s doing, even better than any spies who have come before her. | make sure
my guard is up high, and nothing can penetrate through it as | cross the road to greet
her. | need to stay strong.

“Jordan.” She visibly lights up as she spots me too. “ Thank goodness you're here. |
was just about to contact Max.”

| check my watch. I’'m not late, so | don’t know quite why she's in such aflap, but |
choose not to get into that with her. For now, | want to focus on what we need to do

here. “1 have awedding ring for you. Did Max tell you he wants us to be married?’

“Yes.” She nods and takes the ring from me. Michelle’'s hand trembles as she dlides



the ring onto her finger. “He did tell me that. He said it’'ll be better not to put my
surname on the lease, but to use yours. Lebedev sounds very Russian and will also
link to me easily.” She giggles girlishly. “But I'm sorry, | do not know your surname
yet. I'd better learn it.”

“Miller.” Uh-oh, | suddenly realize how strange that’s going to sound. “So, you'll be
Michelle Miller. Will that work?’

She whispersMichelle Millerover and over to herself, | assume trying to get herself
used to the odd-sounding name. Finally, she nods and grins at me. “Y ou know what?
Michelle Miller isanice name. | think I’'m going to like it alot.”

| don’t even notice how infectious her smile is until | catch myself grinning back at
her like an idiot. As rapidly as the smile creeps up onto my face, | smack it away
because | don’'t need to lose myself already. We aren’t even fake-married and looking
for our apartment yet, never mind living together under one roof in the small place
which her budget allowsfor...

“Right, let’s get going.” | cough awkwardly. “ The sooner we can get to the addresses
that Max has given us, the better. They are all pretty close to the center of town,
which will help with any work that you might get. If you can avoid public transport, |
imagine life will be smpler for you, but it's aso far enough away that you can keep
to yourself if you feel the need to do so.”

“Well, since this is the first time that I’ve been outside in over a week, ever since
Max took control of my life, | don't think I'll be out much. Locking myself away
from the world makes things a lot smpler because | know I'm safe then. Outside
scares me.”

Her face falls, and | can see an intense glimmer of vulnerability and fear. | kinda hope
that’ sreal because it definitely seems so.



“l see. Erm...” Actudly, as it turns out, | don’'t really know how to deal with her
vulnerability. “ So, shall we go?’

The silence that fills the air as we walk to the first apartment is awkward as al hell. |
would love to be able to find the right words to fill it, but | have nothing. My mind
spins through al kinds of conversation topics, but nothing feels quite right. | don’t
know Michelle well enough to talk about anything, which makes me incredibly
uncomfortable. Since when did | get so weird?

“Here we are.” | point up to the first building. “Shall we go and check it out, Mrs,
Michelle Miller?’

| expect her to laugh and take it as the joke | kinda mean it to be, but instead, she
nods with a very serious expression on her face and reaches out to hold my hand. |
amost comment on this because it's so unexpected, but | snap my lips shut at the
very last moment. If we're married, then it'll make sense that we hold hands. | dlide
my fingers through hers, feeling those all too delightful electrical sparks running
through my body once more, and we head inside. Every step up to the apartment is
just another chance for me to remind myself not to lose my head. Michelle is trained
to be seductive. She's built to have men falling at her feet. The one thing that | don’t
want to do is end up as one of those guys. | can’t, whatever she makes mefed!...

“S0, this is the one you want?’ | ask Michelle as we finish our tour of the second
apartment. “You don’t want to see any of the others on the list? | think we have afew
appointments set up if you want to see them first?’

“Thisisthe one,” shetells me firmly. “I know what | want and what | like. Thisisit.
Thisiswhere| want usto live.”
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Us. That’s the part that’s going to get me. | don’t know if there is enough room for us
both to live here for the time being. | know that thisis Michelle’s home and she can
choose wherever she wants, but it doesn’t seem big enough for two people to coexist
within. Maybe a couple, sure, but we aren’t actually a couple. There is only one
bedroom, and not much maneuverability, but | suppose I'll just have to go along with
whatever she wants. I’ m just the accessory here.

“Gredt, I’'ll call Max and then we can sort out the paperwork.” | force myself to smile.
“Sound good?’

“1 can get the paperwork done while you make your call,” she reassures me. “I’ll put
your name on the lease for now, and then at some point, we can maybe break up,
which is the moment that you’ Il move out. Whenever that time comes.”

Thank goodness the guy who was giving us a tour has already gone back down the
stairs. | wouldn’'t want anyone to hear a comment like that or they might get the
wrong idea. Well, the right idea, since we're clearly planning a breakup, but all of
that is meant to be discrete. | don’t know how much Michelle understands that.
Perhaps when we have all of thisin place, wewill have to hold a crisis meeting and
get everything sorted out. Boundaries will help us both.

“Sure, whatever you want. Thanks, Michelle. You go and get al of this squared
away.”

| can’t seem to stop myself from admiring the curve of her ass as she walks away
from me. Iknowthat | shouldn’'t, but the rational side of my brain is completely
overshadowed by the side of me that just wants toseeher. She's so deliciously curvy,



it's impossible. And the sexy, short dress that she has on today is unbearable. | hope
she doesn’'t always intend to be so revealing because she'll draw a whole heap of
unnecessary attention her way. She needsto fly under the radar as much as she can.

Once she's out of sight, | sigh heavily to myself and head over to the window to take
alook out at the view while | call Max. Actualy, while this apartment might be a lot
smaller than mine, it’s got a nice view out the window. | could look at it for along
time... or isthat Michelle? Much as | keep trying to get away from it, she's the one |
can't stop thinking of.

| grab out my cellphone and call Max, needing to speak to him before | go too far
down that rabbit hole.

“Hi, Jordan.” He sounds pleased to hear from me, which gives me confidence once
more. “How’s it going?’

“Michelle has picked an apartment. | just wanted to let you know to cancel al the
other appointments.”

“Good, great...” He pauses thoughtfully for a second. “And things are okay with the
two of you? | know you had doubts...”

| still do. They aren’t going to shift, but | fear for anyone else being put on this job. |
think my suspicion of Michelle is whatwill allow me to keep on top of things. | won't
fall for her seduction no matter what she tries.

“Yeah, things are fine,” | tell him in the end. “1 can make thiswork. | don’t have any
worries. There have been no signs of danger so far, but Michelle is definitely very

worried about being outside, so I’'ll have to help her work on that.”

“Right, exactly. That's good. If she wants to have some kind of real life here, then



she'll have to find a way to get out into the world and to do it safely. With you
working with her, | know she'll be able to achieve that.”

| hope he's right. If Michelle is who she pretends to be, anyway. | guess I'll find
out...

MICHELLE

“That's all you have?’ Jordan looks at my packed bags, which | can basicaly carry
with one hand, in surprise. “I thought that you'd have moved here with all kinds of
stuff. Y ou haven't bought anything while you were in the safehouse?’

“1 don't like going out,” | shoot back instantly. “It makes me really anxious. | haven't
had a chance to go to the shops. All | have is what the Russians sent me with. It's all
crazy, sexy stuff because they wanted me to seduce people.”

Again, Jordan blushes, and | feel a heat rushing through my body too. | probably
shouldn’t have said that. My God, when did | get so used to talking about this kind of
stuff that | forgot about boundaries? | need to remember how to behave in the real
world. Especialy if I’'m going to try and slot into American life. | shove my suitcase
into the bedroom, never to mention it again.

“Well, | can always take you shopping,” he tells me awkwardly. “I guess that’s going
to be a big part of changing your look, isn't it? And if the clothing you have is al
sexy, then it won't help you with getting a job and things, will it?’

“Right.” I don’t know what job I’'ll be any good at, but honestly, I’'m willing to throw
myself at anything. “I can do that.”



“And Max mentioned coloring your hair, didn’t he?’ Immediately, | touch my blonde
locks, knowing that I’m going to miss them like crazy. “ So, that’s something we're
going to have to look into too. As soon as possible. You need to look different.”

It's a gut punch, having to change everything about myself because of this, because |
truly don’t think | deserveit, but | really do just have to go along with it. | need a new
identity to help get me through this. Who knows? | might even likeit. | suppose I've
always been trapped in alittle box and | haven't been outside it, so | need to just try.
See what works for me.

“What I've heard from Max,” Jordan continues, not seeing the interna battle I'm
having, “Is that he's getting your papers worked out so as soon as he's got it al in
place, we can move in the right direction. We can set your life up as you want it.”

“Do you know what sort of clothes | should get?’ | ask him curiously, hoping that
it'll be amillion times better than the thigh-skimming dresses and skirts and the low-
cut topswhich | don’t like one bit. “For work and everything like that?’

“1 don’t know,” he admits cautiously. “But I'll sort it out with you. | think together,
we can make it work. You aren't one of those people who loves shopping, then? |
was hoping that you might have some idea of what you want.”

| let out alittle laugh. “ Sorry, that’s never really been me. Maybe that side of me will
unleash in the store.”

“Are you hungry?’ The sudden change of subject throws me off guard. “We don’t
have any food in the fridge yet, so | wanted toknow if you want to go out? We could
get out the house for abit and fill our stomachs. How does that sound?”’

| have a feeling that the awkwardness is getting a little too much for him and he
wants to get out of these four walls so he can breathe alittle easier, but unfortunately,



| don’t know iflcan stand it out there. For me, being locked away is so much better. |
absolutely loveit. | know that none of the Russian agents can get me here, least of all
Alexander, the asshole boss of the whole spy operation in this area who will be the
one to tear me apart if he finds me. | can only assume by now that Alexander has
tracked down the cellphone | dumped in the trashcan, however far away | did it, so he
knows I’ m off the grid. He'll destroy me.
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“1 don’'t know if | can handle going out.” | fold my arms protectively across my chest.
“I'm sorry. I’'m starving, but | don’'t know if I'll be able to go to a restaurant or
something like that. | don’t know if | can be out in public again...”

My breaths get caught in my throat. | begin panting desperately, unable to cam
myself down. The idea of being outside again with cool air washing over me is too
much. | keep seeing Alexander staring at me as he pulls the gun and kills me.

“Okay, it's okay.” Jordan rests his hand on my shoulder to attempt to reassure me.
“We don't have to go out. We can order takeout. We can eat in here. I'm sorry, |
wasn't thinking when | made that offer. We will get food to eat here.”

It takes a while for the tight knot of anxiety to loosen. The idea of being out therein
the world for another time today, even with Jordan protecting me, is too much for me.
| can’t doit. | need to be locked away inside this place for aslong as | can.

“Are you sure?’ | finally gasp out as | lift up to reach his eyes. “I'm sorry, | know
that’sanissue...”

“I'm sure. | don't mind eating inside. I’'m just hungry, that’s all.” He grins at me,
showing dimples popping in his cheeks. “I’m willing to eat anywhere. Do you have
anything in particular that you would like? I’m easy. | eat anything.”

| suggest Chinese food because as far as | can understand, everyone likes Chinese
food. | do too, and if it'll do anything to ease the tension between us, then I'm all for
it. | just want this time to run smoothly with Jordan, that’s all.



“Right, well, I'll give you time to unpack, and I'll put in the call and order us some
food, then.”

“You aren’t going to unpack your suitcase?’ | nod toward the small bag he has with
him. He talks about me not having a lot of stuff, but look at him. He doesn’t really
have anything with him. But | suppose he isn’t going to be here forever, is he? | am.
Hopefully, unless Alexander grabs onto me and ruins everything, of course. But I'm
not planning for that. “There’ s room.”

“l can live out of acase.” He grins back a little cheekily, if I'm honest. “Y ou don’t
need to worry about me. But don’'t worry, if I'm sleeping on the couch, | won’t make
any mess of your living room. I'll look after this place asif it's my own.”

Ooh, I like it when he's cheeky with me. It sends a shiver of delight running down
my spine.Notthat | can think of him in that way, especially not if we're living
together. Because he has me breathless, | can only nod and quickly make my escape
into my room. | quickly close the door behind me and rest my weary body up against
it to try and catch my breath as much as| can.

Wow. My head is spinning. I’'m amess. I'm feeling alittle jittery being this close to
Jordan in this enclosed space. Maybe we should have found a way to go out instead.
Perhaps | should get over my fear... but | suppose I’m going to have to find away to
get used to being around him. | can’t not, can 1? If we're going to live together until
I’m safe, which could be along time.

Unpacking my case doesn’t help, looking at the negligee and the skimpy clothing. It
all screams sex, which of course it's supposed to, but it doesn’'t help my current
mood. | might as well have flames licking all over my skin. God, what is it about
Jordan? Why does he have me all dizzy with far too many emotions | can’t explain
well, even to myself?



“Why am | even bothering to hang al of this up?’ | mutter to myself with a head
shake. “I don’'t want to wear any of it.”

I’m half looking forward to going clothes shopping so | can at least have something
that I’'m comfortable with, but I’m nervous about it too. Especialy if I'll be doing it
with Jordan. It's pretty... intimate, isn't it? As an experience. Not that I’ ve ever been
shopping with a man before, but to me it seems like it’ |l be deeper than touching one
another. But maybe that’s just because I’ ve been so trained to think of touch as atool.
Maybe that will change when | find aman | redllylike.

“But not Jordan,” | whisper quietly to myself. “Just because he's good-looking,
doesn’t mean he's the one.”

Eventually, | drag myself out of the bedroom right at the moment the food arrives,
which is great because I'm actually starving now. | don’'t know what it'll be like
eating with Jordan, but I'm willing to giveit atry. It might even be fun.

“1 ordered some of everything, so there' s bound to be something you like here.” He
spreads it out on the dining table which is thankfully here with the rest of the
furniture. “I hope, anyway. But let me know if you don’t like anything.”

“No, there is plenty here. Thank you for al of this. It smells delicious. | appreciate it
al. Wow, what afeast.”

We take our seats and start to eat, which unfortunately brings with it the awkward
silence once more. Every so often, one of us will say something to try and start a
conversation, but it doesn’t quite pan out at al. It's almost as if we aren’'t quite
connecting, which is strange because | think we've done pretty well today. We've
managed to surviveit all with ease.

There's still an element of distrust, too. | can feel it emanating from him. | think he



might be trying to overcome it a little, but it remains there, clinging to the air. Even
becoming his ‘wife for the day hasn’'t done anything to dampen that. | guess it's
going to take more time. Eventualy, I'll show him that I'm everything | promise to
be. I’'m not a spy, I’m not someone who shouldn’t be trusted. I’ m just trying to escape
a shitty situation that I’ ve been forced into.

“Wow, | think I might be stuffed,” | eventually declare with a giggle. | want him to
see the warm-hearted side to me. | want him to know that | can be liked by him. “I
don’t think 1’ve eaten that much in a very long time. I’'m so full, but honestly, that
was delicious. The nicest Chinese meal that I've ever eaten. Thank you very much,
Jordan. It was sweet of you.”

“Oh, well, you're welcome.” He doesn't know how to handle the kindness, the
compliments. It makes him bashful, which is actually kind of cute. “I'm glad you
enjoyed it. No, don’t pick up the plates. I'll do the dishes. | don’t mind, before you
argue.”

He's going to insist, | can sense it, and | don’'t have the strength to fight back right
now, so | smply nod in agreement instead. It’s been... well, not the worst thing in the
world hanging out with Jordan, but there is a definite unease that | want to get away
from. | need to be back in the bedroom where | can be by myself and get my head in
order.

JORDAN

What the hell?A scream so loud, so shrill it rockets through my brain, shocks me
awake. | was in the middle of areally nice dream then, which makes this even more
dramatic to me. It's so shocking that my blood runsice cold. | can’t take it. Instantly,
| feel terrible for sleeping. | definitely shouldn’t have done that on my first night



while protecting Michelle. I've fucked up redly badly, and Max is going to
absolutely kick my ass for this. I'll deserve it too. | messed up so badly it hurts my
chest.

Too many horrible scenarios encase my brain as | soak in that nasty sound. | hate the
idea of anything happening to Michelle. Right now, any concept of her being the
seductive spy who's actually the bad guy vanishes into nothingness. She's a poor,
innocent woman who wants to escape a horrible situation, and I’ ve failed in helping
her. I’ve ruined her life.

| leap up and run into Michelle’s bedroom without even thinking that this might be
inappropriate, bursting into her private space. | just need to save her, and |’ ve become
utterly convinced that someone has caught her already. The Russians whom |’'ve
beenwarned are terribly dangerous are already here, and they’ve caught Michelle
already. She's going to be killed...

“Michelle?’ | swing the door open, but no light floods the room which means | can’t
see what's going on. | lean back and flick on the hallway light so | can at least see
who | need to attack. Whoever is here, I'll take them down, I'll do whatever | need to.
I’mnotlosing Michelle. | refuse to fuck up like this already. Especially listening to the
blood-curdling, sickening scream, the one that’s actually making it chalenging to
keep the vomit inside. | might have been in hundreds of different terrible situationsin
my life, but none of them have felt quite as dramatic and painful as this one.
“Michelle? What’ s going on? What' s happening here?’
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| can’'t instantly see what’s going on here. | can’t lay my eyes on anyone in particular.
| can sense danger, but | can't see it. | hate not being able to see it because | can't
stop it that way. Michelle is thrashing away under the blankets, fighting off an
assailant, but | can’t see the attacker at al. Even as | whip the duvet off in an attempt
to help, thereisn’t anyone there.

“Michelle?” Oh, God, | don't think thisis an attack, after all. | think it's a nightmare
or something. That strikes me so hard | can hardly breathe. I'm all fired up, ready to
fight back, and there isn't anyone to beat down. | don't quite know how to handle
this. “Michelle, what’s going on?1...” | take a step back because I'm alittle weirded
out by this. “I don’t know what to do here.”

Do | walk away? Am | supposed to leave her sleeping here, suffering the nightmare?
It feels wrong to do so. | don't like it, but | think it might be the correct thing to do.
I’ve heard that you shouldn't wake someone in this sort of sSituation, but it
feelswrong. | can’t leave her in the middle of this. It’s horrible. She has so much pain
on her face that | can hardly stand it.

“Michelle.” | touch her gently, just because I'm afraid of her reaction. “Michelle, is
everything okay?’

She bolts upright. | jump back, but she reaches out and yanks me back toward her.
Much to my surprise, she wraps her arms around me and hugs me to her, sobbing
hard against my chest. | can’t do anything but hug her right back.

“Someone is going to get me,” she wails, as if someone has his hands around her
neck right now. “Alexander will get me. He's going to follow through on those



threats and tear my organs out, Jordan. I’'m so fucking scared. I'm terrified.”

She speaks with much more of a Russian twang as she yells these words out. | can see
that 1I’'m getting to see more of who she is underneath the surface. This vulnerable,
terrified side of her needs me to be close to her. She won't let me go.

“No one is here, Michelle,” | say in a quiet, soothing voice while gently stroking her
back. “It’s only me. | think it was adream.”

“But Alexander... Alexander... hewas...” She pulls her eyes up to look at me, still a
little glazed over as if she hasn't quite woken up yet. “He was saying all these things
to me, telling me that... that he’s going to kill me, and... he was here.”

“No one's here.” God, I'm so relieved to be able to say this for real. “Only me and
you. This Alexander isn’'t going to do anything to you. No one will do anything to
you when I'm with you. Max hired me to work with you for a reason, and it's
because he trusts me to keep you safe. I'll make sure that no one can get to you.
Y ou're safe when you’ re with me. | promise you.”

She clings to me tighter, still weeping against my shoulder, but | can sense that she's
calming down a little bit. | do everything that | can to keep on with that, to keep her
cooling down. | don’t like seeing her all wound up like that. It hurts me to see her so
sad and distressed. Perhaps there is more to her trauma than I've allowed myself to
believe.

“$0... sorry,” she mutters in the end, her voice shaking with emotion. “I didn’t mean
to crack like that...”

“Is that something that happens often?’ | ask her cautiously. “The nightmares, |
mean. Do you suffer with them alot?’



She offers me a one-shouldered shrug before she begins nodding. | don't think she
was going to tell me the truth at first, but now I'm glad she’'s being honest. | can't
help her if she doesn’t open up to me about this. Especially when it’s this bad.

“1"ve been suffering from nightmares ever since | got dragged into this spy world,”
she whispers while pulling back and wrapping her arms around herself like a
protective barrier. “It's never been what | wanted and it's a terrible world. But
escaping it isworse. It's what | want, it's what | need, but it scares me. | kinda feel
like I’ll always be looking over my shoulder for someone to attack me. I'm terrified
that my boss and other people I’ ve worked with will be out to kill me.”

| grab onto her shoulders and stare firmly into her eyes because right now, | realy
need her to hear me. “Michelle, nothing will happen to you when you’'re with me. |
swear to you, I'm here for you, solely to look after you, to protect you from everyone
coming your way. | won't let anything happen to you. You can trust me with this,
Y ou don’t need the nightmares anymore.”

My words are flooded with passion. | really do mean them right now. | know | might
be skeptical of her and her intentions, or | have been, but now, I’'m much less sure.
She really does seem to have alot of terror inside her right now, and | need to calm
that down. I'll say anything to make her feel better because | can’'t stand this. | want
her to be okay.

“Will you stay with me?’ She clings to my top and keeps me with her. “Please? | just
need to feel you beside me right now. | don’t want to be aone. I'm scared that the

nightmares will come back once more. | can’t cope. | need you with me, Jordan.”

| nod immediately, even if I’m not too sure that’s the best course of action for either
of us. “Of course, whatever you need.”

I’ve promised her that, and | do intend to follow through with that. Even if it makes



me uncomfortable, which lying on the bed alongside her will definitely do. But
Michelle needs it. She lies back on the sheets in her skimpy night wear, which |
presume is al that she has at the moment, and she indicates for me to lie beside her.
Where she pats the bed, | crash down and curl up beside her. Michelle wraps her arms
around me once more and snuggles herself closeto me as if we're amarried couple.

My God, | can’'t remember the last time | was in bed with a woman like this, holding
on to her and not planning my escape before it gets awkward and feelings are caught.
But there is no escape from this situation. I’ m here. I’ m staying.

What if Michelle really is everything that she says she is?l think to myself as | watch
Michelle finally drift off to sleep.What if I’'m wrong about her?l judged her before |
even got to know her, but tonight, I’'m not so sureWhat if she'sjust lovely?

| kinda feel like she might be at the moment as she lies in my arms. I'm no longer
convinced that she's to be watched as | thought. The Russian agents really do have
her terrified in away that | don’t imagine anyone could put on. Unless Michelleisthe
best actress that |I've ever come across in my life, that was all very rea. That
nightmare was crushing her badly.

Max saw something in Michelle. He tried to tell me that she could be trusted, and
perhaps he was right. | should have listened.

| sigh heavily and lean my head against hers, breathing her in. It doesn’t help that she
smells absolutely delicious, so beautiful that | want to taste her. Not that | will, of
course. | have no intention of following through on that urge, but it's there all the
same.

| tell myself not to sleep because | want to be alert just in case any of Michelle's
intense fears come to light, but | find myself drifting accidentally. The comfort of
being close to Michelle and feeling this warmth flowing between usis intoxicating. It



creates a storm cloud of desire to start bubbling and popping in the pit of my
stomach. | don’t want it to be there because it’s hard to contain, but | can't exactly
stop it, can |71 don’t have any choice but to try and shove it down further. Hopefully,
so deep down that | can’t feel it anymore so | can focus on the important things to
me, such as my professionalism.

If she reallyisa lovely person, though, if there isn’t anything wrong with her, then |
might be in more trouble than | first thought. She'll be difficult to resist if she's sweet
too. But I'll do it. I'll make sure that | don't cave. Not only will | fuck things up
between me and Michelle and this job, but Max will kill me too. | want to impress
him, especialy right away, and I’m sure that hooking up with aclient is such a strong
rule that it doesn't evenneed to be written down. Breaking it instantly with Michelle
will disappoint him in every singleway. | can't do that. | mean, it isn’t like Michelle
will be the only woman to make me feel this way, is it? I'll find someone else.
Eventualy, I'll find The One and then all of thiswill be forgotten.

WEell, hopefully, anyway. Right now, | can't ever imagine forgetting Michelle, but
then I’'m smack bang in the middle of things. There’stime...

MICHELLE
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Oh, no.The painful, ice-cold shame washes over me before | even fully wake up. |
don’'t dare open my eyes yet to see what |'ve unleashed. | might have been in the
middle of an incredible dream just then, but in the middle of the night, the nightmares
came for me once more. They came for me so painfully that the screams vibrated in
my chest and shook me awake. | saw so much blood rolling off me and so many ways
in which Alexander wanted to take me down, it was too much.

| shouldn’'t be suffering from these nightmares anymore. They might have haunted
me in the safehouse, but | was aone then. | didn’t have anyone to protect me. |
thought that as soon as Max provided me with protection, then it would be okay.
Icouldtry and blame it on the fact that Jordan clearly doesn’'t have a lot of good
feelings about me, but as soon as | popped my eyes open and | saw him there, |
instantly felt a million times better. | threw my arms around him and refused to let
him go.

At the time, it was the only logical thing to do. IneededJordan in my arms to know
that no one could get to me, but now in thecold light of morning, which | can see
even if my eyelids remain closed, I’m embarrassed about the whole thing.

He's going to think that I'm crazy, hugging him to sleep all night. He might even
think this is proof of my still wanting to be a seductive spy. | mean, it doesn’t look
great, does it, my dragging him into bed with me? Thisis aweird situation.

And now, I’'m going to have to accept the day, open my eyes, and have a terribly
awkward conversation. But first, | need to ensure that the duvet is covering me
completely. Until 1 can have some night wear that I'm actually comfortable with, |
only have what | was sent to America with and it really isn’t great. It's much too



revealing for my liking. He probably saw everything...

Okay,l think desperately to myself as | attempt to gear myself up for the worst,
Iknowthis isn’t going to end well and it’s terribly problematic for me.Time to just do
this already. Rip the Band-Aid off quickly and see the gaping wound underneath.

| count to three inside my mind before | dare to peek even the smallest bit, but as
soon as | get even the smallest glimpse of the room, the tension floods from my body.
I’'m aone. At some point either in the night or this morning, Jordan must have
scooted off to give me some much-needed space to wrap my mind around al of this. |
have no doubt that he needed that too. | must have confused the poor guy as much as
| have myself. Oh, it’sjust so humiliating.

“Michelle, you absolute moron,” | mutter angrily to myself as | throw the sheets off
me. “Y oumudak.”

Sometimes, in a situation such as this one, only a Russian insult will do, although |
need to tone down anything to do with my home nation while I’'m attempting to slide
under the radar. IfAlexander and the others are out there looking for me, they will
want signs of my being Russian. Max and Jordan can only do so much. | need to help
myself too.

Luckily, I don’'t exactly have a lot of happy memories from home, so putting it
behind me won’'t be too much of an issue. | should be able to overcome that with just
alittle bit of focus on what | say and do al the time. It shouldn’t be a problem at all.
Maybe if | had been forced to leave behind some happiness, things would be
different, but that isn’'t the case.

“Don’'t even think about it,” | hiss at myself, knowing that I’ [l only get annoyed and
upset if | do. “Focus on the now.”



| catch a glimpse of my reflection in the mirror as | pass it and pout out my bottom
lip. | realy do have too much skin on show. I’m going to have to suck it up and head
out to the shops as soon as possible. Max seems to work fast, so I'm sure he'll have
all my documents sorted out soon enough, which will alow me to get moving with
things. However anxious all of that makes me, Iknowthat the only way I'll finally be
happy isto pursueit all. | have Jordan protecting me at the moment, anyway, my fake
husband, so I’'m not going to get all tied up in knots about what might happen when
hewon't alow it.

| don’t want to leave the room just yet, and the bathroom involves my going outside,
so | search through my clothing first to see if | have anything to cover me up before
I’ll brave facing anyone. | don’'t really have anything like I’'m looking for. | would
kill for an oversized tee shirt to cover me up, but | settle on my most skin-covering
clothing before heading to the door.

Only | don't leave right away. | can't. My heart is pounding with far too much
anxiety for that. | need to hear him first, to know that he’s out there, and to hopefully
get a sense of his mood...if that's something you can achieve while listening to
footsteps. But | don’'t notice the sounds, that’s not what hits me first, but rather the
intense smell of something delicious cooking.

| didn’t think that | could possibly ever be hungry again after last night and al that
Chinese food, but whatever Jordan is making smells nice enough to have my stomach
rumbling and growling with excitement. Turns out I’ m actually starving.

“Good morning.” Jordan’s voice is friendly and welcoming as | push the door open a
crack. He doesn’t sound like someone with a chip on his shoulder when it comes to
the events of last night at all. Could it be that he forgives me? “| hope | didn’t wake
you. | just thought that we could do with a big breakfast when we have alot to tackle
today. Isthat okay?’



“We have a lot to do?’ | practically creep into the living room. | can't help but
wonder when it’s finally going to feel like this place is mine. This place willbemine
for the foreseeable future. “What do we have going on?’

“We're tackling shopping.” He smiles at my shocked face. | can't contain my
emotions. “I know, | know. Y ou've made it very clear that it makes you nervous, but
the sooner we get this out of the way, the quicker we can work toward other goals. |
think it'll make you feel happier to wear things you’ re more comfortable in anyway,
chosen by you, not by someone else.”

He hasn’'t mentioned last night yet, which is good. | start to feel al the panic inside
me swim to the side and subside alittle bit as he doesn’t seem to want to talk about it,
just like I'm not keen on mentioning it either. He also seems a little warmer toward
me than he has been, which | prefer. As humiliating as it was, if last night can lead to
something good, then I'm all for it.

“Right.” | gulp anxiously and nod. “Do you have a plan of where we will go? | don’t
want to be exposed...”

“I’m not going to let you be exposed. You don’'t need to worry about anything. I’'ve
been working on a plan with Max this morning, and | know exactly where we're
going to go. It's all safe and under control.”

He hands me my breakfast, and | take a seat to start tucking in. Up until this point,
I’ve hated putting my life in the hands of other people and feeling like | don’t have
control over my own destiny, but now | don’'t know how I'll cope alone. It's been
such a long time since I’ ve been forced to make decisions for myself, and with this
much risk hanging over my head, it's a concept that | can’t even begin to imagine. It
makes me alittle dizzy even considering it. At least it’ll be awhile before | need to.

