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Marenah

			The need to unearth the dirty secrets of my father drives me more than it should. A mafia kingpin that has shunned and denied his offspring for years. A man apparently in love with our mother, but who couldn’t trade the life of luxury his wife’s trust fund afforded him and his control over the city of Chicago for the love of my mother and the twin daughters he brought into the world.

			This is only part of what fuels my anger, the other is the suspicion that he is part of an underground network helping to pluck innocent women and children from their homes and sell them to the highest bidder. It is that belief that has me hanging out in one of the most notorious bars in the city with my best friend Liza, who doesn’t have a clue why we’re here. I just want to snoop, check it out and gain more insight into the bastard’s life and I take in all the comings and goings in the bar while we chat and have a couple mixed drinks.

			A couple hours later, I’ve decided we’ll go when I come out of the restroom and see two men dragging another man down a flight of stairs at the end of the hallway. The door hinge squeaks and the big burly guy glances up and I slink into the wall, hoping he didn’t see me. They don’t come after me, instead go about their business and close the door, but I know that if they saw me, they will.

			It gives me a short window of time to get back to Liza, hand her my phone and give her instructions while I push the button on my necklace to call for backup. I’m seated at the bar when the bodyguards stalk toward me and I glare at Liza to do as I’ve instructed. She hesitates for a moment, and I know she’s scared to leave me, but when finally she walks out of the bar I can breath a little easier knowing that she can get a message to my sister.

			The two men grab my hands and their touch makes my skin crawl but I pretend to be friendly, smiling at each of them while they make a show of accusing me of hustling drugs in their establishment. The one shows me the gun he has drawn, hidden to everyone but me and it sends a shiver of apprehension down my spine, but I’ll be damned if these pricks see it.

			I watch for any opportunity to escape, but it is nonexistent with the way they’re restraining my hands, holding them behind my back, so high that my shoulders ache with their hold. I know how to handle myself but one misplaced kick could cause an innocent bystander to get shot in the cross fire if the dumbass decides to shoot.

			“One word and this gets a lot worse,” the burly guy says as they guide me past the backs of people at the bar who are talking with the bartender and paying no attention whatsoever to anything going on around them as they march me toward the back of the bar and through the door that leads downstairs. The tall lean guy closes it behind us, staying upstairs and as soon as he does the burly guy puts his gun away, grabs my hair and wraps it around his hand to drag me down the rest of the stairs.

			He shouldn’t have left my feet and arms free at the same time that he put his weapon away, though. I grab hold of his hand, the one on my hair as we get to the bottom and he turns. I use his arm to keep my balance as I drive my knee straight into his groin, and before he can even react, slam it right back into him again, this time harder than the last and push him roughly as he keels in half with the pain of the blow.

			I shoot up the stairs, taking them two at a time and as I reach for the door, ready to sprint through the bar and out to freedom it opens and the lean guy points his gun right in my face. “Down you go, doll,” he says, seemingly in no hurry at all as I walk backward trying to catch my breath. He watches my chest heave up and down with angst. I hold onto the long wooden banister tightly as I carefully try to gain my footing before taking a step backward, one step at a time until we reach the very bottom.

			I turn, and the burly guy who’s upright but in obvious pain crashes his hand against the delicate cheekbone of my face, striking me hard. I try my best not to react, instead, leveling him with a gaze of indifference. This seems to infuriate him even more. He grabs my hair, dragging me over to a set of chains suspended from the ceiling and connected to the cement floor. He quickly restrains my hands behind my back and attaches them to the chain, leaving me secured but with the ability to move.

			The man is leering at me, raking his eyes all the way down my body and then grabs both of my breasts with his meaty hands. He moves in closer, intending to kiss me but my knee drives straight into his groin again. “Fuck! Fuck!” he yells, hauling his hand back and smacking me right across the face again.

			“Quit dicking around over there. Boss just called. We need to go, we’ll deal with her later,” the tall, lean man says, leering over at me. “We’ll make her pay when we have a lot more time,” he says to the burly guy still holding his nuts.

			“Why don’t you spend some time taking in all of the toys on the wall? Fantasize about how we’re going to take care of you when we get back. Scream all you want, no one will hear you, these walls are completely soundproof for a reason,” the tall guy says as the two of them take off up the stairs.

			I shiver because these people are merciless and this bar is owned by their boss, kingpin of the Chicago Mafia who is rumored to be even more so. Frederik Bernatelli, beloved trusted husband, father, and grandfather and upstanding community member to all on the surface, but the most feared mafia kingpin to ever rule the streets of Chicago. The man that has denied my sister and I exist, and the man that will always hold a place in my heart, hatred of the worst kind, my father.

			I expect them to come back any minute, but they don’t and they’re right about the sound-proofing. I should be able to hear people walking around in the bar upstairs, but instead, it is eerily quiet. The dim light casts shadows of some of the equipment on the walls; tools of torture, weapons the old world family would have used and instruments they clearly intend for me. I need to focus on a way out, keep my head clear and not let the thought of what could happen get the best of me.

			They will come back for me. What I need to figure out is how the hell to get free from these restraints. I need to get one of those weapons, because the moment I do, those bastards won’t live to see another day. Try as I might, hour after hour, it is useless and the realization that they will soon return and my backup is not coming hits me hard. These binds are not going anywhere and now I need to rest if I am going to be ready when they come for me.

			I don’t know how long I’ve been asleep when the pain in my wrist wakes me. I twist my cuffs to get a little relief. I do a quick assessment of my fingers, pinching them together. I still have feeling, they haven’t gone completely numb. The bastards probably have something far worse in store for me and want me to feel everything they do to me. I shake my thoughts and try to relieve some of the pain as I contemplate how I can get the drop on them when they come for me.

			I hear the door above me open and close, and mentally prepare myself for what comes next. I know these animals, I’ve been studying my father’s empire for the last four years.

			The only way to get out of this alive is to get a gun and I know exactly what that means. I need to draw one of them in, make them want to release me from the chain so that my hands are free. The thought makes me shudder and shameful, but it’s the only way I’m going to get free. I’m contemplating my options for seduction when the big burly guy walks down the steps. Excellent! He’s alone, and I play my seduction line over in my mind, but the door opens again and his partner scrambles down the stairs to join him. They walk right by me and enter another door across the room, closing it behind them. In mere moments, they are half-dragging a man into the room. He’s giving them a run for their money, his lean muscles rippling with every twist or turn he makes, but even in the dim light I can tell his face is bruised and battered and that he’s been roughed up pretty badly. They finally manage to restrain him to the chain suspended from the ceiling next to me and they’re both out of breath when they stand back to gloat at their victory.

			“Let them hang for a while. We have orders, and need to talk,” the tall, lanky but muscly man says to the burly guy. He rakes my body with his eyes, slow, taking me in, head to toe. “Soon,” he says before he and his partner make their way up the stairs, leaving me alone with the man dangling beside me.

		


		
			
Matt

			The heavy bastard with knuckles of steel is back and yanks my head up to face him again. I brace myself for another round of his fists, and whatever else he has in store for me. As this mob’s enforcer years ago, I know what’s happened to this point is mild compared to what the Chicago Mafia can and will do to me now that my cover’s been blown.

			Instead of pounding my face some more the man unlocks the chains that hold me from the ceiling, and when he does I pivot, trying to get out from under his hold, but it takes considerable effort to remain on my feet. I might be able to overtake just one, but his partner joins in on the fun and they nearly drag me through the door into a room faintly lit by a lamp sitting on a desk in the far corner of the room. I know what they intend and fight them every step of the way.

			A beautiful long-haired blonde with narrowed blue eyes is restrained by her wrists to the chain hanging from the ceiling. Her face is marred with red marks, her lip is split, and she has a trickle of blood that’s run downward to her chin. Everything I know about what this particular family does to women they capture makes my insides tighten as I look at her.

			They pull my hands behind my back, restraining me to the vacant chain, leaving me standing beside her. “Let them hang for a while. We have orders, and need to talk,” the man I know as Dirk says to the heavy-fisted bastard.

			Dirk sweeps his eyes over the blonde chained next to me slowly, leering at her sleek and sexy body until he finally reaches her eyes. Her lips tighten and entire body tenses, but she says nothing, leveling him with a stare that says what she doesn’t. Fuck you!

			“Soon!” he says as if hearing her thoughts, turning on his black boot, and walking out of the room with my handler.

			We’re so close that I can feel her body physically shiver as they leave. “What’s your name, Princess?” I ask as the door closes with a resounding thud and click of the lock.

			“Marenah,” she says, twisting on her toes to look at me. It is with great resolve that I don’t let my eyes rove over the long, lean, toned body I saw secured there as I entered the room.

			Instead, I focus on her eyes, and even in the dim light they are the brightest color of blue that I have ever seen, full of spark and steely resolve.

			“This room is inescapable. I’ve looked for every possible route. Absolutely nothing,” Marenah says with obvious disgust, her eyes drifting to the sadistic equipment on the wall. All obviously intended to create mind numbing fear in their captives and then ultimately pain.

			“How long have you been here?” I ask, trying to avert her attention, to shift the fear I see in her beautiful sky-blue eyes to something else.

			“Only a short while, but long enough,” she says. My chest tightens and fists clench behind me with the need to do them strong bodily harm for touching one hair on this beautiful woman’s head.

			“What’s your story?” Marenah asks. The soft melodious tone of her voice is even attractive. Soft and soothing, and her little Russian accent is sexy as fuck.

			“My name is Prez. They think I’m a cop,” I say.

			“I’m surprised you’re still alive,” she says, swiveling on her square-heeled boots to face me again.

			She acts so tough, but then she looks at the wall past me. I twist to take in every tool that she’s looking at and cringe. It’s clear she’s trying to be strong but is absolutely petrified as she takes in all of the devices. She should be scared because I have an intimate knowledge of exactly how each of these implements are used. While that was never my job, I know the characteristics of the men who use them. They like pain and suffering and those tools are their favorites.

			“Tell me, did they hurt you?” I coax, because although she acted indifferent to Dirk’s leering, she’s still focused on the horrors they could have in store for her. I can tell, her eyes are just taking it in, but her body is rigid and the scent of fear is pouring from her in waves. I have an overwhelming need to protect her from her own thoughts and to get her mind off of everything that’s happened or that causes her fear.

			She shakes her lovely blonde head. “No,” she says softly, and my pulse begins to race, while my dick hardens with her defiance and flat out lie.

			“If you were mine, you wouldn’t lie to me when I asked you a question, or you’d end up on my bed, getting your little pussy licked until you couldn’t come anymore and told me the truth,” I say.

			I watch as her sleek and toned thighs covered in skinny jeans come together with desire, the shadow of her breasts tighten, and her nipples harden underneath the silky button-down shirt she’s wearing. “Look at me Marenah,” I say, convincing her with my voice to do as I ask.

			She starts to tell me but doesn’t raise her eyes to meet mine. She’s embarrassed about her situation. “Look at me when you tell me. You have nothing to be ashamed of, Marenah.”

			It takes her a minute, but then after contemplating, she finally nods, leveling me with her gaze, fixating on my eyes and mesmerizes me as she speaks with that soft melodious voice and clearly Russian accent. “The big guy slapped me around after I kicked him in the balls, and grabbed a few handfuls, but that was it. They got a call and left in a hurry last night. It could have been much worse,” Marenah says.

			She’s right, it could have been a hell of a lot worse, but that doesn’t diminish what happened or change what I intend to do to the person that laid hands on her. I’m sure Jay, is looking high and low for me. If that’s the case, and I’m betting it is, we have to bide our time. The fact that someone put such intimate hands on this woman and she’s trying to act strong, like it didn’t hurt her emotionally, casually shrugging it off infuriates the fuck out of me.

			She still hasn’t told me why she’s here, and I don’t know why I feel such an inherent need to know, but I do. “I can get you out of here, but need to ask you a few questions, and you’ll be honest with me,” I say, drawing the breaths to speak in longer sentences with difficulty after the beating to the chest I took.

			Marenah nods. “I’ll tell you anything that you need to know.”

			“Why are you here?” I ask, twisting in my own chains to come face to face with her.

			She contemplates for the briefest of moments. “They think I’m a drug dealer, from a different territory, from out of the country, but I’m not.”

			Fuck! If the Chicago family think she’s dealing in their turf without consent, she has a death sentence on her head, and the slaps to her face and even the split lip aren’t anything compared to what they would generally dole out. It just doesn’t add up. They would want an answer, would obtain it quickly and painfully, get rid of her and go after the gang infiltrating their market.

			“Princess, I asked you for the truth. Lies will get you nothing but thrown over my lap and keep you in danger.”

			“I’m telling you the truth! I was with a friend, just happened to have some product on me, and they sniffed me out. It was personal, I wasn’t dealing.”

			I assess her carefully. Marenah’s eyes are bright as the sky, her skin is pale and alabaster underneath the abuse she has sustained, and I know she’s lying. She’s not a user, and if they’ve already interrogated her, they know that, too.

			“The mafia may have orders to move me. If we’re lucky, they don’t want the people looking for me to find you either. They have no choice but to take us upstairs and when they do, there will be a distraction. When it happens, you run and get as far away from here as you can, understand?” I say, just as I hear a key in the door.

			“I need an answer, Marenah, because I plan to find you and lick your hot little pussy for lying to me when all this is over,” I say.

			She swings her face back to look at me, and I am rewarded with an upward turn of her lips, but she cringes in pain as they part with an attempted smile. Her full and luscious lips, marred and painful by a blow she’s received, are still stained with her dried blood. My eyes have adjusted to the dimness of the room. The marks on her face are in outlines of a handprint, and when our captors both walk back into the room, those are the images that are seared into my mind.

			Dirk and his burly sidekick unlock our chains and cuffs, replacing them in the front and frog-marching us out of the room and up the stairs. As the door upstairs opens, I survey the surroundings. “Remember what I said,” I whisper into Marenah’s ear as our captors are joined by two more men and they march us down the hall and into the bar. I see one of our own sitting on one of the stools pretending to nurse his drink. I know at that very moment that Jay’s got the entire building surrounded and has an extraction strategy. He and our team would never put a plan into place that is not thoroughly thought out.

			As if on cue, a bottle shatters onto the floor and cussing from the bar ensues. I use that diversion to kick the largest of the two assailants in the balls, catching him with my steel-toed boots. He goes down, clutching himself, and I send another thrust into his face, spinning as Dirk comes after me. I pull my arms down and rotate, squeezing, sucking the life out of him as the steel cuffs he’s placed me in now become the weapon that overcomes him.

			The Chicago Mafia wasn’t prepared for an attempted breakout, but I was, and as the men come for me, I systematically take them out, breaking one man’s nose, turning and landing another with a solid kick to the groin, and the last one with a well-placed stomp of my boot to his throat. They’ll live and it won’t take them long to regain their bearings.

			Two more men come from the door and Marenah spins, sending her heeled boot into a man’s nose, and kneeing him in the groin before spinning to grab the other man’s hair, using it to bring him down on top of her knee, effectively breaking his nose. I move in and knock them unconscious with a couple of well-placed blows, using my cuffed hands to form a club.

			The entire bar is swarming with these fuckers! Two more men come at us from the back room. “Do what I said and get the fuck out of here,” I tell her and she looks around, hesitating, but when I growl at her to go again, she does exactly as I’ve instructed and heads straight out the door as I overtake the next two men and no more appear to be coming out of the woodwork.

			I get the nod from our man sitting at the bar, gesturing to the bartender. I stalk toward him. He’s no longer serving drinks, but watching with undisguised interest. I grab him around the throat just as he reaches underneath the bar, grasping his hand before he can connect with the gun he undoubtedly has and he freezes.

			I lean in close. “You put up a half-fight, I walk away, and the people you work for don’t know you didn’t try. Anything else and you’re dead,” I say, clocking him in the mouth.

			He sways with the hit, knows they’re watching on the camera and gets back onto his feet. I have no desire to kill a man working for a living, and let him come at me, making sure it’s believable.

			I duck his half-hearted attempt, but this needs to be real if he’s going to walk out of here alive. The first double-handed blow sends my fists across his mouth, and then his throat. He goes down gasping, but he’ll live to see another day. I look up and am suddenly surrounded by four mafia men and feel the very distinct cold steel of a gun placed to my head.

			They march me out the back-alley door and I exhale a breath of relief as Jay and our team surrounds the assholes who came after me from the bar, but it doesn’t seem like the men are going to back down quickly. They circle, five in total and although Jay gives them warning to walk away, they don’t take it. Instead, they engage their weapons and in four clear shots, my team take the four prominent Chicago Mafia boys out. Only one is left standing, and that’s the fucker with a gun to my head.

			“Bernatelli wants to call off the hit,” Jay says, knowing that the person with his gun to my head is a made man in the Bernatelli family. The very same man that will be taking over for Nikko, the family enforcer, until he gets out of prison.

			“I didn’t get that fucking message,” the guy says.

			“We can do this one of two ways. You can walk away, take a message back to your boss and let him know what happened, or I can have your dead body packed up along with the other fuckers and send him that message myself,” Jay says.

			“Your boy will go down, and Bernatelli will kill you nice and slow,” he snarls.

			“My sniper’s just waiting for your finger to move a hair and it’s all over for you. You really wanna wager on his aim?” Jay says, glancing at the four dead men lying on the ground.

			“I didn’t get no message,” he says.

			“I believe you. Drop the gun and walk away. I’m done talking,” Jay says.

			“Fuck!” he yells, dropping his gun to the ground. Jay might have told him that he would let him walk away, but the prints on the blonde princess’s face fuel my anger and I send my cuffed fists right into the assholes face, and my steel-toed boot into his balls. The fucker drops to the ground gasping, and suddenly, my team is surrounding me and half-drag me to the sleek black limo that has pulled up curbside.

			“Find the blonde that ran out of here,” I say to Jay as they push me into the Lincoln and it peels away.

			“Relax, our undercover let us know she was helping you, it’s already done. Dereck and Nate just picked her up. She’s safe, Matt,” Jay says, unlocking my cuffs. I try to catch my breath as we navigate through the back roads. About ten minutes later we come to a sudden stop on the far end of the tarmac and I’m thankful for my team as they lug me up the ramp of the Gulfstream.

			“Get him into the back bedroom. What the fuck happened to him?” I hear Brian Carrington say.

			“We’ll explain later. We’ve got a few more of our team, and one of our physicians that will be joining us any minute, and there’s a world of heat behind us,” Jay says.

			“I’ll let the pilot know to hold the plane, you just get him comfortable,” Brian says as the world goes dark.

		


		
			
Marenah

			As soon as Prez starts fighting, his steely grey eyes gesture me to the door. Three men come at him and he takes them out single-handed, but two more are heading his way and I can’t just leave him there to deal with this alone. I turn and bring one after another to their knees and then watch while Prez knocks them unconscious. Jesus he can move, stealth and sleek like a panther, and all that raw power. He gestures again toward the door. “Do what I said and get the fuck out of here.” I hesitate, but he growls at me again to go. This time I obey him, running and hitting the door with the only strength that I have left. As soon as I exit the bar, headlights almost blind me and a car squeals to the sidewalk. I try to outrun it, but a large man with strong arms scattered with tattoos jumps out of the vehicle and grabs me.

			Instinctively, I swivel, and my foot captures him, kicking him in the groin and then projecting up to catch him mid-sternum. Another man comes at me, but the one I’ve hurt gestures him away, instead overpowering me and pushing me into the car before someone else slams the door closed.

			“Got her. Drive,” the man holding me yells to the person behind the wheel.

			“Easy, we’re the good guys,” the man says, looking back at me.

			The driver peels away and then navigates the city traffic, slowing for all the intersections and crosswalks and then stomps on the gas as we clear the congestion and he heads for the residential area.

			I’ve lost my first opportunity for now, but I’m watchful. As soon as another one surfaces I plan to pop the lock and roll out, but I never even get that chance.

			“Who are you and what do you want?”

			“We’re friends of Prez. We’re trying to keep you safeguarded from the mafia.

			“What? By kidnapping me? That does not make one bit of sense,” I say.

			“We’re taking you somewhere safe until we get the word from Matt,” the tall, broad neanderthal says.

			“Where, just where do you think you are taking me?”

			“Somewhere safe.”

			“You already said that. I asked where,” I say, narrowing my eyes at them. One of them laughs right out loud. “You are a little wildcat! Where the hell did you learn to fight like that?”

			I glare at him. “I need to get ahold of my family, let them know I’m okay.”

			“No can do, not yet. Sit tight, everything will be over shortly,” the man says as they pull into a side street and stop at the very last house in a cul-de-sac. There are candle lights glowing on a dining room table visible from the street. Anyone passing by would think it was a family residence and never in a million years think it was a safe house for the mafia or whoever the hell these people are. The car pulls into the three car garage, the door rolls closed behind us, and they let me out of the vehicle.

			“You good with her?” one of the men asks the neanderthal beside me who takes my wrists and unlocks my cuffs.

			“Yep, she’s not going to give me any problems. She’s going to be appreciative that we got her away from the mafia. She’s going to eat dinner, shower up and then go to sleep,” he says, narrowing his eyes at me. “Aren’t you?”

			“Sure, whatever you say, big guy,” I say, because I have no clue who these people are and for all I know they don’t even really know Prez.

			He gestures me ahead of him into the house and the others leave, rendering us alone in a completely furnished two story home. He turns on the lights, closes the door behind us, and guides me into the foyer. Through here,” he says as we walk past the living room and head into the kitchen.

			“You hungry?” he asks, opening the refrigerator.

			I shake my head, but my stomach growls at the very same time calling attention to my lie. He scowls at me. “No one’s going to poison your food or hurt you. I was being honest. We’re friends of Prez and if he wants you safe, we’re going to make sure you are.”

			“Okay, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to seem ungrateful. Everything happened so fast and I’m still having a hard time putting all the pieces together,” I say.

			“No need for apologies. Take a seat. Lasagna okay?” he asks, pulling out a square pan from the refrigerator and then placing a round glass dish filled with lettuce onto the counter along with four zip locked bags containing cherry tomatoes, cucumbers, red onion, and what appears to be either romano or asiago shredded cheese for the salad. My stomach growls again. Who are these people? “You wanna toss the salad while I heat the lasagna and breadsticks?” he says.

			“Sure. Where did you see bread?” I say and he smiles. “Gaby takes good care of her boys. She wouldn’t let us go hungry. If you’re good, I may even share my dessert with you,” he says, scooping generous portions of the lasagna into two separate dishes and placing them in the microwave above the stove while I open the bags of veggies and mix them into the lettuce.

			“We’ve got wine if you’d like a glass,” he says.

			“After this day, yes please. I’m sorry I was such a bitch to you.”

			He looks up and his face crinkles with amusement. “I’ve seen worse. Apology accepted, consider it forgotten,” he says, pouring me a glass of red wine, then pulling out the lasagna, and placing the breadsticks into the oven in its place.

			“Aren’t you going to have a glass?” I ask, gesturing to the bottle on the counter.

			He shakes his head. “On duty, have to protect a little wildcat from the mafia,” he says, winking at me. His phone beeps and he glances at the incoming message and smiles widely.

			“Is that Prez or Matt or whoever the hell he is? Is he okay?” I ask.

			“He’s going to be,” he says, looking up at me.

			“Are the guys that left bringing him back here, too?” I ask, all of a sudden feeling warm at the thought of seeing him again. The way he looked at me with those steely grey eyes and just the thought of his lean well-muscled body chained beside me, talking to me, giving me hope, calling me princess, the raw power of him overtaking those men. I clench my thighs and take another sip of my wine, wishing he would walk right through that door right now.

			“Sorry wildcat, not tonight,” he says and I try not to show my disappointment. Maybe I felt a connection that wasn’t there, but he did say he was going to find me and I feel myself flush at the memory of his comments, so wicked and naughty that I had to clench my thighs to stem the wetness.

			I eat the meal placed in front of me, relishing in each ricotta and mozzarella laden bite of lasagna. I’m so hungry and it’s so good and so gooey. I finish it before I have even touched my salad and the man across from me laughs. “I thought you weren’t hungry,” he says, grinning at me as he finishes his lasagna, bites into a breadstick, and gets up to throw two more pieces into the microwave.

			“A gentleman wouldn’t remind me. It’s so good! Who in the world cooks like this?”

			“One question at a time. First, I’ve never been labeled as such, quite the opposite, in fact. Two, Gaby is like a second mom to all of us. She keeps us stocked up and has a staff ensure wherever we are we don’t starve,” he says, grinning.

			“So what’s your name big guy,” I say, and he smiles.

			“I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you,” he says.

			“Ha-ha, funny man. That’s so cliché. Seriously, you kidnap me, take me to some rich home that’s supposed to be a safe house, ply me with wine and food, but can’t even tell me your name?” I shake my head. “Not so cool.”

			His eyes soften before he walks to the refrigerator and pulls a pie plate out of it. “Tiramisu cheesecake. There’s no way you want to pass this up,” he says, separating two pieces onto small plates.

			“I am so full,” I say, laughing as I scoop the sauce left on my plate with the last piece of my breadstick.

			“I’m telling you. If you pass this up, you’re missing the best dessert you’ll ever get a chance to eat. Gaby’s family recipe. At least take a bite,” he says, sliding the plate over to me.

			“Will you tell me your name?” I ask, sliding my fork into the gooey mess.

			He nods. “I go by Nate,” he says as I groan with delight at the decadent dessert.

			“Easy woman. You keep moaning like that and someone’s going to think I’m giving you more than dessert!”

			“Hmm. I can’t help it, it’s so good,” I say, but after a few bites of the rich dessert I push it toward him. “You finish it. I think I’m going to be in a food coma,” I say and his eyes light up with amusement.

			“Do you think I could take that shower before I fall asleep?”

			“Upstairs, first bedroom down the hall is the guest room and it has an adjoining bathroom. You’ll find a few things laid out for you. Hopefully something fits.”

			The wine and all the food are starting to make me drowsy. “Thank you very much for all that you guys did for me and Prez. I still don’t know what’s going on exactly, but I appreciate how comfortable you’ve made me feel tonight,” I say, heading down the hall to my room.

			“You’re welcome, wildcat.”

			I lock the door to my bedroom and head into the bathroom and lock that, too. It’s not like I think he’s going to come bursting into my room, but still. The shower spray is heavenly and I take my time, washing my hair and relishing in the scented moisturizing soap as I lather my body and rinse under the pelting rain. I finally drag myself out of the shower, pat dry and snuggle into the long purple cashmere robe hanging on the back of the bathroom door, blow dry my hair and brush my teeth with whats been laid out on the vanity. I am emotionally and physically exhausted and grateful for the comforts of a real bed. I snuggle in under the luxuriously silky sheets, relishing in the softness of the pillow and pull the light down blanket over the top of me.

			I am just beginning to drift when I hear the faint sounds of someone rattling my door lock. I tense, but slide out of bed quickly. He won’t catch me like some docile little woman that he can take advantage of. I quietly get to the side of the door and wait. When he enters, I plan to take him by surprise, but I continue to wait, long drawn out moments, watching the door handle intently and listening for any faint sound outside the door, but still nothing.

			I finally decide to use the element of surprise instead, and quietly reach for the handle and turn it, meaning to wrench it open quickly, but it doesn’t budge. The realization hits me fast and hard. I’ve been locked in. I am a prisoner.

		


		
			
Matt

			I wake, groggy, but the pain in my ribs causes me to catch my breath as I try to inhale and sit up. “You’re gonna be sore for a while. Doc taped you up and gave you some pain meds,” Nick says, walking into the bedroom.

			“Where the hell are we? Where’s Jenny?” I ask.

			“Brian’s penthouse in LA. We had to half-carry your sorry ass from the plane to the limo and then to the elevators,” Nick says with a wide grin.

			“Fuck you!” I say, but even those two words hurt right now.

			Nick scowls. “Doc left some pain meds if you need them.”

			I shake my head. My mind is groggy enough without adding to it. “No, I could use some Tylenol though. Where’s Jenny? I remember part of the conversation last night but that’s all.”

			“She’s with Brian and couldn’t be better. Keith and the team on the ground did an amazing job keeping her safe,” Nick says.

			“And the blonde, Marenah?”

			“She’s under wraps. We had to pull in a few of our new guys with everyone spread across the globe, but they got her out and took her to the safe house. We’ve had Nate sitting on her all night,” Nick says.

			My eyes narrow at the very thought of anyone that physically close to Marenah, especially the ladies’ man of our team. “Tell me he didn’t touch her.”

			“Jeez, hell no. He fed her, and then she took a shower. She was a little pissed when she found out her door was locked for the night. Good thing those rooms are soundproof,” Nick says.

			“He locked her up like a prisoner?”

			“Matt, she took out men in the bar. She fucking knows how to fight. You don’t learn that shit from a lot of places. His assignment was to keep her safe and he did that. I would have done the same thing,” Nick says.

			I nod, because he’s right, but it doesn’t make me feel any better about the beautiful blonde-haired princess who was scared and slapped around having to feel like she was still captive last night while I slept peacefully through it all.

			“You hungry? There’s an egg bake with sausage that I can heat up for you. I’ve got dibs on the chocolate donuts, though,” Nick says.

			“Yeah, that sounds great, man,” I say, pushing my hands down into the mattress to help leverage my body into a sitting position.

			“Sit tight. I’ll get you some food and Tylenol. The team drew straws and I got stuck with babysitting duty,” he says, smirking.

			“Fuck you!”

			“That’s not included in the service. Besides, from what I hear the pretty blonde may have that service wrapped up,” he says.

			I smile, because fuck … I don’t know why I’m so attracted to her, but the vibes were off the chart. She felt it, too. I grab my cell phone and hit Jay’s number.

			“Hey, welcome back to the land of the living,” he says.

			“Yeah, thanks to you and the team,” I say, knowing that if they hadn’t been there at that very fucking moment, the mafia would have moved both myself and Marenah and we would have been put through more than I even want to think about.

			“You would have done the same for any one of us. We’ve got the blonde and she’s safe, but she’s giving Nate a hard time. She says she needs to get back to Russia, and she’s pretty adamant. I wanted to make sure she was safe and that you were awake to weigh in, but we don’t keep people against their will,” Jay says.

			“I need to sort a few things out, but can you have one of the planes take her home or find a flight for her? Oh, and have one of the shoppers send her some clothes. Tall size six and small to medium shirt size. I’ll pay for it,” I say.

			“No problem. I already had the shopper send some clothes for her on your behalf. The flight is standing by. Just wanted to make sure we were good. We’ll get her on it.”

			“Thanks Jay. Hard to find the words to express my appreciation for everything,” I say.

			“No need. Get some rest, and make sure that Nick takes good care of you. He’s on babysitting duty for the next couple of days.”

			“Fuck you!” I say and he laughs out loud before disconnecting and Nick walks back in with a plate of food.

			“Gifts from Gaby,” Nick says, holding a tray with a plate piled with her egg, hashbrowns, and sausage casserole, homemade biscuits, and a bowl of fruit.

			“Put that tray across my lap,” I say, eyeing the food like the starving man that I am.

			“Roger that! Eat up and let me know if you need anything.” He looks at the clock on the wall. “You should take some of that Tylenol after you eat, keep ahead of the pain,” Nick says.

			“Yes, mommy,” I say, as he gives me the finger and heads toward the door.

			“Fuck you!” Nick says, closing the door behind him, not having any clue how much he and the entire team mean to me.

			I’ve just finished the platter of food when Brian calls.

			“Hey, how’s Jenny?” I ask.

			“She’s doing great and thanks in large part to you. I hear we no longer need to worry about the mafia stuff,” Brian says.

			“I had quite a bit of help, but let’s just say it’s finally at rest. Bernatelli doesn’t want the fact he fathered an illegitimate child out of the bag. He knows the information has been stored in a secure place and that at the first glimpse of trouble from them Jay will have it spilled onto every social media outlet available.”

			“Can’t thank you guys enough. How are the ribs today?” Brian asks.

			“Nothing that a few weeks won’t fix.”

			“Take all the time you need, Matt. We’ve got everything covered here.”

			“Thanks, Brian. I’ll be fine, nothing was broken, just bruised, but I’d like to take some personal time off. I need to make a trip out of the country,” I say, surprising myself with the sudden decision.

			“Whatever you need, Matt. Any place special?”

			“Russia.”

			“Don’t tell me you used to belong to the Russian Mafia, too.”

			“Don’t make me laugh,” I say, gasping.

			“Sorry man couldn’t resist, but seriously. You’re not in any trouble?”

			“Woman problems,” I say.

			“Well, in that case, take one of the planes,” Brian says.

			“You don’t have to do that, Brian.”

			“I know perfectly well I don’t have to, but I want to. I can’t repay you and the entire team enough for keeping Jenny safe. You can sleep comfortably on the way over,” Brian says.

			“In that case, don’t mind if I do. I need to wrap up a couple things but was hoping to catch the next commercial flight out,” I say.

			“Just let the crews know what you need, and they’ll set it up like normal. Have a good trip and let them know when you’re planning to return. Keith’s with me and Jenny for the rest of the week in Bel Air, and then we’ll be heading back to Chicago. Jenny wants to spend some time working on some of the plans for the Vegas expansions, and I’m sure Keith will be happy to be home,” Brian says.

			“Sounds good. Give Jenny a hug for me. I’ll give her a call a little later,” I say, before disconnecting with him and reconnecting with Jay to get the trip to Russia set up so I can find the blonde-haired princess that I can’t get off my mind.