“Okay, sounds good.” | try to get my breathing a little steadier. “I suppose shopping



isthe start of the new me.”

| dlide my eyes closed for just a moment and lean back on all the fantasies that I've
had about becoming someone else. I've spent years dreaming about throwing the
person | always was away to become who | want to be, and thisis my chance.

| don’t quite know what she’'s going to look like yet. She's always been a different
person inside my mind every time |’ ve drifted off, but now | get to create her for real.
It'Il be abit like playing dress up, and I’ m sure as hell going to start with some decent
night wear and an oversized tee shirt. Being covered up is going to besucha thrill for
me.

“Are you going to be there to tell me what looks good?’ This starts off as an innocent
enough question to Jordan, but as soon as | snap my eyes open and | see his
expression, | see how itsounds. Like yet another seduction. Damn it, why the hell
can't | get myself out of that mindset? “I mean, just because | want to know what will
help me look... American.”

“Erm, sure.” He coughs awkwardly, that al too familiar pinkness staining his cheeks
once more. “I’ll do what | can. I’ ve been overseas for along time, though, so | might
not be the best person for you to come to with that.”

| shrug one shoulder. “Wdll, right now, you are al | have. You must have, or have
had, a girlfriend...” | furrow my eyebrows together. Honestly, I’'m starting to get
annoyed with myself now. “To, err, know what women wear. Not that it's my
business if you have a girlfriend. I'm sure if you do, she doesn’'t want you talking
about her with me in this weird situation. She might not even know about it, because
it's a bit strange to act like you're married to someone else, even if it is fake, and
living together...”

Shit, | can't shut myself up. I've opened my mouth and word vomit is flying out of



me. Thisis a nightmare. | think the only way I'll be able to end it is by jumping up
and heading toward the bathroom. | need an escape before this gets weirder...

“1 don’'t have a girlfriend,” he calls after me as | attempt to run away. “I don’t think |
would be able to do this kind of work if | did. Not just the fake married thing, but the
danger. | wouldn’t want my partner to be putting their life on theline all thetime, so |
think it's only fair that | don't do the same in return. I’ve never really had anyone
because of that reason, because I’ ve aways worked in war zones and things. But I’ll
do my best to help you. Whatever you need, I'm here.”
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| nod and continue to run into the bathroom, needing my shower now more than ever.
| should still be worried about shopping. Allmy fears about it are still there, but all |
can think about is how single my fake husband, Jordan Miller, is.

JORDAN

Michelleis tiff, nervous, struggling so much | actually feel bad for her. My God, can
she redlly be putting all of this on? Last night and today, | fed like she redly is
revealing herself to be a good person trapped in a horrible situation.

“You know, itisgoing to be fing,” | tell her with a warm, genuine smile. “I'm not
going to let anything happen to you.”

She nods but doesn’t stop darting her eyes everywhere. She's actually making herself
look far more suspicious than she needs to. Thisis just one of the habits that I'll have
to help her get out of to help her move forward. That's something | feel very positive
about now, much more than I’ ve done up until this point. Iwantto make this happen
for her.

“l promise you, everything is going to be alright.” | reach across and take her hand,
which actually feels as natural an action as breathing. “1’m on the lookout, so you just
focus on walking. Thisismy job, don’t you forget about that.”

“Yeah, | know.” She squeezes my fingers and smiles. Her whole face lights up when
she looks at me like that, which makes my heart flutter a couple of times. The



turquoise in her eyes sparkles and draws me in toward her. “I know you are. I'm
sorry, | just haven't had someone watching my back for me before. It's alittle weird.
I’ ve always been on my own.”

“Have you felt lonely?’ Holy shit, | don’t know where that came from. The question,
which | think might behighlyinappropriate, just fell out of my mouth. That isn't the
sort of thing | should ever ask anyone, especially not the woman holding my hand.

“1 think everyone gets lonely at times, don’t they?’ she answers diplomatically. “Yes,
it definitely gets lonely.”

| pull her alittle closer to me, trying to silently let her know that she doesn’'t need to
feel that way anymore. “I’ve had long periods of loneliness too. Especially with being
in the military. It'savery lonely career.”

“S0, why did you choose it?" She tilts her head to stare at me. | aimost feel his gaze
burning through me. “Out of curiosity.”

“To help. To protect,” | answer instantly. That’s a question | don’t even need to think
about to answer. “To make a difference in the world. | knew it was the best way for
me to be able to achieve that. Now, | feel like my life has been worthwhile.”

She's soaking in every single word like I’'m speaking gospel, which is thankfully
distracting her from the fear that she was suffering hard from a little while ago. If this
helps her, then | can tell her al about me. | don’t usually like opening up for anyone,
but if I know it's going to take Michelle out of her head, then maybe | can make an
exception.

“Oh, look, is this the place?” Before | begin to start opening myself up, Michelle
spots the store. “Thisisthe store, right?’



“Yeah, you're right. Thisis where Max recommended, so let’s head inside, shall we?
See what we can find.”

It's time for us to start acting like a married couple once more, athough | don’t know
what we need to change because we're pretty much working that anyway. We're
close and holding on to one another, which kinda happened naturally as we walked,
so we can simply head inside and see what’s hanging on the shelves for Michelle to
start recreating herself.

“Oh, wow.” Michelle is instantly blown away by all the clothing inside, but I’m not
sure it’s in a good way. She seems overwhelmed and practically curls into me. I'm
definitely going to be needed to help her out. “Thisis... alot.”

“1t's okay, we will take it step by step,” | whisper to her. “I’'m here for you. We can
figure this out together.”

| take her hand, and we walk with purpose through the aisles. | start off by picking
out a few things for her to try on, things that she might like and will suit with the
person she wants to be. | don't really know what her taste will be, but she can spend
al day here trying things on if she wants. I'm basically her accessory, along for the
ride. | can sit around and watch her forever.

Thankfully, Michelle soon gets into the mood too and grabs all sorts of things off the
racks. Confidence surges through her, and she even ends up smiling and laughing,
even making jokes as we go. | love to see her like this, calming down, relaxing, and
shaking off the weight of the world resting on her shoulders. | seriously want to
always see her like this,

“1 don’t think | can hold anymore.” She giggles. “I think it might be better for me to
go and try some of thison.”



“Okay, sure. Do you want to head into the dressing room? | can wait out here if you
want meto.”

“No, | need you to come and see,” she gushes. “I need you to tell me if things look
good. | can’t do thisaone.”

Uh-oh, something about this feels troublesome, but | nod and agree regardless. | feel
like I might be walking to my doom as | follow her, but | remind myself quickly that
I’m the accessory. | don’'t need to have any other energy than that. | take my seat in
the corner of the dressing room and wait for Michelle as she slides behind the curtain.
Knowing that she'll be taking her clothing off very near to meisalot, but | push all of
that away and sing inside my head, add up sums, work things out... anything other
than thinking about her. That Russian beauty has already taken up far too much of my
head space...

She comes out in outfit after outfit, each and every one of them looking more
stunning than the last. | probably should turn some of them down so she doesn’t end
up spending a freaking fortune, but | can’t find fault with anything. Michelle has the
sort of curvaceous body that works with anything. She could pull absolutely anything
off. She's beautiful.

“Are you sure about this one?’ She runs her hands over her hips and ass, drawing my
eyes toward that area. A thick lump of desire forms in my throat, and it takes every
bit of self-control | have not to take her in my arms. “Y ou think it looks okay?’

“It looks amazing,” | half-whisper back. “It looks really nice on you. | definitely
think you should get it. It'll look awesome nomatter what sort of job you end up
wanting to do. Speaking of which, have you had any thoughts on that yet?’

“On what | want to do?’ She giggles girlishly. “Not redlly. Is that bad? Should | have
someidea? | just want to work...”



Maybe that should shock me, but | guessit doesn't. If she’'s been coerced into the spy
career path, maybe she hasn’'t got any other focus. That’s okay, it's something we can
work on together.
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“Actualy, it's better because we aren’t narrowed down. It means we can take a look
at everything on offer to see what you'll like. It gives you more options.”

“Yeah, | think I’'m going to like that. It means | can reinvent myself in every single
way. | can be whoever.”

She heads back behind that curtain, leaving me wondering what | would do if | were
going to reinvent myself. Who would | become? | don’'t know if | need to, really,
because I've never really worked on who | am right now. Not enough to need to
change myself at all. | guess | would just like more fulfillment, more people
surrounding me. A love, afamily, so much more.

Hmm, | never expected Michelle to make me think so much about my own life. |
didn’t think that working for Max, working with Michelle, would make me look so
inward. That's probably a good thing, though, because it's got to be done. | find
myself smiling in anticipation as | wait for her to come back out. | can’t wait to lay
my eyes on her once more.

“Oh, wow...” Michelle appears in a dress which clings so tightly to her curves, |
can't breathe. “That’s nice...”

Oh, my God, she looks like she's up for going out on a date, and | ache to be the
person taking her out. Even after everything I’ vetold myself about not falling for her,
I’m doing so, anyway. I’'m sucked in by her beauty, helpless, yearning to hold her. |
don’t even realize that I'm on my feet until I'm practically walking toward her as if
I’m going to take her in my arms.



“You like it?" She wiggles her hips playfully, her eyes twinkling naughtily as she
does. “I don’'t know what | would wear it for, but | kindalike it. It fits nice and covers
me up a hell of alot more than anything that | have at the moment. | loveit.”

“1 think you'll find an excuse to wear it,” | declare while trying to keep myself away.
“1t looks gorgeous on you.”

“Yeah, you never know, | might get invited out to some fancy dinner or something.
It's possible, who knows?’

Our eyes lock, and | feel a tightness in my chest. It's amost like | don't
knowwhatl’m going to do next. I’ve lost all control over myself and | can’t claw it
back, however hard | try. | amost lean in toward her, but a loud noise stops me.
Thank God. A magic surrounded the pair of us for a moment, and | nearly alowed
myself to get dragged in, which could have been areal issue.

“Oh, that was my phone.” | let out a weird little chuckle. “I'd better get it. It’ll
probably be Max. He' s going to check in.”

Michelle's eyes pop wide and she steps backward. It seems like she was caught up in
the moment there too. It's not a phone call, though, it's a message, so | need to
refocus my eyes on the screen to see what Max wants from me.

“Michelle, Max has sent me alist of some hairdressers too,” | call out to where she's
hidden herself once more. “He wants us to sort this out today. I'll show you all of
them when you come out, and you can pick a preference.”

She whips the curtain open and gasps loudly. “I don’t know if | can do that. | don't
think | can go to the hairdresser. | would rather do it at home. Do you think we could
do that instead? Would you help me with that?’



“Erm... I'll admit hair dye isn't exactly my strongest suit...” Her face falls, which
makes me wish | could shove my words back into my mouth. “But I'll give it a go.
I’m sure | can do it. Together, we can figure it out, right? It'll be fine, I'm sure.”

“Yeah, I'm sure we can make it happen.” She purses her lips thoughtfully. “I just
need to decide which color | want to go.”

Oh, God, | have no idea what I'm letting myself in for here. | don’'t know anything
about this. Working with Michelle is really opening my mind to all kinds of new
experiences. Hopefully, | don't totally mess it up. | get the feeling that Michelle's
hair is really important to her, and | don’t want to upset this woman now. Less so
now, after seeing her inthatdress. Wow!

MICHELLE

llaugh as we head back toward the apartment. “Wow, | have so many bags.” | glance
at the endless ones in my arms and the ones that Jordan is carrying for me too,
wondering where I’m going to store it all. “I think | went overboard.”

“Nah, you can never get too much,” Jordan responds easily, not judging me at all.
“There wasn’'t anything you could leave behind. It all looked so freaking good on
you. Plus, it takes a lot of clothing to fill a wardrobe. You can toss everything else

”

out.

“Ooh, yeah, | liketheideaof that!” | declare excitedly. “1 can have alittle party while
| get rid of all that horrible stuff.”

Oh, my God, the idea of shredding all that shit and tossing away everything that links
me to my past is a godsend. | can’t wait. | really think it’'ll help me get over the fear



that’ s threatening to crush me with every step | take. Ineedto get over that.

My mood is light. It’s been getting bouncier all day long. | feel like | could be flying.
| could skip along the road if it wouldn't make me look so incredibly stupid. | do
keep darting my eyes toward Jordan, though, and grinning at him like I'm a
schoolgirlwith a crush. Things have shifted between us today. There's a new mood in
the air, and it makes me warm and happy.

Actually, it's more than just everything shifting into something positive. There was
something in the way that he ran his eyes all over my body as | showed him each
outfit that made me feel alive. | sparkled and glittered. There was something sizzling
there. By covering up my body more, | feel a whole lot sexier than in any of those
skimpy things Alexander wanted me to wear.

There could be something serious and intense between us. | can’'t quite tell, but as
long aswedon’t act onit, it'll be fine.

“Are you going to do my hair tonight, then?’ | ask Jordan with a dight tremor to my
tone. “Max wants me to become a brunette sooner rather than later, right? I'm
nervous about it, but I’'m more than happy to giveit atry... | think.”

Jordan chuckles and nods. “Yeah, and | really think it'll be fine. | think you'll suit
raven-colored hair.”

“They do say blondes have more fun, though, right? | guess I’m about to find out. |
hope the clothes still ook good.”

As Jordan catches my gaze, | can feel a hunger coming from him, desire. Iknowhe's
thinking about me in my outfits once more and that he likes what he saw. Is this
tension going to lie between us every day if | dress up like this? Oh, God, why do |
kinda want that? | guess because when he looks at me with those eyes, | can’t help



but feel intensely beautiful.
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“Home, sweet home.” Jordan unlocks the door for us because he has more freedom
with hisfingers. “Time to unpack.”

“1 might go and get al of this hung up first,” | declare as | swing the bags toward the
bedroom. “I’m keen to take a look through it all again. And to get rid of everything
that’ s already hanging up in there. I’'m done with that already.”

“Cool, well, I'll get dinner sorted. I'm starving, so | know you must be too. I'll see
what we have.”

| got so used to eating alone before in the safehouse, but now | know that it’ll already
be strange to eat without Jordan. We've dlipped into this married couple role even
better than | thought we might, and it isn’t even just for show. As| lock myself in the
bedroom to sort everything out, | find myself wondering what it would be like to
actively pursue Jordan if | were allowed to do so. And not in the way |’ ve been taught
to seduce, but because | really want to. It would be thrilling, exciting, a brand-new
experience. As much as it would terrify me, | think it would empower me too. Not
that | can...

Not with Jordan, but maybe with another guy one day. | haven’t made any secret of
my desire to find myself someone to date and fall for in America. That’s going to be a
big part of my brand-new life. Not the bit | want to rush, of course, but a bit of it
nonetheless. Of course I’'m going to think about it as I’ m progressing and opening my
existence up. It’s natural, right?

| yank everything out of the wardrobe and toss it on the floor, grinning gleefully to
myself as| do so. | hate al this shit. Everything I'll hang up will be a hundred times



better, amillion times more me. Reinventing myself is so much fun.

“Jordan liked this best of all.” | pull out the dress and run my fingers over it. “I could
wear it tonight to lure himin...”

My God, if he didn't have his suspicions about me—even if they might have died
down abit now, I’'m sure they’re still deep in there somewhere—then maybe | would
have. But I’'ve already made tons of mistakes to make it seem like I’'m seducing him
when that isn't my intention. | don’t want that to happen again. Instead, I'll wear one
of my much more casual outfits that can’t be misconstrued in any way. And if | end
up feeling sexier because I’'m more covered up, then so beit. That can’t be hel ped.

I’m cheeky, | know it, but | don’t mind that. It's a side of me that Jordan has brought
out of me, and I’'m enjoying it. Today has brought me along in leaps and bounds. I’'m
excited to see what the rest of the night will bring with it...

“Are you sure we haven't had too much wine for this?” Jordan laughs as he holds the
hair dye box in his hands. “We' ve had a whole bottle between us. | mean, I’'m not
drunk or anything, but | don’t know what I’m doing.”

“You'll be fine.” I'll admit | feel alittle giddy myself, but at the realy happy point
where I’'m good to go aong with whatever. Especialy with Jordan. We' ve grown
even closer tonight, even easier with one another than we have been all day long. It's
awesome. “You'll be fine, you know. I’'m putting my life—well, my hair, which is
practically the same thing—in your hands.”

I’ve been internaly resisting the hair dye up until this point, but with some wine in
my system, Iknowthisisn’'t the thing that will take me away from the memories of my
mother. | don’'t need her hair. | can hold on to her in my heart. It'll be fine. Aslong as
| keep her in my heart and mind, | won't be losing her. It's silly to assume that one
single feature iswhat | need.



| squeeze my eyes closed and laugh. “Come on, just get on with it already. Let’'s see
what this doesto me.”

“Fine, okay. I’'m gonna mix it up now and see what | can do. Hopefully, this all goes
well. Maybe I'll get you another drink.”

| listen to him mixing up the dye before he opens yet another bottle of wine to pour us
another drink. Iknowthat I'll be grateful for the drink because there’'s going to be
something very intense about this, however giddy | am.

“Right, here we go.” Jordan’s fingers work their way into my hair with the dye
covering them, immediately letting me see the mistake I’ve made. | thought that this
might be alittle easier to work with once I’d had a couple of drinks, but now | think
it's making it worse. He's touching me in such a sweet, soft way that it sends a
shudder down my spine. | accidentally lean back into his fingers because it feels so
good and | want more. | haven't felt anything like this. “Does it feel like I’'m doing it
right?’

| grab my wine glass and glug back more than | intend to. “Oh, yeah, | think you are.
Aslong as all the hair is covered.”

Shit, thisis an intense head massage. It’s sensual, sexy, hot as hell. The butterflies in
the pit of my stomach transform to the size of birds. I’m pretty sure that Jordan must
be able to hear the powerful hammering of my heart. It's going wild. Every part of
me is on fire. | feel like flames are licking al over me, consuming me, swallowing
me up whole. | want Jordan to stop this because | know I’'m about to lose myself, but
if hedoes, I’ll kill him. Thisisthe best sensation I’ ve ever had.

I’m breathless, wild, crazy. My fingers curl around the edge of my seat to keep me in
place before | go nuts.



“Okay, there. | think | have all your hair covered.” Jordan pulls back and runs his
eyes all over me. He might be examining my hair, but | feel like he's drinking in my
face too. He's looking at me in such a way that | can hardly handle it. Thisis even
more powerful than the dressing room because we' re alone here. Thingscouldhappen
if we wanted them to. “Y ep, looks good.”

He has a strange expression on his face, and it hasn’t escaped my attention that he's
glugging down his wine like there’'s no tomorrow. It wasn't just me affected by that
exchange just then. It's had such a powerful impact on me that | can still feel his
fingers touching me right now. It's hard to meet his eyes when he's making me feel
thisway.

“S0, er, how long do | leave thisin for?’ | need to shatter the tension of the moment.
It's getting to be too much. “Doesit say?’

“Twenty minutes. So, we have alittle while to... chat or whatever you want to do.”
He smiles stiffly. “Want to watch TV?”’

| figure thiswill be easier for us because it gives us something else to focus on, but as
soon as we sit on the couch together and his knee bangs against mine, the electricity
levels up once more. It zings between us so powerfully, | don't know how we're
going to manage a whole twenty minutes like this. | won't be able to keep myself
away from him. Every so often, | dart my eyestoward him. | sense him looking at me
too, trying to figure out where my head is at.

Then our eyes lock, and there' s no turning back. The intense magnetic pull drags us
in. | feel myself being taken in whether | want to or not. My head edges toward him,
and he leans in to me too. It's happening, | can sense it. Any minute now, we will
finaly cave to the intense temptation, and | can't freaking wait. I’ve wanted this
moment for aslong as |’ ve known him.



Oh, wow.And then it happens. Our lips connect, and my whole body erupts into
fireworks. Holy hell, it's something else, on another level. | already knew that kissing
Jordan would be powerful and exciting, but | had no idea how much. I didn’t know it
was going to make me feelthisinsane. Oh, my God, | sidle closer to him, needing
more, demanding more of his body.

| want this, | wanthim, | need him. Jordan is bringing out a dragon of desire inside me
that | can’t get enough of.

JORDAN

“No, no, we shouldn’t.” Just as the kiss deepens, just as it seems like it might be
about to lead somewhere, Michelle yanks away and stares at me with wide, shocked
eyes. “We shouldn’t do this, not... not right now. | need to do my hair.”
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| think thisisjust an excuse. It seems to me that Michelleis just freaking out, but of
course | nod and point toward the bathroom like this is a perfectly reasonable reason
to break apart the most passionate kiss I've ever had in my life. My God, she was
incredible. Our connection is something else. We really are on fire. If things had
carried on, it would have been phenomenal. It has me all thrilled just imagining what
it could be like if we'd ended up naked and rolling around. Wow, we would have
been flames, and it's a shame that we didn’'t head down that route. Even if it's aso
probably for the best.

She slams the bathroom door behind her, and | instantly hear the shower running as if
she can't get in it fast enough. Once | know that she definitely isn’t coming back, | let
out a breath and lean back against the couch. With my head rested behind me,my
body begins to cool down just alittle, allowing rationality to creep back in. We really
shouldn’'t have kissed. Even if it felt amazing, that wasn’t what we should have done.
It's good that nothing went further or we would really be in trouble.

“She’s your client,” | hiss to myself, suddenly wondering what came over me. “Max
would kill you.”

| feel sick to my stomach. | clutch my belly to stop it from bursting free. The thought
of Max knowing what I’ve done on my first ever job is horrible. | can’t even begin to
imagine what he would do to me. I'd be fired for sure, and | don’t know where that
would leave me. | don’t know what other job | would do at the moment. Thisis so
freaking important to me. | don’t want to be taken off the case with Michelle because
| don’'t know if | could trust anyone else to look after her like | could. Ithasto be me. |
need to be the one protecting her aslong as | can stop myself from kissing her again.
| have to keep away.



| rise from my seat and tidy around as much as | can, making sure that the dishes are
al cleaned. Anything to stop Michelle from having to do it, and also because | want
to be busy when she comes back out of the bathroom. | don’t want it to be awkward,
so if she doesn’t want to talk to me much, then she doesn’t need to. She can just head
to bed...

Oh, God, but what if she wants me in bed with her again? That’s going to be more
charged tonight. It’'ll be harder to keep away from one another. | hope Michelle has
considered that before she asks me,ifshe asks me...

| want to play it cool and nonchalant as Michelle comes out of the bathroom, but my
eyes snap around to see her regardless. | can’t stop it, the magnetic force drags mein
without my consent. She just happens to look absolutely stunning while she's
soakingwet, which doesn’t make this any easier for me. | want to touch her skin, to
brush against her and to feel what she’s like right now, but | can’'t. | curl my fists by
my sides to keep me in place while | look at her. Her red cheeks make me cringe.

“Are you okay?’ | ask her awkwardly. “Your hair is looking really good right now.
Y ou suit being a brunette.”

“l1 do?’ She automatically touches her hair bashfully. “I don’t know. | haven't really
seenit yet. | guessI’ll know when it dries.”

There’'s athickness in the air between us. | don’t think either of us knows what to do
about it, so we just stare for a little while until Michelle begins to edge toward her
bedroom. | want to stop her from going because | still feel like there's a whole world
of things we need to say to one another, but | don’t want any more awkwardness
there, either. Maybe tomorrow...

“Goodnight.” She hafheartedly waves to me. “I guess I'll see you in the morning.
Hopefully, no screaming tonight.”



I’m crushed that she doesn’t want me to sleep with her. Iknowit’sirrational and could
lose me my job, but | don’t want her to be the one to push me away. | want her, even
if I shouldn’t, and I'm scared that she doesn’t want me back.

“Yeah. Goodnight.” | sound monotone and strangled. “I’ll see you tomorrow. We'll
see what the plan is then. I'll be in touch with Max and find out what he has for us.
Y ou know how heis. He' s bound to have something.”

She vanishes from sight, leaving me al aone in the living room with my thoughts for
company. My head is all over the place, spinning in a direction | can’'t contain. The
only thing | can try and do now is sleep this shit off. | can’t think about Michelle and
how powerful it felt dyeing her hair, how intense it was kissingher, how much | want
to strip her down and have her. My God, last night, | couldn’t stop thinking about
how much | distrust her, and tonight | can’t stop thinking about that body of hers.

Thisisn't good, isit? I’'min trouble and | just freaking know it. So, why can’'t | stop
it? What the hell is wrong with me? Urgh, | need to sleep before | getreallypissed off
and do something crazy. Ineedto keep my head on...

“Michelle? All of a sudden, she's standing over me wearing nothing at all. The
curves of her body are just as delicious as | knew they would be, making my heart
pound and my whole body tremble. “Michelle, what are you doing here?’

| prop up onto my elbows to really drink her in because | don’t know if thisis going
to be a one-time thing, if I'm ever going to get a chance to see her gorgeous body

again. She's so freaking mind-blowing that | need to commit her to memory forever.

“1 want you. You know | want you. I’ve wanted you all day long. Why didn’t you just
take me before?’

She tosses her hair seductively over her shoulder and straddles me. | can already feel



the wet heat emanating from her, and | ache badly to explore that. My cock is hard as
arock and aching to be inside her. Fuck al the reasons we shouldn’t do this. | want
her badly, and she’s desperate for me too. I’ m a hot-blooded male. | can’t resist her.

“Fuck, Michelle, you look so good.” | grab on to the round curve of her ass and bring
her closer to me. “I’m sorry. | thought youdidn’'t want me. But fuck, | wanted to take
you before. It was seriously hard for me not to just take you.”

“Well, now...” She runs her fingers through my hair. “I need you to do whatever you
want. Fuck me, take me hard.”

Instantly, | spin her around and scoop her up in my arms. Slamming her up against
the wall, | kiss her harder and more passionately than before. The clothing seems to
melt away from my body, leaving my cock naked and ready for her. She has her legs
wrapped tightly around me so | can plunge deep within her in a heartbeat. Oh, my
God, fucking her is even more intense than | thought it would be, and the delightful
moans flying out of her lips are a bit too much. | don’t know if | can hack it...

Then she's on her knees. | don’'t even remember pulling out of her, but she’'s on the
floor and she has me deep in her mouth, down to the back of her throat, sucking and
licking me like there’ s no tomorrow. | run my fingers through her stunning hair as she
does so, guiding her movements harder and faster until I’'m basically fucking her
mouth. My hips buck as my thighs tense up. | already know that I’m alittle too close
to the edge and that | might not be able to hold it inside any longer.

| want to contain myself. | need Michelle to lose her freaking mind too, but | don’'t
know if | can manage it. She's too much for me. | might not be able to keep the
volcano from erupting when she' s doing thisto me.

“Taste me,” she screams, leaning back away from me. “I want you to fuck me from
behind. | want every angle.”



| can’'t keep myself in check. | don’t know what’s going on any longer. One minute,
my tongue is buried within her, and the next, she's riding me and her nipple is
between my lips, thenher assis slamming against me as she’'s on her hands and knees
in front of me. The sex is so intense, so dirty, and while a part of me knows that it's a
dream, just my brain exploring my options and fantasies because | definitely can’t do
it in rea life, it doesn't make it any less powerful. Every sensation is real and
overwhelming. | don’t want to let Michelle go, but that isn’t just because being inside
her is so intense.

“Fuck, Michelle.” She sits on my lap with her back leaning against me so | can grab
onto her breasts. “Y ou feel so good.”

“Fucking you feels so good too,” she cries back. “I don't ever want you to stop
fucking me like this.”

| could do this forever. | can’'t see any reason not to keep fucking her forever, but of
course, the nature gets in the way and there's nothing | can do. Michelle orgasms
wildly, loudly, passionately, and her walls are clamping tightly around me, coaxing
the orgasm out of me. | can’t stop myself however hard | try. Her body is too much
for me. | fucking lose my mind...

But it doesn’'t end there. Sex isn’t the only thing that my dream consists of. Once the
post-orgasmic bliss slides over my body, the waves subsiding, we lie together in one
another’s arms, holding on to each other like we're the only people left in the world.
She nestles into me, adoring me with her actions, and I'm obsessed with that. | can't
get enough.
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“Thisiswhat | like,” | tell her with absolutely no shame. “Thisis what | want from
you. Y ou know that, right?’

She pulls up to stare at me. “So, my body isn’'t the only thing you're after?’ She
winks playfully at me. “I can’'t believeit.”

“That’s not to say that I’'m not in complete admiration of your body, of course...” |
run my hands all over her, so grateful thatl can just touch her whenever | want to.
“You are officially the most beautiful woman I’ ve ever seen. If you let me, | could
fall for you, I think. Not that | would ever be able to say that when I’'m awake, of
course.”

| sigh to myself, knowing that this will only stay as a dream, however much | would
like it to be anything else. The kiss was bad enough, and it made Michelle freak the
hell out. Anything else would simply send her over the edge, which isareal shame.

10
MICHELLE

Oh, my God, Oh, my God...| stare up at the ceiling in my bedroom, wishing that my
eyes would just close aready to block all of this out. It's alot,and lying back thinking
about it isn’'t getting me anywhere. That kiss... wow,thatkiss, it was mind-blowing. |
don’t really know why | stopped it when it was the last thing | wanted to do. Redlly, |
wanted more, but a small voice in the back of my brain screamed at me that | needed
to yank away, and | smply went with it. | thought it d be the best thing to do...



“Jordan is here to protect me,” | remind myself quietly so he won't hear me. “He's
the man saving my life. | can’t cross boundaries with him. Just because | want a man
in my life, it doesn’t mean thathehas to be the man. | can pick any guy. There are tons
of men in America. | can find one who really suits me, one | can actualy have. Not
just one who's right here.”

Just because | want him, doesn’t mean | can have him. As amazing as that kiss was,
I’m going to have to forget about it completely. | can't have it in my mind when |
look at him or I'll lose myself once more. | can’t keep on with that.

| turn over onto my side and force my eyes closed. Ineedsleep. | really need to rest. If
| lie awake thinking about Jordan all night long, then tomorrow will be horrible, and
I’m sure Max already has alot planned for me. He always does.