			


			I wake hours after we’re in the air, glancing at my phone with a grimace. It’s an almost thirteen-hour flight from LA. I’ve been asleep for most of it. I down a few more Tylenol and calculate our landing time. Three hours to touchdown. Shit, I have to pee something fierce and push myself out of the queen-size bed of the Gulfstream and into the adjacent bathroom. I return to the bedroom a half hour later relieved, showered, and dressed feeling much more like myself.

			The first order of business is to send our intel team, the one renowned for their accuracy, a request to find out where they dropped Marenah off and where she’s at now. In less than ten minutes I know exactly where my long-haired, blonde princess is, and my team has a plan to get me from the airport to her apartment.

		


		
			
Marenah

			When I find the door locked, I try my best to scream the place down, but to no avail. They are not letting me out and it appears the safe house they’ve brought me to has walls of steel and sound-proofing to match. I just wish I knew for certain if they were keeping me for the mafia or protecting me from them. Dammit!

			I resign myself to a night of no answers. The shower has revived me though and I keep watch, waiting to see if the person that I trusted is going to come through the door. He didn’t seem the type, at all, in fact I felt completely safe with him, but that could have all been a ploy.

			At some point in the night, I must have fallen into an exhaustive sleep and in the morning I’m awakened by rapping outside my room. I march toward the door and turn the knob and now it opens. I pull the door back, glaring at him.

			“You okay?” he asks and my leg draws back, and heaves forward, the intended target his balls, but he’s quick and captures my ankle in one stealth move. “Easy wildcat. I didn’t mean to piss you off. I just needed to keep you safe and we both needed some sleep,” Nate says.

			“You told me I was safe with you and then you kidnapped me. I want to go home,” I huff.

			“Where’s home?” he asks.

			“Russia. Moscow to be specific, and if you aren’t kidnapping me and holding me against my will then I want to go now. Just take me to the airport and I’ll find my way.”

			“You think we’re the bad guys?” he asks and I almost feel a bit of remorse. “We knew you were with Matt inside the bar and that you helped him. We were just trying to keep you protected. We knew Matt would want you taken to one of our secure houses. That’s what we did. Nothing more, just kept you safe until we could check in with him.”

			“Take me home! If he wanted to talk to me he would have come by last night.”

			He frowns and levels me with an intense stare. “Clearly Matt’s going to have his hands full with you. I’ll have the team connect with Matt. In the meantime, get ready for the day and then come downstairs. Gaby had breakfast made for us. French toast with pecans and maple syrup,” Nate says before leaving me to ponder my situation.

			I wash my face and brush my teeth with the stuff that was laid out for me before sliding into some clothes.

			“How did you know my size?” I say, inhaling the aroma of cinnamon and coffee as I waltz into the kitchen..

			He turns from what he’s doing at the sink to look at me. “First off, it wouldn’t hurt to say thank you for making sure you had clean clothes, second, Matt wanted to make sure you were comfortable. He probably guessed, and our shopper took it from there. Any more questions?” Nate asks.

			“No, I’m sorry,” I say, feeling ashamed of my reactions. “I appreciate everything you and your team have done to get me out of the situation I was in. I just freaked out a little bit when I found my door locked. I’m sorry.”

			“Apology accepted. I wouldn’t have locked your door if I didn’t think you might take off and get yourself into trouble. The Chicago Mafia is still out there, probably looking high and low for you.”

			“They won’t dare come near me on my family’s turf,” I say and he raises his eyebrows in question.

			“You don’t even want to know. Now, I thought you promised me this great breakfast or was that just some fancy line?” Nate chuckles and shakes his head. “No wildcat, sit your ass down and I’ll give you something to eat,” he says, gesturing me to the stool across from the breakfast bar. “Maybe a good meal will tame that little growl of yours.”

			“Perhaps,” I concede.

			“The car will be here shortly. We’ll take it to the private strip and the jet will get you home from there.”

			“Do you think I can call my sister?”

			“No can do. Not until Jay and Matt give the all clear and we know you’re not being followed. Let’s get you into the air and we’ll take it from there,” Nate says as we finish our meal.

			“Breakfast was very good. I’m just going to brush my teeth and I’ll be ready to go,” I say, taking my dish to the sink to rinse it.

			“Leave it, it’ll be taken care of. The jet will be at the strip waiting for us shortly. You’ll find a small suitcase and some clothes in the closet in your room. Pack up your clothes, Matt wants you to take them with you,” Cole says, glancing down at his phone.

			“That’s seriously nice of him, but I do have clothes at home,” I say.

			“Take them. He went out of his way to have them purchased for you,” Nate scolds.

			I nod, because it was an extremely nice thing for him to do and I make a note to get his mailing address and send him a thank you note.

			When I return, Nate’s waiting for me with a light jacket thrown over his arm. “What’s that?” I say, gesturing toward the luggage sitting on the floor next to him.

			“You didn’t think you were getting rid of me that quick, did you?”

			“Yes, I did, actually. What gives?” I ask, eyeing his bag and then him.

			“It’s not safe for you to be without protection until we get you home.”

			I scowl and he narrows his eyes at me. “Don’t even start, wildcat. You’ll have the back bedroom of the plane all to yourself. Read a couple books, watch a movie, catch up on some sleep. Whatever you want to do. You won’t even know I’m around, but in case they’ve tracked you back to Moscow, you’re not going alone. I’ve got my orders,” Nate says.

			“Matt?”

			He nods toward the door. “Let’s move, Chicago Mafia are still swarming and my job and my team’s is to get you from here to Moscow without incident,” Nate says, ushering me through the kitchen, into the three car garage and into the back of a black Lincoln. “Head to the private strip,” he says to the driver while sliding in beside me.

			“Buckle up and don’t get any ideas,” Nate says as two other men climb into the car, one in the back with Nate and me and the other one up front by the driver. Clearly no escape with one of these baboons on either side of me. The garage door raises and we back out. The black car parked on the side of the road pulls out behind us as we make our way down the street. The driver navigates the residential area, a few turns left and then right before we reach a main thoroughfare, follow it for a mile or so and then hit the on-ramp to the highway. Another couple miles, a few turns and we come to a private airstrip and a sleek looking Gulfstream parked on the tarmac waiting for us to board.


			


			The plane trip is uneventful, the entire time spent reading, watching satellite TV, and spoiling myself with a long, much needed nap. Customs is efficient and rigorous as it always is in Russia. I’ve been through the drill more times than I can count but always with trepidation and a little fear that someone will dig a little deeper. But no, the same questions, and same protocols are used by everyone, never a deviation if they value their jobs and the livelihood it provides to their families who depend on the income.

			If I thought I was getting rid of Nate once we touched down, I was sorely mistaken. He hails a cab when we step outside and I turn with astonishment as he gives the driver my address using perfect Russian, just without an accent. Who the hell are these people? I reach for the handle and am about to get out of the car when he tuts his disapproval at me. “Wait a moment and I’ll assist you,” he says, walking around to open my door, and then taking my small suitcase out of the trunk, before leaning in to give the cabbie some cash. He walks with me up to my apartment and the doorman recognizes and greets me. “Welcome home,” the big burly uniformed doorman says to me.

			“Great to be back,” I reply, heading to the elevator that will take me to my haven, far, far above.

			“Thanks for bringing me home and for everything you guys did,” I say, extending my hand to Nate outside of the elevator.

			He just laughs. “You’re more than welcome, wildcat. I’ll escort you up,” Nate says, his eyes looking on with amusement.

			I huff, and turn just as the private elevator arrives. When we reach the door, he spins me to face him. “You’re officially home. Call your sister, let her know you’re safe. She’s been worried about you. We just had to make sure everything came together and that neither one of you were being followed. Nice to meet you, wildcat,” Nate says, walking away before I can ask him any questions about my sister. I stick my key in the lock of my penthouse apartment and have just barely kicked my shoes off and have every intention of taking a long bubble bath to soak the worries of the last few days away while I call my sister when there is a knock on the door.

			I open it and at first the words just don’t come. “What are you doing here?” I ask, so surprised that I can barely imagine how he got here.

			I told you I’d come for you,” Matt says, flashing me a bright grin. His steely grey eyes are watching me, waiting for a response or something. I take a deep breath, trying to get a hold of the delicious thrill floating through my body caused by his nearness. The same feeling as when we were in the bar together, but somehow, so much more palpable now that he is standing right in front of me.

			He finally takes pity on me. “I thought we could go somewhere for a cup of coffee and get to know each other,” Matt says, looking at me with a little smirk.

			I nod, smiling, still trying to find my tongue which has embarrassingly forgotten how to move. “Of course, you just surprised me. You’re actually here, in Russia!” I shake my head, flustered by my embarrassment. “Do come in for a minute. We have quite a few places within walking distance we could go,” I say, opening the heavy white door and allowing him through before I close it.

			He glances around at the open concept space. “Great view,” Matt says, gesturing out the living room windows which overlook Red Square and the high-rises that encompass Moscow and the Kremlin.

			“Thanks, I sorta love it, too. I wanted a place city-center, right in the middle of all the action. I love the hustle and bustle of city life,” I say.

			He looks at me and something flashes across his eyes, but then quickly disappears. “I know what you mean. It’s got a vibe about it that just energizes you, somehow makes you a part of it. I have a condo in downtown Chicago, right in the heart of things for the very same reason,” Matt says.

			“Let me grab a pair of shoes for walking,” I say, heading toward my bedroom, slipping into a pair of low heeled boots. He’s looking out over the city when I return. The intensity of my desire for this man washes over me, and each delicious little tingle thrumming through my body has me on edge. I cringe at the thinness of my t-shirt, knowing he can see the hardened peaks when he turns to gaze at me, but I find that I can’t look away.

			“It’s still there, that energy between us. You feel that Princess?” Matt says.

			There’s no sense in lying. I’ve never felt something like this before, and I nod slowly. I may not have ever been interested in starting relationships and certainly am not now, but this thing between us-it’s exciting. “I do, why do you call me Princess?” I ask, looking up at him.

			“Because you look like a princess and you hang out in a white ivory tower,” Matt says, gesturing at the view in front of us.

			I can’t help but smile widely. “You know princesses aren’t always what they appear to be. Sometimes they are…” I contemplate, looking for just the right words.

			“Disobedient and willful,” Matt says, finishing my sentence.

			“I would have described it a little bit differently,” I say, pretending to pout.

			“No, I gave you a direct order, and you made the decision not to listen, but instead to put yourself in danger,” Matt says.

			“I took two of these men out. Don’t act like you couldn’t have used the help,” I say.

			“I appreciate the fact that you put your own life in jeopardy to save mine. That was sweet Princess, really sweet, but also disobedient. If I had needed intervention, it would have been there. Come on, let’s go to a coffee shop and you can catch me up on everything. I hear you’ve had quite an adventure since we were last together,” Matt says, taking my hand in his own and guiding me out the door.

			“Would you mind a quick stop? It’s on the way and I need to replace my phone.”

			“Not at all, lead the way,” he says.

			It’s a small shop and it doesn’t take long for them to replace my phone. We walk from the cell shop to the local café where we are seated at a high table at the back of the establishment. “What would you like?” Matt asks, as I slip out of my jacket and place it on the seat beside me. “Chocolate cappuccino, please.”

			“Hmm, a girl after my own heart. I think I’ll take the same,” Matt says, requesting it in perfect Russian when the waitress comes to take our order. I look at him over the small table and meet his steely grey eyes. “Who the hell are you people?” I ask, and his eyes dance with delight.

			“We’re the good guys, Princess,” Matt says, smiling widely.

			“Oh, yeah, you wanna tell me why the good guy gets captured and held in a basement where the mafia torture people?” I ask, leaning in so only he can hear me.

			“You first,” Matt says, gesturing to me with his head.

			“I told you already.”

			He levels me with his gaze. “Try again, Princess. I don’t like lies, and that one’s going to cost you, especially since it’s been told twice. I want the truth.”

			“What makes you think I lied?”

			“You said you were using and you’re not. Your skin is too clear, not blotchy from toxins or decreased circulation. You’re too healthy looking. Your hair shimmers and your fingernails have a healthy pink tint to them,” Matt says.

			“You caught all that while we were hanging around?” I ask, giving him my wide-eyed look.

			“Not all of it, but enough. The rest I see now and just confirms it. So, you wanna tell me what you were really doing at that bar and why those mafia goons took you?” Matt asks.

			“I was curious. Perhaps I was hoping to find my father in one of his joints. I heard they had a package getting moved into Chicago and I wanted to catch him in the act. Should have known the bastard wouldn’t soil his own hands anymore.”

			“Who’s your father?” Matt asks.

			“I think I answered your question and it’s my turn,” I say.

			He smiles widely at me and then shakes his head. “Okay, that seems reasonable to me,” Matt says to me as the waitress brings us our drinks. He takes a sip and holds it up. “Na zdorov’ye!” he says.

			I laugh with delight. “All you tourists think we sit around drinking vodka and toasting like that,” I say.

			He shrugs good humoredly. “I know better. You sit around toasting with chocolate cappuccino,” Matt says, his eyes twinkling.

			“Better! Now, how is it that you know my language but live in America?” I say.

			“Easy, it’s a prerequisite of our profession. We all know at least five or six languages and often more. Anything else you want to ask me?”

			“Yes, what’s your real name and your profession? I heard them call you Prez, but then your men called you Matt.”

			He contemplates for a moment, assessing me with those deep steely grey eyes of his. “I answer to both, depending on the job. You can call me Matt. Matt Benagert.”

			“Okay,” I say, taking a sip of my steamy drink.

			“My turn,” Matt says.

			“Sure,” I say, swirling my tall mug to mix the chocolate before taking another sip.

			“How did you really find yourself in that basement?”

			“Hmm. Wrong question. That one I can’t answer. How about if we finish our drinks and I give you a little tour of our amazing city,” I say, smiling as his grey eyes narrow at my obvious attempt to circumvent his question.

			“Fair enough, Princess, but I am a persistent man,” he says, and I have no doubt that he is. He pays the waitress and he takes my hand as we step outside into the fresh air. We spend the entire day leisurely making the tourist rounds on the cobblestone steps surrounding Red Square, taking in the architecture of St. Basil’s Cathedral, a church in the square with onion shaped domes on the top of the building, all in a variety of colors that are topped by high reaching crosses and stopping for a bite to eat and drink midday and to rest.

			Matt is animated and engaged while we tour the rest of the city in the afternoon, continuing our walk to Lenin’s Mausoleum which covers an expansive area of one side of the square as we continue to walk, before we reach the Kremlin in all it’s architectural glory before dusk falls and we enter one of my favorite restaurants.

			We’ve finished a dinner of shashlyk, chunks of grilled beef marinated in pomegranate juice, and are enjoying our drinks. He reaches across the table and takes my hand in his own. Every time he’s touched me, taken my hand, put his arm around my shoulder or waist, guided me in one direction or the other with a light touch to my lower back, it has sent thrills of warmth and electricity through my body. I feel like I have been on edge all day, thrumming with this newly found current.

			He’s watching me with those steely grey eyes and I can feel my face flush as he talks to me. “When you were there next to me in the basement, I could feel our energy, your desire. You feel the same thing I do, your nipples are getting hard just from the touch of my hand stroking your palm. I want to take you home and care for all your needs, Princess,” Matt says.

			My father has ruined me for all men. I may let them get close enough to talk to me, try to satisfy me here and there, with a kiss or a touch, but never close enough to get my clothes off, or let my guard down. Matt has seen me at my worst. He knows the real me better than anyone else I’ve encountered. He’s seen and felt my fear, my weakness and the attraction is so palpable, so undeniable, but at my age, the fact that I am still technically a virgin is embarrassing.

			I decide to go with honesty. If my condition is a turnoff and not what he was expecting, then better to know now, before we go to the trouble of getting undressed. “I guess taking me home depends on your sexual preferences. Experienced and great in the sack or a virgin with no experience and only unclaimed desires.”

			Matt watches me for a moment and I see the slight twitch of his jaw before his eyes go smoky and his hand reaches across the table and his finger lifts my chin. “Are you telling me you’re a virgin, Princess?”

			“I’ve played a bit, never really got there by the hands of anyone else, but no one has ever entered me. I guess it’s just never been the right time for me,” I say, not telling him the thought of being that physical with a man, someone that could use me like all the men who used my sister, has made me more than cautious. This feeling, what he calls energy, it’s just too much though.

			He throws a handful of Russian paper bills down on the table. “Let’s get out of here, Princess,” Matt says, guiding me out of the restaurant.

		


		
			
Matt

			My Russian princess is a virgin. I take a moment to think about that, and what it means to me and my cock hardens letting me know he’s there. She may have played a bit, but not one other man has ever claimed her, taken her and made her their very own. The reasons why are a bewilderment to me, but I fully intend to find out.

			My dick has been on fire to get inside of her since the first time we met, and still is, but I now have a much greater need. One to find out why my princess is still a virgin and ensure that her first experience is everything it should be.

			“We’re almost there,” Marenah says as we zig-zag between people on the streets, making our way back to her skyrise. I guide her into the building with my hand on the small of her back and the doorman smiles at us, muttering something under his breath about young love as we make our way to the private elevator that literally floats to the top floor. When we reach it, she swipes her phone across the keypad. “So glad to have my phone back for so many reasons,” she says.

			“You talked to your sister?”

			“Just for a sec while you were in the restroom at the cell store. She knows I’m okay. I still don’t understand why your man wouldn’t let me connect with her sooner, or how you knew she was my sister, but it is of no consequence. She was thrilled that I’m safe but wants to give me the big sister lecture for even being in that bar,” Marenah says, rolling her eyes.

			When we enter her condo, I pull her to me, watching as her eyes turn murky with desire. So quick to respond to me. I press my lips to her forehead and smooth her hair back from her face and just breathe her in. The attraction between the two of us is like nothing I have ever experienced, and while I want to go slow with her, my body craves hers. I want to touch every smooth inch of her. I stroke her cheek and run my finger along the softness of her full lips and am rewarded with the warmth of her breath as her mouth parts in desire. I caress the side of her neck and let my fingers find her pulse as my tongue seeks more, exploring her seam until she parts for me again letting me kiss her lips and explore her sweetness. I could completely get lost in her, but I need to go slow with her.

			“Princess, I don’t want to rush this,” I say, sealing our kiss and letting my lips wander.

			My finger brushes gently against her delicate cheek bones, still marked from her encounter with the hand of a dead man when I find him. My lips continue to travel, suckling the delicate skin of her velvety soft neck and she makes the softest sound, a little purr of delight as I travel, breathing her name into her ear. Her whole body softens and I pull her against me, molding us together, reveling in how her body fits so perfectly to my own as I continue to nuzzle her while my cock hardens against her softness.

			One more little purr from her as my lips travel up and down the creamy column of her neck, sucking her harder, tasting the sweetness of her skin, pleased with the way she writhes against me as I mark her. I want to go slow, but the need to feel her is almost primal. I kiss her lips again, and she clasps her arms around my neck, pulling me closer, letting me know her desire and willingness. My hands trail down her body, cupping her equisitely shaped breasts, so firm with nipples that are hardened with need. I let my fingers graze over the tips that are straining against the soft thin material of her t-shirt and my cock hardens even further at the sound of her whimper.

			I slide my hands down her long sleek waist, let them explore the curves of her hips, and then settle on her firm round ass. I grasp it with my hands, cupping her cheeks, pulling her against me so she can feel my desire.

			“I want this with you, I’m so ready,” Marenah says as quiet as a whisper, and with that I slide my hands lower, lifting her into the air.

			“Hang onto me,” I instruct and she steadies herself as I carry her to the bedroom, her arms locking around my neck and her ankles clasping around my waist. I lay her on the bed and push her hair back from her face, taking in the faint hitch in her breath and the rapidness of her breathing. My little princess may be able to hold her own with a bunch of tough guys, but she’s nothing but softness and sweet smelling vanilla in the bedroom. I stroke the shell of her ear with my tongue, letting it explore as her nipples further harden into peaks that my fingers can’t resist stroking.

			She moans softly and leans into my touch. I need her undressed, to see her spread before me, and I have an innate desire to be the first man to bring her to orgasm. I help her remove her t-shirt and murmur my appreciation for her choice in lingerie. “So hot, Princess.” A white lacy bra with a clasp in front reminds me just how virginal she is. I kiss the small valley between her breasts, but I am greedy and need to see what I’ve fantasized about since the very first time I saw her. I slide my finger over the clasp, glancing up at her.

			Her eyes are riveted on mine and the blue of her eyes is smoky with desire, and my cock throbs painfully inside the constraints of my jeans. My fingers stroke over the clasp again, giving her a chance to change her mind, but she doesn’t. Instead, my princess gives me the sexiest smile I’ve ever seen and I take that as consent and push against the clip.

			The weight of her breasts, small, high and firm, naturally part the material, allowing me to gaze at her pink nipples, hardened and needy. I kiss one with my tongue while squeezing the other, rolling the delicate flesh between my finger and thumb until she moans with pleasure and I make my way down her tight little belly.

			When I unclasp her jeans she tenses, but I didn’t need the reminder to go slow or to be gentle, because I want to take my time unwrapping and cherishing her. “It’s okay, Princess, we’ll go nice and slow,” I say, unzipping the material to slide it over her curves, past her thighs and pulling her pants off to expose her long gazelle-like legs and the lacy white panties.

			I kiss up her legs, one then the other, stroking the curve of her calves and slowly make my way up those deliciously long legs, licking along her inner thighs and nuzzling against her lacy covered pussy with my nose, until she is nearly panting with need. Only when she grasps the comforter, and moans softly, do I relent, slipping a finger into each side of her silk and lace trimmed panties, sliding them past her delicious curves and down the length of her legs to expose her neatly trimmed mound.

			I look up at her as I make my way south and just the warmth of my breath against her pussy causes her to push her hips slightly, silently letting me know that she’s ready for me to teach her and I want nothing more than to do that very thing. I nuzzle her mound with my nose, slide down, and push her legs apart indecently, watching her closely as I do. Her eyes close and then open with undisguised embarrassment, but she isn’t able to hide the desire that lurks there, too. It’s too palpable and such a mirror image of my own that I would recognize it anywhere. I hold her gaze as I dip lower, allowing my tongue to touch her clit, and she raises up, shocked at the sensation. “Just feel, Princess, let me teach you about pleasure,” I say, letting my tongue wash over her as she softly moans, causing my dick to pulse with need.

			I want to explore every inch of her, sliding my tongue over her soft velvety folds, wet with desire and longing and so very sweet. I do it over and over until she is writhing with need. Only then do I wash her clit with my tongue, soft firm strokes that leave her panting with each pass, frantic with need and begging me not to stop. I draw her little bud into my mouth and suck hard sending her into a spiraling orgasm that causes her to buck against me and scream my name over and over until the waves have finally subsided.

			When she stops quivering the look of embarrassment she has on her face realizing that my face is still between her open legs is priceless. I know she wants to close them, but I want to taste the cream I’ve created and keep them spread with my hands. “Princess, I think you owe me dessert,” I say, licking down her wetness and dipping into her creamy center. She moans, and my cock throbs hard with desire, but I know it’s going to have to be satisfied with my hand because tonight is not the night.

			When I take her, she will have a night worthy of the princess she is, but when her hips raise with need, as I let my tongue find her entrance, I have to will myself to keep it together. And, that’s precisely what I do until she starts squirming against my tongue, giving me even more access to the sweetness I desire as I drive into her virginal spot over and over, bringing her over the edge again, panting my name as she comes all over my tongue for the second time tonight.

			When I’ve thoroughly cleaned her, I slide up beside her, pulling her body into my own. “Rest Princess,” I say, nuzzling her neck, feeling the smooth softness of her long blonde hair cascading around us.

			“Hmm, I’ve never felt something like that. I want to make you feel good, too,” Marenah says, her voice low and barely intelligible with the need for rest.

			“Sleep. You’re exhausted, we’re not in a rush here,” I say and in less than a minute I have her pressed against my chest and she is doing just that, and I find it impossible to do the same or to take my eyes from her sleeping frame. Vacation or not, I would normally be working, at least researching this evening, but that’s not what I plan to do. Instead, I send a text to Jay letting him know that I plan to take the night off to recover and I pull my princess closer, just holding her and losing myself to the fantasies playing in my mind about claiming her for the very first time.


			


			When I wake in the morning she is still asleep, and I kiss her lips gently. She smiles in her sleep, and I have no idea why that makes me happy, but it does. I raise up slowly, grimacing at the pain in my side, and being careful so as not to wake her. I strip once I reach the bathroom, in need of a nice long shower. When the warmth of the water cascades around me I can’t help thinking about what she would look like in here with me, on her knees, the rain of the shower pelting against our skin as she sucks my cock. It’s that image that has me rubbing my pulsing member; long strokes, squeezing just so right. When I think of the princess in my bed, taking my length all the way to the back of her throat, moaning with pleasure as she sucks, it takes less than a few minutes before I am sending strand after strand of desire for the beautiful princess laying in her bed onto the shower floor, watching as the water gathers, and sends it swirling down the drain.

			I’m left to catch my breath and try to recover from the intensity of my need for Marenah. I tilt my head back, letting the water rain over me as I come floating back to reality. No one has ever captured my attention like the long legged, blue-eyed blonde in the next room. I’ve never felt the sheer physical connection we have with anyone else. It’s an energy, so different that it’s hard to comprehend. I’ve heard about it before, but never once in my life experienced it, but now there is an intense need to make it a special night for my virginal princess.

			I dry off stepping out of the shower, my head a little clearer, slide into my clothes and slip out of her bedroom, closing the door behind me managing not to wake her. In less than fifteen minutes, I’ve made the arrangements that I need, figured out how to make a pot of coffee with her stainless steel machine and am signed into the huddle that Jay has called.

			“You know the offer I talked to you about last week? Apparently, Chase and Brian are more determined than ever to have our team take care of their entire family, including the Italian Family.”

			The minute Chase Prestian married Katarina Meilers, the one and only daughter of the New York Italian Family head, things were always going to go down this way. We all knew we were protecting the daughter of the renowned crime boss, but we didn’t have a choice after Chase fell in love with Katarina. The irony is that we do now have a choice but the choice is to continue protecting Chase and his extended Italian Mafia family or not. I’m in. There’s no way I’ll leave Jenny unprotected. Katarina’s best friend, Jenny has become as close to family as I will ever have, like a little sister that I’ve always wanted, growing up in an orphanage and moved from foster home to foster home. The thought that I wouldn’t protect her and her family seems ludicrous to me, even though six months ago I might have told anyone asking me to protect the mafia, much less any family with connections to them to fuck the hell off. I’ve experienced first hand what some of the families are into, but while these men are far from angels they know where to draw the line and are good men.

			“I’m in,” I say, and laugh out loud when I hear Jay’s sigh of relief on the phone.

			“You wanna tell me what that was?” I ask.

			“No, I just want to make sure everyone on the team is cool with this before we meet with Chase and Brian. We’ve got a great team, and I’m not looking to split it up,” Jay says.

			“Agree. Negotiate the deal, we’ll be behind you,” I say.

			“It may mean you need to fly into Italy to sign a contract. We’re on our way to Italy right now and should be there tomorrow evening. Can you make a meeting with Chase the day after tomorrow morning? He’s got plenty of room for everyone in the guest house,” Jay says.

			“I’m just a few hours away. Send the document over, and I’ll take a look. In the meantime, I’ll have a flight plan drawn up that will put Marenah and me in Italy tomorrow night. I’ll send over the necessary info. Get it approved,” I say.

			“Roger that,” Jay says.

			I walk into the bedroom where my princess sleeps and shake my head. There’s no way I’m going to allow her to be in harm’s way, but the cruel reality is that I have to go to Italy. She can either come with me the easy way or the hard way.

		


		
			
Marenah

			I wake, stretching my body, sated with memories of Matt providing me with those amazing orgasms last night. The room is empty, but the drapes have been drawn open, and the sun is streaming in. I stretch again, lingering in my luxurious post-sexual bliss.

			He walks into the room dressed in jeans and a tight black t-shirt and my thighs clench with desire, but he could have had me. I thought after what he did to me he would take me, but instead, he let me sleep, holding me in his arms. Still a virgin.

			“Hungry, Princess? Breakfast is ready,” Matt says.

			I nod, too choked up to say anything as he stares into my eyes. He takes my hand, pulls me up in bed, and kisses my lips. “Get ready and come to breakfast. I had it delivered while you slept,” Matt says, heading into the kitchen and leaving me to get freshened up before donning a robe and following. I find him laying out rolls at the bar. “Oh my God, Matt, Prez, whoever the hell you are. How did you know these are my absolute favorite! Let me smell,” I say with delight, picking up the freshly baked buns filled with bacon and onions. Do you know what these are?” I ask, waving the little homemade rolls around.

			“Should I?” Matt asks, grey eyes watching me with amusement.

			“Pirogi!” I say, tearing a piece of the pastry and putting it to his mouth. “Taste it.” Matt laughs at my enthusiasm and takes a bite, savoring the soft warmth of the bread, and delicious flavors. He murmurs his appreciation of the taste, and something unfamiliar in my chest tightens.

			Matt walks behind me and pulls me close, guiding me to the dining room chair and pulls me down into his lap. He takes the roll from my hand and tears off a piece. “You like this Princess?” Matt asks, setting a portion of the freshly baked bread onto my lips. I have no clue why the fact that he didn’t take my virginity when he could have and instead is feeding me turns me on so much, but it does.

			“So much,” I moan, my mouth full while my ass presses into the hard cock beneath me.

			I finish chewing and love the way his eyes glaze over as he looks at me. “Can I ask you a question?” He nods, looking down at me. “Why didn’t you, you know finish with me last night? Is it because I’m too inexperienced?”

			His eyebrows arc and his hand snakes under my hair before pulling me gently to just inches from his mouth. “You think I didn’t take you because you’re not experienced, Princess?” Matt asks.

			I nod, because nothing else makes sense. Most men, at least the ones I’ve encountered would just take what they wanted and walk, just like my father, just like all the men in my sister’s life. I’ve never given them the chance to use me and dump me like that, but for some reason, I wanted the closeness, the intimacy with Matt and the fact that he didn’t want me in that way hurt more than I want to admit.

			He pulls me closer rubbing his finger against my lip, as I feel his cock harden even more beneath me. “Don’t think that I didn’t want you, Princess. I want your first time to be special,” Matt says, his mouth descending, stroking the seam of my lips with his tongue, parting them to give him entrance.

			He captures my tongue in an intimate dance, one that I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to recover from. Never have I wanted a man like this, never have I wanted to feel this way about a man, but yet the uncontrollable magnetism is there, and it’s not diminishing, only getting stronger.

			“Marenah, go and get showered and dressed. I have an entire day and evening planned for you. Don’t ruin your surprise.”

			I sigh, kissing his lips just one more time. “Go, Princess,” Matt says, swatting my ass playfully, gesturing me toward the bedroom and shower.

			When I come out, I am refreshed and dressed, ready for the day and whatever it brings, and he pulls me to him, kissing my lips lightly. “Let’s go exploring,” he says.

			“You’re still hurt,” I say, rubbing my hand along his side, feeling the bandages that are still keeping him compressed and tight. “Are you going to tell me what happened?”

			“It’s not that bad and it’ll heal. There’s nothing for you to worry your pretty little head over, understand?” Matt asks, pulling me close and nuzzling his nose into my hair.

			I nod as he takes my hand and pushes the elevator button for the lower level. When it arrives he guides me into it and then out into the lobby, past the glass doors of the skyrise and onto the sidewalks of the city. “There’s a dress shop that I want to take you to, it’s not far from here,” Matt says, and I look up at him. He grins at me. “What?” he says.

			“Oh, I don’t know. Do you wow all your women by taking them to buy a dress?” I say, and his eyes cloud over for the briefest of moments, before he hides it, but not before I’ve seen it.

			“Is that what you think?” he says softly, watching me intently.

			“It’s what I learned growing up. All men want something. You could have taken me last night, but you didn’t. Now you take me out shopping for a night out in the city. I guess I’m a little confused and trying to figure you out,” I say.

			“I’m not going to hurt you, Marenah. I just want to buy you a pretty dress,” Matt says, grasping my waist, pulling me close and kissing my forehead as we reach the shop.

			“I’m sorry, sincerely. I haven’t had much experience with stuff like this. I’ve seldom gone on dates. I guess it’s just not my thing,” I say, attempting to move away from him, but his arm tightens around my waist.

			“Take a look at the dresses. Pick out a few, try them on and see which ones you like,” Matt says, holding the door for me as we enter the shop.

			The sales clerk is eager to show me all of the merchandise. She keeps looking at Matt, her eyes surveying his lean muscled body dressed in jeans and the sweater he’s donned to come outside in, and she doesn’t even have the decency to be discreet about it.

			I rifle through the dresses on the rack and in less than a few minutes have selected a few that until walking into this shop and seeing her ogle my guy would have been my last choice.

			I hold them up and gesture to the fitting rooms at the back of the shop, and he sends me a wink. I slide out of my clothes, and bra since my favorite of the three leaves no room for that. A deep dark little black dress that has delicate straps, with a v-neck that plunges deep, right to my midriff, and then hugs the curves of my waist and hips before falling down around my legs, with a sexy little slit up the side.

			I twirl in the mirror. This dress could not have fit better if it were custom made for me and while it’s so feminine and risqué, so different from my usual attire, I find myself wanting to wear it for Matt. I walk out of the dressing room eager to see if he likes it and stop short.

			He’s talking on his cell facing outside, watching patrons pass by the windows and miss sales clerk is still ogling him up like he’s eye candy. He turns as if sensing my presence, his eyes homing in on me and no one else, taking me in inch by inch, his gaze heating my skin and I can feel my nipples pebble with desire as his eyes finally find my own. He says something quiet into his phone and disconnects, walking across the shop until he’s standing in front of me.