But his beautiful face floods my mind. I'm stuck on him no matter what. I’ve been
thinking about him all day long, and that's only going to get worse now that
Iknowour chemistry is intense. | suspected it before, which was one thing, but
knowing is worse. It definitely isn’t ‘getting it out of my system’. It's only made me
ache for him even more. There's a deep throbbing at my core, begging me to get out
of this bedroom and to jump on him aready. But I'm the one who ran away. | can’t
go back now. I'm sure Jordan has had second thoughts anyway and he isn't
interested. It might have just been in the heat of the moment, anyway.

“Stop it.” I’'m getting annoyed with myself now. | squeeze a pillow over my head to
try and block out the sound, asif it isn’t coming from inside my brain. “Will you stop
it already? We just need to forget al about everything.”

But Iknowfor sure that | won't be able to forget the kiss. It's going to be etched in my
memory forever. That's going to stick with me forevermore. Every time | look at
him, it'sall I'll see. Hislips, his smile, the way his body felt next to mine.



Urgh, | feel like shit. | don’t think | gotanysleep at al. | might have drifted in and out
of dreams a couple of times, but | haven’'t had enough sleep to make me fedl good at
al. But as shattered as | am, I’'m not getting any more sleep, so | might as well give it
up and haul my ass out of bed. As | stagger across the room,I’ m shocked out of my
hazy state when | glimpse myself in the mirror. | forgot about my hair and the new
color until this very moment. It’s really brown. The blonde is definitely gone, and it’s
a shocking sight. It snaps my eyes so wide that | don’t know whether I'll ever be able
to shut them again. Isthat realyme?

“Oh, my God.” | run my fingers through it, feeling the softness of it and admiring it.
“1t’ s not too bad, actually. I’m impressed.”

| shake it awhile and admire it from different angles, seeing a softness to my features
now that | haven't seen before. | kinda like how | look. Thisis a new version of me.
It's like the America Michelle, and I'm okay with it. Now | need to find some
clothing to go with this new look. Clothing that will be like armor when | face Jordan
once more. This morning will be the worst.

Luckily, | have a million new outfits | can try on, clothing that I'll actually like and
look good in too.

It takes me awhile, but eventually, | settle on something that | like with my hair. I'm
dressed to impress and ready to finally see what Jordan is like. With a bit of luck,
he'll take the same idea as before and will find a way to avoid the topic completely.
Like | did before, | press my ear up against the door, but this time, | hear nothing. |
don’'t smell anything either, so there isn’'t any breakfast on the way. There’'s a definite
difference to the atmosphere this morning, but what isit? What’ s happening here?

“Hello?’ | push open the door delicately and peek around it, my pulse racing the
whole time. “ Jordan? |s anyone here?’



There' s nothing, no one here. | don’t know if | should feel glad about that. It's weird
for sure, but | suppose | can at least walk around the place without worrying about
whom | might walkinto. Jordan’s bag is still in the living room, so he hasn’t left me
completely, but | do need to get used to the idea that one day, he won't be here, and
I'll have to exist in this place alone. Right now, that’'s a bit of a gut punch because |
don’t know how I’ Il survive without someone watching over me. | can't pictureit.

“1 can’t have someone babysitting me forever,” | whisper to myself. “I’'ll have to be a
grown-up one day. I'll have to be alone.”

| act like | am for awhile, just to seeif | can do it, but it really is just me playing a
character. | won't know what that’s going to be like until it really happens. I'm just
going to have to wait and cross that bridge when | come to it. | can’t deal with ‘what
iIfs’. | just have no idea what's going to happen in the next few days, never mind
months. | need to focus on the here and now.

“Oh!” | jump as | hear akey in the lock. | stiffen up as | wait for the moment when
Jordan walksinside. “Oh, hi.”

“Er, hello.” He has coffees and pastries in his hands. “I was on the phone to Max so |
thought I'd take awalk as | talked.”

| nod, not quite sure how to answer this because his tone is so brisk and sharp with
me. | feel like he’ s trying to create a distance between us, and | suppose that’s for the
best, isn't it? We need that so nothing happens again. | mean, the kiss was a mistake.
We're both painfully aware of that, so moving past it like this is for the best. It’s all
we can do.

“Max wants us to go to the office this morning. He's got all sorts of stuff sorted out
for you. Paperwork and things. He didn't go into specifics, but | imagine it'll be
everything to help you get ajob, move in the right direction.”



“Right!” This surprises me. “Wow, Max really does work fast, doesn't he? That's
incredible. He really is awesome.”

“Yeah, he's very impressive like that.” Jordan nods slowly. He places the food and
drinks down before circling the table. | can tell that he can’t relax around me again,
which makes me sad. | liked it so much better when we could just hang out and it was
simple and straightforward. “And you know how he wants to move things along
quickly, so we don’'t have long.”

“Well, I'm dressed.” | giggle awkwardly. “So it won’'t take me long before I’ m ready
to get out of here. | just need to eat...”

| grab one of the pastries off the table and stuff it into my mouth. I’'m trying to make
sure | don’'t have to talk anymore. Thisis awkward as fuck, and | feel like everything
| say makes it so much worse. Jordan isn't even looking at me now. It's like he's
afraid to really see me after the kiss. | would much rather pretend nothing happened
and that we're al fine. It's easier that way.
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Jordan doesn’t eat anything, he simply sits and sips his coffee like the caffeine is the
only thing to keep him alive. He's on edge, feeling awkward in my presence, and |
don’t know how to pull him out of that mood. It' s driving me insane.

“Let me know what you want from me,” | tell him awkwardly, needing to break the
silence. “Like, what time you want to go? I’'m ready now, if that’s what you need. |
don’t have anything else planned, obviously, so just let me know.”

“Yeah, sure, we can go.” He nods rapidly and finally meets my eyes. But only for a
second. His tone remains stiff and uncomfortable too, the kiss still playing heavily
between us in the worst way possible. “I’m ready now. I'll eat on the way.”

| take my coffee too, so thankfully, I’ll have something to keep me distracted as we
drive. | don’t think we'll have much to sayto one another as we go if thisis the mood
of the day, if this awkwardness is going to stay with us. | can’'t see us finding a way
to get over this anytime soon. | don’'t know if it's the fact that we overstepped the
boundary or if he’s hurt by my running away. How do I let him know that it definitely
wasn’'t rgjection but just me panicking and running away?

No, | can't tell him anything like that, especially not when we're on the way to see
Max. He's unlikely to want to talk about anything like that on the way to seeing his
boss, and for that | definitely can’t blame him. | don’t think he’s going to want to go
into that meeting with the kiss weighing any heavier on him than it already is. | can
seeit on him right now.

Maybe later. We will probably have a lot of time together to discuss whatever we
want to. If he wantsto, that is. Something will have to happen unless we want to exist



in thisweird limbo forever. Not my favorite plan, but it isn’t just me in this.

Jordan sparks the car up to life, and we drive in awkward silence. A couple of times, |
open my mouth as | try and think of something to say, but nothing immediately
comes to mind. Every conversation topic that | can think of startsto feel stupid before
it comes out, so | fall back into silence once more. | just can’'t make anything happen.
It's frustrating, actually.

Damn it, that kiss...thatdamnkiss... it was so good, so life-changing, that | wouldn’t
change it for anything, except maybe my running away. But it's hard not to wonder
whether it was worth it when we're stuck in this position. We should have forced
ourselves to keep away, to avoid temptation... perhaps | should have just sucked it up
and gone to the hairdresser. It was his getting that intimately close to me to dye my
hair that did it. It made it impossible to keep the hell away from one another.

11

JORDAN

We both pointedly stare at Max as we wait for him to reveal what we're really here
for. It'sasif we can't bear to look at one another, but really, I’m too frightened to see
her. After the kiss and the intense dream that followed, | don’t know what to expect
next. | don’t know if I'll be able to keep myself away from her if our eyes catch again
because she's so intoxicating and she draws me in so strongly, the magnetic pull is
too much, and I’'m totally unable to resist it.

| also don’'t want Max to spot what’s going on between us. That freaks me the hell out
too. He seems pretty good at reading between the lines with people, and I'm
frightened that he might sense the tension between us. If he thinks that we aren’'t
getting along, that will be bad for the pair of us, but if he senses that something
physical happened between us, then I’'m in for it.



| don’'t know how Michelle feels about it, either. Maybe | should have tried to talk to
her about it instead of avoiding the topic because now, it’s alittle weird. | mean, what
the hell do | intend to do if she erupts and tells Max everything? She might not know
that keeping our little kiss to ourselves is the best way. She mightnot think about it at
al. Then I'll lose this job which | want so badly. | can definitely tell that she’'s on
edge, which is putting me in acrazy position myself.

“S0...” Max’s eyes dart between the pair of us with ease. If he senses anything, then
he doesn’t let it show. “I have all the paperwork that | promised you, Michelle. If you
want me to just go through it al with you, | can do so now.”

She nods eagerly, so he begins. While they discussit, | do what | can to gather myself
up so when I'm required to be a part of the conversation, | can do so with ease. |
don’t want Max to spot any weakness within me. | haven't forgotten that this is also
my chance to prove myself to him. Benji let me know a while ago that the more
respect Max has for you, the more work will come your way. I'd love to be in a
position where I’'m the first one he thinks of ... which meansno more kissing clients.

“1 don't really know what industry | want to work in,” Michelle admits shyly to Max.
“l know that isn’'t great, I’ve been trying to think things through just to see if | can
come up with anything | might excel at, and | don’t know for sure. Jordan has said
that he'll help me work it al out, though. He has been really great about that. | hope
thiswon’t be too much of anissue...”

“Hey, you guys work things out however you want to.” Max holds up his handsin a
surrendering gesture. “I’'m all good. | know you two know more about the situation
than me. | have alot of faith in Jordan to make this work.”

Urgh, that just makes me feel a million times worse. Knowing that he really has
genuine faith in me causes guilt to wash over me. | can hardly look him in the eyes as
| nod along, agreeing with him. He must be able to see that something is going on



with me. Goddamn it, I’'m going to have to explain myself atsome point, but what
will | even say? There' s no excuse for my attitude.

“Right, well, | don’t think there’s anything else to say,” Max finaly tells us. “You
guys can get job hunting if you want. I’'m sure you want to get a move on in that
department to keep on with the amazing progress you’ ve made so far.”

Both Michelle and | hesitate before we stand up and get ourselves ready to leave. The
prospect of being alone again is a little much for the pair of us, but | suppose we
don’t have any choice. We say our goodbyes to Max and leave in silence.

“What should I do now?’ Michelle asks as we head toward the car, the awkwardness
crushing us. “Job-wise? Should we walk about and see if anywhere has signs in the
window to say that they’re looking for anyone? Cafés and stuff like that? | mean, that
should be easy enough, right? | could probably do something like that. Do | want to,
though? | don’t know...”

| feel like she's only suggesting this because she doesn’'t want to be back at the
apartment because no one really does that anymore. “Maybe we should get some of
the local newspapers instead. Then we can check the Internet? We'll get more there.”

“Sure, yeah, that might be better, actually. We might have more luck.” There's no
denying she sounds disappointed. “Hopefully, there will be lot on offer because I'm
still alittle bewildered at the moment about what | want to do.”

“WEell, let’s go and see what we can sort out.” | smile warily at her. “We'll soon find
out what there is, then you can think.”

| know that we'rein for yet another awkward car ride, and that’ s exactly what we get.
We have a little bit of a chat every now and again about the paperwork Max has
given her, but nothingreally goes anywhere and it feels incredibly forced. | want to



get past that. | don’t want us to remain inthisplace. Maybe | should bring the kiss up
so we can talk around it. | part my lips a couple of times, trying to find an easy way to
just get it out in the open already, but it doesn’t happen. I’'m a mess.

With arms full of newspapers, we finally get back to the apartment and pile them up
on the table. | can already see Michelle's eyes fill with fear about heading through all
of thisinformation to see what she wants to go along with. Thisis where I’m going to
have to pull my head out of my ass to help her. There can’'t be any more worrying
about awkwardness now. And since we'renotgoing to discuss the kiss... | think
we' ve gone beyond that now, so we need to find away to make things work.

“Right, I'll make us some coffee,” | declare as | head toward the kettle. “ Then we can
make a start on this. I'll get my laptop out too so we can see what's online. There will
be alot, but just think about how much choice that gives you.”

She sort of laughs, but the sound is much too strangled a sound to come across as
believable. 1t'll be fine, though. I’'m sure once we have something else to focus on,
it'll be just fine. Things might even get alittle easier between us.

“Thisisalot,” Michelle calls to me from the other room. “I really don’t know what
I’m going to be any good at or what sort of place will want me. | don’t know who
will want me, either. | mean, I'm hardly going to be desired, am 1? | can’t redly
explain where I’ ve been over the last few years, which isn’t going to look great, isit?
What if no one wants to hire me?’

“I'1l be fing” | tell her seriously as | bring the drinks over to her. “Wewillfind
something. And you can explain the gaps away by saying that you’' ve been traveling
or you can invent something foreign. No one will look too far into it. It's a good
coverup.”
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“You mean... be dishonest?’ she gasps. “But that feels all kinds of wrong. | don’t
know if | should do that...”

“Everyone does.” | roll my eyes and laugh. “Maybe I’ve never, not much, but
everyone embellishesjust alittle bit.”

“There' s a difference between embellishing and lying... but | suppose | don't have a
choice, do 1? Telling the truth won't work out well for me either... and it'll lead
Alexander and the other Russians right to me, so... yeah, I’'ll do whatever you say.”

| sit beside her, and we start looking through the papers together. Having a topic to
talk about together, something that isn’t about us, helps the barriers to come down
just a little bit. It allows us to calm down around one another and to find a happy
medium where it's easy once more. Thank God. | much prefer it like that. | can
actually smile once more, which is awesome.

“What about admin?’ she asks me doubtfully with those lips pouted out. “I don’t
know if I’ll be good in an office...”

“Send off an application anyway,” | reassure her. “Let’s just see what comes back
fromit. You never know...”

“Yeah, you'reright. | do need to keep my options open as much as possible, don’t 1?
Pass me the laptop and I'll send off my details. And | might as well see if this
restaurant wants any more waitresses too, although | wouldn’'t be too keen on
anything customer facing because it potentially puts me in the firing line. Wherever
people can see me... but | have to try everything just incase no office job wants me. |



need to cast awide net as Michelle Miller to see what | get back.”

Michelle Miller.Uh-oh. Something about the way she said that makes me feel all
tingling inside. It's a reminder that for the moment, she’'s my ‘wife'. | sidle a little
closer to Michelle without even realizing what I'm doing. It isn't until | inhale her
delicious feminine scent which sends a shudder down my spine that | realize that |
might have made a mistake. I’m losing control once more.

“Oh, what about this one?’ | don’t even know what I’m pointing at. I’'m just trying to
make conversation to attempt to disguise the dizziness spinning through my brain.
It's kinda overwhelming right now. “Y ou should apply for this.”

“The supermarket one or the ‘dancer’ job, which | presume is code for stripper? Is
that the one you mean?”’

“Oh!” Thankfully, Michelle bursts out laughing, which makes it okay for me to do
the same. “Oops, sorry.”

She leans across to pat me on the arm, to reassure me that | haven’t offended her, but
as she does, electricity shoots between us both and the atmosphere instantly changes.
The thickness to the air is hard to breathe in. It wraps around us and cinches us
together, making it amost impossible for us to remain apart any longer. | hook my
hand around the back of her neck even with every rational voice inside me screaming
at me, reminding me that | shouldn’t do this, and | kiss her.

Instantly, tight desire grips me. It grabs hold of me and pulls me in closer to her. |
can’'t get enough of her. She'sincredible. Michelle, too. She wraps herself around me
and clings just as hard to me as | am her. The walls have come down too far,
andthere's no building them back up again. We've crossed the line, and this time, |
don't think either of us can resist temptation. We want one another. It's aching,
yearning, desperate. My hands are all over her, and she's exploring me too, but it



isn't enough. | need more of Michelle, and this time, | can tell she wants me too.
There will be no running off for either of us.

Shit, we're in trouble. So much trouble.

12

MICHELLE

Oh, my God.Jordan is shucking my clothing and I’'m allowing it to happen. Iwantit to
happen. | need him to see me naked and to make me feel incredible, which | just
know he will. This chemistry between us is something else, and | know it'll be
phenomenal. | don’t know how the hell | managed to run away last time. This pull is
powerful, it’s mind-blowing.

My head lolls to one side as the desire grips me hard, and Jordan immediately takes
advantage of the exposed skin of my throat and collarbone. He sucks and licks the
hypersensitive, tingly skin, tasting parts of me that | didn’t even know would send me
insane. | gasp and pant with desire, waiting for those gorgeous lips of his to travel
downward, all over me...

“Wow, you're beautiful,” he murmurs as he finally manages to whip my top off to
see what | have underneath. This comfy bra I’'m wearing might be nothing like the
sexy, skimpy stuff | came into the country with, but the effect it has on Jordan might
as well be the same. He has his eyes on my breasts like they’re the hottest things on
the planet. “Michelle, you' re stunning.”

| shoot him a cheeky wink as | reach behind my back to unhook my bra. His gaze
becomes hooded with desire as the material falls away and flutters to the floor. He
looks like he's in absolute heaven, which only intensifies the butterflies in the pit of
my stomach. | like having this much of an impact on him. It makes me feel sexy asall



hell. Like a goddess.

“You like what you see?’ | shimmy to draw his attention to my nipples. “Y ou want to
have ataste of me?’

My God, where did this sex kitten come from? Jordan has pulled it out of me and |
loveit. Thisis so natural, so much fun, | want to go along with that further. So, | grab
the back of his head and pull him toward me until that hot mouth of his explores my
breasts. He tugs and teases my beaded rock-hard nipples until |1 can hardly stand it
any longer. My head is spinning with a dizzy desire that threatens to unravel me and
tear me apart. If he's aready got me this fired up, then what the hell will it be like
when he's inside me? Deep inside me, making me feel phenomenal? Because my
God, | just know it's going to be off the scale. Since I’ve never had a man make me
feel asgood as| can myself, | don’t know how it’ll be when that changes.

| get so focused in on what Jordan’s doing to my breasts that | barely notice his
fingers dlipping down my body until he's at the waistband of my panties. As he drags
his finger along the top of it, never quite dipping in, he drives me insane.

“Are you teasing me?’ | growl while nibbling sexily on his bottom lip. “I don’t know
if | can stand that. | want you.”

“Ooh, you're bold, aren’t you?’ he rasps, clearly loving every second of it. “I like
that. Tell me what you want.”

“You.” | grab his head and push him downward. This definitely isn't how | would
normally behave, but it's fun. | like being this powerful goddess, this demanding
diva. It's awesome. “I want you, Jordan Miller. You are my husband, after all. Sort
of.”

Those words are a reminder of what we're really doing here and why this is oh, so



wrong, but neither of us cares. We're together now, in this incredible place where it
feels phenomenally right, so who the hell cares what brought us together? My life has
been al upside-down, anyway. Nothing has been right, so why not just go with the
flow and see where this could lead?

Not that | could stop this now, even if | thought it abad idea. | want him far too badly
for that.

He fallsto his kneesin front of the chair I’m sitting on and starts tugging my trousers
down. | raise my ass up just a little, just to give him the room to take them and my
panties off too, before | crash back down onto the ice-cold chair.

“Ooh,” | squeal with excitement. | almost leap back up again, but Jordan doesn’'t give
me the chance. He gabs onto my ass and pulls me to the edge of the seat where he can
really breathe mein. A small nudge is al that it takes to have my thighs spread wide
for him, giving him everything that he needs from me. “Oh, my goodness, Jordan,
what are you doing to me?’
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His eyes lock on mine, and | get struck with that powerful magnetic sensation once
more. | couldn’'t drag my gaze away from his sparkling blues even if | wanted to,
which luckily, | definitely don’t. | could watch him forever, especially when his eyes
glaze over with serious passion right at the moment he plunges his eager fingers deep
within me. This time, the scream that comes from me has nothing to do with the
temperature of the furniture or the room and everything to do withhim.

“Fuck,” | gasp as the dizziness makes it chalenging for me to see anything. “Oh,
fuck, that feels so good, Jordan.”

His hot breath tickles along my soaking wet slit, making everything tighten up inside
me. | try to grab onto Jordan to give me something to connect to, but | can't quite
reach him so | curl my fingers around the edge of the chair instead. The pleasureis so
much, it's so intense that my knuckles turn white. He's edging his head ever so
slowly closer to where I'm pulsing and crying out for him, and | can’t wait. His
tongue is stretching, brushing lightly against my clit, giving me a taste of what’s to
come.

“Oh, shit.” The tiny flicker of his tongue really is just a teaser. The next time he
connects with my clit, he's like a madman on a mission. The patterns he traces over
me are absolutely insane. Any control that | have over my body simply melts away.
Jordan has al of me right now. His fingers focus on spearing me and massaging my
insides while his mouth takes my clit on a wild ride. Jordan Miller is doing
everything that he can to coax the orgasm from me, and I’'m powerless to resist.
“Jordan, Oh, wow.”

| don't want him to stop. For a little while, 1 hold his head tightly to keep him in



place, but all of a sudden, as my body tenses up and the hot bliss fizzesin my veins, |
yank him back. It hits me hard that | need him, all of him, and if | lose myself
aready, then it might be too intense for him to be inside me too. | want him to fuck
me, to fill me up, and | need that now.

“Come here,” | whisper breathlessly as | tug him from the ground and his lips collide
with mine. | can taste myself on his mouth, which only makes it even sexier. | can't
get enough. “I need you, Jordan. | want you now. Give me everything.”

He pulls back just enough to grab a condom. | snatch it from him and tear the packet
open with my teeth, wanting to be flirty. Jordan rips his own clothing off as | do so.
He wants to be naked, and fucking hell, I need him nude too. | haven’'t seen him
without clothing before, and | seriously need to. Jordan Miller is something special in
clothing, but | bet that body he has underneath is on another level. | suck in atense
breath and wait to see every inch of him.

Oh, my God.I’m speechless. | really don’t know what to say. Jordan doesn’t just ook
like a military man, but more the sort that should be in a freaking calendar or
something. | can’t believe he's standing here in front of me. He's afucking dream.

Before he disappears into thin air, because I'm alittle bit afraid that he might just be a
figment of my imagination or adream, | yank him toward me and take his cock in my
hands.Holy hell. He' s rock-hard and absolutely massive. | don’t know how I’'m going
to handle him, but as | stroke my fingers up and down his length, I’ m fucking excited
to find out.

Eventually, | roll the condom over him, the anticipation clinging to me tightly. My
pulse pounds, my stomach flip-flops, I'm trembling with need, and | just know that if

| don’t have him inside mein amoment, I'll die.

“I need you,” | remind him in a hoarse whisper, which is kinda sexy. “I want you,



Jordan. Please, give me everything.”

“Are you sure?’ He angles his newly sheathed cock at my entrance, teasing me some
more. | don’'t know how much more | can take. | get it, but we' ve been holding this
off for far too long. | need this right now. “Y ou want me, Michelle?’

“Just fuck me, Jordan.” | toss my head back in desire. | actually loved the way my
name rolled off his lips just then. It was seductive as hell, a bit like a prayer, and |
want more of it. But right now, | wanthim. All of him. | need him. “Take me.”

He lifts me from the chair and slams me back against the wall before plunging into
me and making me scream with delight. Each and every thrust sends me spinning
over the edge. He ignites the parts of me he had on fire only moments before, and it’s
not long before | can feel the pressure of pleasure building up within me, stiffening
me, shattering through my organs.

“Oh, Jordan,” | scream out as the waves keep rolling endlessly over me. “Jordan, oh,
my God.”

I’ ve never felt anything like this. The orgasm is wild, it’s intense, it's overwhelming.
Every part of my body flames because of him. The hot bliss circles through every
inch of me, curling my toes and vibrating in my chest. Holy shit, this just had to
happen, didn't it? There was no way that we could resist one another forever. Not
when it’ s this good to connect.

Neither of us knows where thisis going to lead, where this could go, but when it feels
this good, who cares? The future doesn’t matter at the moment. I’m more than happy
to livein the present and to enjoy it for what it is.

“Come to bed with me,” | gasp out as we swim in the post-orgasmic bliss together.
“Sleep with me again.”



“You want me in your bed?’ Jordan waggles his eyebrows playfully at me. “You
don’t want me on the couch?’

| lean in and kiss him some more. “If you're slegping on the couch, then I'll be there
with you.”

But this time, | don’t need Jordan lying next to me to keep the nightmares away. |
want him in my arms because | like him. | like the energy that he gives me and the
way he makes me feel. And since the future isn’t guaranteed, | want to make the most
of what we have right now. | want to kiss him and hold him all night long, without
worrying about what will come next.

“Okay, I'll come to bed with you.” He chuckles. “That sounds nice, Michelle.”

13

JORDAN

“Oh, no,” | mutter to myself as | slide out of the bed. “Oh, no, what the hell did we
do? We went too far, didn’'t we?’

Iknowwe shouldn’t have slept together. We both know it. But at the same time, |
don’'t know how we're supposed to keep fighting it. Clearly, we can’t fight it, not
when it's as chemical and intense as that. | mean, that was overwhelming. Sleeping
together was even more powerful than just kissing, and | can promise it’ll happen
again. The closer we get, the more time we have to spend together, the more it’ll
happen. We're screwed. | think | might need a moment.

| head into the living room to grab my workout gear so | can go for a run. | don't
totally love the gym, but | do like exercise to clear my mind. It's the only way | can
make the most important decisions of my life, such asthisone. A jog will help.



| click the front door closed quietly behind me so | don’'t wake Michelle up before |
have my run, and | start. The heat makes it a little tough at first, but | soon get into
the zone and start to feel good. The pressure rolls off me alittle bit. | stretch widerand
roll my shoulders back, holding my head higher as | go. An unexpected happiness
overcomes meas| run.

| mean, last night was good. No, not just good, it was incredible. It was the best sex
I’ve ever had in my life, and | want so much more. | would love things to keep going
with us. It's dangerous, it’s crazy, it makes me breathless, and | can’t get enough. I'm
not usualy like this. | never feel so much for a person. She's driving me insane. |
want to cling to her forever. | might even want arelationship with her, | don’t know. |
definitelyshouldn’twant that, but | do. It's almost worse because | know | can’t have
her. She's out of reach, taboo, someone who should make me run for the hills, so of
course, I'm driven closer. | need her more.

Why not, though? My naughty brain asks me. Why not just continue on and keep
things a secret? That could be fun, right?
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It's aterrible plan which will probably erupt in my face, but at the same time, | want
it, | kinda need it, and | have a feeling that Michelle wants that too. Sometimes, the
right thing to do could mean saying goodbye to someone really important, and |
definitely can't see myself doing that. Michelle is special, so special that | can’'t stop
myself from wanting every part of her. | didn’t trust her at first, but now I’ ve seen the
intense vulnerability inside her and | can see the truth of her. She's perfect.

As soon as | make the decision not to push Michelle away anymore, it’s obvious to
me. My brain is cleared. Dating Michelle in secret might not be the wisest thing I've
ever done, but what if it ends up being something special? | want to see her now. |
need to let her know that neither of us should run anymore. Not until we're forced to.

There's a smile on my face as | head back up the stairs two at a time and into the
apartment. I’'m bursting with the new clarity surging through my brain, and | can’t
wait to discuss it with her. I'm aso thrilled to give her the breakfast | picked up on
the way back in... but it instantly becomes obvious that I’ m not going to get a chance
to talk right away because Michelle is on the phone and she's leaping around the
room in excitement. | don’'t know what this news is, but | hope it's good. She could
useit.

Eventually, she hangs up and races over to me squealing and jumps into my arms.
“Oh, my God, Jordan, you' lIneverguess what just happened. One of the jobs | applied
for hasjust called me, and they want me to come in for an interview today! It’s one of
the admin office jobs too, one of the ones that | want so | can be hidden away from
the world.”

“Oh, really?’ I'm delighted for her. “That’s amazing. They must have loved your



application to call you that quickly.”

“You think I'll get it?” She jumps down and kisses me quickly. It’'sjust a sweet little
chaste kiss, but it's so natural and romantic that my heart skips a damn beat. | guess
we don’'t need to talk about things. It seems like we're continuing on anyway, which
is freaking awesome. “What am | going to wear? Oh, my God, this is so exciting. |
feel so good about things right now.”

She tries to pull away, but | tug her back to me. She spins around into my arms, and |
duck down and kiss her some more. Mmm, the taste of her lips is really something
else. She'sfruity and delightful. | want some more.

“Don’'t distract me.” She giggles and taps me playfully on the nose. “Don’t make me
drag you to bed or I'll end up missing my interview. | don’t thinkthatwill be the best
way to make afirst impression to the working world, do you?’

“1 suppose I'd better not be the one to make things harder for you.” | pout as | let her
go, but I'm only joking. “Try on some outfits, though, and I’ [l help you decide what
looks best for the interview. But you'll blow them away whatever you wear.”

She shoots me a playful wink as she heads into the bedroom to get herself dressed
professionally. | try to focus on the positives of today instead of the idea that her life
is moving quickly and she might not need me soon. We're definitely not worrying
about the future here, just enjoying the moment for everything that it is. Worries can
come much later on.

“Are you sure | look okay?’ Michelle asks me anxiously for what feels like the
hundredth time. “I don’t know if I'm smart enough. | don’'t know what these people

are going to be expecting when | arrive. What if I’ m not enough?’

| lean across the car and rest my hand reassuringly on her thigh. Judging by the way



she shudders, she can feel the bolts and sparks of electricity too, which makes the pair
of us grin. This little taboo secret between usis so damn thrilling. | don’t even care if
this can implode massively when it feels so good right now. | just want to be close to
Michelle all the time.

“You'll be enough for them, you never have to worry about that,” | tell her fiercely.
“You are going to blow them away. Remember, they must have seen something
really good in you to contact you so quickly. Y ou need to have confidence.”