			“That dress is as perfect as you are. It’s the one I’m going to unwrap you from before I take your virginity. You should go take it off before I decide to take you for the first time in the dressing room,” Matt says low enough so that only I can hear, as he spins me away.

			When I return he takes the dress from me and heads to the counter where miss ogly eyes continues gawking, glancing my way every now and then. My blood courses as she looks him up and down, then licks her lips before ringing the dress up. This emotion is so foreign, I don’t think I’ve ever felt it before, this jealousy that rages inside of me. It takes all of my training to try and disguise my emotion as she goes about her business as she scans the tag.

			He hands her a credit card and I gasp at the price displayed on the digital register. That can’t be right. I knew this was an expensive boutique, but this is outrageous. I touch Matt’s arm and shake my head. I don’t need anything so expensive, but he just smiles while she’s ringing him out. He pulls me toward him and whispers in my ear. “I want to do this. Let me,” he says as though he could hear my thoughts.

			The lady clears her throat, not too subtly trying to catch our attention. He doesn’t rush though, instead, runs a finger along my lips before placing a gentle kiss on my lips, a tender gesture that makes my legs go weak and my heart actually flutter. All these emotions, so new, so exhilarating that I can barely think straight and have to keep telling myself to breathe.

			We walk out the shop and he glances at his phone. We’re not far from a place for shoes. He tells me the name and asks if I know it. “Yes, and it’s probably just as expensive as the shop we just left. Seriously, we can go somewhere else.”

			“I’m not worried about the money. I want to do this,” Matt says, carrying the purchased bag in one hand and grasping mine with his other. He runs his finger along my palm, making patterns as we walk, causing little tingles of excitement to course through my veins.

			The shop is filled with all the latest designers’ selections and it doesn’t take long to find a bright red pair of heels that will match the sexiness of the dress perfectly. I put them on and admire them in the side mirrors. His eyes light up and he nods his agreement with the choice, but when he turns to take a call and I take a few steps I grimace. How do women like my sister make walking in these things look so incredibly easy?

			I’ve taken them off and put my own shoes back on by the time he’s finished his call. He takes them from me and places his hand on the small of my back as we walk toward the counter. This time the man that stands behind the counter isn’t looking at him, but glances my way every now and then. Not overtly obvious like the woman in the previous store, but it’s clear that he’s checking me out on the sly.

			Matt pushes the hair back from my face, exposing my neck and runs his thumb along it as the man rings us up, before he turns to the shopkeeper. His eyes settle in on the man who seems to be getting more and more nervous by the minute, but keeps looking over at me every once in a while as the credit card is processing.

			“She’s taken, my friend, but she is magnificent to look at, yeah?” Matt says.

			“She is indeed,” the man says, nodding to Matt as though I’m not even in the room or the one they’re talking about. My cheeks heat with embarrassment as they finish the transaction, and we leave the store.

			“What just happened there?”

			“He wants to get in your panties. He couldn’t take his eyes off you, not that I can blame him.”

			“And you called him out on it, why?”

			“Because you’re taken and I didn’t like the way he was looking at you,” Matt says.

			I try to conceal my happiness, but I’m sure he can see the delight dancing in my eyes. I don’t know why the fact that he was jealous, too, makes me feel so much better after that dress shop lady was gawking at him like a piece of meat, but it does. He takes my hand and brings it to his lips, before guiding me down the street as we make our way to check out all the other little shops along the way.

			We spend the rest of the morning leisurely making the tourist rounds that we didn’t get to yesterday until we are both hungry and ready for a break.

			I take him to one of my favorite cafés for lunch. “What do you recommend?” Matt asks, skimming the menu.

			“Here? Definitely the golubtsy. It’s a cabbage roll with meat inside. So good,” I say.

			“Is that what you’d like?”

			“Yes, please,” I say as the waiter stops by and Matt orders the dish for each of us along with a glass of bread wine, which is a locally fermented drink popular with the locals.

			In moments the waiter has returned with our drinks. Matt picks his up and gestures for me to do the same. “When in Russia,” he says, smiling at me while clinking his glass with mine.

			We continue our tour in the afternoon, wandering around the city and stopping for a small treat of chocolate latte and pastry in the early afternoon before we make our way back to my apartment in the late afternoon.

			Matt closes the door behind us and pulls me into his arms. “You are so incredibly alive. So beautiful, friendly, funny and sexy,” he says, thumbing his finger across my lower lip. “I want to get to know every single complex part of you,” he says, kissing me as he undresses me. When he’s done and I am left bare in front of him, he suckles each nipple in turn, creating hard peaks of desire. He reaches down, grasping behind my knees, lifting me and my legs lock onto his waist and my arms tighten around his neck as he carries me to bed laying me down, and settling me before beginning to undress as I watch every sinewy muscle in his body displayed for me.

			When he is completely nude, my eyes slide to the hardness pulsing between his legs. That is never going to fit inside of my body. It is long, hard, and so delicious looking that my pussy weeps with longing as I look at it. He smirks and slides into beside me, pulling me close. “You’re going to have a long night, sleep for a bit Princess,” Matt says, kissing my lips gently.


			


			A couple hours later, well rested, we walk outside of the skyrise, me wearing the blue dress he purchased for me and him in a black suit, with a white starched shirt and tie. The doorman tells us to have a nice evening, and Matt tells him to do the same in perfect Russian. Matt opens the back seat of an awaiting limo, makes sure I’m inside, closes my door and walks around and gets in the other side. “Let me put this on you,” he says, taking the seatbelt from my hand, securing me into the soft leather seat, and watching my eyes as he does.

			“Where are we going?” I ask as the driver pulls out into the city traffic, the city lights ablaze with life. “It’s a surprise until we get there,” Matt says, taking my hand and stroking the inside of my palm with his forefinger.

			Just the touch of his finger gliding over my skin causes me to heat, makes me want him like I’ve never wanted anyone before. I am thinking about what his fingers could do to me, stroking other places like he did before with his tongue when I am pulled from my day dreams.

			The car has drawn up to the curb of the most exclusive skyrise in the city and every nerve ending in my body goes on alert. “This is where you’re taking me?” I ask, looking up at the building that my grandfather owns and one of the many places in the city that he will be able to watch me on camera.

		


		
			
Matt

			We pull up to the most elegant restaurant in Moscow, the one I’ve reserved for us, having to pull more than a few strings to arrange it and she’s looking at me with trepidation, not excitement. “Marenah, what’s going on? It’s the nicest restaurant in the city. It even overlooks the Moskva River, I thought you would like it,” I say as the valet approaches.

			She looks at me and somethings not right, she’s scared. I lift her chin up, and her eyes still don’t connect with mine. “Marenah, tell me what you’re afraid of?”

			“We can’t go up to the restaurant. They have cameras. My family will see you with me, and if it gets back to my grandfather, all hell will break loose,” Marenah says.

			I don’t fully understand it yet, but I will in time. “Stay here, and out of sight,” I say to her. “Anything goes south you leave me and get her the hell out of here,” I say to the driver as the valet opens the door. I get out of the car, head into the skyrise and to the elevator. They’ve already seen the car pull up. If we leave now, it will alert them that something else is going on and they will have reason for suspicion.

			The elevator dings before it opens into the sky level restaurant and the hostess behind the podium. “I just arrived back into the city. Do you have a table available?” I ask in my best Russian accent taking the opportunity to glance around as I wait for her response.

			The hostess with short dark spiky hair and a long sleek body smiles and shrugs at me apologetically. “What will you pay?” she asks, batting her eyes, letting me know that if the price is right, she’ll shuffle the tables and accommodate what I want.

			“Table or no? It’s early, the dinner crowd isn’t even out,” I say, glancing at my phone which registers only 6 p.m.

			“Sorry. We have no tables available this evening or later tonight,” the young brunette says, and I turn, making my way back to the elevator. As it reaches the ground level and opens, there is a crowd of young people coming into the skyrise. “If you’re heading upstairs it’s all full unless you have a reservation,” I say with feigned disgust and I head back to the limo, slide into the passenger seat, and our driver peels away.

			“Matt, what happened?” Marenah says.

			“Nothing, but only because you told me about the cameras. Our car won’t be a target. They won’t even follow me. Just a man who didn’t make reservations,” I say as I pull her into my arms and the driver moves into the wave of evening city traffic.

			I feel her body tremble and that tells me that there is so much more swirling around her mind. “We’ll go somewhere else, it’s no problem, but are you going to tell me what’s going on, Princess?” I say, lifting her chin so that I can look into the blue eyes that are wide, intense, and focused on my own as she contemplates how to respond.

			“My family, they’re not what you would be accustomed to. They are, connected,” Marenah says and her eyes close with guilt, embarrassment, or something else.

			“We all have skeletons, Princess,” I say, rubbing her shoulder.

			“Whatever the history, or the story, we make the future,” I say as our driver pulls up to the penthouse that has been reserved in my name. The valet opens her side, and I walk around and guide her into the skyrise and toward the private elevator that takes us to the penthouse suite of the hotel.

			I send a message to Nate who I just happen to know is still hanging out in Russia following my ass, no doubt at the ask of Jay. Dumbasses, they think I haven’t seen him trailing us, but I’ve had to have eyes in the back of my head since I was little. Almost as soon as my message is received my phone pings with his response. One word. Asshole. I laugh, knowing he’ll do as I asked.

			“Would you like a drink, Marenah?” I ask, as the elevator opens to the luxurious condo. I push the remote that retracts the drapes and allows us an expansive view of the Russian capital and Moskva river. The view from my penthouse is even more impressive than the restaurant would have been, but I wanted her to be able to relax and show her a fun evening, not be thrown right into my home away from home right away.

			“Please,” she says in response to my question about a drink, but she’s biting her lips. She’s nervous, the sexual tension between us is entirely palpable. She wants to lose her virginity tonight, and I want nothing more than to take it, but it won’t be rushed or hurried, so my Princess needs to relax.

			I pour her a drink of the vodka that’s been left for us and take her hand, guiding her to the sofa that looks out over the city. “I had a great time today. I’ve never had so much fun touring a new city,” I say, and it’s true.

			She crosses her leg over the other and the slit of her dress parts, exposing her long creamy thigh and calf. Her sandals showcase the slender ankles and French tipped toes, colored a perfect little pink, and all I can think about is having them wrapped around my neck as I drive my cock into her little virginal pussy.

			Her cheeks flush as she realizes I’m looking at her bared skin and she tugs on the silky material of her dress to cover herself. “I did, too. Things like this, they don’t happen in my world, Matt. I don’t date. I don’t dress up for guys and go out on dates. This is all throwing me off my game a little,” Marenah says.

			She’s apologizing for her innocence and doesn’t have a clue in the world how hot that is. I shift in my seat and take a sip of my drink. Fuck that’s strong. “Why did you pick that dress, Marenah?” I ask, already knowing the answer but wanting to hear it from her lips.

			Her cheeks flush pink, and she runs her index finger over her thumb, a little habit I’ve noticed she has when she’s nervous. “Because Miss Thing was looking at you like you were her next meal and I wanted you to think I was sexy,” Marenah says, the embarrassment at her admission clear, but there’s something else brewing in those expressive eyes. She strokes her tongue over her bottom lip and my cock hardens to stone almost instantly.

			“And you thought I wanted her?” I say.

			She shrugs. “I’m not sure about that, but she’s probably more your type. Seemed like a little tiger, would definitely be able to keep up to you in the bedroom.”

			“We should probably get something clear. I wouldn’t have traveled clear across the globe if you weren’t the one I wanted. The fact that you’re inexperienced and that I can teach you about sexual pleasure is almost intoxicating, it’s a gift, understand?” I ask, watching her pupils dilate as she takes in what I’ve said. I stroke her lower lip, the place her teeth have just left and graze over her velvety softness.

			She nods. “Good, I had dinner ordered in, so let’s enjoy the meal when it arrives, the exceptional view, have a couple drinks and get to know each other a little more,” I say, just as the ding of the elevator alerts me that our dinner has arrived.

			The caterers set up on the dining room table, and I watch as she observes the familiar Russian dishes being laid out before us. A plate of shashlyk, pork sliced thick and long and cooked over a gentle fire with a pomegranate marinade, and then a fruit pie stuffed with mulberries and topped with a delicious looking meringue.

			The dinner is fabulous, and she explains the traditions behind some of the dishes as we eat and sip our drinks. When we are sated, I pull her to me. “I wanted to take you out to eat and then dancing in your beautiful dress before I unwrapped you,” I say, licking the seam of her lips.

			“That’s so incredibly hot. I’m sorry it wasn’t the evening you were planning, but I’ve had the best time, and I want you to be my first,” Marenah says shyly, kissing my lips.

		


		
			
Marenah

			The elevator doors open to his penthouse, and I inhale deeply, trying to wrap my head around the turn of events. I have never been able to commit. The thought of getting close to someone has always been a hard limit for me, knowing my mother, my sister, and I were rejected by our father before my birth. I’ve watched my sister attach herself to any man that would give her affection, year after year since she learned the truth about our father. It was too much, and I vowed never to let a man get close to my heart, give him that power over me, the ability to devastate me like that.

			I might indulge every once in a while in a little extracurricular activity, a kiss or a little feel, but then my head always gets in the way. Maybe because, until now, there’s never been this energy, this burning inferno that sparks whenever Matt’s anywhere near me. The physical attraction that I have for this man is too powerful, and I know he feels it too.

			“Stand up for me. I want to see my package,” Matt says, and everything in my core clenches with desire for this man. I don’t know why he’s the one that I want to give my virginity to, but my body has selected him and I know it on a deep primal level. I stand, shy, and spin for him, and the desire in his eyes is intoxicating and probably mirrors that of my own.

			“Absolutely gorgeous, Princess. Turn, I want to unwrap you,” he says, and I do what he asks, spinning on my heels until I am faced away from him. He unzips the small zipper from my lower back to right above my ass and then slides the delicate straps over each shoulder, peeling them down my arms, holding the material in place while he kisses my neck and shoulders, trailing after the missing material as he does.

			The moan of pleasure is mine, but his cock grows even harder against my ass at the sound of it. “You’re so responsive, Princess. We’re going to go slow, and you’re going to tell me exactly what you like or don’t like, understand?” Matt says, whispering in my ear while he licks the inside of the shell.

			I shiver, and he pulls me tighter against him, pushing his cock against my ass.

			“That’s right Princess. Tell me what you like, moan for me, just like that,” Matt says, letting the rest of the material of my dress glide down the length of my body until it hits the floor in a pile at my feet. I step out of it, standing in just a white lacy thong and pewter-colored Jimmy Choo sandals. The silver straps circle my ankles and show off my painted toes, and their height and angle causes my ass to tilt upward.

			I have never felt so desired, so wanton, and as he spins me, the look in his eyes devours me, and makes me feel wanted. “You’re absolutely gorgeous, Princess,” he says, stroking my nape with one hand, letting his fingers of the other hand glide over my nipple, pulling me close, kissing my lips, softly at first, but with increasing passion as I open to him. His tongue captures mine, at the same time he pulls my body closer, rubbing against me before he lifts me.

			“Wrap your legs around my waist and hang onto my neck, Princess,” Matt says, and I do as he’s asked, and he walks us into his bedroom. He lays me onto the soft down comforter and spreads my legs with his hands. “Stay open for me, Marenah,” Matt says, kissing down the length of my body, taking his time, sucking on one nipple, then the other, kissing my navel and exploring its center with his tongue before trailing lower, rolling his forefinger through the most sensitive part of my body, blowing on my sex with the warmth of his breath.

			My entire core clenches with desire and I grab onto the bedding with both hands, not sure how to deal with the incredible amount of pleasure.

			“That’s it Princess,” Matt says, blowing on my sex again before he lowers his mouth, letting his tongue wash me from center straight up to my clit, taking it into his mouth, intermittently caressing and then sucking hard, taking his time, bringing me to the edge time and time again and then leaving me delirious with desire, trying my best not to strain against him, and panting with desire. 

			“I want you to be my first,” I say, kissing him with a passion that I have never felt before.

			“Easy Princess,” he says, settling between my legs. His cock is hard, erect, jutting up and curving against his tight abs while he looks down at me and sticks one finger deep inside of me. “So wet and creamy and so very tight,” he says, wrapping himself before sliding a second digit in, the fullness stretching me as he scissors his fingers. He stills then, allowing me to accommodate to their width, before sliding them deeper and curling them. As soon as he does, that throbbing starts, it’s so sensitive there, right in that very spot, and as he rubs his fingers against it, the waves start building deep inside of me.

			It feels so good, I’m unable to take it anymore, right on the edge of something, so incredibly delicious—nothing I’ve experienced at my own hand before has ever been like this. I moan softly, consumed by this throbbing neediness.

			“You’re trembling, Princess. Ready to come for me?” Matt asks, rubbing his cock against my opening and stroking my clit with his hardness to push me over the edge. The waves of pleasure ripple through me, again and again, and with that he pushes my knees up and drives his cock right into the very depths of me, thrusting past my virginity, settling deep inside of me.