By the time we arrive at the office building, Michelle does appear to be a whole lot
camer. She's breathing much steadier at any rate, which | take as a good sign. | know
confidence goes along way in job interviews, even if it isn’t exactly real. | hope she
can hold her head high and show them what she can do for the company. Even
though it doesn’t necessarily matter if she doesn’'t get the first job she's been given an
interview for and we have plenty of time, | think it'll knock her confidence too much.

“Go get 'em,” | say teasingly as she steps out of the car. “And don’'t worry, you'll be
amazing.”

“l hope so,” Michelle whispers. | think sheer terror is blocking her airways. “Are you
sure you don’t mind waiting?’

“It's my job, remember?’ | chuckle. “I don't mind one bit. I'll go and get myself a
coffee from the café across the street.”

She nods and backs away but keeps her eyes on me for a few seconds as she goes. |
wish | could go into the interview with her, to hold her hand and help her, but she
doesn’'t need that. She has to do this aone. | need to check out the security of the
building, anyway. I’m going to be watching this place for awhile, | assume, so | need
to make sure | have all the information.



Plus, | really might go and get a coffee from that cafe. | could use a caffeine boost
before | keep going...

“Hi.” | barely set foot into the café before someone demands my attention. My first
assumption is that it's some kind of greeter at the door or one of those weird places
where they pretty much demand your order as soon as you set foot in the place. I'm
not quite ready for that. 1 blink a few times, wanting to at least see a menu first.
“Sorry, do | know you from somewhere?’

Oh!Thank God | didn't try and order with her. That would have been very
embarrassing. | run my eyes over this woman'’s face, trying to place her. | desperately
want to work it out because | hate being at a disadvantage, but | really don't
recognize her.

“Er, | don’t know,” | admit with a helpless shrug of my shoulders. “Not that | can
think of. What' s your name?’

“Kate.” She moves a little closer to me and practicaly inhales me. She definitely
doesn’t seem too familiar with normal social boundaries, which makes me incredibly
uncomfortable. | want to step back, but | don’t want a scene. “And you are?’

“Jordy.” No one ever cals methat, but it’s close enough to the truth if she does know
me just in case this is al innocent, without revealing who | really am. | have my
guard up high. | certainly don’t need to be in the middle of this.

“Right,Jordy, well, if I don’t know who you are aready, then | would like to. Shall |
buy you adrink?’

I’ve had women approach me before, even as boldly as this, but there’s something
about Kate which makes me oddly uncomfortable. This feels like more than flirting,
and | don’t want to get stuck in the middle of whatever it is.



“I"'m actually just about to leave.” | point behind me, desperate to get away now. No
amount of caffeine is worth this. “I was just coming in to use the bathroom, but
there’sa queue so I’'m out of here. | guess I'll see you around, Kate.”

She grabs onto my arm, refusing to allow me to make my escape that easily. “Let me
have your number first. | think that you and | should see one another again sometime,
don’t you? There' s a connection there between us for sure.”

Oh, my God, thisisinsane. I’'m going to have to shut her down in the best way | can.
“l don’t think so. | don’t think that’s a good idea. | actually have someone in my life
at the moment. I’ m dating someone, so | can’t give my number out.”

Instead of letting this disappoint her, her lips curl up into a nasty-looking smirk. “I
see. So you have agirlfriend.”
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“Something like that, yes.” My teeth grit together. This whole thing is making me
uncomfortable. “So | haveto go.”

I’ll think twice about heading into a café again! That was definitely the strangest
thing to happen to mein avery long time. | don’t even know if | should tell Michelle
about it because it was so odd. It might cause her paranoia to peak. | need to
concentrate on checking in on the building. Maybe | should have focused on that,

anyway ...
14
MICHELLE

“Every answer you have given meis very impressive,” Saly declares as we wrap up
what has been a very successful, at least in my mind, interview. | did everything that
Jordan told me to and faked confidence until I made it, which seems to have worked
really well. “I probably should take some time to think about it, but since this is my
office and | can do whatever | want, I’m going to tell you right now. | want you to
come and start working for us. I’ ve been interviewing for awhile now, and you're the
best person to walk through this door. I'll need to get the paperwork all sorted out
with Human Resources, but will you be able to start on Monday morning? I’ll be here
then and able to train you properly with our computer system and processes.”

| nod eagerly, so excited. “Oh, yes, definitely. Thank you so much. I'll work hard for
you. | won't let you down.”

“Great. Well, thank you, Michelle.” She reaches across and shakes my hand, sealing



the deal. “1 look forward to Monday, then.”

Sally walks me through the office, which might be a strange place right now but will
soon become my second home if | make as much of a success of this as | hope to. |
take a glance at all the faces aswe go. | don’'t want to get caught staring at anyone in
particular, but | want to check that all the people I'll be working alongside are going
to be friendly. To say they seem nicer than the Russian spy people I’ ve been dealing
with up until this point would be an understatement. They seem amazing. | even get
some smiles thrown my way, which helps to make me feel awesome. I’'m going to
likeit herefor sure.

“Well, thank you for everything.” | feel warm and fuzzy as | say goodbye to Sally.
“I"ll see you very soon, on Monday.”

| could skip back to the car as | walk away from the office building because right
now, life feelsincredible. Things haven’'t always been easy for me. I’ ve been through
some dark times in my life, but ever since | contacted Max and Jordan was brought
into my life, everything has been on the upward curve. And now I’m making some
awesome progress on my own behalf. Soon, Jordan won't have to babysit me quite so
much. Well, not when it comes to sorting my life out, anyway.

| don’'t know how long I'll need him to keep Alexander away from me, but I'm
definitely not ready to try life without him just yet. | wouldn’'t want to, anyway. I'm
enjoying having him around, especialy with this little ill-advisedthingbetween us.
Even thinking about it now sends an excited shudder down my spine. | might have to
drag him to bedagainfor more fun tonight...

“Jordan.” He kinda jumps as | rest my hand on his shoulder to get his attention. “Oh,
sorry, you're on the phone.”

He holds up his finger, indicating that he needs one more minute. | can tell by his



expression that whoever he's talking tois serious. In an attempt to give him a bit of
privacy, | step away, but | can still hear more than | should.

“1 know, Max,” Jordan says through gritted teeth. “But it was weird. I’'m telling you,
she was strange. The name of the café?” He glances over to the coffee shop over the
road. “Rosie.Yep, justRosie. | don't know, | don’'t have any reason for thinking it. It
was just a gut feeling. No, | didn’'t get any pictures of her or anything... yep, okay.
Sure. Speak to you soon.”

Hmm, that was weird. Something happened while | was in my job interview. Of
course, | immediately need to know more. My curiosity gets the better of me, so
much so that | forget | was just offered a freaking dream job just now.

“Is everything okay?’ | ask him softly. “Did something happen in the café? Should
we be worried?’

“Oh, no, it was nothing.” He does his best to reassure me by being dismissive He
even swipes his hand to shut me up. “Sorry, | was just talking to Max about your job
interview. He' s very happy with the way that things are going.”

“S0, there was nothing about a woman then?’ | demand impatiently. | know what |
heard and | don’'t appreciate being left in the dark. “Because | didn't mean to
eavesdrop, but | could have sworn that you were talking about a woman.”

“l don't know what you think you heard, but you didn’'t.” His snapping tone does
shoot me down. | snap my lips closed all of a sudden, not wanting to push this any
further however intrigued | am. “You didn't hear anything. | wasn't discussing
anything to do with this situation at that moment. You misunderstood, that’s all.
Now, let’s get out of here.”

| want to demand which one it is—he was talking about my having ajob interview or



he wasn't talking about us—but | get the impression that Jordan is a pressure cooker
who could explode at any given moment. | don’t want to get in the middle of that, so
| climb into the car beside him with my mind spinning the whole time. What if
thisisabout a woman not linked to me? What if it's awoman in his life? Just because
we are hooking up, it doesn’t mean I’'m the only one...

| squeeze my fists together angrily, trying to remind myself that | don’t have any
ownership over Jordan at al. There is nothing solid there between us, so | shouldn’t
care if he has another romantic situation bothering him... but it does upset me. | can’t
help it. It really gets to me knowing that he means more to me than | do him. It's
Killer.

“How did it go?’ Jordan suddenly asks as if he remembers what we actually came
here for. “The interview, was it okay?’

A little part of me doesn’t want to tell him just because he's keeping me out of the
loop, but | decide not to be that person. After all, Iknowl could be getting the wrong
end of the stick and | don’t want to make drama where there doesn’t need to be. “It
went well. Really well, actually. Sally offered me the position and wants me to start
on Monday.”

“Really? Jordan spinsto look at me fast before remembering that he’'s on the road and
needs to focus forward. “Oh, my goodness, that sounds amazing. She must have
really liked you to give you the job like that. I'm impressed.”

“WEell, I'm happy about it too.” | alow myself to remember how good it felt to hear
those words. “1’m looking forward to it.”

“We should go out to celebrate.” Jordan seems to sense the fear from my silence.
“No, | know you don’'t want to go out, but what if we do something in a private
place? Like, somewhere not many people go? This is a big celebration, isn't it? We



should make a big night out of it. And I’ve been wanting to take you on a date for
ages. Let me, come on. It'll be awesome.”

| hesitate for awhile, trying to work this out in my mind. | mean, if Jordan really does
want to take me on a date, then maybe there is no other woman in the picture.
Perhaps | really did jump to conclusions then. A date means he really does like me.
As much as the idea of heading out in public makes me cold and full of terror, |
suppose Ineedto push myself. | have to keep trying, and since things have been going
so well for me, then perhaps thisis the next step for me.

“A date?’ | cock an eyebrow toward Jordan, trying to play it cool and casual. “Y eah,
| don’t see why not. It could be fun.”

“Really? You readly want to go on a date?’ Jordan sounds so excited, it makes me
giggle. “I would love that. | won't let you down. I’'ll makesurewe have a date that
makes you feel comfortable and safe. | can promise you that much.”

A warmth floods me as | reach across to take Jordan’s hand in mine. He really has
been great to me, and | should remember to trust him. | hardly care about the phone
call anymore. It obviously doesn’'t matter or he would have told me. Everything he
has done for me has been perfect, so | need to just have alot of faith in him and hope
that this night turns out okay ...
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“Oh, my God, isthisnice?’ | ask my confused reflection in the mirror. “I don’t know
if it looks as good asit did before.”

I’m wearing the dress,thedress that Jordan liked so much in the shop because what
the hell else would | wear? But I'm not quite as confident as | was before when | was
init. | don't know what it is, but | feel alittle weird now. | don’t know if it' s the dress
or if it's the nerves, half about being outside and half about being on a date with
Jordan. My God, a date is on another level. It amps things up between us, which is
freaking crazy. It's nerve-racking but alot of fun too.

It's going tobefun too, | just know it. Every moment | spend with him is awesome,
but thisisgoing to be... new.

“Come on, it's time to go.” | glance toward the bedroom door with my heart
pounding in my throat. “Let’s do this.”

| step anxioudly toward the door, aready knowing that Jordan will be waiting for me
behind it. He is, of course, but he doesn’'t look exactly like the Jordan I've been
spending my days with. He' s really dressed up for me, and it makes me all squishy
inside. | go all coy and hot. | know | probably look silly, but Jordan looks at me as if
I”’m stunning.

“Oh, wow, that dress.” He smiles and shakes his head happily. “It always looks
amazing. It looks lovely with the hair, too.”

“You think so?’ | run my fingers through my locks. “I’'m glad. | don't know if it
looks so great now.”



He takes a couple of giant strides, closing the gap between us. “Y ou look incredible,
Michelle, don’'t you doubt it.”

He practically scoops me up in his arms and dips me down into a kiss. His lips
connect deeply with mine, and I’'m immediatelytransported to heaven with him. |
don’'t know why | was nervous before because weknowone another. We're so in
touch with one another that getting anxious is silly. Jordan feels like... home. Like
we belong to one another.

“Are you ready to go?’ Jordan asks me with a small smile as he pulls back. “I have a
private place where we can go, where no one will be able to see us. I'm sure it’s
going to be the perfect night out. So, are you still excited to go?’

| nod eagerly, feeling like I’'m on top of the world. Dating and eating out in public is
something that | haven’'t considered in avery long time because | assumed that it was
going to be scary, but now it feels like the obvious next step for me and Jordan. A
date will take things further and solidify what’s going on between us. Whatever that
might be...

15

JORDAN

“This place is amazing,” Michelle gasps as we take a seat in our little personal booth
which | booked especialy for us. “I love it. And there aren’t really any other people
here, which is awesome. | can actually relax and enjoy myself. Oh, | need that.”

| love seeing her shoulders roll back and her chin jut out. | can see her confidence
shining out once more. It makes me yearn for the day when she can be like this full-
time, when the danger has passed for good. | really hope that happens because
although it might cause a separation for the two of us, she deserves to feel like she



can live as everyone el se does.

Since | haven't had any sign of Russian danger, no matter how hard I’ ve been looking
for it, it feels like things really are going to be good for Michelle, for which I'm so
happy. Of course, I'll be terribly sad if things don’t work out for us, but instead of
wallowing in that, | want to enjoy the moments we do have together. We need to
create the best memories ever.

“I'm glad.” | reach across the table and hold her hand. “I want you to enjoy our date,
and this place is perfect, right?’

“Sure.” She nods, but | do spot her eyes darting around everywhere. She can't let
herself fully let go just in case. “Definitely.”

A candle flickers between us, making her look even more beautiful than normal. |
don’'t know if she can have self-doubt at all. She's utterly perfect to me, especidly in
that dress, but she feelsit, anyway. | can seeit rolling off her in waves.

“So thejob...” | decide to talk about her positive day, to remind her of what brought
us here. Particularly since we didn’t talk about it enough beforehand. | was far too
preoccupied with the weird woman then. “Tell me more about it. What's the office
like? What are the other people like? | want to hear all about it. You must be so
excited to get started on Monday.”

“Everyone seems amazing,” she begins, glowing with happiness. “Obvioudly, | didn’t
get to speak to anyone in particular, but people were really friendly to me, so | think
I’m going to do really well there. | might even make friends.” | give her alook, which
she interprets immediately. “Don’t worry, | already know not to tell them too much. |
get it. I'll always have to keep a bit of a barrier up so no one knows where I’ ve come
from and what I’ ve done. But friends... | want friends.”



| can see her desperate for those connections, for that life, and it has me wondering
how | ever doubted her at al. | can clearly see now what Max saw in Michelle. I'll
definitely trust him more in the future, that’ s for sure. He knows what he’ s doing.

“Well, | believe that you'll get the life you wanted. The life that you talked about
when we first met. The American Dream. The apartment, which you already have,
the job, which you’'re starting on Monday, friends, dating...” My words trail off as
lland on that one. Thinking about Michelle dating around and exploring that side of
her lifeistoo much for me.

“Which I’'m doing right now,” she jumps in, sensing my discomfort at the idea of her
hanging out with lots of other guys, not that | have any right to tell her not to. “And
I’m very happy with it. Y ou’ve helped me to overcome my fear of being out. | mean,
| don't think it's something I'll do all the time. | wouldn't be able to do that
withoutyou. But I'm still grateful.”

| allow myself to smile once more, and we continue to hold hands across the table.
We lock ourselves in a delightful little bubble where I'm pretty sure we'll stay all
night long. Just me and her, loving one another’s company. Even when the waiter
comes over to our table, he isn't quite as close to us as we are one another. He's on
the outside looking in.

We order food. | barely even know what | ask for. It doesn’t matter. I’'m not here for
the food, but for the company. | aso ask for a bottle of champagne since we're
celebrating and | want to spoil Michelle, which makes her gasp with delight.

“You don’t need to do that for me,” she gushes with her hands clapped to her lips. “It
isn't that exciting news.”

“Don’'t treat it asjust ajob,” | insist seriously, knowing she needs to hear this. “This
Is a huge dedl. It's a step into your new life. Think back to a while ago when it



seemed like this wasn't possible. Always remember how awesome your progress is.
This is aso our first proper date, so | think we both deserve a treat, don't you?
Champagneis atreat for the pair of us.”

She nods eagerly, accepting this now, which is awesome. | don’t want her to question
anything about tonight. | just want the bothof us to enjoy it for everything that it is. |
need this night to be magical, the best memory ever, just in case...

“To ug!” | declare once we both have a drink in our hands. We clink our glasses
together and beam happily over the candlelight. “To everything we have been
through and everything we will keep on achieving.”
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Michelle tosses her head back and gleefully laughs. “Oh, you really do sound like my
husband when you say that.”

A tight ball forms in my chest.Imagine if | were. But the thought is a weirdly good
thing. | never would have liked the idea of commitment before. | didn’t think it would
ever be for me, but now... well, with Michelle, everything is different. That's
frightening. I'm not sure how the hell 1’'m going to get out of this without becoming a
broken man.

“Tonight has been incredible,” Michelle whispers as she leans into me. “Dinner was
awesome, and thisis even better.”

It might only be walking along the riverside in the moonlight, but after the night
we've had, it really does fedl incredibly romantic. My feelings for Michelle are only
growing with every passing second, and | don’'t think there's any chance of me
shoving them away now, even if Max does find out and kick my ass. She's just so
perfect for me in every single way.

Don't forget that you might lose her, | try to remind myself. This might only be
temporary. Don't fall too deeply.

But protecting my heart doesn’t feel easy when | look into her eyes. | don’t think |
can do it. So instead of continuing, | ssimplyspin her around where she stands and pull
her toward me for yet another intense, mind-blowing kiss. My God, | could spend the
rest of my life kissing her. The taste of her takes me somewhere new, somewhere
exciting that | adore.



“This has been the best night of my life,” | let her know as we pull apart ever so
dightly. “I never want it to end.”

“Well, just because we're going back to the apartment, it doesn’t mean the night has
to end now, does it?’

She shoots me a seductive wink, letting me know exactly what she means, which has
me on fire with desire instantly. | can’t wait to get ahold of Michelle in that dress and
to do all the things | wanted to do to her in the middle of that store. | don’t know how
| resisted her in the changing rooms, but now | don’t need to worry about it. Now, |
can live out every fantasy.

“Then what are we still doing here outside?’ | laugh. “Let’s get back to the apartment
right away and have dessert.”

“Ooh, | don’t know,” she teases playfully. “I might be full after all of that ice cream.
They really did give meloads...”

But as | tug on her arm, she comes willingly, and we both end up giddily racing
through the streets like teenagers in the throes of first love and lust. | honestly do feel
like as much as Michelle is getting the life that she wants and is blooming into the
flower she truly is, she’'s bringing me out of my shell too. I’'m becoming the person |
always wanted to be. I’'m softer than | thought | was, with a more open heart, which |
don’t think is a bad thing at all. I'm also capable of lots | didn’t think | could be. |
would love to continue on with this journey with her for as long as | can, until she's
had enough of me. | kinda need this too.

“Well, here we are.” Michelle unlocks the door and crashes inside the apartment.
“Home, sweet home. What are you going to do about it, huh? You finally have me
alone at last, and it’ s date night, so what happens next?’



“Oh, Michelle,” | growl back. “You are about to find out. I've been wanting to get
my hands on you al night long.”

| grab her hard and kiss her immediately. | press her up against the wall with my
fingers knotted up in her hair, the desire flowing hard and fast through my body.
Moans fly out of Michelle's lips and vibrate in my mouth, sending lightning bolts of
pleasure crashing all the way through me. | hook my eager fingers under the hemline
of her dress and trace my fingers all over her soft, supple thighs. She presses her foot
up against the wall and parts her legs for me, needing me to take her.

My fingers graze over her panties first. | stroke the material, never getting close
enough to her core to give her any satisfaction, but enough to tease her and drive her
insane. Michelle screams and cries out for more. | can tell that she's wanted me all
evening, too, which only intensifies the pleasure between us. We're both on fire, and
| loveit.

“Not here,” | groan as | whip her from her feet and wrap her around me. “This has
been date night. I'm going to treat you like the princess you really are. I'll carry you
to bed and make sweet, passionate love to you there.”

At first, | panic about the use of the L word. | didn’t mean it like that, but thankfully,
Michelle doesn’'t seem to notice. Her eyes are twinkling and sparkling too much with
desireto get lost in any fear about misspoken words.

“You will?" She giggles and squeals with delight. “Oh, | like the sound of that. | feel
likeareal lady.”

I’m going to spend the whole night, or until we crash out to sleep, anyway, making
her feel phenomenal. | want Michelle to absolutely lose her shit over me. | want to
corrupt her, to crush her with bliss, to see her gorgeous face contorted in pleasure as
the orgasm rockets through her body. | don’'t even care if | experience heaven myself,



although | know with Michelle, that’s a guarantee, but tonight is all about her and
making her feel everything. Mmm, | just can’t wait.

But | can't fall for her any more than | already have. Aslong as | don’t get carried
away and really fall inlovewith her, then I’ll hopefully be okay when everything falls
apart and my life crashes down around me. | want to be able to pick myself up to at
leasttryto find happiness again... even if | can’'t ever imagine it being as good with
anyone elselikeit iswith Michelle.

16

MICHELLE

“Ooh, I’'m nervous now.” I’ve been excited all weekend about starting my new job,
but now that the moment of truth is here, I’'m anxious all over again. “What if I'm
wrong and | don’t end up making any friends or anything like that?’

“You will.” 1 don't know how Jordan isn't sick of reassuring me. It feels like he's
been doing it forever. Honestly, he's more of an emotional support than anything else
right now. “You're going to have areally good time. The first day is always the most
overwhelming at any new job, anyway. After that, it gets awhole lot easier. Trust me,
you'’ re going to be just fine.”

| nod hard and fast, but | don’'t think the words are fully sinking in just yet. Until |
walk through those doors and into the office to get my new job up and running, |
won't be able to feel anything other than sheer panic. “Yes, | guess so.”

“You'd better get going.” Jordan looks disappointed as he says this. | have a funny
feeling that he' s going to miss me today, which is super sweet. I'm sure as hell going
to miss him too. I’ m getting used to his being around. It’s starting to get weird tothink
that maybe one day, he won’'t be around me at al times. | don’t know how I’ll cope.



“You don’'t want to be late.”

| almost edge over to lean up and kiss him, but | think better of it at the last moment.
It's all well and good, us hooking up in private, but we really need to be careful about
how we act in public. Especialy since he's here as my bodyguard.

“Well, I'll see you later, then.” | try to convey all of this with the meaningful look
that | give him. Whether he understands it or not, | don’t quite know. “I’ll see you at
the end of the day. Will you be here to pick me up afterward?’

“Sure, I'll be here. Now, you go and kick some ass, Michelle. Remind them why they
hired you in thefirst place.”



Page 20

Source Creation Date: June 24, 2025, 8:02 am

| take those words with me as | stalk toward the office. | hold onto the feeling they
gave me as | swing the door open and make my way inside. Faking confidence until |
realy felt it worked in my job interview, so it should do so again.

“Ah, Michelle.” Thank God, Sally is waiting for me. | instantly feel much better with
her around. “Let’s get you to Human Resources. Once we have all the paperwork
completed, | can show you to your desk and get you started.”

All the tension that I’ ve been feeling ssimply melts away into nothingness. Of course |
can do this. Of course | can show Sally and everyone else that I'm worthwhile. Of
course | can make some friends while I’'m here. Since everything else has been
looking up for me, | should hold onto the belief that this is going to work out well
too. Thisisgoing to be awesome...

The morning passes much faster than I'm expecting, but in a good way. | like the
team in the HR department. They went out of their way to make me feel welcome,
and | also adjusted to working with the computer system well. | thought that I might
struggle to grasp certain things, but it turns out I’'m smarter than | give myself credit
for. | catch on fast.

Then there are the girls seated around me, Alice, Daphne, and Celine. They are
amazing. They have gone above and beyond to help me and are fast becoming the
sort of friends | hoped | could get at this job. | just know now that Sally fosters a
positive working environment, and it results in a much more productive work force.
I’m going to like it here for sure.

“Michelle, are you going to come out to lunch with us?’ Alice touches my arm



gently. “Most of the people here go toRosieto eat, but we aren’t keen on that place...”
Her words flood me with relief. | still don’t know what happened the other day, but it
isn't my favorite place either. “So, if you want us to show you an awesome sandwich
bar, we' re about to go now.”

| leap up enthusiastically. “That sounds amazing. Thank you. | didn’t realize how
hungry | was until you said that.”

| rub my stomach to highlight the joke, and the girls laugh appreciatively at me. The
only slightly ailmost awkward moment |’ ve had with them is when Celine picked up
on the dlight accent that dlips through occasionally, but | passed it off as a Polish
accent. I’ve spent so much effort squashing the accent that it isn't strong enough to
tell the difference. Aside from that, whichwas very quickly skated over, it's been
amazing. I’'m so excited to see Jordan at the end of the day to tell him.

We all chat excitedly on the way to the sandwich bar, with me opening up a little bit
to the others. Obvioudly, | can’t tell them much about my true self, but it means | can
invent a brand-new me. | can be the person I’'ve always wanted to be. | damn near
lose mysdlf in this fantasy until a strange sensation creeps up the back of my neck, an
icy-cold feeling which puts me on edge...

Someone is watching me. | don’t know how | come to that conclusion, but it hits me
hard. It strikes me down like lightning bolts and all of a sudden makes it seriously
hard to breathe. It's like something has lodged in my throat and is blocking my
airways. | twist my head around slowly, trying my hardest to be discrete, which isn’t
easy when my heart is pounding so furiously | fear it might want to explode from my
chest at any given moment. But | don’t want my new friends to become aware of
anything.

Oh!As soon as | spot Jordan, everything clears. The fear subsides, and | almost laugh
at myself for being so ridiculous. Just because he said that he would pick me up at the



end of the day, it doesn’t mean he'll let me go the whole time without being watched.
Why would | even assume as much? He wants to make sure that I’m not in danger at
al times.

“Are you okay?’ Daphne asks me curioudly. “Did you forget what you were talking
about just then?’

| snap back around, making the rapid decision not to wave at Jordan, which has to be
the right one because surely, he's supposed to be discrete? | force a smile on my face.
| need to pass this off casually. “Sorry, | thought that guy who just walkedpast was
my horrible ex-boyfriend. Ireallydon’'t ever want to lay my eyes on that man.”

Thankfully, this spirals into a conversation about awful ex-boyfriends, which allows
me to take a step back from the limelight of conversation. I’'m going tohaveto stop
being so paranoid if | really want to create a life for myself. One day, I’'m going to
have to exist in aworld where I’'m not plagued by fears, and | need to get used to that.
Alexander hasn’'t made a move since I’ ve been with Jordan. | haven't had any threats
or anything. There s nothing for me to worry about. Maybe | was aways too small-
fry for them to really give a shit about me at all. There could be plenty of other
women like me who simply vanish from the spy game, and as long as they don't
speak out, no one cares. Now wouldn’t that be a wonderful outcome for me?

“Michelle?’ It isn't until we set foot back in the office that someone directly needs
me. Only thistime, it's Sally and she has the weirdest expression on her face. “Can |
have aword with you, please? In my office, if you don’t mind.”

“Erm, sure.” This could be normal. There's absolutely no reason for me to get myself
al tied up in knots, but of course, | do. | want to blame it on the paranoia that gripped
me outside before, but | think it's Sally’s coolness toward me. She has been so
friendly to me up until this point, so the sudden change is hard for me to wrap my
head around. *Y ou want me now?’



“Yes, please. That would be for the best.” She spins on her heel and indicates for me
to follow her. “Thiswon’t take long.”

| look at the girls desperately for clarification of what's going on here, but all they
can give me are hopeless shrugs back. | guess this isn't normal, then. | should be a
little bit freaked out about what’s going on here.

“Right, Michelle,” Sally declares in a brisk, professional tone as she takes her sedt. |
do the same on the other side of her desk, wondering why she isn’t as sweet-natured
as she has been every other time that we have spoken. “I’m sorry to say that you can’t
work here anymore. | know that probably isn’t what you want to hear, but you must
leave this building immediately.”

| snap back as if I've been dlapped in the face, which is exactly how | fedl.
“W-What? Why not? Have | done something wrong? | thought that... that | was
doing okay here. | thought | picked it all up. | can work harder or change if you need
meto...”

Sally avoids eye contact with me, but | can see a darkness behind her gaze. | have a
horrible feeling that something has happened and it has nothing to do with my work
ethic. Perhaps she's found out exactly who | really am somehow. | don’'t know how
in-depth these background searches go. She might have discovered me lying to her,
and | can’t even explain why.

“We don’t need a scene here, Michelle,” she half-whispers. “I’'m sorry about this, but
you need to go. Your paperwork will be disposed of properly. You don't need to
worry about us holding onto any of your data here. It’ll be like you never came...”

“But... but why?' | can’'t just walk away from this. | can’t force myself to just go.
Everything has been going so well for me, so this downward spiral makes me feel a
million timesworse. | can't handleit, | can’'t breathe. “What did | do?’



“Don’'t do this, Michelle,” Sally begs. “Please, just get out of here. | need you to
leave right away.”

| shove my chair back and let out a strange wail-like sound because | feel so
traumatized by all of this. | don't get it. It doesn’t make any sense at all. It's making
me feel ill. Thank GodJordan is around somewhere, looking out for me. | need to find
him, and now, he's the only person who can make this shitty situation feel better.
He'll help me to breathe again.

| race out of the building as fast as | can with tears blurring my vision. | try to spot
Jordan, but it isn’'t easy when I’'m so messy, so | simply make my way over toRosi€'s
because that’ s where he was before, so it might be a good place to start.

But something stops me. Someone grabs onto my top and yanks me backward, nearly
tripping me over in the process. At first, | think Jordan might have found me until my
ass hits the inside of the back of avan. That's when | seehimand know that my safety
isover. A blackness overcomes my heart at the same time it does my eyes. Thisisthe
end.

17

JORDAN

“Well, hello there,Jordy.” | jump as someone touches my shoulder, dragging my eyes
away from my constant surveillance of Michelle. She's just gone back into the office,
so a least | know she’'s somewhere safe, but this approach isn’'t welcome, anyway.
“Good to see you again. What brings you to this part of the world, yetagain? It's
starting to become a regular occurrence.”
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“Oh, right... Kate.” It takes me a couple of seconds to remember her name. “Er, yeah,
I’m just... here again.”