			I cry out softly from the pleasure mixed with pain and he stills, kissing my lips, stroking my cheek and calming me as my body acclimates to the burn and his incredible size. “Oh my God, Matt, you’re inside of me,” I say, panting, feeling him pulse, hard and rigid within my body. The feel of him and the desire I see in his eyes cause my center to ache. He holds himself in check for me, allowing me the time to stretch and to accept him, and that only adds to my desire. My thighs clench deliciously around his waist, pulling him closer, and he allows himself to sink deeper and I gasp.

			He looks down at me, those wide eyes storming with passion as he restrains himself. He nuzzles my nose and strokes my cheek, and I can feel him pulsing inside of me, stretching me, causing my center to clench around him with desire. “Ready Princess?” he asks, parting my lips with his own, capturing my tongue as he begins to move, creating a rhythm, slow at first, rocking, stretching me, and then harder, and soon I can feel him hitting the end of me, that spot that spasms and wants more when he does, and that’s the very spot he keeps hitting, over and over, rebuilding a tidal wave of desire inside of me. I hear myself moaning, calling his name, needing everything that he gives me.

			He thrusts against that spot harder and faster and my ankles tighten against his waist. Current after pleasurable current as he drives us both to release, sending shock waves through our bodies, not stopping until the last of the waves have dissipated, and we are sated and spent, wrung out with the pleasure, holding each other through it until we begin to recover.

			I pull his face, which is now right above mine, down for a kiss. I don’t care that his lips have just been in my most intimate area. In fact, for some reason it makes me want to kiss him even more. “That was more than I ever imagined it would be. I never knew it could be this good,” I say, licking his bottom lip and then suckling it, relishing in his moan of pleasure.

		


		
			
Matt

			I wake up and watch the beautiful princess sleeping in my arms. Her face is nuzzled against my chest and her lovely blonde hair cascades down her back and over my stomach. The fact that she has put her trust in me, giving me her virginity, is a gift that I will always treasure. I stroke her hair, pushing it back so I can see her face and watch her breathe.

			It’s almost noon and I’m starving. We stayed up way too late enjoying each other some more, walked around the city, and then ended up back at her place. I’ve had an intense desire to protect Marenah from the very first moment I saw her, and now it is only getting stronger. While I could easily call down to the concierge who takes care of the penthouse guests, instead I send a message to Nate, who was out late watching us as we walked around the city.

			Message: Pick up pirogi/chocolate lattes at the bakery down the street? In an hr?

			Reply: Fuck you!

			Message: Not in the stars.

			Reply: Paybacks are a bitch!

			I almost laugh right the fuck out loud. A ladies’ man through and through, he’s not looking to get attached to anyone long enough to stay for breakfast.

			Marenah shifts, and her long legs stretch against mine, and she nuzzles in closer, and all thoughts of Nate and his problems evaporate. When her leg slides along mine and encircles it in her sleep, my dick twitches, but so does my brain.—the part of it that warns me that getting too close to someone brings heartache and a lot of pain, the kind you can’t just heal from like a broken bone or a busted rib. The kind that leaves the remnants of it seared into your being like a brand. It reminds me of Alyse, and why I stay the hell away from connections, but as I look down at my princess, I know that it may already be too late because every fiber of my being wants her curled up next to me exactly as she is, us craving each other, even in sleep, and most definitely when we are awake.

			She slithers her leg along my calf and curls her toes around my foot, and something inside me just lets the feeling be. It’s caring, almost possessive in nature, and most definitely sexy as hell, and all while she’s sleeping. The fact that her body is drawn to mine in the same way that I crave hers gives me reason for pause. Things are happening fast, too fast, probably, and while my mind knows this, there’s nothing I want to do but selfishly hold her closer. I stroke her hair and caress the soft silkiness of her sleek back, rubbing before the curves dip into her ass. So sexy, and she softly moans, rubbing herself against me as I caress her.

			I don’t stop, and she finally opens her eyes, and it takes a minute before she recalls where she is, what we’ve done, and who she’s with. “Matt,” she says, running her hand along my chest, coming dangerously close to my nipples, which are already painfully erect, a small tell of what she’ll find when she heads south.

			“What, Princess,” I say, pushing her hair from her face so I can look at those now-wide eyes gazing at me with a swirling look of lust.

			“I want you again, to feel you inside of me,” she says softly, like she’s trying to overcome her embarrassment.

			In one movement I’ve flipped her, and she’s straddled on top of me, but I keep her pulled close. I stroke her lips with mine, kissing along her seam, pushing in, parting her lips with my tongue so I can explore the depths within. So fucking sweet, and my cock has already hardened painfully and is dripping with arousal for this woman. It’s pushing against her belly as we kiss, and her breathing tells me she can not only feel how hard I am, but just how badly she wants this.

			She is brave, telling me that she wants me. I decide to reward her by letting her be on top and grab one of the condom packets on the nightstand, pull it open with my teeth, and hand it to her. “Roll it on, Princess,” I say, watching her eyes widen. She licks her lips, nervous, and I don’t know why the hell the fact she’s never done this before is such a turn on, but it causes my dick to harden like a stone.

			The consternation of her gaze as her delicate fingers push it over the head of my cock is adorable. She bites her lip as she continues to slide it down, and my cock throbs with this level of intimacy. I’ve never let any woman shield me. I usually do that myself, and it’s certainly not ever been an intimate moment, more of a necessity. Mitigating risks and all that. I pull her to me and kiss her lips, then allow her to rise back up, watching her eyes all smoky and glazed over with heat. “Are you ready, Marenah?” I ask as she finishes wrapping me, looking pleased at her accomplishment.

			She nods, and that gives me the confirmation I need before I lift her and pull her down slowly onto my cock, letting it finally reach that spot that I’ve already learned drives her crazy. She moans and tries to squirm, but I hold onto her hips, keeping her in place, exactly where I want to be, buried in her wetness and velvety folds, moving a little but never giving her what she really needs. She finally cries out with the need to move, and then I thrust hard, upward, deep inside of her as I use her hips to pull her down over my cock. Her eyes glaze over, and her mouth forms the perfect little O for me as the orgasm rips through her. I ride her through the waves, and the way her tight little pussy squeezes my dick and the way she looks on the end of it with her little tits bouncing pushes me over the edge, and with three more deep thrusts, strand after strand of my white-hot desire is released deep inside of her.

			I remove the condom, tying it off and letting it drop to the floor so I can pull her into my arms, holding her close as she nuzzles into my chest. I’m going to need to head out in a few hours if I’m going to be in Italy tonight, but I don’t want to leave her, and I’m not letting her stay here by herself until I know what the hell is going on with her grandfather, why she’s so scared that he may capture her on camera with me, or why the hell she was in the bar and why she lied.

			So many things running through my head, but the one that is the loudest is how I plan to leave her when the time comes, if she won’t come with me. I press my lips into her soft silky hair, and she lets out a little moan of pleasure. I grab my phone off the nightstand and look at the time and messages. Nate should be arriving in a few minutes with our rolls and coffee, and I haven’t got one word yet back from my request to find out who the fuck her grandfather is.

			There’s something that keeps trying to come to the surface, but it evades me.

			“Princess, I need to go to Italy, and I want you to go with me.” She just looks up at me with sleepy eyes, smiles, and nods her head, nuzzling deeper into my chest. Her immediate agreement to come to Italy with me is a surprise. I thought I was going to have to convince her, but she feels this insane attraction that we seem to have, too, and I don’t think she wants to see it end anymore than I do. In a matter of moments she’s dozing again, on and off, lying in the curve of my arm. I push her hair to one side so I can watch her and stroke a finger across the sleekness of her shoulder blades and down her spine. Her body responds, curling into me, and I caress her some more, enjoying the change in her breathing. Even in her sleep, she responds to my touch and that is an intoxicating feeling.

			Jay’s message to me comes across. “I’m bringing Sasha with me to Italy. She’s not safe in Chicago with us in Italy. How’s her sister doing?”

			Everything finally clicks into fucking place. The intel I retrieved on Bernatelli, Sasha’s father: Marenah’s her sister. Their father is one and the same. I remember uploading the transcript I came across, lifting off the audio line that I sent to the intel site when I was undercover trying to get anything on Bernatelli that could give us some leverage to get Jenny Torzial off their wanted list. I remember exactly what that conversation was. “The documents need to disappear, or they do. If anyone ever finds out what happened years ago, it will be the collision between two of the largest crime families on earth. We don’t need the Russian Mafia crawling up our ass. Deal with it!” Fuck, that means that whatever Sasha is dealing with, my Princess is, too, and given her reaction last night, it must have something to do with her grandfather.

			I send another message to the intel team to hurry the fuck up with the report that I asked for. They send me back a message to cool my fucking jets. They’re close and will get it to me as soon as they can, and some of the tension I feel dissipates, knowing they’re working as hard as they can to pull any and all information I need together.

			I spend the next few minutes stroking my princess as she continues to drift, caught up in my thoughts about what’s happening. A sharp three-knocked rap on the door let’s me know that Nate is here with our rolls and coffee. I probably should’ve ordered lunch fare, but my princess seemed to love these so much that it’s what we’re having for lunch. I kiss her on the forehead, and she stretches, sliding her legs down the length of my own, curling tighter around me, wrapping me with her body. Fuck, now I just want Nate to go the fuck away, but when I don’t answer the door he sends me a text.

			Message: I’m outside the door. It’s been over an hour. Couldn’t you get it up?

			I laugh out loud reading his message, and Marenah stirs on my chest and finally opens her eyes, trying to focus. I stroke her cheek and run my fingers carefully over her lips, still plump from the abuse she took at the hands of her captors. I would say good morning, but it’s already tipped into afternoon. We must have needed our sleep. “Nate’s at the door. He brought pirogi. Jump in the shower while I talk with him,” I say.

			She squints and smiles up at me. “Pirogi? Yum, I’m starving,” she says. She stretches, and the lines of her sleek back arch, rubbing against me as she does, and that movement alone is enough to harden my dick. Damn this woman turns me on.

			I kiss her lips. “Go shower. Otherwise, I’m going to send Nate away and fuck you until dinner time.”

			Her cheeks flush and she looks up at me.

			“Go shower, Marenah,” I say, reaching down to give her ass a playful swat.

			She feigns indignation, but I see the desire flash across her bright blue eyes.

			“We’ll experiment like that another time. If I don’t answer the door soon, Nate’s going to have a team of men invade this place, and I promise you those asses will eat every single one of the pirogi that I’ve ordered,” I say, gesturing for her to go to the bathroom with a nod of my head.

			She opens her mouth as in shock. “No, they wouldn’t. I would seriously defend my beloved rolls. Heathens,” Marenah says, mocking me.

			“Oh, they would, now get going,” I say, swatting her ass again, this time a little harder.

			She yelps. “I’m going,” she says, but I don’t miss the glazy look in her eyes as she grabs the sheet and pulls it from the bed, wrapping it around her as she walks to the bathroom.

			She’ll learn soon enough not to cover herself from me, but today I find it incredibly interesting. She’s not trying to use her body to seduce me, although she clearly could. Instead, she’s covering herself from me, and while it has the reverse effect on me, she wouldn’t know that. She could have just let us walk into the shit with her grandfather last night, but she didn’t. I told her to get the hell out of that bar, but she stayed back, ensuring I wasn’t outnumbered and could handle the oncoming men before she did as I told her and left the bar. Whatever she’s got herself into, she’s not trying to pull me into it, but instead, trying to keep me distanced from it, as evidenced by her reaction last night to me pulling up at her grandfather’s restaurant.

			I hear the shower start up, slip out of bed, and slide into my pants and pull my t-shirt over my head. When I reach the door, Nate is smiling at me. “What, bring that shit in here and help us eat it,” I say, knowing that if he’s gone to the bakery, he’s also bought something sweet for himself, because he can’t pass a damn candy machine without throwing his money down.

			He perches himself on the stool by the breakfast table and opens the white paper wrapped bag. “What do we have here?” Nate says, pulling out one after another of the pirogi that my princess loves so much, and then pulls out a couple of different rolls and places them in front of him and takes a big bite of the open-faced pastry with berries on top.

			“What is that?” I ask Nate as he hands me a pastry with what looks like cream cheese and red berries on top.

			“It’s vatrushka. Goat cheese and berries,” Marenah says, walking into the kitchen, looking refreshed and ready for the day, as Nate nods his head and murmurs his appreciation for the sweet dessert. She settles herself onto the barstool and reaches for a pirog—when my cell phone and Nate’s light up with incoming warnings, and the overhead security alarm lights start flashing.

		


		
			
Marenah

			The silent alarms are set to only go off when someone has reached the stairwell two floors below me. The elevator is impenetrable, watched by an on-duty guard, but also by the feature on my phone that is changed often to ensure no one can possibly retrieve it. At least, that’s what I’ve been led to believe.

			“Come, they’re heading up the stairs. Let’s move,” I say, swiping the bag of pirogi and danish, along with my purse from the counter which holds everything I need to get from country to country as I march toward the elevator.

			I don’t think they’re going to follow me until Matt and Nate glance down at their phones, almost at the same time. They nod to each other, and I shake my head at their big brother shit. Right now we need to get the hell out of here, because someone, and I have a pretty good idea of who, is heading up that stairwell.

			“They’re in the stairwell, we have to go,” I say, but if I thought I was in charge of this operation, I have another think coming.

			Nate takes up the front, pulling his weapon, and Matt pushes me into the elevator. “We’re going down. They expect with this set up that you’ll take the stairs. We have about four minutes on these fuckers,” Matt says, swiping his phone against the electronic eye of my private pad. I reach into my pants pocket to pull my cell phone out but stop when the elevator engages and begins the long descent down to the lobby, the one that I thought only I had the access code to.

			As the elevator dings, it opens into the private cove of the exclusive skyrise’s lobby. We walk out with Matt urging me to go faster toward the black Lincoln. Matt almost pushes me in, and Nate jumps into the front seat and tells the driver to go.

			“The Chicago Mafia are ruthless, Princess. We need to get you out of here,” Matt says, pulling me close and whispering in my ear so as not to be overheard by the rest of his team.

			I shake my head because there are more people and factions than I can imagine who would come after me if they knew who I really was, but I don’t believe that’s who is trying to break into my penthouse tonight. The only people that know I’m home in my motherland, Russia, are the people that work for my grandfather. The thought that he may have discovered my work, and has seen me with Matt, both, send a chill down my spine, but I also know he would not hurt me. I don’t have time to dwell on this, because whoever is heading up those stairs will be here soon.

			I don’t say a word, and Matt doesn’t need me to. “Your grandfather. Let’s get out of this mess, and then you can tell me what the hell all of this is about,” Matt says, and I don’t correct him as he pulls me closer and kisses the top of my head as his driver weaves through the city.

			The only explanation that makes any sense is that the people I work for have put two and two together. As much as me being together with Matt would anger him, he would not send his soldiers in to harm me. Unless the Chicago Mafia has tracked me, but my grandfather’s men surely would know if a rival was in their country, right under their noses, intending to do his granddaughter harm. The thought rattles around a little bit, and I don’t see how that’s possible. I was so careful, but then again, Bernatelli’s crew was able to sniff me out, or maybe it was just that they saw me when they were hauling Matt downstairs and didn’t really know who I was. It’s not like they had the chance to torture it out of me. The driver navigates us out of the city and toward the airport, but it’s soon clear that’s not where he’s headed. “Where are we going?”

			Matt pulls me close. “We’ll drive for a while. The Gulfstream is refueling and going through some maintenance checks. They’ll get clearance to land at an airport about an hour away. We’ve got folks working to get you a new passport. Otherwise, as soon as your name pops, the people after you will know. They could even have the flight grounded,” Matt says.

			I nod, letting it sink in. He’s right, and if I were on my own I’d be fine, but I’m not and I need much more information than I have before I can put the entire picture together. “That won’t really be necessary,” I say, opening my purse, which is as big as it is for a reason, rummage around and pull out my passport and hand it to Matt.

			If I thought it would shock him, it doesn’t. “What’s the plan for the hair?” Matt says, gesturing to the picture of the short, dark-haired lady on the passport staring back at us with my blue eyes. I reach into my bag and grab a pony, wrapping my hair into a bun, and then pull my short black spiky wig out and place it on my head, shifting it into place. “Anika Smirnov, nice to meet you,” I say.

			“Well, Anika Smirnov, glad to meet you. Looks like you’ll be traveling to Italy with me and my crew,” Matt says, smiling.

			I am about to try to explain some of this, but he shakes his head and places his index finger on my lips. “We have a lot to discuss, but not right now. I need to focus on getting us out of this country and into Italy.”

			We pass through checkpoints and the passports are cleared without so much as a raised eyebrow.