“Watching Michelle Lebedev. | know what you’' re doing.” Her words make my blood
run cold. Iknewthat there was something off about this woman. | just didn’t know she
was going to come back to haunt me. “But | don’t think you are quite so aware of
everything. I'm sure you believe you' ve been given all the information about this, but
| can assure you, you haven't.”

“Who... who are you?’ She's thrown me off-kilter and it’s obvious. “What are you
talking about here?’

“Y ouneedto take the time to hear me out,” she half-whispers in an ailmost panicked
tone of voice. “I have information for you that no one else will be able to give you.
Not even Max.” Oh, my God, she knows so much. “Y ou need to hear me out.”

| debate this for only a moment before | nod and agree with this stranger. If
Katedoesknow more about what’s happening with the Russians, then this will give
me aleg up on everything that’s happening, allowing me to keep Michelle even safer,
and if she doesn’t... well, I’'m not dumb enough to fall for any traps she might want
to set for me, so | don’t give adamn.

“Sure. We can go somewhere to talk,” | tell her seriously. “But we're going
toRosie's. | don’'t want to be far away.”

Kate's lips dlide into a thin line for a second, letting me know this doesn’t make her
happy, but she can clearly see that | won’'t be shaken easily, so she nods. “Sure, but



some of the stuff | need to show you is classified, so we'll have to be careful.”

My heart races as we head back into the café where we first had that odd encounter
not so long ago. | wonder if | should tell Kate that her weird flirting definitely didn’t
work for me, but | decide against it at the last moment. There's no point in making
this any more awkward than it already is. We might as well just get through this
meeting first and foremost, wherever it will lead.

Unfortunately, all the tables by the window within viewing distance of the office
building are taken, so | can’t pick the best seat to spot Michelle if she comes out at
any point, not that she'll do so for afew hours yet, but I'll be aware. It's going to be
fine.

“Sit over there,” Kate commands, pointing to one of the tables near the back of the
room. “We can talk there.”

| do as she asks, hoping that al of thisis going to be worth it as Kate orders us some
drinks. Whether they will be touched or not, | don't know, but | suppose if we're
going to fly under the radar to look like this is just a normal business meeting or
whatever, then we'll need some beverages to fool anyone who may or may not be
interested in us.

“S0...” Kate takes a seat and pulls a giant folder out of her bag. It looks professional,
whatever it is. “What I’m going to show you will change a lot of your perceptions.
But please, remember that we're both in a public place and don’t want to catch the
eyes of anyone. So, you'll need to keep any reactions that you have under control.
Can you do that?’

“Yes, of course.” | can’'t hide my offense. “I know what I'm doing, you know. S0,
show me what you have.”



Photos come first, along with documents. They are al in Russian but with
trandations beside them. Kate sorts through it al like she’ s trying to figure out which
part to show mein what order. | struggle not to become impatient.

“Right, this is where | want to begin.” Finaly, she gives me something. “This is
Viktor Lebedev. Michelle' s father. Now, he is a very important man in the Russian
government, which iswhy Michelle isworking as a spy.”

Oh!Now she didn’t tell me that much, and | don’t think Max knows, either. That does
silence me, | have to admit it. | can’'t even disagree with it because there are family
documents in front of me and photographs, too. In some, there is another boy who |
can only assume is Michelle's sibling, and her mother. Although only in a few of
them.

“Her father is basically in charge of the espionage operations, so yes, she was brought
into it that way. The story that she has been given, to add alittle twist to things, is that
it was forced upon her and she never wanted it.”

How could Kate know that if it wasn’t the truth? Thisis scary. | don't like it one bit.
She's putting me on edge.

“And something else which | don’t think anyone has been informed of is Michelle's
marriage.” Holy shit, I’'m going to be sick. “Here, you can see her with her husband
on her wedding day. She has averycomfortable life waiting for her back in Russia.
She isn’t the helpless woman she makes herself out to be. | mean, how do you think
she has the money that she needs to run the life she does here? Immigrants don’t
come seeking asylum with tons of cash, do they?’

| can’t say aword, and Kate knows that she has me stuck because how can | disagree
with what she’stelling me? It all adds up in away that | really don't like. The jigsaw
pieces slot in together far too nicely for my liking.



“She’'s married?” How much else does Kate know? She seems to be aware of far too
much. What if she’s aware of the secret relationship between us and she's about to
use it against me? | don’'t know what Kate’'sangleis here.

“Oh, she sure is. She's been married for ages.” | can almost see pleasure in Kate's
eyes as she witnesses how little | knew about Michelle. She's been proven right. She
Is letting me in on information | wasn't party to before. She's achieving what she set
out to do. “And thisis an important man in Russiatoo. | don’'t need to go into details
about it. It's al alittle complicated and doesn’'t make any difference, anyway. The
point is that Michelle Lebedev has a whole other side to her. She's living a double
lifehere in America. | presume that you know she was sent as a spy to seduce all
kinds of powerful men?’

| gulp back athick ball of emotion and nod. “Yes, | was aware of that part of her life.
But she doesn’t want to do that...”

“Doesn’'t she?’ Kate cocks an eyebrow at me as if I’m not getting something totally
obvious. “Because it seems to me that's what she’'s been doing the whole time. |
don’t know how much you know about your company? | presume you aren’'t clued in
with every single job that other agents have been involved in during their careers.” |
don't even need to answer that. It seems like she aready knows. She's probably
aware that I’ve only just started in the company since she seems to know everything
else. “Right, well you should probably know that Max has halted Russian operations
before. Many atime. He's obviously a very powerful man. So, | guess Michelleis a
part of the big revenge plan and you're caught up in that. | don't know what’'s
happened between you two, but | would be very careful around her. She's
manipul ative and seductive and you need to watch your back.”

“Oh... right.” | don’'t know what to say about that one. Kate is making me rethink
everything. She has my head spinning because I’ ve fallen into bed with Michelle on
more than one occasion, which might not be exactly what | thought it was going to



be. “Wéll, that's, erm, it's a lot for me to process at the moment. I’m not quite sure
what to say...”

“] don’'t expect you to say anything,” Kate replies with a brand-new softness to her
voice. “I just want to give you all the information because | don’t like the idea of your
being roped into something you don’t fully understand. Once you have all the details,
you can make the right choices for yourself. You seem like you're just trying to do
what’sright...”

“Why are you helping me?’ | don’t mean to sound quite as sharp as | do. I'm just on
edge now. “What'sin it for you?’

“I"'m working for the US Espionage Department. | can’'t give you any more details
than that for obvious reasons, but the people Michelle works for are the ones we're
working against. | don’'t want you to end up getting mixed up in things you don’t
understand. This is a very dangerous world, and you should extract yourself as
quickly as you can. It might be better for you to leave right now. You know where
Michelle is at the moment, don’t you? She's in the office, which means you can get

a/vay.”

“Get away?’ | know that makes sense, but at the same time, | don’t know if | can just
walk away from Michelle. “Like, leave?’

“The longer that you stick around, the more you put yourself at risk. | would just to
be safe. Like | said to you before, this is a very dangerous situation that you are in
right now, and you can’'t make it worse. Y ou need to be careful.”
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Kate checks her phone and gathers everything back up once more. | can see that she's
leaving me, which has me really freaked out. If she goes right now, then I’ m left with
nothing. Nothing but thoughts swirling around my head and a panic about what the
hell I'm supposed to do next. What do | do with this information? | certainly can’t
discount it when Kate had so much evidence to show me. She definitely has a
powerful father, and a husband too, which means... well, everything elseisalie.

“Thank you for telling me all of this” | say to Kate just before she leaves. “I
appreciate everything that you' ve done for me.”

“You're welcome. | just hope that you take what I’ ve told you and do the right thing
with it.”

“I will.” I nod rapidly, knowing that I’'ll at the very least discuss this with Max
afterward. “Thank you.”

She leaves, and | slump back in my chair defeated. | don't know where | go from
here, what 1I’'m supposed to do with the shattered heart sitting in my chest. At least
one thing is for certain. | do know where Michelle is. She's at work, in that office,
none the wiser about everything I've just discovered. Oh, my God, everything has
fallen apart in the worst possible way. There's a little part of me that wants to cry,
whichisn't likemeat all. | can’t fucking fall apart like this.

I’m going tohaveto call Max. Ineedto make him aware of everything that Kate just
told me, too. If Michelle really is trying to take us all down, then he is in danger too.
My gut was right. | should have listened to it.
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MICHELLE

“Where isthis?’ | gasp as | stumble back out of the van, with Alexander pulling my
arm the whole time. “Where are we?’

“Thisis my house, Michelle. Have you never seen my American home? Don’t worry,
you're going to love it. Let’'s just get inside, and | can give you a giant tour of the
place. You're going to loveit. | mean, it’s nearly as big as my Russian mansion.”

I’ve never seen Alexander’s home, but I've heard about it. Many important people
want to keep him on their good side, which is why he's so freaking wealthy and
powerful. It doesn’t shock me that he's got a giant base here too. He wants to show
himself off. He's all about status and about being feared. Well, right now, I'm scared
shitless.

“Oh, I’'m so excited to show you everything.” Alexander claps his hands together like
a little fucking child, which makes me know how much he's acting. This big, scary
dude is an asshole with the coldest heart ever. Thisisto put me on edge and scare me.
“You are going to see just what being compliant in our organization will get you.
Because you know you fucked up, right?’

As Alexander gives me a side-eyed, dlightly evil look, | know what | need to say.
“Yes, of course | know that. | just... | got scared, that’s al. | thought that | would be
able to do al this spy stuff when | came here, but it’s too much for me.”

| don’t know what my thought process is because he isn’'t going to feel sorry for me.
A man like him doesn’'t have any empathy. He isn't going to like me for my
weaknesses. He'll hate me for not being what he needs of me.



“Oh, | know, but I’ve covered for you. You don’'t need to worry about any of the big
guys finding out about your running.”

Uh-oh. This doesn’t feel good. It doesn’t matter whether he’s covered my ass or not.
It's going to cost me, no matter what. | shrink in on myself, wishing that | wasn't
inside this man’s house now. | wish | hadn’t let myself be pulled inside Alexander’s
van. Thisistorture. | kinda wish he would just fucking kill me already because thisis
overwhelming. It's just too much. | aready know that I'm going to end up dead. It's
just being dragged out in a horribly painful way. Alexander wants me to be punished
in the worst possible way. He's going to make mereallysee what | did wrong, as if |
don’'t aready know.

“Er, right. Are you, erm, sending me back to Russia, then?’ | say, just to say
something. “For more training?’

“Oh, no, you aren’'t going anywhere.” Alexander’s smile twists up angrily. “You're
staying here to work for me.”

“But | don’t know if | can doit,” | remind him quickly. “That’s what made me panic
in thefirst place. That’swhy | freaked out.”

“You want to live?’ he growls, anger rolling off histongue. “Or you want to dig your
own grave right now? Because I’'m trying to be nice about it. | brought you to my
mansion and | offeredto give a tour of the place. | gave you a lifeline. Even though
you fucked me over and caused me all kinds of issues, I'm giving you another try.
But I'll only do that once.”

“l... 1...” Fucking hell, sickness swirls in my stomach. | don’t want to do this, but |
can't really see any other outcome.

“I need you to speak to this guy.” Alexander slaps a photo down in front of me of an



old guy. “He's very close to the American president and he has alotof information
that we need. Y ou' re going to get the right documents from him...”

“1 don’'t know, Alexander, thisfeels like a very important job, and | don’t know if I'm
strong enough.”

“Youare.” He thumps the table in front of me so hard he almost cracks it. “You're
doing this, Lebedev, whether you like it or not. You'll get this information for me, no
matter what you think about it right now. You'll find a way. | don’'t care what you
have to do. | don’t even give a shit if you have to take a knife to this guy’s throat and
dashit. You're going to do it. It's the only way I'll keep you alive. And | would like
you to remember that you aren’t the only person with your life here, are you?’

| fall into silence with this one. This is an outright threat and it was one that | would
take seriougly. If he wasn't just talking about me ending up dead, then | needed to be
more careful. | couldn’t risk others. “Okay, okay. | understand.”

“You want your father and brother to go the same way as your mother?’ | snap my
eyes up to meet Alexander’s. Is he confirming what | already suspect? That my
mother didn’t just die but that she was killed by these assholes? But not to punish her,
to punish my father for not doing what was asked of him by corrupt people. My poor
father who didn’t want any of that, asfar as | was aware, anyway, but who got roped
into it abit like me. “No, you don’'t, do you? Y ou don’t want them dead.”

“l don't want anyone to die because of me,” | whisper back. “Please, don’'t hurt my
family. I'll do anything.”

“l wasn't going to do the dirty work myself.” He tosses his head back and laughs
nastily. “You know | don’t do the dirty work with my own hands, but | have plenty of
people who can do that for me. Y ou know that aswell as| do.”



| gulp back my terror and nod. Of course | know the extent to which Alexander’s
reach stretches. I’'m no idiot. So, this really leaves me with no choice. If it were only
me who could end up dead, then that would be one thing, but | can’t let anyone else
die because of me. | can't let my dad and brother suffer any more than they already
have because I’ m too scared.

“Okay,” | eventually whisper. “I’'ll do whatever you need me to. Please, don’'t hurt
anyone. I'll do what you need.”
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“I’'m glad to hear you back on board,” Alexander replies with a stern tone of voice.
“But how can | know that you’ re going to do a good job? You really don’t have any
room to fuck up again, Michelle. There can be no more messing around. | need these
documents from you. Y ouhaveto make this happen. | need you to understand what
this means.”

“I get it, | getit,” | whisper. “I have too much on the line. I'll do whatever | can to
make it work.”

“Good, you'd better make me proud. This will take the real seductress in you.” He
comes closer to me, his breath brushing over my face making me feel alittle bit sick,
to be honest. “1 know you'’ ve been practicing it with that idiot living with you. So,it
isn't like you're not going to be able to do this, is it? My little sex kitten. You're
going to bejust fine.”

| shudder painfully, half from the patronizing, disgusting name that he just called me,
and half from the fact that he somehow knows about me and Jordan. He's been
watching me for a very long time, and much too closely for my liking. All the times
that I’ ve tricked myself into believing that I’ m safe, too many times, when Alexander
has had his beady little eyes upon me.

“Tell me that you're going to be fine.” Alexander stands behind me and sneaks his
hands onto my shoulders. They might not be quite wrapped around my throat, but the
threat isthere and it’s very real. He would happily kill me right now. “I need to hear
it.”

“I... I'll bejust fine,” I hiss back. “If my family is on the line, then I'll find away to



make it happen, Alexander.”

“Good.” His hands move a little closer. He isn't quite letting me go just yet. | can see
him really driving the point home. “That’s what | want to hear. | need a little more
from you, Michelle. Y ou have to make up for all the fuck-ups you’ ve done.”

“Right, okay, | get it.” He tightens his grip. He's only just blocking my airways, but
because I’'m in aterrible state of panic, it's a million times worse. | claw desperately
at his hands, needing him to let the hell go of me already. “I get it, Alexander.”

Finally, he releases me, and | lean forward, gasping for air like there's no tomorrow.
He chuckles gruffly to himself, glad that I’'m getting it now, glad that I'm scared
enough to do whatever the hell he wants me to do. Whatever it might be.

“Good. Well, Michelle, | really am going to show you around the house now because
you're going to be staying here for the night. For the foreseeable future, actually. |
need you where | can keepan eye on you. | don’'t want any more shenanigans. Of
course, there are tons of cameras and the locks are incredible, so there's no point in
trying to escape.”

“I wouldn’t,” | snap back, knowing that’s exactly what he wants for me. “| wouldn’t
do that. Not now.”

“Right, good. Then we can go over the exact details for what | want you to do later on
tonight with this case...”

“Tonight?’ Yes, the sooner the better, | suppose, but at the same time, I’'m nowhere
near ready for this.

“Yes. And don’t you worry about only having this drab clothing to wear. | have some
items for you.” Of course he does. | resist the urge to roll my eyes. “We need this



information sooner rather than later. We aso need to keep a step up on your man.
Although it won’'t matter soon. Jordan and Max will end up dead soon enough. They
know too much.”

| clutch onto my stomach hard. | don’t want either of the men who have helped me to
die. | don't want Jordan to be killed because of me. | like himsomuch, in so many
different ways, and | can’t stand the idea of his being dead. But | can’'t argue it with
Alexander. That will only make him even more determined to take Jordan down. |
just have to remind myself that Jordan was a Navy SEAL, that he and Max both
know what they’re doing, so they will probably be fine. Maybe. | don’t know. | don’t
put anything past Alexander. He is one cold sonofabitch. But maybe tonight, | can
somehow change things.

| don’t know what my planisyet. | haven't formed anything in my mind other than to
act like I'm willing to submit to everything that Alexander wants from me. When |
get a chance and when | can guarantee that my family will be okay, then I’'lldo what |
can to get myself away. | would love a chance to see Jordan once more to explain
what happened, because he'll likely blame himself for my getting away, but | don’'t
know if that’s going to be possible.

If Jordan is being watched, then I'll be putting him in danger by going to him. Both
of us, to be honest. | might have to find a way to vanish completely somehow, get
away from everyone forever.

19

JORDAN

“Idon’t get why you just fell for this woman's speech,” Max yells as he flings his

handsin the air in frustration. “I don’t know any woman named ‘Kate' who looks like
you have described. | don’t understand anything that you’ re telling me.”



“Max, | know that thisisn't great...” | think he's struggling to accept that he might
have been wrong about Michelle. | get it, but his refusing to digest that the world
might not be quite what he thought isn’t helping us out right now. “But Kate showed
me evidence. Michelle’ s father has some important government job, | can’t remember
what, exactly, which is what brought her into espionage, and she's married too. She
has lied to us about so much. We can’t trust her. Y ou need to accept this.”

“l can't.” He shakes his head hard. “I can't accept it. I'm sorry. I’ve been working
with Michelle for a lot longer than you. | know her better. You have always had a
distrust of her, haven’t you? Which | think may have clouded your judgment here.”

| resist the urge to roll my eyes. “Max, believe me, I've been open-minded with
Michelle. | liked her alot.”

He cocks an eyebrow which silences me. Maybe | let alittle too much of my passion
out there, which | really didn’t mean to do. As much as | want Max to understand me,
| don’t need him to know that | was foolish enough to be seduced by Michelle. | can’'t
let him see how deeply | got sucked into the mess that she's created here. But | think
he getsit anyway.

“Listen...” | need to find a way to overcome that. “Max, Iknowit seems nuts, but
everything that Kate told meis true?—"

“Aside from the notion that I’ ve halted Russian operations in the past,” he interjects.
“Because | might have worked on millions of cases with my men, but none of them
have involved anyone from Russia up until now.”

“Well, it could have happened and you didn’t redlize it. | don’t know.” | shrug my
shoulders helplessly. “I don’'t have all the details. If I’d thought about it then, | would
have asked Kate for more information, but | didn’t. | didn’'t think because it had me
all messed up. | don’'t like the idea of protecting the enemy. It makes me feel really



sick. | can't stand it. | didn’t fight in the military to protect Americans just to come
back and work against my own country. It doesn’t feel right.”

Max’s eyes darken. | can practically see the cogs ticking in his head. He's trying to
digest this and accept it, but it's hard for him. He can’t take it. He doesn't like being
wrong. I’m beyond the point of caring about his ego now. He needs to understand.

“I'll look into what you're saying,” he finally replies with a serious nod. “I'll see
what | can find out.”

“Good, thank you.” Relief floods me. Thisis what I’ ve been wanting from him. Just
the belief that | might be right.
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“Butwhile I’'m doing that, | need you to do your job. Do you understand what I'm
saying here? | need you to be back with Michelle, watching her.” He checks his
watch. “I don’'t think she'll be at the office anymore. You might have missed her
there. Hopefully, she'll think that you' ve just forgotten, which is why she hasn’'t been
in touch...” He shoots me a warning look, trying to make me feel bad about things
that | definitely won't feel bad about. Michelle is the one in the wrong here. “So, you
need to get back to the apartment and make up some excuse for where you’ ve been.
Y ou need toactlike nothing is wrong while I do my research. If Michelle is who you
say sheis, then we can't let her be suspicious for the time being.”

| hate that idea. | really don’t want to be around the woman who tricked me and made
me fall for her any longer. Plus, Kate warned me not to. But | suppose Kate isn't my
boss and Max is. | have to listen to him and follow hisrules.

“S0, I’'m just supposed to act like everything isfine? What if she already suspects and
freaks out?’

“Jordan, you are on this job because you are level-headed and smart,” he warns me.
“Because you have good instincts and | believe in you. Iknowthat you'll make this
work one way or another. Y ou can do this. | need you to buy metime.”

“Yeah, okay,” | relent. | know that | don’t have any choice but to just go along with
it, so that's what | do. “I'll go and play nice with Michelle now, pretend that the
encounter with Kate didn’t happen and just... wait for you. It’ll be fine.”

But in redlity, how am | going to act like everything isfine? What if she wants to kiss
me? | won't be able to fall for her shtick now, knowing that she's married to some



other man. Some powerful Russian man who could have me killed in a heartbeat,
probably.l mean, if he wanted me dead, that is. | don’t know what’s going on with
Michelle's marriage. | suppose if she's a seductive spy, then he knows she must be
hooking up with other people. It can’t be that much of an issue...

Oh, God. | don’t want to think about it. | don’t want to imagine her in the middle of
her marriage with another man. It’s overwhelming and makes me fedl ill. It's aready
going to be challenging enough for me to act okay in front of Michelle.

“I"'m going now.” | grab my car keys and nod toward Max. “I’ll make you proud,
Max. I"'m sorry for acting out on my own accord. | just... well, Kate rattled me, that’s
all. But I’'m going to be smarter from here on out.”

Max gives me a warning look, but a grateful one too, and he sends me on my way,
leaving me with very little choice but to make my way over to Michelle' s apartment.
| do take a detour over to the office building first, just to be certain that no one is
there, and just as | suspected, the building is dark and very empty. Somehow,
Michelle got herself home. | wonder why she hasn’t called me. That’s pretty weird.
She must be wondering why | didn’t turn up. Although she did seem to be making
friends today, so maybe she got a ride home with one of them, or perhaps she went
for some after work drinks.

“Damn it,” | mutter angrily to myself. | slam my hand hard on the steering wheel
until it hurts. | feel like I’ve fucked up massively, in every single way. I’ve messed up
for everyone. I've disappointed Max, and Michelle too. | shouldn't care about
Michelle anymore since she's betrayed me badly. Since she's done nothing but lie to
me. But | can't contain my emotions. | can't seem to stop myself from losing my
mind about her anyway. “Fucking hell, Jordan, you are going to end up in trouble
here.”

| eventually gather myself up to drive all the way to Michelle' s apartment. | suppose |



do need to come here anyway to gather up my things. If I’'m eventually going to leave
thisjob, then | need to have everything with me. All the stuff that I’ ve half left in my
case and scattered over the floor too will have to be taken back home and far away
from that place. | won't ever be able to return once thisis done. | suppose I’ll be sent
off on some other protection job soon enough, and I'll have to forget it all.

But will I everreallybe able to forget Michelle? Right now, it feels like definitely not.
It feels like she'll consume me like this forever. My brain will ache, my heart will
hurt, and I’ll bein this pain for the rest of my existence.

“Here we are,” | whisper in an attempt to gear myself up as | park my car in the spot
which I’ve been comfortable in for a while now but today makes me feel incredibly
uncomfortable, like | don’t belong. “Time to face everything.”

| force myself inside the building, and as | take the stairs two at atime, | try to think
of ways to question Michelle, to find out if Kate's accusations are the truth without
making her suspicious. | can’t let Max down any more than | already have. | need to
give him this time to do his own investigations without things erupting into panic and
chaos. It’s up to me to keep things calm.

“Michelle?’ | push the door open with my heart in my mouth. | don’t know what to
expect, but it isn't darkness. “Michelle, are you here? Sorry, | know | wasn't there
when you finished work like | promised. | came up against some work stuff...”

I’ve no excuse, really, and | can’t think of one, but I’'ll have to try and make it work
somehow. But as | pad quietly through the house, not wanting to disturb too much,
and | get only silence back, | realize that nothing matters because no oneis here.

“Michelle?’ | don’'t want to accept that she isn’'t here just yet. | want to check first.
“Michelle, are you here?’



Each room is emptier than the last, which makes everything inside me sink. | wasn’t
necessarily looking forward to seeing her because | have no idea how to dea with
things, but it's worse knowing she isn’t here. | don’t know where she is. I've lost all
control of the situation, and | don’t know how to claw it back. | don’t redly stand a
chance.

What was that?Even deep in thought, my instincts go on high aert as soon as | hear
the dlightest, smallest sound. My heart stops beating and | cling to my next breath. |
need to hear with every inch of myself to work out what it is.Footsteps.

| don’t know exactly which way the sound is coming from, so | strain more to listen
in, but | get nothing. At least, | get nothing until | see a shadowy figure appearing in
the door frame. A figure which | immediately want to identify.

“Michelle, is that you?’ | ask, trying to blow over the shakiness in my voice. “Let’s
turn the light on.”

| take one step closer, tentatively in case everything is about to explode, but | don’'t
get far. A cocking sound gets me. It makes me feel sick to my stomach. | recognize
the sound, but | don’t understand why it’s happening. Why would Michelle do this?

“Michelle? Just calm down. This doesn’'t need to happen.” | hold up my hands in a
surrendering gesture. “Let’stalk.”

Bang!

The sound strikes me hard. It ricochets off every wall, making my eardrums shatter.
But that isn’t the worst pain that | feel. That was a gunshot and it hit me. | know that
for sure, whichis why my body is sliding downward, giving up. It's why a blackness
iIs coming for me. | try to fight it off, | attempt to battle it because as soon as the
blackness takes it, that will be it for me. That will be the end. | know how this shit



works.

“Michelle,” | whisper as the world pinholes. She might be the person who killed me,
but she's also the last person in my mind. “Michelle...”

20

MICHELLE

Ihate this. Ihatethis. These fucking items of clothing are too disgusting for words. |
might as well have nothing on at all. But Alexander has insisted, and there isn't a
damn thing that | can do to stop this. It’s gotten out of hand already. I’m in a fucking
lacy bra, which shows far too much nipple for my liking, and a miniskirt and heels so
high | can barely walk in them, but Alexander has insisted upon them to keep me
looking ‘my best’. Asshole, he just wants to torture me, to make this worse than it
already needs to be.

“Here we are.” Alexander stops his flashy car outside a very posh-looking bar, the
sort of place where only the wealthy who want to show off their riches will frequent.
“Time for you to get this show on the road. Are you ready?’
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| offer him a one-shouldered shrug. “1 know the plan, if that’s what you mean. | don’t
know if I’mready.”

“Well, you're going to do this to protect your father, aren't you?’ Alexander
obviously doesn’t give a shit, so that's the end of that. “So, get that ass of yours
inside that bar and seduce that guy until you can get your hands on his paperwork.”
He hands me aclutch bag asif it's my own. “And there is aknife in there if you need
to use that too.”

| shoot him alook. | might be willing to do anything to help my family, but I'm not
killing anyone for any reason. Some poor guy who might be an asshole who is doing
something shady in relation to the government, but | don’t know that, doesn’t need to
die because of me. No one needs to die because of me. | don’t have any kind of killer
inside me, anyway. | can't doit.

“Just get the paperwork,” Alexander warns me. “Just sort this shit out, will you? No
more fucking around.”

He practically pushes me out of the car, and | stagger to my feet. Even teetering over
to the door is difficult. | probably look like a real idiot who has no idea what she’'s
doing, which is pretty much the truth. I bet | look like a prostitute, too. | don’t know
what escorts wear when they are around these men, but | bet it's nicer than this.
Fucking Alexander.

Breathlessly, | head inside. Immediately, | feel all eyes upon me. In reality, barely
anyone looks. | guess they are all so lost in their own worlds and affairs that they
don’t give a shit about anyone coming in, least of all agirl looking like me, but | feel



a prickle of embarrassment rushing through my system regardless. | need to sit down
and try to blend in as quickly as possible.

Ah!l spot the man Alexander has driven into my brain sitting at the bar alone, which
IS good news. It means | can approach him rapidly and quickly to get this whole
debacle out of the way. The sooner, the better.

“Hey,” | rasp in what | hope is a sexy manner as | take my seat next to the man.
“What’ s good to drink in here?’

“Don’'t know.” He doesn’'t even look up from his drink to see me as he answers. “I’'m
just drinking beer.”

“And you don’t have any recommendations for a girl who normally has her drinks
bought for her by men like you?’

| force myself to rest my hand on his arm, to attempt to get some of his focus, but it
doesn’'t happen again. “Wine.”

| sigh and order myself a glass of white wine, which | need to keep my place here. |
can't be kicked out, and | also need something to steady my nerves. Thankfully,
Alexander sent me in with some money of my own so | can afford this.

“So, what's a nice looking guy like you doing in a place like this?’ | lean in closer
while sipping my drink, trying my hardest to boost my own confidence. “And why do
you look so sad? | s there anything that | can do to cheer you up?’

He shakes his head and drinks some more. Shit, this sucks. He redlly isn't interested
inmeat al. | can’'t come across as desperate, but | really need him to just be attracted
to me already. There are too many lives on the line for me to fuck this up. Whatever
the paperwork is that Alexander needs will probably put other people’'s lives at risk



too, but that's abridge I'll cross when | cometo it. I’'ll sort that out when | need to. |
can only focus on one problem at atime.

“Are you sure?’ | lean in and let him inhale the perfume that I’ ve been doused in. |
want that to help. “I’m good at listening. I'm aso good at other things too. Y ou just
need to give me a chance to see what | can be good at.”

“l don’t pay for the company of women,” he snaps, confirming my worst fears. | do
look like | get paid for sex. The heat ofhumiliation burns my cheeks, but | can’'t allow
that to stop me. “So, please, get that idea out of your head right away.”

“That isn’'t what I’ m talking about,” | reply calmly. “1’m not asking you to pay me for
anything. I’'m just a girl out for a good night. When | see a guy alone looking as sad
as you do, | want to cheer him up. Sorry for trying to make us both have a good
night.”

| pull back, trying to let him come to me, but he's still ignoring me. Whatever is on
this guy’s mind is bothering him too much. | might not be able to break through the
shock barrier tonight, however much Alexander demandsit of me.

But if | don't do it, then there will be death, so I’m going to have to find away. | need
amoment to gather myself up.

“Look, | need to use the bathroom,” | tell my neighbor in the friendliest tone that |
can manage. “Can you please watch my drink and my seat for me while I'm gone? |
would still love to have atalk with you when | return.”

Thankfully, he nods and agrees, which is our first positive conversation this whole
night. Hopefully, by the time | return, he'll alow himself to open up to me alittle bit.
| just want to talk to him, to see if there is anything that we can work out here. My
God, we don’t even need to have sex, and | certainly don't need to kill him. | just



need the papersto let my family live.

| breathe out a breath of relief as | make my way into the bathroom because | can
finaly be alone to get myself together. Or so | think. Within about two seconds, an
unwelcome hand rests on my shoulder and spins me around to face eyes | don’t want
to see. My blood runs cold when | realize that I'm not even allowed to be in this bar
alone.

“Katya,” | hiss fearfully. Instantly, | shrink backward and fall into myself. “What are
you doing here?’

In a perfect fake American accent, even better than the one I’ ve managed to develop,
she replies, “It's Kate while I'm here. Kate who is an American spy. Kate who is
undermining your chance to slide under the radar.”

“What have you done?’ | ask fearfully. “Alexander has me now. There's no need for
anything else to happen.”

“What do you think I’ve done?’ She laughs nastily. “I’ve been following you every
single day since you dumped your cellphone in that trashcan, thinking that you're so
clever. I’ve been in your apartment, | had a nice chat with Sally about your job,
which | suppose unfortunately for you means you got fired... oopsie.” It's al starting
to make sense. She, or maybe Alexander, threatened Sally, which iswhy | got fired at
the perfect time. “And | also had a nice talk with Jordan. Y our boyfriend.”

“What did you do?’ | growl. “What the hell did you say to Jordan? Is he okay?’

“Well, | mean, he's dead.” This little statement is said with such mirth, such delight
that | amost throw up. | know Katya well and just how evil that bitch is. She thinks
nothing of killing, which means this could be true. It could al be very true. “But that
had to happen, didn’t it? Alexander warned you about that. The other guy is next, the



boss you spoke to. All those people will die because of you. Not nice, is it?" She
gigglesin aweirdly girlish way. “Now, save your family and seduce that man.”

“Did you not see me up there?’ | demand in a frustrated manner. “I’m trying my
hardest but he' s giving me nothing.”

“Fucking hell, Michelle, do you readlly think that you' re so beautiful that he's going to
just fall at your feet? Fucking hell, just look at yourself. You need to work for his
attention, for his focus. You need to seduce him. Just because you're fucking some
other guy, some dead guy now, doesn’t mean you can't make some other guy want
you. Youneedto. You do understand that Alexander will kill you and everyone in
your lifeif you don’'t? He s serious. You really pissed him off.”
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“1 know.” | hang my head low, shame washing over me in painful waves. “I just can’t
do this.”

An ice-cold, hard object presses against my stomach which | quickly realize is a gun.
Probably the same gun that she shot Jordan with. Holy shit, as | think about him dead,
it makes me want to fall apart. | hate the idea of losing someone who very quickly
became so important to me. The only thing holding me together is the idea that | need
to save other lives.

“Okay. I'll get out there.” | step backward from Katya with my hands in the air,
letting her know that I'm surrendering. “I’ll do whatever is needed of me. | don’t
want there to be any more death. | just want all of thisto be over.”

“Then get the fuck out there and stop this depressing shit.” Katya rolls her eyes
without even a scrap of sympathy. “ Get out there and do wild things to that man until
he'll give you everything you want. That's why you were brought to America. You
have a duty, and you know why you need to keep on with this. So don’t fuck around
anymore. Get shit sorted.”

She pushes me out of the bathroom, leaving me very little choice but to get on with
the mission. The man at the bar still has his head down. He still looks like he has the
weight of the world on his shoulders. | don’t know exactly how I’m going to pull him
outof this mood when | don’t know what’s bothering him, but I'll have to find a way
to make al of thiswork.

Then | can sort out the rest of my life and the mess that it s become.



“Don’t think of the mess that your lifeis,” | remind myself. “Don’t worry about any
of it. Just do this one step at atime.”

My next step is toward the bar. | don’t even need to plan what I’m going to say when
| sit down. | just need to keep on going. Katya is in here somewhere with a gun
pointed at me, even if it isn't obvious. Alexander wants me dead too.

Thisisanightmare.

21

JORDAN

What happened?My head aches as | attempt to part my eyes and let the world in. It's
amost so agonizing that | can't do it. | kinda want to remain in the blackness where
everything feelsalot less intense.But what the hell happened? How am | here?

| try and think back over everything that | can remember, but there’s nothing. Just a
big, black hole. | can see glimpses of little things such as Michelle’' s gorgeous smiling
face and a strong sense of discomfort. | can aso recall arguing, but | don’t know who
with or what became of everything. My brain doesn’t want me to remember for some
reason, which is very frustrating.

Open your eyes, | tell myself firmly. Wake up and everything will immediately
become clearer. Just see what’s going on...

But | can't doit. | don’t know why, | can't exactly explain it away, but I'm afraid to
let reality in. I'm scared to know what’ s going on. My instincts deep down are yelling

at methat | won't likeit, any of it, that life has taken areally bad turn.

“Michelle.” | barely recognize my own voice. It's like a weird croaking sound.



“Michelle, where are you? Are you alright?’

Something happened to Michelle, | can feel it degp in my gut. Something that's my
fault. | did something wrong...

“Michelle isn't here anymore, buddy. You don't need to worry.” The soft-spoken
voice stuns me to the core. It's a distinctly male voice, so not Michelle, clearly, but
one which | know well. One | can alwaysrely on. “It'sonly me. You're safe.”

Even though my head continues to pound and my eyes ache painfully, | just about
manage to get them to see. It's Max, staring over me surrounded by aterrifying white
glow which drags a new terror out of the pit of my stomach. The brightness, the
whiteness, it's all too wrong. Iknowl’'m in a place where | don’t belong, a place |
want to escape from.

“What... what's going on?’ | attempt to push myself up, but it seems like I'm
trapped. “Where am 1?7’

“You can't get up at the moment, Jordan. You need to stay where you are so the
doctors can take care of you.” Max rests a hand to push me back down. He might be
trying to help me, but it feels like he's on the wrong side right now. “You're in the
hospital. You aren’'t in the worst state in the world right now, but if you try to fight
this, you'll end up injured.”

“In the hospital? But why?’ Max’s eyes pop in surprise. “I don’t remember anything,
and it'sweird...”

“You...” He sucks in a deep breath before he really dives into things. “You had an
interaction with someone who identified herself as Kate. An American spy, or so she
told you. She discussed some things with you about Michelle earlier today.”



“What things?’ | should be able to recall this. It isn’t fair that my brain is giving me
nothing. “1 don’t remember this.”

“She told you that Michelle is married and that her father is in the Russian
government. She warned you that Michelle is working against you to try and take my
company down. Apparently, I’ve been involved in Russian operations before, which
as | expressed earlier definitely isn’t the truth, so this is some sort of revenge plot
with you at the center.”

“Michelle... but she doesn’t seem like she's against me. Me and her... we... get
along really well.”

“And | believe Michelle too, but Kate got under your skin,” Max reminds me, not that
it jogs any memories. “And you left your post. | don’t blame you, so you don’'t need
to panic. As it turns out, Michelle wasn't exactly honest with us about every little
detail. But she’s missing now. We're struggling to locate her, and you have been shot.
You're lucky you didn’t die.”

An ice-cold wave washes over me. “ Someone shot me? Who was it? Oh, God, was it
Michelle? Is she the one who did this?’

| don't want to immediately blame her, but if 1 was suspicious about her and she
wasn’t honest with me, and now she’'s gone missing... well, it could all fit together a
little bit too well, couldn’t it? Michelle could be something a whole lot different to
the person | have in my mind. | know | must have been really suspicious to walk
away like | did. I’ve been trained never to leave my post, so it has to be incredibly
bad. Oh, my God, I've been dreaming about the woman who tried to kill me.
Nowthatl can remember. While I’ve been in this hospital bed seeping, she's been
floating through my mind the entire time, making me fall awhole lot deeper into love
with her. A lovethat isn’t real and that | definitely shouldn’t be consumed with.



“We aren’t sure of that yet,” Max admits. “It's something that I’m working on right
now. But we also need to keep you under protection at all times. | do believe that
whoever shot you wanted you dead, and when they find out that you survived, they
could come back to finish the job. It was actually a miracle that nothing major was hit
by the bullet. Y ou got lucky.”
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“So, it could have been Michelle. It could have been one of the Russian spies.
Someone wanted me dead.” | huff sadly. My head is still spinning a bit too much to
takethisin easily, but I'm doing my best. “What did Michelle lie about?’

Max instantly looks uncomfortable. It seems he was fooled by her more than he
wanted to let on. “Well, her father is a man in government. That’s information this
so-called Kate gave to you. Although not as powerful as he oncewas...”

Ooh, do | remember that? | don’t remember this American spy woman, but it does
feel more familiar than it should.

“As for the idea that Michelle is married, | can’t get any solid information about that
either way. The guys back at the office are working day and night to see what they
can discover, but it isn't straightforward. It's hard to crack Russian information, even
with everything that we have available to us. Wewilldo it, though. Y ou don’'t need to
worry about that.”

| nod slowly, trying to accept all of this, but it isn’t sinking in. It all feels all kinds of
wrong. Even if I’'m the one who clearly had suspicions about Michelle at first, | don't
feel the same way now. That part of my brain has been knocked out, and al | can
recall are the good times we shared. | wasfalling for her, | wasreally faling hard and
fast. | could have been in love with her, given half the chance, and now, I'm lying in
a hospital bed with her God knows where, wondering whether she shot me.

“S0, where do we go from here?’ | ask Max a little helplesdly. “What happens next?
Thisisal... alot.”



“Your main priority is to get yourself better,” he tells me firmly. “I don’t want you
worrying about any of this. You need to leave it al to me. I'll find out where
Michelle is and what the Russians plan to do next.”

“I don’t think | can just lie here and do nothing, Max.” Even the concept of that idea
feels overwhelming to me. “Can’'t you tell them to let me out of here already? I'm
frustrated asit is. Plus, aren’t | basically just waiting to be killed here?’

“Not with people watching you, no. And | can’t get you out of here, Jordan. Y ou need
to heal. It would aso be very useful to us if you could try and remember everything
while you're in here. | know it's a lot for me to ask you to try and recall who shot
you, but that would make our lives alot easier if we could know. It'll help us move in
the right direction.”

| dive into my mind once more but get nothing. “I'll see what | can do, Max. But
what if | remember nothing?’

“Then we will figure it out,” he replies with sheer determination in his voice. “One
way or another, we will make this work. Now, | need to get back to the office in a
moment, but | have someone else coming in to watch over you. Do you want them in
here with you to make you feel more comfortable, or would you be happier with them
outside the room by the door?”’

| instantly know that | don’t have the emotional energy to talk to anyone else right
now, especialy since it might be someone | don’t know. “I think it might be better if

I’m alone to try and get my thoughts together. Is that alright?’

Max pats my arm and agrees. “Of course. I’'m sure you need your rest too. It isn't
easy being shot.”

As he exits my room, | fall under a deep, dark cloud. Leaving the Navy SEALs and



moving into security was supposed to put me in a line of work that wasn't so
dangerous. | knew that | would face hardships. | wasn't stacking shelves or some
other line of work without enemies, but I’ ve personally been hurt more doing this on
my very first job than | ever was in the military. That never left me in the hospital
with no chance of escape and murderous criminals after me. | don’t like the idea that
this might not be the best line of work for me, but what if it isn't? What if | keep
making mistakes because I’ m a fuck-up?

“Kate,” | whisper to myself, trying to drag her face out of my muddy memories.
“Kate, who the fuck are you? Michelle, who the fuck are you too? Was anything that
we shared real ? Did you just seduce me as part of your end game?’

Urgh, if | think about her giving me those looks, making me feel so incredible,
causing me to fall for her through the lens of someone who didn’t really give a shit, it
makes me sick to my stomach. She couldn’treallydo that to me, could she? Although
if she lied about who she is, then maybe she’s the best damn actress in the world. She
should have an Oscar.

And if she’'smarried... well, that changes everything, doesn’t it? That turns the world
on its ass in every possible way. That could be even more painful than the agony
shooting through my body right now, although | suppose I’'m probably on tons of
pain relief for the physical issues. There isn't any morphine for my heart,
unfortunately.

“You are an idiot,” | scold myself angrily. “Thinking you're ready for something
serious @ last. Clearly, not.”

| said to Michelle that | would give up the dangerous career if | ever found someone
to love. Well, life clearly wants me in the firing line of bullets rather than with a
woman | love in my arms. | guess I'll have to accept that | had it right in the first
place. Jobs can only cause physical pain. | can only lose my life. What Michelle has



taught me is that love can cause me to lose so much more. Love can tear me apart
from the inside out and leave me bleeding and exposed for everyone to see what a
fool | am. Max must be able to see that, and I'm sure others will too. I’m about to be
the fool who fell for the first woman he worked with and made a total wreck of his
life in the process. Fucking wonderful.

22

MICHELLE

“S0, yeah, thisis my room for the... the night,” the man drunkenly hiccups as he lets
me inside. I’ve worked so fucking hard for this invitation, it's nearly destroyed me
and this poor guy, who has now told me he only likes to be referred to as ‘Buck’, but
we're here. Buck might be drunk off his ass and still pretty unpleasant, but Katya can
put her gun away. “It’ s shitty, isn't it?”

“l don't know, it seems pretty nice to me.” | haf-carry him in, still keeping the
pretense up that | want to flirt with him. “I’ ve never been somewhere so fancy before.
Y ou must be avery important man, Buck. That’s so exciting.”

“I’'m ah... only here for ameeting.” He slumps back on the bed and belches loudly. It
takes every hit of self-control | have not to screw up my face in utter disgust. What a
pig. “My house is so much fucking better. Now that, you would love. But | got to go
where I’'m told to because these meetings all have to be very serious and, er, what's
the word? Private. No one can know.”

“Ooh, so you are important, then?’ | perch on the bed beside him and rest my hand
on his arm. | know that physical contact is keywhen establishing a connection with

my target, but thisis about all | can manage. “| love a powerful man.”

He has a briefcase over in the corner of the room. | spotted that the moment | came



in. It's hanging open, too, which means Buck wasn’t expecting guests tonight. He's
made my job just a little bit easier. Now, | just need to get through the whole
seducing him part so Alexander doesn’t kill me for being so close and fucking things
up for him. Much as | don’t want to be in the middle of this dangerous mess and |
don’t want to get any paperwork for anyone, | also don’t want anyone to die.

WEell, anyoneelse, that is, since it seems that I've already lost one of the most
important people to me.

Don’t think about him, | scold myself. Think about getting this over and done with.
Think about getting away.

| don't just want to be free from this job. | want to be separated from my Russian ties
completely. | almost had that. Max made it so | was as close to being an American
citizen as | can be, and that’s what | need again. | don’t think that Alexander will ever
make that so, but it might be something that |1 can achieve aone when the time is
right.

“You love a powerful man, huh?’ He tries to reach over to me. | think he wants to
pull me on top of him, but he's too drunk to do so. I'm ashamed to admit that for the
briefest of seconds, | think about the blade in my bag before | push that thought away .
No one needs to die here, not even this disgusting, gross man. “Come over here and
I’ [l show you a powerful man.”
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With sheer disgust surging through my system, | sidle over to him. | know that he
wants me to straddle him, but I’m not in that place yet. Thereisn’t enough winein the
world. Honestly, | don’tknow how 1’1l get through any of this. For now, | lie beside
him and let him clumsily kiss me. Although not on the mouth, it's more my cheek
and neck. | don’t think this guy even knows that he's missing my lips completely.
He's such amess that he' s just connecting with whatever he can get ahold of.

My eyes squeeze closed and | try to take myself to another place entirely, away from
this man and his clumsy grip. Instead, | try to think of Jordan and how amazing he
aways made me feel when he touched me. He put me on cloud nine every single
time. His fingers were velvety, his tongue phenomenal. Oh, my God, he was the best
person I'd ever been with.

“You're a sexy dut,” Buck cries out way too loudly and directly into my ear,
snapping me out of my daydream. “Fuck, are you sure you don't get paid for this shit
because | can just tell that you'll be wild in the sack. A real fucking... fucking freak.”

“l aready told you I’'m not a prostitute.” It's hard not to bite back through gritted
teeth. “I’'m just anormal girl.”

“A normal fucking slut who I’'m about to split in half. Do you want to see the size of
my cock?’

Before | can even begin to beg him to keep it to himself, thank you very much, he
shoves me off him and yanks his trousers down. | squeal, in horror, of course, but
Buck takes it upon himself to take it as delight.



“1 know, right? It's huge and you are the lucky slut who gets to ride it tonight. Have
you ever been with anyone so big? Oh, and hey, are you one of those kiss and tell
girls? Like, because I'm well-known, will you go to the press about me? Because if
you do, | want you to mention that I’m a fucking stallion, hung like a horse. | want
the world to know that I’m a good fuck.”

Oh, God. I'm in way over my head. | already knew that, but it’s starkly obvious right
now. He wants to put thatthinginside me, and that’s exactly what Alexander wants to
happen too. Both men need to act like | want it, like it's working for me so | can do
what | came here for. But upon sight of him, my thighs automatically squeeze
together. | want to run away.

“You want to taste it?’" Buck shakes his cock around as if that will make it any more
appealing for me. “It's tasty, everyone tells me as much, and it's been around the
block, if you know what | mean. Plenty of people—women—have had a taste.”

He's about one second away from grabbing the back of my head and forcing me
down there. | know | should go with it because of al the lives on the line, but | can’t
help what happens next. | don’t have any control over the tears that explode out of
my eyes and start pouring down my cheeks at the speed of light. Shit, I'm a goddamn
fucking mess.

“Come on, get back in the mood,” Buck growls. “I’ve decided that | want you now,
SO get over here aready.”

“l love... | love someone else,” | wail without meaning to. | seem to have lost all
control of myself and it's humiliating. “I’'m sorry, | can't do this because | love
another man and... and he'sdead. They killed him. He's dead.”

“Oh...” Buck doesn't cover himself up, but he does have the decency to look
surprised. “ That’s really awful.”



“l just want to be able to bemeand live the life that | want, but they won't let that
happen. | don’t want any more of this.”

A thick silence floods the room which is only broken up by the occasiona sobs that |
can’t keep inside. Buck wants me gone now, I’'m sure of it, and | want to leave too,
but Katyais out therewith agun and | just know that Alex has his bare hands ready to
tightly wrap around my neck, to choke the life out of me. | would rather be here in
this mess thanthere.

“l know what you mean,” Buck finally tells me quietly. “I get it because people are
stopping me from being myself too.” As| turnto look at him, to see what he’ s talking
about, I’'m shocked to see tears on his face too. What the fuck is going on now? “ See,
none of thisis me. I’'m not the asshole | pretend to be, nor am | a womanizer. I've
been told that because of my position, | can’t let the world know that I'm really a gay
man. They would rather | sleep with kiss and tell girls who will leak stories about me
than fucking allow me to just be myself. What sort of world isthiswhere | can't just
bewho | am?’

Wow, even in what is considered the ‘free world’, there are still restrictions, which is
crazy. | didn’t think that would happen in a place like this. Buck is an asshole because
he's contained in a box where he doesn't fit, just like | am. | don’t know if this gives
us a bond or anything like that, but we certainly do understand one another. We're
coming from asimilar placein life.

“l just want to sleep.” Buck rests his head back on the pillow and dlides his eyes
closed. Although | do notice that the tears are still making their escape. “I don’'t want
to deal with any of this shit anymore. | just want to sleep it off. I’ll have to get back
into professional mode, ready for my meeting tomorrow, and | can't have this
baggage with me. Let's just... forget al of this, can we? Don't tell anyone about it
and we can just act like it never happened. Just...pleasedon’t tell anyone.”



“I won't,” | promise him, glad that | can at least give him that much. I'm about to
betray him and make his life worse than it aready is, but | won't out him to the
world. That isn't my responsibility, nor would | want to do that to him. Although ifhe
keeps getting drunk and spilling his secret to random women, then he won’t be able
to keep it away from the world for long.

He snores amost instantly. What a freaking eventful few moments. One minute, he
was waving his cock in my face, and the next, we were both weeping about people
we can’'t have, and now he's crashed out. He honestly has my head spinning. | can’'t
keep up with him. But thisis so much better than seducing him, so now | can just get
what | want and get out of here.

| tiptoe over to the briefcase, not sure how deep a sleeper he is, and | rummage
through the papers. | know exactly what 1I’'m looking for, but it's a challenge to focus
when my pulse is throbbing and my emotions are everywhere. As much as | want this
life in America, is it going to be the same without Jordan? Will | ever find anyone
like him? | can’t imagine it. He was special, wonderful, caring in every single way. |
can’t see there being another person like him on the planet.

On the other hand, he probably died to try and keep me alive, so | should at least
attempt to give it a go, even if it'll be empty without him... but there | go again,
getting too carried away with the future. One step at atime is the only way I’'m going
to get through this, so once | have the paperwork, | need to get it back to Alexander.
After that, I’ll worry when | get there.

“Ah!” Isthisit? It certainly looks like it. And so do these other papers. Of course, |
feel sick to my stomach and unbearably horrible as | take these items from Buck.
He's going to want me dead along with Alexander in the morning. But | hope that he
doesn’t really remember me. Luckily, he didn’'t spend alot of time looking at my face
because he didn’t really want me, so | might be safe in that department. Then again, |
could be in even more danger. Who the fuck knows?
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JORDAN

“I’'m okay, | don’t need help.” The man looking after me today is alittle too attentive
for my liking. | appreciate his trying to assist me with this, but | can get myself into a
damn car by myself. Just because | got shot yesterday, it doesn’t make me incapable.
| must be fine for the doctors to let me out of the hospital this quickly, even if | did
insist onit, so | can cope. “I’'m fine.”

“Max told me I've got to really take care of you,” he shoots back, clearly
uncomfortable with me. “I have to realy look after you. I'm sorry if I’'m getting on
your nerves, but I’m trying my hardest to do the right thing here. I’m just doing what
was asked.”

| huff and twist away from him in the passenger’s side of the car. This guy might be
winding me up, but he isn't a bad person. He isn’t doing anything wrong. I’'m just
irritated and still very confused about everything. My memories still haven't come
back to me, and | can’'t seem to make them return no matter what | try. The big black
hole of nothingness still remains.

“1’m going to take you to the office for a meeting with Max. That’s what he wants me
to do. Then | think you can go home.”

“Right, sure.” | stare out the window, watching the world pass me by. | guess Max
might want me on another job as soon as |’ ve healed. | guess I’m going to have to get
my head around moving past everything that happened with Michelle. It'll be a
challenge for me to run headfirst into another job, to work with another person, but |
don’t have any choice. Not anymore.
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The office looks like a different building as we pull up in front of it. It doesn’t look
like the place I’ ve been in a number of times before, but it’s exactly the same. It's me
who's different, who's changed. I’'m the one who has been through enough to twist
me up in knots, to transform the way that everything looks to me. | can hardly see
anything because my head is scrambled.

“Right, time to go inside,” | declare with a deep breath. “Let’s go and see what’s to
come next.”

But my new friend doesn’t come to Max’s office with me. He makes an escape as
soon as he has the chance to do so, for which | can’t blame him. | haven't exactly
been ajoy to be around. | wouldn’t be keen to hang out with me either. I'm sure he's
hoping that someone else will be given the duty of looking after me in the future.
Urgh, | came into this job to offer protection to other people and I’'m the one who's
ended up being babysat. What a fucking joke. It's actually pretty embarrassing.

Max’s office door is open. He's acting like he' s in the middle of something, but | can
tell that he' s been waiting for me. The anticipation might as well be rolling off him in
waves. | hope heisn’t expecting me to remember everything.

“Oh, hi there, Jordan.” He cocks an eyebrow at me. “Good to see you up and about
again. Areyou okay?’

“Oh, yeah, so good that they couldn’t wait to throw me out of the hospital,” | joke,
trying my hardest to lighten the air. “But unfortunately, my brain isn’t working yet. |
haven't got anything for you. I’ [l drop that bomb right away, just so you know.”



“It's okay, we're working on things from this end too. We can just wait and see
what’s going to come out, but for now we need to focus on keeping you safe. I've
been trying to plan the best way to do that, and | think having someone with you at all
times is the best course of action. Landon will be the man for that. | know his work
ethic, and he'll be great.”

“Wait, so I’'m going to be like one of the clients now with a bodyguard twenty-four,
seven? | don't need that. I'm out of the hospital now and can take care of myself. |
don’t need to be babysat. | would rather get back to work.”

“Landonwillbe staying with you,” Max tells me firmly. “I don’t need any argument
about that. I’'m doing what | know is best to keep you safe. We can’'t discount the fact
that you have clearly become a target, so let’s keep you alive. It's an investment on
my behalf because if you're killed, then you won't be able to work for me again, will
you? And with instincts like yours, | can’t afford to lose you. After all, you are the
one who didn’t trust Michelle in the first place, even when | did. Turns out you were
right. Ineverwould have allowed you to go anywhere near her if | thought she was
going to shoot you. It just makes me sick...”

“S0, it was her?’ | ask sadly. | don’t know from my own memories, but if Max has
something, then maybe I’ [| need to adjust.

“It seemslikeit. Thereisn't any evidence of anyone else being in that apartment, so |
have to think it was. Plus the fact that she’ sgone missing right afterward. | mean, it
doesn’t look good, doesit? That’sthe theory I’ [l go with until | know otherwise.”

“S0... you might be in trouble too,” | suddenly realize. “I’ve had dealings with
Michelle and it ended up with my getting shot, but you have too. The Russians might

believe that you know too much and come after you too.”

“1 can't be worried about me when | have all my men to worry about.” Max nods as if



this is an acceptable answer. “I’'ll be fine. I'm well protected here at the office,
anyway. Y ou are the one we need to focus on right here. So, I’'ll call in Landon.”

| feel helpless and frustrated, but | know no one will listen to me. | get that | must
have said some stuff negatively about Michelle before, but now my gut is warning me
that she's in danger. | feel compelled to help her even if she is the person who shot
me. But I’'m not going to be able to make that happen with Max having me babysat
like a goddamn child.

| need to be trusted right now, but | don’t know how | can make that happen. How
can | get anyone to see the truth?

Michelle isn’'t the enemy. Sheisn’'t my enemy, at least. | was supposed to protect her
and | failed. | want to make it right.

“Hey there, Jordan.” A man who | can only assume is Landon joins me in Max’s
office with much too much pep in his step. He seems like an extremely happy guy,
which puts me on edge in this current situation. “I’m Landon. Good to meet you.”

“Good to meet you too.” My voice is as monotone as my feelings. I'm flat and
irritated. “ Although you don’t need to do this.”

“l can’t not.” He shrugs one shoulder. “You know how it is. Max has given me the
task, and | have to follow through with it. So,I’ll come back to your place with you
and keep watch while you rest. Max wants you better and back to work.”

“1 could work right now...” | trail off as Max comes in right behind Landon, already
shaking his head no. “Okay, sure, whatever. Let’'s go back to my house, then, and |

can make myself well enough to start this nightmare all over again.”

| spot Landon and Max sharing a look, which | can only guess means he's been



informed of the whole sorry ass tale. Well, good, then he won’t need to ask me for all
the sordid details, will he? Because | don’t want to fill Landon in. Right now, I’'m so
drained with the whole mess that | don’t want to think about any of it ever again.
Nothing about this is going my way. | need to switch off completely. Perhaps a
fucking rest is exactly what | need in this awful situation.

“Did you want to go now, then?’ Landon asks me kindly. “I have my car outside
whenever you' re ready.”

“1 guess so. No point hanging around if there isn’t anything else for me to do.” | want
to storm out in a huff, but there’s something more important which I’'m going to have
to ask first of al. “Max, if anything happens with Michelle, anything at all, will you
please let me know? Good or bad, | just want to be kept in the loop with all of it. Is
that okay?’

“Sure, of course | will,” he reassures me in a soothing tone. “1 would do that anyway.
| know how complicated this situation is. As soon as | get anything new, I'll be in
touch. You'll be thefirst person | contact, okay?’

He doesn’'t need to say that he knows Michelle and | had something more in-depth
going on between us. It's written all over his face, but | kinda sense that he forgives
me too. | supposebeing naive and on my first job with a high-class seductress who is
clearly an expert at lying will give me alittle bit of leeway. In his mind, anyway. I'm
furious at myself.

A man who's worked in my position, who has been a Navy SEAL, is supposed to be
more switched on than that. Everyone I’ve ever worked with wouldn’t have nearly
the same level of trust in me knowing that | can be tricked so quickly. Just a nice
body and a fluttery pair of eyes and | lose my goddamn mind. Well, never again, of
that | can be certain.



Once I’'m in aposition where | can openly talk about this without cracking, I’ll make
a promise to Max that it won’'t happen again. | won't allow myself to fall for anyone
like that ever again. I’'m going to lock my heart away for a very long time and never
let myself feel for anyone else again. | can’t ever imagine opening up to someone like
| did Michelle. | just couldn’t hack it.

“Okay, let's go,” | say wearily to Landon. “Let’s get out of here. | want to go home

now.

Landon follows close behind me, making friendly small talk the whole time. He
doesn’t even seem to mind that I’m not giving him much back because | haven't got
the energy. He's buzzing off something, and weirdly, it’s nice to listen to him going
on because it distracts me from the pain of my own thoughts. My brain wants to take
me deep into depression, it wants to pick me apart and wonder what the hell is wrong
with me to make me fall for such stupidity, to find myself in the middle of such a
mess, and to have Michelle find it so simple to walk away from me. She should have
felt something for me, the intense time that we shared together, but she potentialy
fired agun at me and wanted me dead. That isn’'t love, isit?