			We turn into a remote airstrip where a plane is waiting for us. “Make yourself comfortable, Marenah,” Matt says, gesturing to the main cabin. “I need to work with the crew. I’ll join you when I can,” he says, leaving me to settle into the space on my own.

			I don’t blame him. He has no idea who I am really, and he has a job to do.


			


			It’s been hours, and I wake slightly as Matt slides in next to me in the two-seater leather recliners, buckling up just before we touchdown on a private strip in Italy. “It’s a short drive from the private strip to the airport we’re headed to,” Matt says, taking my hand, guiding me to the awaiting car, but offering me no more information than that. He probably doesn’t know what to think after what’s happened today.

			I don’t know what’s going on between Sasha and Jay, but she’s clearly pissed and doesn’t plan to stay with him and instead intends to head to a hotel from the airport. I mention this to Matt, and he gets on his phone almost immediately.

			“Did you just text Jay what I told you in confidence?” I ask, narrowing my eyes at him.

			“First, you didn’t tell me it was in confidence. Second, her security is at risk if she’s on her own. He needs to know. He needs to keep her safe, Marenah,” Matt says, grasping my hand and pulling me closer.

			I should be mad, but instead I feel a deep sense of relief that for once I don’t have to solve everyone’s problems and that he and Jay have it all under control.

			It is with that thought that I nuzzle into the crook of his side, with his arm wrapped around me, keeping me pressed warmly against him until we arrive. My phone buzzes with a message. Sasha again, and now she wants me to pick up some bag she’s left in the women’s bathroom at the airport.

			

H
			The driver pulls up at the front entrance of the airport and lets us out into the night. Matt walks around and opens my door, helping me out of the car and taking me by the hand as we head into the airport. The security team has us surrounded, some in front and some in back.

			“Why don’t you see if you can find Jay? I need to run to the restroom,” I say. I find my way to the bathroom and open door after door. The fourth stall holds my sister’s weekend bag on the hook behind it.

			I am rummaging through it and am just about to call her cell and let her know that I found it when a tall man in fitted jeans and a white t-shirt underneath his jacket pushes the door open.

			My survival instincts kick in. “Excuse me! You wanna tell me why the fuck you’re in the women’s bathroom acting like a goddamn stalker?” I yell, hoping someone will hear me as my foot hits his junk, just as I’ve been trained to do.

			I’ve connected with my target perfectly, and his eyes widen with pain as he strives to catch his breath, staggering back and hanging onto the sink behind him. I use that time to hightail it out of the bathroom, but a huge man who looks like a human super hero captures me in his arms and they tighten around me. I struggle to get loose, but he’s not letting me go and I know at any moment the man I’ve just lashed out at will catch his breath and want revenge. I try to calm my breathing, thinking of my training and how to get loose, but damn if this man’s hold doesn’t allow me to use any of those tricks on him.

			I scream, yelling at the top of my lungs for help, and that’s when I see Matt racing toward me. I wrestle as much as I can to get out of this beast’s tight hold, screaming Matt’s name. It is a public place and someone has to be able to help me, but I don’t need a bunch of people, because Matt’s eyes go dark and in a few heated strides he’s delivering a punch to my attacker that sends the big guy reeling backward, making him let me loose while Matt pulls me into his arms, and kisses my forehead.

			“I’m sorry, Princess. I don’t know what happened, but I’ll get it sorted,” Matt says, running his hand down my face as the guy from the bathroom stalks toward us.

			He looks pissed, and I cringe but get prepared for an all and out fight. “You wanna explain what the fuck is going on here? Why do you have your goddamn hands all over Sasha and why the fuck did you just call her Princess?” the man glaring at us says, but Matt doesn’t back down and holds me even tighter.

			“I have no fucking idea what is going on, but this is the woman I told you about, my Marenah. Why do you keep calling her Sasha? That’s her sister,” Matt says, and his eyes grow wide as he finishes that sentence and looks down at me.

			As soon as he does, I realize what’s going on. I almost laugh, but the intense looking man from the bathroom becomes aggravated. “If you’re not Sasha, she’s been taken. She went into the bathroom and never came out. Dereck, get a crew to get the air shafts checked. Cole, have intel focus in the on-camera footage. I want to see anyone that came in and out of this room in the last three hours. Home in on the last half an hour first. Nick, I need you to get a track on her phone. Here’s her number, put her credit cards in the system, see if anything comes up.”

			“Wait, wait. Sasha is okay. She sent me to the bathroom to get the bag she left,” I say, pulling open the bag’s zipper and retrieving the heels that were left behind.

			The intense man nods, but before he says anything else, one of the other men tells him that the Larussio plane is about to land. Shit, Italian Mafia. “Giovanni Larussio is on it and that’s their mark,” he says. “There is a mounting mob on the ground. I have two teams called in, and our snipers are in place.”

			“Safeguard him at all costs. Take them out if necessary!” he says, and I realize that I have just heard an order to safeguard the next boss of the Italian Mafia, and somehow both my sister and I are right in the middle of this shit.

			They walk me to the sidewalk, and a driver pulls up in a long black stretch. “Let’s go,” the intense one says.

			“I’ll take Marenah to Chase’s and then rejoin you,” Matt says.

			“No, she’s my sister, and I want to find her. I’m tougher than I look,” I say.

			I think he’s going to disagree with me, but the intense one glances over at me and then at Matt. “Save your breath. We don’t have time, and if she’s anything like her sister, you won’t win the argument anyway,” he says.

			I smile widely, nodding my agreement. “I think we’re going to get along just fine,” I say, smiling mischievously at Matt, who is scowling down at me, but I ignore it. “I’m Marenah, Sasha’s baby sister by about five minutes,” I say to everyone.

			“I’m Jay, and this is Nick and Dereck. Cole is the one who just got punched out by your boyfriend,” the intense one says, grinning as Cole glares first at me and then at Matt.

			“Sorry, man,” Matt says, grinning widely and extending his hand to Cole.

			Cole takes it reluctantly and shakes his head. “No fucking drama for years and now you two hook up with the drama twins,” he says, winning him a half scowl and a half smile.

			Nick looks down at his phone. “We’ve got Sasha, she just checked in at a hotel not far from here. The bad news is that the Chicago Family is watching her card, too. It just popped up on their surveillance, and they’ve just given the order to move in”

			“Floor this fucking thing,” Jay growls.

		


		
			
Matt

			As soon as the driver pulls up to the hotel, Jay and team leave me with Marenah and the driver. I know the drill: I’m manning the car because I can contain the female. I smile down at the mysterious woman beside me, the one that has so much explaining to do, but right now there is fear is in her eyes and her breathing is ragged. “They’ll get her, Princess,” I say, pulling her against me, stroking the pulse in her creamy neck as we wait. She nods as though she has a thought, or someone has asked her a question and she agrees. “You okay, Princess?”

			“I just need for her to be okay. She means the world to me,” Marenah says, tearing up, and although she was taken captive, physically roughed up, and touched in places I don’t want to think about, never once did I see a tear.

			“Princess, Jay and our team are the best. He’s not going to let something happen to her,” I say, knowing this for a fact because I’ve never seen him react to a woman like he has to Sasha.

			“Who are you guys, Matt. Mafia?” she asks.

			I bring my finger to her lips. “Shh … Princess. We’ll talk when this is all over and we can both lay our cards on the table.” Her crystalline blue eyes search mine and she seems to make her peace with trusting for now and talking later.

			My headset beeps and I get the order.

			“Ready the car, we’re on the way down. Jay’s got Sasha; call in the order for a cleanup crew.”

			“Roger that,” Nick says, and I know he’s got it covered.

			In less time than I would have thought, Jay is carrying Sasha toward the car. I open the door, and everyone makes room to let them in. Something’s not right. Sasha is listless, just lying in Jay’s arms and Marenah notices about two seconds after I do. “Sasha, what happened?” she says, unable to stem the flood of tears at the sight of her sister’s lifeless body.

			“She passed out, but she’s breathing on her own,” Jay tells her.

			Dereck raps on the trunk of the limo a few minutes later, and the driver pops it open. He throws Sasha’s suitcase in and then slides in next to us. “Let’s move,” he says to the driver.

			Dereck scowls when he looks at Sasha crashed out cold in Jay’s lap. “She okay or do we need the doc?” he asks.

			“I honestly think she’s just passed out,” Jay says.

			“She doesn’t like flying. She usually takes a couple sleeping pills when she travels overseas,” Marenah says, scouting around in her purse and showing them a packet of sleeping pills.

			“After the night she’s had, that would probably do it,” Jay says, brushing her hair out of her face and holding her close.

			“The angel sleeps,” Dereck says before leaning his head back against the rest and closing his eyes.

			“Did you call the cleanup team?” Jay asks.

			“You know that I did.”

			“I have no doubt, but you know I have to ask,” Jay says.

			“Uh-huh, sent their pics to intel, too,” Dereck says.

			“Status on the ground?” Jay asks.

			“Mission accomplished, and Giovanni Larussio is on his way home. The cleanup crew is working overtime tonight,” the one that goes by Nick says, smirking.

			Marenah just takes it all in. No drama, no surprised looks, just takes it for face value, but her eyes don’t leave her sister, and I have no doubt that if Jay’s finger were to come off her sister’s pulse, it would be replaced by her own.

			It’s another thirty-minute car ride until we get to the Prestian Estate, and we pass through the stone and wrought iron gates. Nick keys in the passcode to the guest house, and Jay carries Sasha up the stairs.

			“I’ll tuck Marenah in and be back down in a bit,” I say to the men, and Marenah blushes and tells Jay how much she appreciates what he’s done and why it’s so hard for her sister to trust men.


			


			I’ve been thinking about the quandary we’re in all night long while my princess sleeps beside me. Jay and I haven’t had a chance to talk, but the intel that’s been found on Sasha relates to Marenah as well. I read and reread the report that she and her sister are without a doubt the daughters of Bernatelli, but he has never claimed them, and in fact has repudiated them. Regardless, if she’s in any way tied to mafia, I need to make sure that Jay, Chase, and Brian know it. This team has come to mean the world to me, my family, and the thought of leaving them weighs heavily on my mind as I finally doze off.


			


			The meeting is set for an hour from now. I send Marenah a text to let her know that I’ll be back shortly and to meet me for breakfast, because I have no idea what’s going to transpire between now and the time I spill what’s on my mind. If this is the last time that I get to hold Marenah while on the Prestian Corp payroll, so be it. I have saved and invested well.

			I’m almost at Chase’s office when a text from Jay comes through, letting me know that Chase is aware of all the family involvement of both girls and things are fine. Jay’s in Chase’s office when I walk in. Chase is wearing a three-piece suit and gestures for me to take a seat next to Jay. Chase tells us that the plan to solidify the expansion of the security company is sound, and the family has approved it.

			When we finish reviewing the contract, Jay and I walk out of the room ecstatic. The guys are never going to believe not only the salary that has been offered, which far exceeds their overly generous one now, but the perks and benefits that have been provided. Chase and Brian blow any other competition out of the water with their hundred percent contribution to the 401(k), one hundred percent medical and dental in addition to the jets, helicopters, luxury homes, and resorts available to the crew as an added benefit to taking care of their family.

			We walk back across the lawns to the guest house where we are both staying, and Jay tells me he’ll catch up to me later and heads upstairs. I walk into the dining room, and the look on Marenah’s face tells me that something has gone south. “What’s wrong, Princess?” I ask, stalking toward her, pulling her toward me and then noticing her sister, sitting in one of the chairs in the dining room.

			“She needs to go home before Jay finds out she’s not upstairs. Can you get her on a flight right away? If not, I can see what I can do,” Marenah says, pushing the breakfast plate on the table in front of her away.

			I take in the situation, assessing it like I’m trained to do. Sasha wants to leave, and regardless of anything else, even Jay’s desires, we don’t keep people against their will unless they are in danger. I text instruction to have a plane readied and on the private tarmac of the airport ASAP and a car pulled around to the front. “Go with her, Nick, take her out the front now. I’ll deal with Jay,” I say as Marenah hugs her sister and Nick leads Sasha, who looks solemn and thoughtful, through the kitchen and out the door, and I pull Marenah into my lap. Marenah is quiet and pensive, too, and I slide into the seat beside her and take her in my arms. “She’ll be okay, Princess. Nick will take good care of her,” I whisper.

			I knew it wouldn’t be long, and it isn’t, before Jay’s boots are stomping down the steps and into the dining room. “You know where Sasha is?”

			Marenah is still curled up in my lap and gives him a little nod and I applaud her honesty.

			Jay doesn’t say a word for a bit, but then the silence gets the best of him. “Um, you gonna tell me where that might be?”

			“She went back to Chicago, Jay. I’m really sorry,” Marenah says.

			“What the hell do you mean, she went back to Chicago? How the fuck did she get out of here and how she is getting home?” Jay says and I brace for the wrath that is sure to follow.

			“I arranged it for her. She was going to try to find a commercial flight. I sent Nick with her, and we have a team safeguarding her once she gets on the ground. She’s safe, Jay,” I say, knowing at the end of the day, whatever is happening, her safety is his ultimate concern.

			“Why did she leave?” Jay asks Marenah, avoiding me all together. I get it, because if he had done the same thing, I’d want to throttle him, but I also know he’s a man of integrity. He would do the same thing if positions were reversed. He’ll figure it out, of that I have no doubt.

			“She doesn’t think you care about her. I told her that you do. Hell, anyone can see that you’re crazy about her, but that’s not what she feels, and she’s been through a lot over the years. She has an overwhelming need to feel loved, and unfortunately although our mother loved us dearly, we didn’t ever get that from the men in our lives. It’s affected each of us in different ways. Sasha, unfortunately, has a habit of being clingy with breakups, and she’s trying to be different this time,” Marenah says, and while I know that’s true, having read all the manuscripts, and see the pain on my dear friend’s face hearing it, I also know that my princess has scars as well. She’s just a little better at keeping them buried.

			Jay takes it all in with a nod, and the only tell he gives that he’s completely agitated is the tightening of his jaw as he turns and heads upstairs. I was prepared for a demand from my close friend to stop the plane, to do something, but not this. I already have word that Nick got her on the plane and is getting her comfortable before takeoff, but I don’t dare tell Jay that. If they want to sort this out, they will. If they don’t, she’ll be safe, because she means something to my friend and is my girlfriend’s sister.

			“He didn’t even go after her,” Marenah huffs, nuzzling in against my chest. I hold her tight, pulling the warmth of her body against mine.

			“Jay will never go into a situation without a comprehensive plan, and I have a feeling that carries over into his personal life as well, Princess. They’ll sort it out if it’s meant to be. We’re in one of the most beautiful spots in the world, let’s go exploring,” I say, knowing we need to talk, but right now I just want one day with her, just one normal day showing her around the beautiful country of Italy.

			I send a text to the driver on standby that we’ll be ready in half an hour. It’s still early, just after eight, and while the ladies already ate I have not and I snag two of the biscotti that I know from experience will be infused with chocolate, a perfect complement to a morning coffee or latte. The driver sends me a message that he’ll be here soon. “Go get ready; I’ll make us a cappuccino,” I say, swatting Marenah’s ass playfully as she stands up and walks by me.

			She lets out a little yelp and flashes me a fake scowl, but her bright blue eyes sparkle with interest. I tuck that bit of information away for later while I watch her heart-shaped ass walk away from me, climbing the stairs all the way to the top, until she turns, no longer in my sight, heading toward our guest room.

			My cock has a mind of its own whenever she’s around and my palm presses against it, shifting, so it’s no longer pushing against the constraints of my zipper. Fuck, she makes me hot. I trudge around the breakfast bar and busy myself making two cappuccinos in the fancy silver-and-black machine that Gaby taught us how to use a couple years ago. I’ve just placed the lids on our travel mugs and turn around when Marenah walks into the kitchen.

			She’s wearing a pair of skinny jeans and a tight white t-shirt that hugs against the curves of her breasts. She slides into the university hoodie and zips it up. Damn, I was so not finished with the show. She slides a hair tie from her wrist, gathers her long blonde tresses up, and pulls them into a messy bun that spills down the length of her neck. All I can think about for a moment is slicing that little piece of coated rubber from her gorgeous locks and letting it spill over her bared breasts as she rides my cock. A text from our driver pulls me from my daydream and I glance up, taking her hand.

			“Come on, we’re in Italy and we have an entire day to explore,” I say, guiding her down the stone pathway to where the driver waits inside the plush limo. While I didn’t ask for this car, it will certainly fucking do. I hold the door open for Marenah myself, close the door, and walk around to the other side and get in, knowing that he will give us a guided tour through the Amalfi Coast cities as I’ve instructed, stopping here and there, until it’s time for lunch.

			We spend the next couple hours navigating small towns and witness the little communities along the coast waking. The driver lets us out at my request so we can walk through one of the villages that I’ve come to appreciate with past visits to the country. The fishermen donned in thigh-high waders and rain slickers are already heading back onto the coast after hours of fishing, pulling in their boats and talking loudly amongst each other, sharing their successes or missed attempts of the day. The bars, as they are called in Italy, are alive with friends meeting for a cappuccino or latte and a sweet pastry. The one we walk into is still open for breakfast and alive with animated conversation.