Did | love her?l wonder aimlessly as we begin the drive.Do | still love her?l wouldn’t
even be thinking about this if everything wasn't so intense and confusing, but now
it's going to consume me until 1 get answers, which will never happen. If | don’'t see
Michelle again, which | don’t suppose | will at this point, then I’ll be left wondering
forever.
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“You got it, you crazy bitch!” Katya laughs as soon as she sees me. “Wow, and you
fuck quickly too. Well done.”

| decide not to bother telling her the crappy details of how | ended up with these
papers and to just go forward with it. Of course, deep down, this leads me to worry
about future jobs where this might be expected of me, but I’'m not worrying on the
future. I’'m trying my damn hardest to keep myself focusing on moving forward, one
step at atime.

“Come on, then. Alexander is getting impatient out there. Let’s go and give him the
good news aready. Keep those papers tight to your chest. We don’'t want anyone
catching hold of them before we get outside. We don’t know who elseis down there.”

My heart begins hammering in my chest once more. The nerves grip onto me yet
again. I’mreallynot cut out for thislife at all. Why can’t everyone see that | shouldn’t
have been dragged into this from the start? I’ mnota seductress or a spy.

We just about make it through the bar without anyone stopping us, which is probably
because of Katya and her terrifying demeanor. If | were another patron in the bar, |
wouldn’t want to approach her either. Especially as she has a tight hold of me and
she's dragging me to the other side of the room without letting go. She's clearly on a
mission and won't be halted.



“There heis.” Katya points to the van. “Come on, | can't wait to show him that thisis
finaly done.”

She drags me some more, pulling me hard toward the van. | would love to take this as
my chance to run away before Alexander can get me again, but Katya is refusing to
let that happen. She's a smart cookie. She knows what she’ s doing.

“Here, Alexander.” She dslings me toward him and he pushes me into the van
instantly. They arenottaking any chances.

“Is it al done? He wraps his arms tightly around Katya and gives her a tight,
powerful kiss. Urgh, I’'m instantly disgusted. | didnotknow that this was going on,
which only leaves me in even more of a mess. I'm stuck with these assholes and |
can't get out. “Did you get this done, you crazy bitch? Ooh, I’'m going to do some
terrible thingsto you...”

They kiss some more in a horrible, inappropriate way. My God, it's as if they don’t
realize that they’'re in public, or perhaps they don't give a shit. They are far too
involved with one another to care about the rest of the world. | turn away. | can't see
what’'s happening, but that doesn’t mean | can't hear them dry humping, almost
stripping each other.

“Come on, then.” Alexander dlaps Katya on the ass. “Let's get back so we can
continue. We still have lotsto do.”

As soon as they strap themselves in the front of the car, Alexander twists himself
around and snatches the documents from me. He's practically giving me a paper cut
with hisviolence. | let out awail of pain, but this only makes Alexander laugh.

“Oh, fucking hell, Michelle, you redlly are useless, aren’t you?’ | don’t need to see
the eye roll to know that it's there. “I don’t knowhowyou managed to get this shit



done. That's why | sent Katya in there after you, to finish shit off. But while you've
done this, | don’'t believe you’ ve done enough. | don’t think you’' ve made it up to me
at al. I might have to kill you anyway.”

“But... but my father,” | rasp back as a cold sensation settles in the pit of my
stomach. “You promised...”

“Oh, your dad will be alright. I won't kill him. He'll want you dead, anyway. | mean,
when he knows how much trouble you caused me by running away, he'll want you
dead. He won't care about the loss of life. He has a lot to make up for, and if it
involves your being bumped off to make things better for himself? Your dad has a
good survival instinct.”

| part my lips, about to argue back about this, but | force myself to stop at the very
last second. There' s no point in getting into a fight with Alexander when it comes to
my family because he thinks that he knows everything and everyone better than me. |
don’t think my dad would want me dead, at least | hope he wouldn’t, even to save
himself, but sometimes, these things are out of our control. Instead, | lean back in my
seat and try not to rise to the bait. Alexander probably wants me to freak out so he has
an excuse to get physical with me. | can amost see the violence dancing behind his
eyes, wanting to be set free.

“Everyone else will want you dead too,” he continues to probe, much to Katya's
delight. She laughs like this is the funniest shitthat she has ever heard. Honestly, she
and Alexander deserve one another. | can see it now. “Because you' lIneverbe able to
be trusted again. Ever. | can't always have my lovely lady watching you while you do
stuff, can 1? Sometimes, | need you out there getting information on your own. Y ou
can’t get a babysitter every single time. But with you... | don't know...”

His words sting because it means I’ve hurt Buck for no rea reason. It isn’t even to
help myself. If I'm going to be killed anyway, then what was the point of all of it? |



could have just died and been done with it. | kinda wish that | were the one the bullet
hit and Jordan was till alive. He didn’t deserve to die like that, just for helping me...

“Come on then, Michelle, let's get you inside.” The van pulls up to Alexander’s
home once more as Katya turns to face me with an expression as smug as her voice.
“Get you all locked away in aroom so me and my man can have anice night.”

“Can’'t | just go back home? | don’t need to stay here. I’ ve done what’ s been asked of
me and I’ m not going anywhere.”

“You don’t want to go back there or you'll have to sleep in the room with your dead
boyfriend. That’swhere | killed him.”

I’m stunned into silence. Holy shit, Jordan was at the apartment, obviously looking
for me, and that’s where he was shot. | want to puke, | want to cry, | want to run the
fuck away and go to see him. Not dead, though, | suppose. | wouldn’t want to see
that. | would like nothing more than to be back in his arms once more, for things to
just be normal.

“You have to stay here,” Alexander agrees. “I need to keep my eye on you at al
times. Y ou’'re going nowhere.”

They unlock the van and take me inside the house. | expect them to take me to a
bedroom to lock me in or something where | can just finally fucking sleep and put
this to the back of my mind to never think of it again. But instead, they take me into
the living room and Alexander tells me to sit on the couch. | basically have to just sit
back and watch the pair of them drink while I’'m in this goddamn uncomfortable
outfit. | would love nothing more than to get out of it somewhere aone.

“What are we going to do with this one, then?’ Katya finally asks as she manages to
peel herself away from her boyfriend for just a second. “Because | don't really want



her sitting watching us like that while we hook up. It's creepy as fuck.”

“You want meto dlice her throat right now?’ | snap my eyes over to Alexander to see
if he’sserious. “I'll doit.”

“You think that will go down well?’ Katya cocks an eyebrow. “Of course | want her
dead, but | don’t want you in trouble.”

“Well, how about if we just say she ran off and we don’t know what happened to
her?” Katya runs her fingers through Alexander’s hair as if it isn’t completely gross
and disgusting. “Would that go down better? So you won't get in the shit?’
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“No way. | can’'t admit that she got out of my sight. We'll have to figure it out later.
For now, | want you.”

Urgh, they begin kissing once more. | snatch my eyes away and try to keep the
sickness inside. They are so disgusting, | want them gone. | really think they might
start having sex in front of me in amoment, and | can’t stand it.

“Come on, big boy.” Thankfully, Katya grabs Alexander’s hand and she pulls him
from the room. “1 need you right now.”

Asthey go, my heart leaps up into my throat. | lean forward a little bit to see if there
IS anyone around, but it really does look like they have gone up the stairs. Thisis a
trick, surely. They’re fucking with me right now. This is some kind of trap to see if
I’m going to run away once more. The problem is, | realy want to. | really need to
get the hell away once more. And thistime, | need to go and never come back. | need
to get away and not get caught because they’ Il kill me a second time.,

Mind you, if thisisatrap, they will kill meas| try to leave. But if | don’'t go, then I'll
regret it forever. | have to giveit atry. | rise up to my feet, cringing at every noise |
make. | feel sick to my stomach as | start to tiptoe ever so dightly toward the door.
This is the most anxious that |I've ever felt in my whole entire life, but it's also the
most pumped and determined |'ve ever felt in my life. | really need to get the hell
away from this place. | have to get out of here before | end up dead.

Fuck, keep on going, | think desperately as | creep toward the door. Don’'t stop. Think
about Jordan.



Even though | don’t stand a chance of seeing him again—alive, anyway—I keep him
at the forefront of my mind while | creep toward the door. Katya and Alexander are
now making so much noise that | don’t think they’ll be able to hear me, but | still
remain quiet. As | edge toward the door handle with a shaking hand, | feel like this
isit, the end of my life. Surely, as soon as | swing this open, a whole bunch of alarms
will go off and everything will erupt and explode. But that still doesn’'t stop me. |
continue to reach forward, and | open it. Much to my surprise, by some strange
coincidence, nothing happens. The door opens and no noise erupts. That leaves me
nothing to do other than to run. | take off at the speed of light. | move faster than I’ ve
evergone before, even in this stupid ass outfit with my entire body aching from pain.

As | run, I’'m still convinced that someone is going to come after me, that no one is
going to let me go, but | keep on moving and no one comes. Maybe I'm dreaming.
Perhaps I’'m in the middle of some kind of induced nightmare, but | won't let that
stop me. I'll keep on going until something changes, one way or another.
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“lcan’t go home yet,” | suddenly declare to Landon, shocking him nearly as much as
| do myself. “I need to go back to the apartment first. Michelle' s apartment, because |

left some stuff there and it’ sreally important. | have to go.”

“What?’ Landon stares at me in shock. “What are you talking about? We have to go
to your house. That'swhat Max said.”

“l know, but Ineedto go there. You don’'t understand, Landon. We have to go right
now. | have stuff | need to get.”

| need Landon on my side, even if he doesn’'t know what I'm doing, because the



compulsion to get to that apartment is overwhelming. | don’t know what it is, but |
have to get there. | don’t think I left anything there. | feel like | took everything away
already, but | need to get there, tobethere. There might be a clue as to what happened
to Michelle there, and | need answers. Even if sheisn’t the person | thought she was,
| want to know what happened to her. Ineedto know. | can’'t help it.

“But Max said that we weren’'t to go there,” Landon informs me. “He said to keep
away because you got shot.”

“No oneisthere now. No one will be there again. They won’'t make the same mistake
twice. Plus, I'll have you with me.”

| stare at Landon, keeping my eyes on him even if he's pointedly looking at the road
and refusing to see me at all. He doesn’t want to look at me because he knows that
I'[l ' win. I’'ll pull him along to my way of thinking, and he'll end up taking me. But
that’ s exactly why | want him to see me because | goddamn well need him to do what
| want.

“Landon, I’'m going to that apartment at some point whether you come with me or
not. | need to get there. | know that Max is worried about me, but | know exactly
what I’'m doing. | got shot before because | didn’t know that anyone was after me, but
now I'll bemuchmore aware. Y ou used to be a Navy SEAL too, right? So, you know
our training. You know that | can do this.”

“l just don't know what'’s the best thing to do,” he admits. “Because | can see that
you want this, that youneedit, but Max has given me specific instructions... but then,
he also praised your intuition, didn’t he? So maybe we should do this.”

“Please, let’s just do this aready,” | beg. “You don’'t know how important this is to
me. I’m not going to give you any reason to panic. | wouldn’'t do anything to put usin
unnecessary danger. I'm not about that. | just need to get some stuff, that’s all.



Believe me, | don’'t want anything to happen with the Russians either. | just want to
have all of thisover.”

Thank goodness Landon finally gets the hint and asks me for directions to Michelle's
apartment. Relief floods me as we take a new road and head the way that | want us to
go. | can lean backand relax once more, knowing that everything will be sorted soon.
| can be back at that house and finally see everything that | need to... whatever that
might be.

“S0, is this it?’ Landon asks as we pull up outside the building. “This is the place?
Michell€e' s apartment?’

“Yep, thisis it.” My stomach churns as | see it. I'm immediately put on edge. “I
won't be long. Are you coming with me?’

Landon nods and follows me up the stairs without saying anything. I'm sure he's
pretty put out by this, but he can’t be thinking anything like me. | fear that | might
find Michelle inside, with a gun a my head or dead. | don’'t want to see any of that,
but this is my only chance to get to see what's inside. I’'m going to have to witness
whatever it is.

Finaly, I'm at the door and | have to use my key to unlock it. | hear Landon behind
me cocking his gun, but | don’t turn to see him. | don’t want to face him while we're
taking on potential danger. If he needsto shoot... well, what can | do?

“Michelle?’ | make an idiot of myself by calling out her name as soon as we get
inside. | shine a spotlight on me so if she, or any other Russians who might be inside
this building, want to kill me off, then they can do it now. “It's me, Jordan.”

Nothing. | fucking get nothing back, but that doesn’t stop me from continuing to walk
in. | step carefully as | go room to room, trying not to disturb anything, not that there



IS much to disturb. It's been cleaned up since | was shot, by the look of it, and most
things were taken out. If | didn't have the intense memories of me and Michelle in
every single inch of this place making the best memories ever, then | would be hard
pressed to imagine our ever being here. It'stoo weird for words.

“Wait.” Oh, my God, all of a sudden, at a certain spot in the middle of the kitchen, |
stop dead as a memory creeps through me. The one that I’ ve been desperately trying
to get my hands on ever since this first happened. The shooting. “Oh, my God.”

“What? What isit?’ Landon demands. “What the fuck is happening, Jordan? Where
isal of your shit?’

“It wasn't Michelle.” | sink to the floor in relief. “Oh, my God, Landon, it wasn't
Michelle who shot me. It was Kate. The woman who pretended to be an American
spy. She tricked me and then she shot me. She wanted me dead.”
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“What are you talking about?’ Landon sounds nervous now, like | might be losing
my mind. “Who the hell is Kate?’

“She’s the one who told me all about Michelle’'s family.” Oh, no, was that a lie too?
Wait, no, didn’t Max find out that some of that was the truth? Holy hell, now I'm
really confused. “But it might not have been the truth. | don’t know anymore. She
might not have even been American, to be honest. Michelle was great at putting on
the accent, and she might have been too.”

“Right... | see. So, we should get out of here now. If there is nothing else for you to
do here...”

“No, Landon, we need to find Michelle,” | insist. “If she isn't the one who shot me,
then she's in trouble somewhere. | have to find her. | need to find out where the
Russians took her and what they have done to her. You need to help me.”

“No way.” Landon shakes his head hard. “I’m not going along with that. Max doesn’t
trust her, so we can’'t do that.”

“It doesn’'t matter. Max doesn’'t understand what's going on here. What about my
instincts? He trusted me before and wouldnow do the same thing again. He would if
he knew about this. | was trusted to take care of her. That was my job, and | can’t just
let her die. Has anyone that you have ever been tasked to take care of died? No, and
you would hateit.”

“But if | let you go, then you might die. Don’t forget I’ m supposed to be in charge of
you right now. Y ou can’'t do this.”



| won't listen to Landon. | really don’t care right now. | know that | came here for a
reason, and the reason was to realize that Michelle isn’t the bad guy here, but instead,
the person who needs saving. | might have been the one who was shot, but she's the
one who needs me now. | have to run to her, even if | don’t know where I’m going. |
have to save her.

I’m in charge of her. Her lifeisin my hands, but it’s also because I’ m pretty sure that
I’m in love with her. This has all heightened everything and made me readlize that |
might just love her more than | would normally admit. | love her and want her aive. |
want her to survive even if | don’'t. She is so fucking important to me that | can’t not
help her.

“I’mnotletting you go.” Landon grabs onto me hard. “I can’'t allow you to do this.
Thisis dangerous.”

“lI know, but sometimes, things are more complicated than that. | need to help
Michelle.”

“Oh, my God, you love her.” Landon’s grip loosens just a little bit. “I can see it in
your eyes. You love her.”

| can't deny this to Landon, not when it’'s clearly written all over me. He might go
back to Max with this information and cause me to lose everything, but I'm over the
edge now. I’ ve lost my mind and there’ s no going back.

“Landon, | need to save Michelle. You don’'t understand. | have to save her wherever
sheis. | don't expect you to come with me if you don’t want to. | know this is wild
and dangerous, and | know Max will kill me, but | haveto. | haveto.”

It takes a couple of moments, but Landon finaly relents. Thankfully, he gets what |
mean and that there’'s no turning back from this. He nods and lets me run off from



him. | don’t know whether he’s coming with me or not, but it doesn’t matter.

“Jordan?’

Oh, my God. | really must be losing my fucking mind right now. There is nowaythat
this is happening. | don’t know what has caused this crazy vision, but I'm loving it.
It's Michelle and sheis running toward me.

“Jordan, oh, my God.”

| open my arms wide and wait for her to come racing into them. She slams against
me, and | wrap my arms around her to hold her tight. | don’t know what’s real and
what’ s invented in my head, but holding on to her feels good. So good. Thisisn't the
version of Michelle that | remember so well. She's in the crazy, sexy things the
Russians gave her, and she’'s messy and shaking, crying. This is a weird version of
the happy reunion that | would like, but it feels nice.

“Holy shit, what the hell is happening here?’ Landon snaps, breaking the magic of
the moment. “Is that her?’

| pull back to stare at my brand-new friend, wondering what this means. If he can see
Michelle too, then maybe this is realy happening. That’s insane. Somehow, fate has

dragged us both away from danger and back together once more.

“This is Michelle” | show her to Landon. “She’'s here. We don't need to go
anywhere. She' s here and safe.”

“Is anyone following you?’ Landon glances behind her. “ Should we be worried about
this?

“l don't know. | ran away. | don’'t think anyone is chasing me, though. But | don’t



think we should stay here long because thisis the first place they might come looking
for me, if that’s what they want.”

“Then why the hell did you come here?” Landon snaps. “Why didn't you go
anywhere else?’

“Because | needed to find Jordan. | needed to be back with him. | can’t be without

him.
We lock eyes, and | feel the love surging between us, the feelings that we share but

haven't yet found a way to vocalize. But hopefully, at some point, we will. If we get
out of thisalive, that is...

26
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I’m dead, | have to be,l try to remind myself as some guy takes us to Jordan’s home
and hopefully away from where anyone can find us. Although | suppose | might not
be dead, that might well be a bit extreme. | could just be sleeping or knocked out. All
| know for sure is that this can’t be real because Katya shot Jordan. She killed him
and is after Max next.
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“What's happening here?” | murmur as | sidle in closer to Jordan. My God, he still
smells as wonderful as he always did. My imagination is pretty wonderful when it
comes to bringing up the only man I’ ve ever truly cared about. “ Thisis magic.”

“We'll talk when we get back to my place.” Jordan’'s voice is stiff, but his touch is
soft and caring. Just as it was when he insisted on checking me over for tracking
devicesinstead of Landon. “Then we can clear the air about everything.”

Even if I'm dead or just in my happy place to escape Alexander and Katya, at |east
I’'m with Jordan. Everything feels absolutely wonderful because I'm with him. |
honestly don’t feel like anything could harm me right now. | even feel comfortable
enough to allow my eyes to dlide closed and the weariness toovercome me for alittle
while. My brain is exhausted, my body even more so. | need to just shut down for a
little while, even if | don’t really want to miss a moment with Jordan.

“l till don't know about this,” the other man, | think Jordan caled him Landon,
declares | guess the moment he thinks I’ ve crashed out. “I know your memory says
differently, but everyone thinks Michelle shot you. Are you sure you can trust her?”

| stiffen because | know this answer means everything. Max’ s not trusting me makes
sense because even with our bond, the way that Alexander and Katya can manipulate
things s ridiculous. But Jordan should know me on a different level. If he thinks that
after everything we went through, | would pull a trigger and try to kill him, then
everything will shift in abad way.

“l trust her.” Jordan pulls me a little closer. “I know it was Kate who shot me.
Michelleisavictimin this.”



Urgh, ‘Kate' got to Jordan with her bullshit lies. | absolutely hate her and would love
nothing more than to never see that bitch again. | don’t want to see any of them for
the rest of my life, and not just because I'll end up dead. | was swimming aong,
thinking that my life was amazing and everything was going to be just fine. | should
have known that Alexander wouldn't alow that to happen. Just as he isn't going to
like the way that | walked out on them so easily. My God, they will be fuming. And
all because they couldn’t keep their hands off one another for afew moments to make
aplan...

“Michelle.” | must have actually fallen asleep by accident because soon, Jordan is
shaking me awake. “We're here.”

I’m bleary-eyed and a little confused as | stagger out of the car, but Jordan holds my
hand and leads me inside. Landon comeswith us, but | feel now like he might be
trying to blend into the background rather than intimidate me. Poor guy, he probably
has no real ideawhat he’'s walked into here. It’s a shit show and he should run now if
he can...

“1’m going to make some coffees,” Landon declares tactfully once we get inside. “ So,
I’'m here if you need me, but | feel like you guys might be needing a private
conversation on your own. There' sclearly alot to sort out here.”

“Thank you.” Jordan pats him on the shoulder. “We'll be fine in here. But |
appreciate it.” As soon as Landon is gone, he turns to me. “Landon is my protection
at the moment. Max is really worried because | got shot. But I’'m okay, as you can

See.

“You survived the shooting. I'm so happy.” Tears erupt from my eyes, but this time
they are happy ones. “Katya told me that she killed you, and | really felt like it was
the end of my life. | never wanted anything bad to happen to you.”



“KatyaisKate?’ | nod. “Right, | see. So, she was lying about everything that she told
me... or some of it, anyway.”

He gives me a pointed look which makes me anxious. | haven't exactly spilled the
beans about everything, even to Max. | didn’t want to make this a more dangerous
situation than it already was, but now my days of locking myself away seem to be
over. | hang my head low and suck in afew deep breaths, trying to prepare myself for
what comes next. To be truthful, finally.

“l don’'t know exactly what she told you, but I'll tell you everything now. | wasn't
keeping things from you on purpose.”

“That doesn’'t matter.” His arms fold defensively across his chest. “You need to be
honest with me now. It’s hard enough to protect someone, but when you're trying to
do it without all theinformation, it becomes impossible. A lot of what happened here
could have been avoided if we knew everything. | wouldn’'t have been distracted so
you couldn’t have been taken.”

There's akindness to histone even if heis being a bit firm with me, and to be honest,
| do understand. I’m to blame for alot of what went down because | kept parts of my
life away. But just because they are in Russia, it doesn’t mean they can’t get me here.
If the last couple of days have taught me anything, it’ s that. | need to find away to be
honest at |ast.

“My father works for the Russian government. | don’t know if you are aware of that
yet?’ He doesn’'t look shocked, so Katya has obviously worked that onein. | bet she
made it sound really bad on my behalf, too. Fucking hell, this is why you don’t let
other people control your narrative. | get that now. “Well, he worked hard and
eventually moved his way up through the ranks. Only, he wasn't happy. He
discovered corruption in certain departments, which doesn’t work with his morals at
al. He has strong beliefs in the way that things should be done, and that involves



following therules at all times.”

| can’t look at Jordan. Thisisall dragging up so many painful memories, | can hardly
breathe under the pressure of them. | take a few moments to gather myself, during
which time Landon brings in coffees but makes his escape from the thick tension just
asrapidly. | don’'t blame him. | wouldn’t mind making an escape either if | could.

“So, my father tried to sort things out,” | eventually continue. “He attempted to get
things on the right path but couldn’t do it. No one would listen to him, so then he
made the mistake of threatening to expose the corruption, which is when... which is
when...” My God, | can hardly breathe. This is agonizing. “Which is when my
mother died. They killed her, I’'m sure of it.”

“Oh, no. I’'m so sorry.” Jordan slides closer to me and rests his hand reassuringly on
my back. “That’s horrible. | can’t even begin to imagine what that must have been
like for you. For that to happen because your dad wanted to do the right thing...”

“Well, it wasn't enough,” | growl back. “It wasn't enough of a punishment,
apparently. They didn’t think that would make him step in line, so they turned their
attention to me and my brother instead. They forced my brother into a dangerous
military position, so we don’'t even know whether he's still alive or not. He' s been out
of contact for years, and they brought me into the spy business. My father tried to
stop it because he knew that would be dangerous and would send me to America, but
he had lost al his power by that point. Now, he'sjust afigurehead, basically, who has
to do what istold of him.”

| break down because it’s so much to take in, and Jordan envelopes me in his arms.
At least | have this reminder that I’m not alone anymore. That's all my father asked
for me when he knew that | was being sent away. He wanted me to escape and to find
happiness because he hates the idea that he' s ruined my life. | still want to do that for
him. | want nothing more than to be able to make my dad proud and to see that he



didn’t do the wrong thing, eveniif it'll alwaysfeel likeit.

He might never get to see meliving my new life, but | have a feeling that deep down,
he'll senseit. He' |l know. I’m the last one of us who has a chance, unless my brother
somehow escapes the military, but | don't know if that's even possible, so | have to
do it for everyone. | owe it to all of them to at least give life atry, don’'t I”? Especially
if Jordan wants me.

“Oh!” | suddenly remember another awful part of what happened in Russia. “There
was also aweird wedding ceremony in Russia a little while before | came here. They
staged aceremony between me and a Russian noble who's well known for being
abusive and a playboy. No paperwork was signed, so nothing could be legitimate. It
was just to show Dad that they can do anything and he has no control over his family
anymore. It was utter bullshit. | got away before anything could happen between me
and that gross man. It was all just a sham that didn’t matter anyway.” | shudder. “But
it was awful.”

“That sounds awful,” he concedes. “And messy too. But how did you manage to get
away thistime around?’

“l was sent to do a job, to seduce a man and steal some documents. Luckily, no
seduction needed to take place and | didn’t even take al the right documents.” God,
that was arisk, but agood one, | believe. “I took enough for Alexander to believe that
I’d done it, but | left all the really sensitive information behind. Alexander and
Katya... | think because they kept threatening to have my father killed, they thought
that | wouldn’t try anything. They got sloppy, and | ran. But they might come after
me and my dad... he really could be in danger, too.” Everything tightens inside me. |
haven't really considered what might have happened to my father until now, but it
hurts. He wants to protect me, and | want to protect him right back, but it's so
challenging from other ends of the fucking world. “I don't know what’s going to
happen next, and I’ m really scared, Jordan.”



“We need to see Max,” he replies defiantly. “Max will know what to do. He'll fix
everything that he can. You know what he's like, a freaking expert in al this stuff.
I'll call Landon now and I’'ll get us to the office. We can figure things out from
there.”

I’m nervous as al hell. But then | have alot of reasons to be anxious right now, alot
of lives on the line. But I’m ready to take action to do whatever needs to be done. |
didn’t risk everythingjust to fall at the first hurdle now. | need to pick myself up and
keep on fighting until the very end... whatever that might be.

27
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JORDAN

“Have you heard any news yet?’ Michelle asks me as she slides closer to me on the
couch. “Has Max been in touch?’

My cellphone is about the only thing connecting us to the outside world from the
safehouse we're existing in for the time being to keep us away from the dangers the
rest of the world holds. I love this place. It’s honestly the loveliest, most remote place
in the world, and | could live here forever with Michelle. | was nervous at first. |
didn’t know what it would be like, but thisis perfect. It's made us so much closer and
so much happier with one another. After everything we' ve suffered, we need this.

“Not yet, no. I'll let you know as soon as | do. He and Landon are working day and
night, though. The rest of them too.”

“It must be hard.” Michelle pouts out her bottom lip. “I feel bad, to be honest.
Knowing that some of them are trying to help get my father out of his horrible
situation, some are trying to locate my brother, and others are sorting out the mess
Alexander and Katya are trying to create in this country. It's a nightmare, I’'m sure. |
feel bad hiding out here away from it all.”

“That's al we can do,” | remind her. “I don’t like it either. I’'m much more used to
being smack bang in the middle of the action, but we'll be making it more dangerous
if we don’t hide out. Plus, between us, we' ve paid Max enough for this work.”

“1 didnotwant you to sell your house to help me out,” she argues, yet again as if this
isn’t something we' ve covered a million times. “It makes me very uncomfortable that



you don’'t have anywhere to go back to. | don't like it.”

| can't stop a giant smile from spreading across my face. Selling my home for
Michelle was the easiest decision I've ever had to make. | didn’t even think twice.
Max didn’'t need it to happen either. He wasn’t pushing for it or anything, but | just
knew that | wanted to play my part. | don't need a home in a city far away when |
have Michelle. | prefer to keep her safe. Plus, | have plenty of cash in the bank from
my Navy SEALSs career, so I'll be able to start over again when the time comes.

“l want to try and make sure that your whole family is safe. Thisisn't just about us
anymore. We have to try, don’'t you think?’ | hold her tightly. “From what you’ve
told me, your father has been through enough. He's lost everything just because he
tried to do the right thing. A man like that doesn’'t deserve to be tortured anymore.
Thisisthe right thing to do.”

Michelle cups my cheeks and pulls me in for a sweet kiss. “You are a good man,
Jordan Miller.”

| know that al this waiting is hard on her, though, not the remote location away from
the rest of the world—she loves that part—but the not knowing when it comes to the
people in her life. | can try and distract her as much as | like, but it isn’'t going to
change that. | can't take the worry away from her. Until | get updates from Max,
we'rein limbo.

“Did you want to take a little walk?’ | ask her while pointing to the endless fields
behind our little home. “Get some fresh air?’

In the city, the idea of being outside used to scare the living shit out of her, but here,
she loves it. There aren’t any other people for absolutely miles, which means we can
walk about freely and enjoy nature in a cam and collected way without the worry of
anyone even saying hello to us. At this point, where we now know that we were



watched from afar and we didn’t notice it, we're wary of anyone, so this is perfect.
Michelle nods happily and agrees that a walk is what we both need.

“Yes, | could definitely use some fresh air. | think being stuck inside just waiting is
starting to drive me crazy.”

There is such an ease between us as | take Michelle’'s hand and lead her outside.
Being together these daysis as natural as breathing. There isn’'t a scrap of uncertainty
between us at all. We know one another better now, we understand each other, so the
feelings continue to grow. The fiery passion also remains, intensifying every day,
which only makes this a million times better. If I'd known that this was what a
relationship could fed like, then | wouldn’t have put it off for aslong as| did.

Then again, maybe that all happened for a reason. | had to wait so that | could
eventually find Michelle.

“1 think I could live in the countryside, you know,” she murmurs happily as the sun
washes all over her gorgeous skin. The honey tones are back in her hair now. She's
dliding back into being a blonde, which is assisted by the sunshine, but it doesn’t
matter so much anymore. Hiding her appearance never changed things anyway, so
it's better for her to be herself.

“Maybe that’ s something you should think about once all of thisisover,” | reply idly.
Right now, while we're here in this glorious moment surrounded by greenery and
only the sound of the birds chirping, | could live this life too. “Y ou can do whatever
you want then, can’t you? Y ou can finally reinvent your life in whatever way you see
fit. Whatever makes you happy.”

| know she hasn’'t had much chance to put her own happiness first before, which
makes me want it for her even more. Michelle Lebedev deserves that sort of
happiness more than anyone I’ ve ever met in my life.



“That was your phone.” | was so distracted, looking into her eyes and considering her
happiness, that | didn’t hear the one thing we're waiting for, the thing it feels like we
have been listening out for forever. “Oh, my God, that might be an update.”

All the color drains from her cheeks as | pull my phone out. I'm shaking too,
wondering what this will be. Michelle needs some good news now, and | know |
won't get any wishy washy details from Max to confuse us. He' Il only let us know
when things are finalized and sorted out one way or another. | can barely stand to
look at what’ s written in front of me.

“Oh, God.” Relief floods me. This is one part of things solved and it's good news.
“Alexander and Katya, plus two other accomplices which they have been working
with, have been arrested. They are currently locked up injail.”

Michelle’'s face relaxes and she nods happily before everything tenses up again. |
suppose that reaction makes sense. It's good news for her, but it doesn’'t give her any
news on her family yet. | guess we' |l have to wait some more for that.

“Good, they deserve to be locked up. And is everything okay for Buck? | mean, with
the documents they found on them.”

“They didn’t have anything useful, Max says, but they had enough to get arrested.
Buck should be fine.”

Poor old disgusting Buck. Urgh, that story made me feel a bit sick as Michelle told it
to me, but it soon died down into a sad tale of two people who were in situations they
couldn’t control. | get why Michelle isworried about the poor guy.

“Oh, wait, something else is coming through...” It takes a couple of moments before
the next message arrives. It's about Michelle's father and is a lot to scroll through.
From the corner of my eye, | can see Michelle trembling the whole time. “Okay.” Oh,



God, thisisn't going to be received quite so well.

“They have met with your father and tried to discuss plans with him, but he has
resisted leaving. He doesn’'t want to create more drama than he aready has, so he's
content to stay where he is as long as he knows that you are safe and happy. It's been
communicated with him that you are. Now, he only wants to stay in touch with
anyone related to Max’s company to hear about his son when they get news. He
wants his children to be safe.”

“l see.” Michelle sags forward dlightly. “Y ou know, | kinda expected this outcome, to
be honest. | didn’t think it would be easy for him to walk away from his position,
considering how under stress and surveillance heis al the time, but still...” She sighs
loudly. “It's sad, but | do know that all he wants is for his kids to be happy. | guess
that’s all we can do.”

“Are... are you sure?’ | stammer back. “Because | can get them to fight harder if
that’s what you want.”



Page 35

Source Creation Date: June 24, 2025, 8:03 am

“No, thisis hisdecision and | have to respect that. | think it's all he can do, anyway. |
appreciate that.”

| hold her against my chest, anyway, understanding this must be area challenge for
her. It's a shame for things not to work out as she wanted, but | guess we can’t always
get what we want out of life. We have to just make the best of what we do get.

“Has there been any news about my brother yet?’ She pulls back to look at me. “It’s
okay if thereisn’t...”

“Not yet, but I'm sure there will be soon.” | have to admit that makes me nervous. |
would have thought he' d be the easiest one to track down of them all. “Let’s carry on
walking for amoment, shall we? See what happens.”

“Wait.” Michelle pulls on my hand and keeps me in place. “I have something to say
to you first.” Something about the seriousness of her tone halts me in place. “I’'ve
wanted to say it for awhile and | don’t really know why | haven't yet. But Jordan, |
love you.” She lets out alittle giggle as that flies free. “Wow, it feels good to finally
say that aloud. | love you, Jordan Miller. You have been a wonderful person to me
through al of this, and it's made me fall head over heelsfor you.”

“You do?’ Oh, my God, that makes me feel amazing. “Because I’ ve been holding
back from telling you that | love you too. | don't know why | haven't said it aside
from not wanting to freak you out or add on more pressure. But | do. | love you.”

We lock eyes for a few moments and just stare at one another, just relishing in this
brand-new love for one another. It's freeing to hear the words, to know that we're



both in the same boat.

There is nothing left to worry about now, nothing left holding us back. I mean, the
situation is till around us, but for me andMichelle, we have found a place where we
can finally be happy. Happy and in love at long last. That overshadows everything
else for the moment. That's all we need in this moment. With one another, we can
survive anything.

“Come here. | need to kissyou.” | laugh. “I love you so much, Michelle Lebedev.”

Her lips crash to mine, and we lose one another in the most intense kiss | think we've
ever shared. The future has always been a little bit on edge for the pair of us. We've
never quite known what will happen next, but with love, at least | can be sure that we
will navigate it together.

28

MICHELLE

The kiss degpens and my heart begins to pound. All of a sudden, the atmosphere
amps up about ten levels as Jordan’s hands hook around my waist, resting just above
my ass, making me wish that his fingers would edge that little bit lower down. | know
we're out in public, in the middle of a field, but it doesn't realy feel that way.
There's never anyone around. Being here is like living on my own little island, so
why can’t the passion grip onto us? Why can’'t we have fun and celebrate the good
news that we've had today? Sure, not everything has worked out exactly as | would
want it to, but it’s positive. It’ s good.

“Mmm, you're being a bit cheeky now, aren't you?’ he mutters as | nibble on his
lower lip. “I like this side of you.”



“WEell, | thought that you and | could have some fun.” | shoot him a wink. “Since
we're in our own little world here.”

He glances around, confirming what | already knew, that there isn’t anyone around.
As soon as he spots this, a dirty twinkle glints in his eyes, and | know that he'sin. |
hook my hand around the back of his neck and drag him back to me so we cankiss
some more. This time, as his tongue snakes between my lips, fireworks explode
because | know it's headed somewhere. Somewhere electric. | tug him and pull him
back with me until I hit atree behind me, which iswhat I’'m aiming for. Although I'm
expecting this to happen, it still knocks the wind right out of me. I'm left breathless
and gasping, needy for more.

“Are you okay?’ Jordan asks me in between kisses, but what | love best about thisis
the fact that he can’'t bear to be separated from me long enough to really check in on
me. He'son fireand | loveit. “You're not hurt?’

“I'm fine.” My head lolls to the side as desire grips me. Jordan’s mouth travels down
my throat and over my collarbone. Electrical bolts of desire rocket al the way
through me as he does. “Better than fine, actually. I’m incredible.”

His fingers edge the underneath of my skirt and slowly upward to where I'm
throbbing for him, aching to be touched. I’m not messing around. | need him now, so
| press my foot to the trunk of the tree and part my thighs for him. Jordan’s
gorgeously velvety fingers massage me on the outside of my panties, brushing the
lace over my already hypersensitive clit until it's buzzing so ferocioudly | can’t take it
anymore. | arch my back and roll my hips toward him while begging him for more.

“Oh, shit.” The lace istugged to one side in a heartbeat. The fingers | ache for plunge
inside me. Jordan explores me deeply until | have absolutely no control over the
sounds rumbling in my throat. I'm a fucking mess already, and | need more.



“Fuck, Jordan.” | grab him and kiss him hard, alowing my deep passion to shine
through as he brushes his thumb over my clit with every single thrust of his hand. The
heat of the sunshine, combined with all the nature surrounding us, constantlyreminds
us that this is taboo and risky. Even if we have very little chance ofreallygetting
caught, it intensifies everything. The sensations currently careering through my body
are as powerful as a storm cloud, dragging me deep into pleasure.

| can’t stop it from coming. There'sno way | can stop the orgasm from gripping on to
me and driving me insane. It hits me hard and fast. It ams into me from every angle
and leaves me screaming and breathless al at once. It’s a tsunami of burning hot bliss
which | want to keep rolling over me in waves forever. I’'m seeing fucking stars, it
feels so good. ..

“Jordan, oh, my God.” | grab onto him as the pleasure stops fizzing quite so
powerfully. At the moment, | can grip onto my thoughts for long enough to take
control. | delight in holding his thick, muscular shoulders in my hands and spinning
him back to push him up against the tree. His eyes pop open in surprise, but he
doesn't fight this. He knows he'll like what’ s next...

“Michelle, you redlly are the most beautiful woman I’ ve ever seen,” he murmurs with
his gaze half-lidded and his hands knotting themselves up in my hair. “I thought that
from the very first time | laid eyes on you, that you are a goddess.”

“But you didn’'t like me then,” | remind him as | playfully nip the exposed skin on his
throat. “Don’t you remember?”’

“1 didn't have to like you or trust you to think that you were mind-blowingly sexy.
The danger came when | realized that you were a nice person too. That’s when | was

hopeless for you and | began to fall in love with you.”

Love. A part of me can’t believe that it's taken us this long to get our feelings out



there, but another bit of me is shocked that themoment is upon us. | love him and he
loves me. What a crazy outcome from all of this.

With a playful smile on my lips and my eyes locked on his, | drop to my knees in
front of him. Jordan gasps and mutters something, but I’'m far too caught up in the
moment to pick any of his words up. Not that it matters. | can get the gist of it. He
wants me badly, nearly as much as | need him, and he can’'t wait to be inside me. |
know Jordan well enough now to know exactly what he’s thinking without his having
to say adamn thing. Especialy when it comesto our sex life.

| take my time unzipping his trousers, teasing him by running my fingers along his
thick, throbbing cock. The moans of pleasure rocket from him. It seems like Jordan is
on the edge already, which only thrills me even more. His eyes fix intently on me as |
dlide his trousers down ever so dlightly and drag his erection from its material prison.
He' s no longer concerned whether anyone is out there looking in on us. He's centered
in on me and what’ s going to happen next.

Slowly, delicately, | stroke his length, watching intently as his face contorts in
pleasure. Every pump of my fist excites him, as does my breath tickling him the
nearer | move my head. Any minute now, my lips will connect with him in the way
that | just know he loves, and Jordan can barely stand it. There’s a deep tremor racing
through his body already. He' s on fire.
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“Oh, Michelle,” he gruntsas| finally grace him with alittle kiss. Just atiny one at his
tip, but 1 make sure to dart my tongue out to set the flames blazing. “Fucking hell,
Michelle, you have no idea what you’ re doing to me right now.”

| kiss some more, up and down his length, every so often darting out my tongue to
lick over him. As aways, he tastes fuckingdelicious. Masculine, sweet, salty, like the
man | want to spend the rest of my life with. As much as | continually want to tease
him, | need to taste more. | yearn to have him deep within my lips, fucking my throat,
so | part my lips and take him all the way in.

“Oh, fuck,” Jordan groans as his thighs stiffen with bliss. I'm pretty sure his toes are
curling aready. “Oh, my God, Michelle.”

| bob my head up and down, swirling my tongue around him as | do, delighting in
every scrap of him that | can taste. He moans and grunts, and there are times when he
calls out my name over and over again, which only causes more of a burning between
my thighs. He might have already sated me, but it isn't enough. It's never enough
with Jordan. He basically turns me into an animal. No matter what he gives me, |
always need so much more, and that’ s the same right here.

“1 need you,” | gasp as | yank my mouth away from him. Jordan is bleary-eyed and
clearly shocked, which makes me feel bad. He was probably close to the edge then,
and | fucked things up, but | can't help myself. | need him right now. “Fuck me,
Jordan.”

Thankfully, he’s awell-trained man who doesn’t need to be asked twice. He positions
me facing up against the tree so | can splay my palms over it and use it as something



to grip onto if | need to while he stands behind me and shoves my panties to one side
once more so | can feel him teasing my entrance. He wants me, but he loves driving
me insane first.

| slam back against him, taking him al the way inside, and straight away, | find
myself yelling with pleasure al over again. Each thrust is more powerful and
overwhelming than the last one, which has us both screaming out with bliss in
moments. My knees knock together, and it’s damn near impossible tokeep myself up
this time around, the orgasm is so intense, but somehow, | just about manage it and
I’m quite convinced it might have something to do with that special L word floating
around today.

He loves me, | tell myself excitedly as we crash to the grass in a heap, spent and
exhausted but happy too. Jordan Miller loves me and | love him too. Once upon a
time, he pretended to be my husband. One day, he might be for redl...

“It really is pretty beautiful here, isn't it?’ Jordan muses once he gets his breath back
totalk. “I would loveto live here.”

| turn to face him, relishing in cuddling up beside him and knowing that he's mine.
“What about your lifein the city, though?’

“Well, | don’t exactly have a home there anymore, do |7’ he teases, even though he
knows | hate that he went that far for me. It makes me nervous to know that he gave
up so much. “And | already told you | wouldn’'t do the job if | had someone |
loved...”

| pull my head up to stare at him because Ireallyneed to know what he means here.
“So, what are you saying?’

He shrugs one shoulder. “I’'m saying we can do whatever you want to from here. We



can go and be wherever you want after all of thisis over. Y ou probably don’t want to
be back there with all of those bad memories, anyway, so why don’'t we start again
somewhere? Build a new life together where it can just be me and you, and no one
will know where to look for us?’

| have to admit that the idea of hiding away somewhere in America is al too
appealing for me. Even with Alexander and the others gone, I'll never know if it's
really over until I'm somewhere | can feel safe. Jordan is so wonderful that

he swilling to come with me. Of course he is since he' s the best person I’ ve ever met
inmy life.

“S0, we're going to have an adventure?’ | ask him excitedly. “Me and you against the
world?’

“l love the sound of that, don’'t you? Who knows what will happen? But we can
guarantee that it's going to be better than what we' ve been through before. Without
anyone after us, we can live out whatever dream we want.”

WEell, now my brain is spinning with excitement and ideas are coming to me hard and
fast. How perfect does that sound? It’s even better than the American dream which |
came here to chase. It’'s everything to me.

29

JORDAN

Three Months L ater ...

Ring, ring... Ring, ring... Ring, ring...

It's been such a long time since my old work cellphone rang that | almost don't



recognize it when it blasts through my brand-new home. I’'ve been keeping the
battery charged for obvious reasons, because not all the loose ends are tied up yet, but
| wasn't expecting to hear from anyone today. It makes me a little anxious, actualy,
because | don’t know what to expect.

“Hi, Max.” | cough awkwardly, trying to clear my throat, but I’m sure he knows the
nerves are there. “How are you?’

“I’m good, Jordan,” he replies in a tone so warm and friendly it allows me to relax
just alittle bit. “Things are busy here, as always. There is aways so much going on,
you know how it is. But it's good. How are you and Michelle?’

| can’t believe how well he took our being together. | really thought that | wasin for a
real shit show, but it didn't happen.Aside from the fact that | promised Michelle |
wouldn’t do the work anymore, Max is the boss | would work for forever.

“We're good. Michelle is at work at the moment. She loves the office job she has
now, so she’'s doing well.”

She’'s made so many friends at her new place, more than she did during her one day at
the previous office with Sally, and she's excelling in her work. I've never seen
Michelle so happy. She adores our small-town home, too. We get the best of both
worlds, the countryside but surrounded by people too. We aren’t in a place as remote
as our safehouse. It’s perfect.

“Good, I'm glad to hear it. And your job is good too? | bet it's a change, security for
afinance company.”

“It's not as exciting, I'll admit that.” | laugh. “But it's much less life-threatening. |
haven’t been shot yet.”



“Well, that's always good. It's nice to hear you're both in a good place, that’s for
sure. But there is something | want to talk to you about, which | guess you'’ ve already
picked up on by now. We located Michell€' s brother at last.”
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My blood runs cold. | expect the worst. | don’'t know how Michelle will take bad
news. I’ ve attempted to broach the subject with her just in case she does find out that
he' s no longer alive, but she hasn’t wanted to think about it. She doesn’t want to give
up hope. If that’s shattered today, | can’t even begin to imagine how she'll take it. It
won't be good, though.

“He's fine,” Max finally confirms happily, making my head spin with the news. |
didn’t dare to dream this was possible, but it is. “Still in the military, in secret
divisions, which is why it's taken us such a long time to find him, but he's doing
well. Reallywell, actually. He might have been forced into that job, but he's worked
hard and earned respect. He is very happy where heis.”

“Oh, wow.” | sink into the couch and rake my fingers through my hair. “That’s
amazing, Max. | don’t know what to say...”

“It's good, it's al fantastic news, isn't it? After such a shitty time you've had, it's
nice for you to get some positivity.”

“Itis. Thisisjust... it'sincredible. | can't wait for Michelle to come back so | can tell
her. She'll be so pleased.”

“Unfortunately, | can’t get communication to him from Michelle because of his
position, for the time being.”

“She’ll understand that, don’t you worry. Thank you so much for this, Max. Y ou have
no ideawhat it means.”



For me and Michelle, this is the last puzzle piece, the one thing that we have been
waiting on ever since we started trying to find our new life. With this closure and a
positive outcome, | just know that we can put the past behind us properly at long last
and begin looking toward the future. It's something that we' ve been talking about and
wanting to happen for a while now, but this is the moment we can really do it. We
can start looking toward everything that we' ve wanted at |ast.

“I’ll keep in touch with you, Jordan,” Max promises me. “I can’t call you al the time,
you know how busy life gets, but I’'ll talk to you as and when | can. | want to know
how things are going with you. We might have only worked directly together for a
short while, but | care about you. Both of you. | want to know that the pair of you are
okay. And if you ever need anything...”

“Same.” I'm a little choked up, to be honest, but | need Max to know that the
sentiment goes both ways. “Definitely.”

We talk for alittle while longer, but at the time | hang up the phone, it feels like the
end of an era has hit. That whole area of my life is long gone, behind me at last,
which means certain things that I’ ve been planning have finaly arrived. It's time, at
long last, for me to seal the bond between us at last. It might seem soon for us to be
considering such a serious future from an outsider’s perspective, but for me and
Michelle, it feels like we have been holding off forever. It’stime. At last.

| set about putting my plan into action right away, not wanting to hold off for another
second longer. Everything is ready already. | can do it all myself... well, mostly. But
luckily, | have agood friend at work, Dennis Walker, who knows | might need him at
the drop of a hat, so | put in a cal to him and tell him it's time at last. Things are
rolling in theright direction...

She's here.My heart skips a beat as | hear the door clicking open. Michelle is back
from work at long last, and she has no idea what will face her. Excitement blooms in



my chest as | just know how much she’s going to love this. It’ll be amazing.

“Honey, I'm hooome,” she calls out in a teasing sing-song tone of voice. “Oh, my
goodness, what aday...”

Her words trail off as she takes alook around at the room which is all decorated with
hearts, rose petals, and flowers everywhere. Sweet music plays softly, and she drinks
me in wearing my finest suit. She's stunned to the core.

“Michelle, | have some good news.” | step closer to her with a small smile playing on
my lips. “Some great news, actually. Maxhas found your brother, alive and well,
really loving hislife in the military. Everything is good there.”

“It is?” Happy tears fill her eyes. “Oh, my God, | was starting to think that we
wouldneverfind out about him. That's incredible. So, he's okay in the military? He
doesn’t want to leave or anything like that? He doesn’t need to be rescued?’

“Not at all. He' sreally happy.” | feel my own eyes well up too. “He s really enjoying
what he'sdoing.”

“Oh, wow.” She clingsto me. | hold her tightly so she doesn’t stumble and fall. This
has taken the wind out of her sals, but in a good way. Relief is flooding her
completely. This has been plaguing her for far too long. “That’s awesome, Jordan.
Thank you so much. | would never have found that out if it weren’t for you. You
pushed Max and got the truth for me.”

She leans into me, and | hold her tightly. We bask in this moment for a little while,
enjoying thiswin. It feels incredible to have this wonderful news surging between us

and pushing us forward into the future that we have always wanted.

“Did you do al of this to celebrate my brother?” Michelle asks. “Because this is



incredible. It'salot, though...”

“Well, we do need to celebrate that because it’'s the last puzzle piece, isn't it? You
might not be able to see your father and brother at the moment, but finally, you know
that they are okay. Alexander and his circle of spies won't be getting out of jail
anytime soon, and your family are doing just fine. Thisis abrilliant day for us, don’t
you think? One of the best ever.”

“1t’ sthe first step for properly putting everything behind us, | suppose.” She nods and
giggles. “My God, | never thought thatthis day would come. | can’'t quite wrap my
head around it at the moment. | can’t process it yet.”

| step back and give her alittle break so she can catch her breath before we turn our
attention to the next topic.

“Areyou okay?’ | hold onto her shouldersas | check in on her. “Do you need a drink
or anything like that?’

She nods eagerly, so | hand her a glass of water and wait while she glugs it down. As
soon as the glass hits the table, | take the moment to drop down onto one knee and
hold up the ring box for her to see. Again, Michelle gasps, and she claps her hand to
her mouth as if she can't quite believe it. Her eyes amost pop out of her head in
shock.

“What isthis?’ she gushes as her eyes run over my face. “Oh, my God, is this what |
think it is?’

“Michelle Lebedev, | love you,” | begin, my voice already getting choked up with
emotion. “I’ve loved you for a very long time. You have changed my life in every
way possible and made it so much better. | didn’t know how happy | could be until |
met you.” She's tearing up now, and | might well be too. “Y ou have inspired me and



made my life incredible. | don't ever want this to end. | want our love to last a
lifetime, starting today, so what I’'m really asking iswill you marry me?’

“You want me to be your wife?’ she stammers, hardly able to talk in her shock. “Are
you serious?’

“Of course | do. | would love nothing more than to be your husband. Thislove... it's
unlike anything I’ ve ever experienced before, and | want this to be my reality for the
rest of my life. I’'m hoping that you might want that too.”
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“l do.” She leans down onto her knees too and grabs my face to kiss me. “Oh, my
God, | do. | would love nothing more than to be Michelle Miller for real, this time
around. | can’'t believe you want me to be your wife. I'm so happy.”

| slide the ring on her finger and lift her upward. “Actually, | have something to show
you, if you'd like.”

She cocks an eyebrow at me. “Oh, my goodness, you have more surprises? | don't
know if | can takeit.”

| take her hand, admiring the ring on her finger and loving how it feels to have it
there as | lead her toward the back yard. There we find Daniel, who's ordained and
standing under the archway waiting for us to be wed, and Michelle's friends are
sitting around to witness this day in what looks like the sweetest wedding scene ever.
We don’t need a big, fancy day. We just need one another and everyone that we love.
| think thisis going to be perfect... at least | hope so.

“Oh, wow.” Michelle looks blown away. “Oh, wow, we' re getting married now? This
Isamazing.”

“Are you happy?’ | have to check because if she doesn't want this, then I'll halt it
now. “Isthis okay?’

“1 loveit. Thisiswonderful, Jordan, the best wedding | could have ever asked for.”

30



EPILOGUE

MICHELLE

I’m stunned to the core. | can hardly believe what I’ m looking at. This is wonderful,
much more beautiful than | ever could have imagined. The fact that it’s in our back
yard only makes it even more incredible. And knowing that Jordan planned this for
me all on his own, with my friends in on the secret but not quite telling me about it...
which isincredible for them. They are usually such gossips who can’'t ever manage to
keep their mouths shut, but they did this just for me.

“This is so romantic.” | grab Jordan and kiss him softly on the lips, my heart
fluttering as | do so. “I might not have ever been the girl who sat around dreaming
about her wedding, but if | ever was, then this is exactly what | would have
imagined.”

Other women might want thousands of family members surrounding them, and of
course, | would love to have my people here if that were possible, but | can feel them,
all of them. | can sense them with me, supporting me at all times. My mother’s spirit,
watching over me and wishing me well, my father sensing that I’'m happy at last, and
my brother too.

My God, my brother is alive and I'm getting married. What sort of day is this? It's
absolutely incredible.

“Actualy, just before we walk down the aisle, there’'s something that | want to tell
you.” | tug on his arm and keep it with me for a moment. “I came home with some
news of my own, but you kinda overshadowed me with all of this.”

“Oh, no, I'm sorry.” He looks horrified, as if this beautiful evening he has set up for
usisabad distraction rather than the best thing in the world for me. “I didn’t mean to.



| just thought that this would be nice... | didn’t mean to overshadow...”

“Don’'t be silly.” | giggle, stopping him before he gets too far. | didn’'t mean for him
to panic like that. “No, this is just more good news to add to the day of incredible
news. | can't wait to tell you. This is really exciting.” | grab onto Jordan’s hands
tighter, almost bursting with the thrill of this. “I just want to tell you this before we
say our vows and everything.”

“You're killing me here.” He's shaking with the nerves that | have shooting through
his body. “What’' s going on?’

| take his hand and press it to my stomach. “1 found out today that I’m having a baby.
Our baby. We're going to be parents.”

They say that things come in threes, and this is proof of that. But these are the three
bits of best news that I've ever heard in my life. It feelslikeit's al come together in
the most incredible way possible, proving that despite everything, we' re meant to be
together and happy. We're supposed to move forward with this relationship and be
together forever.

No one has ever made me as happy as Jordan Miller, and | know no one ever will.
There isn’'t another man like him on the planet.He truly is one of akind. | couldn’'t do
thisjourney called life without him, and | wouldn’t want to.

“You're... you're pregnant?’ Jordan is pale as anything, clearly very shocked by this
news, but he's happy too. “We're having a baby? Oh, my God, that's so awesome,
Michelle. That’'s the best news ever. We're having a freaking baby. Thisisjust... it's
the best news ever. I'll admit that you’ ve knocked me off my feet, but in the best way
ever.”

He picks me up and spins me around, cheering the whole time. We might not have



been actively trying for a baby, but we' ve aso discussed that we would be more than
happy for it to happen, and now it has. | barely even noticed that it might be possible,
aside from a little bit of nausea hitting mostly in the mornings, until | suddenly
noticed how late | am.

My God, when | was in the work bathroom with my friends, taking that pregnancy
test at lunchtime, | didn’t think it was going to be my wedding day. Good thing I'm
dressed up nicely, huh? Good thing I’'m more than ready for this. It'samost asif fate
has me right where | need to be. | fucking love destiny for bringing me here to this
beautiful moment.

“You're going to be the best mom ever,” he tells me happily. “I’'ll try my best, but
you... wow, I’'m lucky to have you.”

| grab him and kiss him. “Y ou’ re gong to be the perfect father too. | wouldn’t have a
baby with you otherwise.”

We're both all choked up and emotional. | don’'t know if we're going to be able to get
through this in a moment. We might both end up weeping with happiness and
emotion. | need to try and get us moving before we fall apart completely.

“S0, do you want us to get married, then?’ | chuckle. “Since you've set al of this up?
It seems like the perfect time for us to celebrate absolutely everything, don’'t you
think? Especially since my friends are here and ready for it.”

“You wait here. I'll go to the end of the aisle so you can walk up to me. Let’s do that
bit right.”

He half runs to the other end of the aisle and turnsto stare at me with sheer lovein his
eyes. | can feel the zinging of chemistry from over here, and it makes me want to race
over to him and cling to him forevermore. Being pregnant only makes it even more



intense. | can see our future spilling out in our minds and it looks amazing. Jordan
and me, growing old together with our children surrounding us, with our
grandchildren too. Just a normal, quiet life, the sort of life | never thought | would be
able to have. It s perfect. I’ ve honestly suffered enough dramato last me alifetime.
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“l love you,” | mouth as | slowly start walking toward him. Music is coming from
somewhere, which | attempt to keep in time with, but it's really freaking hard when
I’m in agony because | want to be with him so badly. “I love you so much, Jordan
Miller.”

“1 love you to0.” He has tears in his eyes. “You are so beautiful. | hope you know
that.”

| can really appreciate Jordan from here. It's reminding me of just how gorgeous he
is. | knew that from the moment | first saw him, even if he really didn’t like me back
then, but he’'s even more beautiful with a smile on his face and love in his eyes. My
God, it's no wonder my heart skips a beat every time | look at him. No wonder our
chemistry is off the scale. The passionfloating between us will never die down for as
long aswelive, | just know it. By thetime | take his hands, I'm really hit with it.

Wow. Electricity. It's crazy and overwhelming, but in the best way possible. But
because I’'m so sucked into the sensations rocketing through me right now, | barely
hear Daniel, who is apparently officiating this whole deal, when he begins his speech.
| get the feel of what he' s saying, and it’s a nice speech about love lasting forever, but
I’m lost in Jordan. I'm swimming in the eyes of the man I’ [l have by my side for the
rest of my existence. Oh, my God, that’s so thrilling.

Finally, it's time to say our vows. Luckily, because thisis all last-minute, we haven’t
had time to write specific vows. For a second, | fear that Jordan might burst out with
this beautiful, lengthy speech, leaving me very embarrassed when | can’t do the same.
| know I'll be able to pull a speech out from my heart, but it’s better for us just to do
the traditional vows for now. We spend every single day telling each other how we



feel about one another. We know how deep our feelings go now, so that’s something
we can keep private, just for us. | like the traditional vows, anyway. They symbolize
alot to me.

Freedom, the American dream, my new life, everything I’ ve always wanted. | have it
a last. The name Michelle Miller will finally be mine, and | can’'t wait for it. I've
come so far and escaped so much to be here, which only means I’'m going to
appreciate every single second of my happily ever after. When | think about all the
ways that this could have gone...

Wow, | got so lucky. | must have done something right to end up here, right? After all
the hardships, it's al finally heading in the right direction. Well, from here on out,
I’m going to make the most of every single day. America is mine, and this man
belongsto me too. My child is going to have the most incredible life, and | can’'t wait
toseeit all.

The words ‘Y ou may kiss the bride’ are the most liberating words I’ ve ever heard. |
grab Jordan and kiss him hard once more, claiming him at long last and loving every
second of it. My lifeisincredible.