			“Chocolate latte?” I ask, glancing at the menu.

			She smiles brightly. “You’re spoiling me, in more ways than one.” I take in the coloring of her cheeks and something in my chest tightens. She’s thinking about last night, too.

			The waitress arrives and I order each of us a latte and a cornetto, a favorite pastry of the locals in this area of Italy, which should tide us over until lunch since they eat much later than people in the States.

			I take her wrist across the table, the one I intend to restrain to my bed later, and lean across the table so only she can hear me. “Last night was just an introduction, Princess. You have no idea what pleasures I have in store for you,” I say, knowing that I fully intend to spoil her in every sense of the word.

			She doesn’t respond verbally, doesn’t need to. Her eyes are bright and alive, her cheeks are flushed, and the pulse in her wrist has quickened under my finger. My princess is responsive in her own way, and my cock hardens as I watch her process my words.

			When we finish, I pay the waitress and grasp Marenah’s hand as we walk out of the bar, prepared to take her on a tour of the cliff villages and lemon groves, but I see a shadow darting into a storefront just behind us in my periphery, seconds before my cell beeps and everything goes south.

		


		
			
Marenah

			Matt switches sides with me, taking my hand. The gesture is exactly how I feel, an attempt to get closer to each other, and I lean into his warmth. I’m still trying to deal with the attraction that I feel for him. It’s like this current running between us every single time we’re close, even across the room, and it’s intensely magnified when we touch. Even his hand, capturing my own, sends an electrically charged pulse directly through me.

			I’m lost in my thoughts, just walking along the street with him, when his hand tightens, gripping me firmly, his arms wrap around me, and then rapid fire plays out over what seems like the entire village, shattering the store window that is within three feet of us. Matt’s reactions are seconds quicker than my own, and he has me splayed on the ground, his body on top of mine, pushing me into the sidewalk as he shouts instructions to the driver, and I don’t know who else.

			“When I tell you to move, you move. We’re going to the back right passenger seat of the limo that’s going to pull up in front. Understand, Princess?” Matt asks, stroking my hair.

			I can barely breathe from the weight of his body on top of mine, but I’ve seen him in action when danger ensued, and I know his instincts are good and that he has every intention of getting us out alive. “I know too much, they’re coming for me. You need to protect Sasha,” I say.

			“Shh, Princess let me deal with this,” Matt says, stroking my cheek as we wait for our ride, hidden from whoever was firing. We won’t have long because I know for a fact these people have no patience.

			“No, you don’t understand. If they’ve come for me, you need to be a long way away from me,” I say just as a sleek black limo pulls in front of us, and Matt pulls the door open, hauls me from the ground, and literally heaves me into the back seat.

			He pulls the door closed, and the guy next to the driver yells for him to floor it.

			“Did you not hear what I am telling you? There are things I can’t explain, but I am trying to give you a clue, make sure you and your teams aren’t in danger, and you’re just ignoring it,” I say, pushing my hand against his chest when he reaches to console me. “You need to get me to the nearest transit and let me off. I’ll make my way out of the country and call you when it’s safe,” I say.

			His steely eyes penetrate mine, grasping my hand at his chest, holding it in his own as he assesses me and my outburst. “Not going to happen, Princess,” he says, and then turns to the driver and gives him instructions before hitting the switch that engages the privacy glass to come down, sheltering us from the eyes and ears of the driver and security guard in the front seat.

			“Matt, you have to listen to me. I know you’re trying to help me, but there’s so much I haven’t told you that will impact you if you are with me. It’s better if you just let me off somewhere, please, you do not want the trouble that will follow me. You and Jay, please, promise me, just keep my sister safe.”

			His grey eyes focus in on mine, holding them captive with his concentration. It feels like ages instead of mere minutes. “Sasha is fine. I have it on good authority that this isn’t about her or you or your no-good father. This is something else, isn’t it, Princess?” Matt says, stroking my cheek with his finger.

			I don’t know how to respond, contemplating what telling him the truth would mean and am embarrassed when I realize that I’ve just leaned into his touch, wanting it, desperately needing it to provide me with comfort. I am not some needy woman. I am trained in not only physical combat, but emotional conflict, but I can’t quite get past the commotion in my mind. He pulls me closer and trails the finger that was just on my cheek, letting it glide lower, creating a path southward, until it’s circling around my collarbone, exploring the prominent bones he finds, and then slipping farther, underneath the hoodie, exploring the delicate flesh of my breast and rubbing the tips of my nipples as he bites into the tender skin of my neck.

			I hear myself moaning, as he continues to suckle my skin. My thighs come together, and I try to think of something that will pull me out of the moment, away from the exquisite feel of his hands and mouth on me, but it is impossible. When the driver slows in front of his building, Matt adjusts my clothes and kisses my lips gently. “I’m not letting you go Princess, and I don’t think you want me to. We’ll finish this inside,” Matt says before nipping my lower lip.

			“The team’s swept the entire area, we’ve engaged the perimeter security, and the top floor is open. You will be secure here,” the driver says over the audio. Matt grasps my fingers, entwining them with his own. I know Matt thinks we’re safe here, but we only have him, me, and his crew. The people coming for us will have body-armor-piercing bullets and we won’t have a chance.

			He guides me into the building, seemingly confident, but I still can’t believe the people we’re dealing with won’t be able to find us. He assures me it’s safe and that we have an entire team watching the monitors.

			Matt leads me inside, through the great room, and into the kitchen. “Take a seat,” he says, gesturing to the Tuscany-styled high-rise table for two in the corner as he walks to the wine refrigerator and opens a bottle of red. “It’s an exclusive red blend from Bolgheri, Tuscany, Italy, mature, so we can enjoy right away and skip the breathing process,” Matt says, pouring it into two deep crystal wine glasses and handing me one as he swirls his own.

			“I don’t know too much about wines,” I say shyly. “If you want to do vodka shots, I’m your girl,” I say.

			He smiles at me. “Swirl, like this,” Matt says, twisting his wrist so the red liquid twirls in the large beveled wine glass. “Now smell the bouquet,” he says, bringing it to his nose and inhaling.

			I do likewise and breathe in the aroma of the mature red wine.

			“The scent, it’s intoxicating, right?” Matt says.

			“It is,” I say, taking another sip of the complex but sweet drink and swirling my glass as he’s demonstrated. Matt lifts my chin so that my eyes are raised, looking into them with his.

			“It’s not nearly as intoxicating as the scent of your pussy, Princess. We’ll talk later, but right now I think you should be rewarded for all you’ve gone through today,” Matt says, lifting me, carrying me into the bedroom before allowing me to slide down his body, feeling every rigid muscle and the hard cock pressing against me as I do. He slides his hand between us, pulling his leather belt through its loops, and my heart races harder and my pussy gets wet as I feel his dick harden even more and pulse against me.

			“Hands over your head, let me undress you,” Matt says, peeling layer after layer from my body, exposing my collarbone, suckling and traveling lower, raining kisses and suction as he settles me onto the bed.

			I moan and my hands slide downward, toward him, wanting to feel his hardness in my hands, but his grasp on them tightens, slides them above my head, exactly where he wants them before wrapping my wrists in his belt, and then fastening them to the hook in the ornate headboard, leaving me naked with the exception of a pair of white lacy panties and completely restrained.

			He kisses all the way down the length of me, starting with the shell of my ear, circling it with his tongue before dipping into it. The moment he does, I say his name, just softly, it feels so good. He teases me with his mouth and the warmth of his tongue, trailing down my collarbone, the swell of my breasts, and pays extra attention to my nipples. He sucks each of them, looking up at me with this steely eyes until the sensation becomes so intense that I hear myself moan softly.

			He does it over and over before licking lower, across my navel and to the top of my panties. “So pretty Princess, but you won’t be needing these when you’re with me,” Matt says as he fingers the lace, letting me feel the warmth of his breath through the thin material.

			I turn the side of my head into the pillow. Just his breath, right there, is enough to make my heart race.

			“Look at me, Princess. I want you to watch while I reward you. Let your knees fall to the side,” Matt says, and I can feel my cheeks flush, but I do as he’s asked.

		


		
			
Matt

			In this position she is spread wide, her thighs open for me to view and explore, and I can see the slickness and the telltale signs of wetness start to pool at her center. I push my dick against my hand to settle him while I sink myself between her legs, push her thighs wider, and inhale her scent deeply. Fuck, she is intoxicating. I stroke her little nub with my thumb, rubbing against the soft, sensitive skin with the rough surface of my thumb.

			Her hips raise, and I smack her pussy lightly with my palm. Her eyes widen, and she moans when I do it again. This is not a punishment for my princess, she likes it way too much. I caress harder, delivering the rough stroke over her tender flesh at the same time I dip my tongue into her now wet and slick center.

			She squirms and attempts to close her thighs, but I don’t allow it. Instead, I push her thighs apart, spreading her wider and begin to lick, holding her as she thrashes and just when I feel her start to unwind, I sink two fingers deep inside of her and suck her clit hard. “Oh my God, Matt,” she yells, and I love the way her little body bucks against her restraints, at the same time she comes all over my tongue. I continue sucking and pumping her through her pleasure, watching as her tight little belly contracts as she comes down from her high, relishing in the feel of her pussy clenching around my fingers as she rides her release.

			I shed my clothes and watch as her eyes take me in, fully dilated and still hazy with desire.“Ready for me?” I ask, sliding next to her and kissing up her body as she shivers against the pleasure and her restraints.

			I can hear her panting, but she hasn’t answered. “I asked you a question, Princess,” I say, wrapping my dick while licking against the creamy skin of her neck, working my way to the sensitive skin of her ear.

			“Yes,” she pants. One little word, and that’s all I need to hear before I take her legs and place them on either side of my shoulders. She’s watching, eyes wide and those baby blues are filled with lust, just the way I like them. She licks her lips, lifts her hips, and my dick pushes into her sweetness, one long thrust and I am rooted, buried to the hilt in her warmth. I pull out slow, letting her acclimate to the size.

			I work myself in and out of her, excruciatingly slow. My dick wants to plow into her, but I want to feel her come all over me first. I slide in and out, exploring, rubbing against the end of her until she is squirming with need, and only when she clenches around me, and I know that she’s close do I begin to drive home deep, thrusting against that sensitive spot I’ve found that makes her crazy. I hit it again and again until she’s crying my name and coming all over my dick, milking me with her spasms, at first just little cries, and then screaming her pleasure and it’s that sound and my name that brings me crashing over the edge.

			I release her wrists, pull her against my chest and rub them gently. She nuzzles against me, and I want nothing more than to feel her silky soft skin against my own. “Princess,” I say, pushing her long blonde hair out of her face so I can see those baby blues.

			“Hmm,” she says, looking up from smoke-filled eyes.

			“You are fucking amazing,” I say, kissing her forehead, her nose, and then parting her lips with my own.

			Marenah’s bright blue eyes dance with delight. “That was amazing,” she says groggily.

			I kiss her and slide her down into my body, cradling her as we drift into sleep. I wake about twenty minutes later with her still tucked into my arm. I look down at her, and even as thoughts of earlier come to mind and what we are facing, I dismiss them because I want this, the intimacy that we have, even if it’s only for a short time. We can have this moment, at least that’s what I thought until my phone buzzes.

			I push the button, connecting with the security team. “Matt, I wish I didn’t have to give you this, but the lady you call Marenah is an international spy. We’re still trying to figure out who’s paying her, but we know she’s working for someone, just not who.”

			Fuck! I glance down at her peacefully sleeping frame and step out of the room, closing the door behind me. “Roger that. Turn on the mics, and all conversations between us and when she is on her own will be open for review. I’ll send a message when you’re to turn them off if I want to spend time with her privately until we know for sure what’s going on.”

			“Roger that,” I hear as I disconnect and head back into the bedroom, glancing down at the woman that looks so much like a princess and not a spy as I dress quietly. I’ve seen the other side, though, the resilience in the face of danger, the way she fights that could have only been taught by very few elite troops.

			I decide to let her sleep and make my way toward the kitchen, start the coffee pot, make myself a sandwich for lunch, and hit the button that will connect me with Jay, and turn it on speaker knowing she’s fast asleep.

			“Jay here.”

			“Hey, I’m assuming you got the information. Jay, I didn’t know Marenah was working for someone else, but in hindsight, the way she fights should have made me dig a little deeper.”

			“No, I get it. I’ll send you the original file you sent me on Sasha. It may contain something that we overlooked the first time. I don’t know if it’ll help, but the intel team picked up some spy activity a couple weeks ago, and for whatever reason thought it was Sasha. At the time, I thought it might be true. Sasha works for the ballet troupe and is in multiple countries each year and rubs elbows with the elite of the elite, politicians and all that shit.

			“Turned out they were wrong, but I didn’t know until shortly before you did that the team made the connection back to Marenah. They just got the wrong sister. I’ll send you what I have, and let me know what you need. It sounds like you’ve made a good call keeping her away from Chase’s estate and the family. He knows everything about Sasha and Marenah’s family, but this is different. Do you need anything until we find out who she’s working for?” Jay says.

			“No, I’ll take a look at what you send, talk with her, and then I’ll let you know first, but we may need to let Chase and Brian know.”

			“Agreed, I’ll defer to you on this, Matt. I know you’ll do the right thing. Let me know if there’s anything that I can do until then,” Jay says before disconnecting.

			In less than a few minutes, a pinging sound on my phone alerts me to an incoming message. I skim through the information that Jay sent over. It provides Marenah’s sister’s name, place of residence, current occupation, and description. She was born in a hospital in Moscow as Sasha Koslov, which means my princess was with her. Their mother was nineteen and father twenty. Their mother is the daughter of Ivan Vlasenko, head of the Russkaya Mafiya, a man rumored to lead the Bratva with an iron will. My heart is pounding as I read on. The remains of Koslov, Sasha and Marenah’s father, son of the caretaker for the Vlasenko estates, were found wrapped around a tree after Koslov visited the hospital the day before Sasha’s mother and her twin daughters were released in the care of Vlasenko.

			I am in a relationship with a daughter of the Russian and Chicago Mafia while working for the Italian Family, and while I knew that, I did not think she was a spy, or I would have been straight up with Jay and Chase when we met to talk about the expansion of the security team and the goal of taking care of all of the families.

			I pour myself another cup of coffee and am just settling in at the breakfast bar, determined to get that intel faster, when Marenah walks into the room, covered from collarbone to past her knees in a white fluffy robe.

			I glance up, wondering if perhaps we could be wrong, but she takes a seat beside me and blows every hope that she isn’t a spy right out of the water. “So, I think we’re at an impasse. You shouldn’t keep the volume on your cell so loud. I heard some of the conversation between you and your team. They’re right. I’m not into playing games. I’ll be as straight with you as you’ve been with me,” Marenah says, leveling me with those sky-blue eyes.

			I nod. “I’ve read you and your sister’s background. You’re both Chicago and Russian Mafia. Bernatelli doesn’t claim you and probably put the hit out on the man rumored to be your father to keep his dirty little secret hidden,” I say.

			Marenah inhales deeply, contemplating my comment before she nods. “It’s true. Nobody knows. Daddy dearest didn’t want us to get in the way of the trust that his wife inherited. It’s more than considerable.”

			“I thought you were undercover, and that you were in danger, not a spy. That’s why I had you held in Chicago, had a security tracer put in your skyrise, and your key code uploaded and programmed to my phone. A pretty little airline attendant maybe, but you fight too fucking good to not have been taught by an elite unit, and there’s only a handful of them around the world. The only question I have is, Who are you working for? Intel hasn’t returned that yet, so you have a chance to tell me yourself,” I say, leveling her with my own steely gaze.

		


		
			
Marenah

			Dammit. I should have known he would figure it out, but now that he has, I either need to come clean or lie. If it were just me, I might be tempted to tell a small little untruth, figure out a way to get myself out, and just disappear. Unfortunately, it’s not only me and Matt, but Jay and Sasha that will be impacted by however this turns out as well.

			The Italian Family will not take kindly to having both Jay and Matt, who are supposed to take over their security teams, intertwined with the Russian and Chicago families, but will like it even less if they find out what I do for a living. I’m still contemplating when his voice cuts through my thoughts and he slides his plate over toward me with a half of a sandwich.

			“Marenah, I need the truth, Princess,” Matt says, lifting my chin so that my eyes have nowhere to go except his deep grey steely ones.

			I take a few bites, contemplating my next move while he watches me, before I place my finger on his lips and gesture for him to follow me. “I can’t tell you what you want to know. This relationship may be short lived, but we have a little bit of time,” I say, grasping his shirt and dragging him slowly toward the bathroom. I run my fingers over his lip, to keep him silenced before we close the door to the bathroom. I pull a switch that starts the overhead fan, turn the water on full blast, and then press a finger to my lips, letting him know without a word that I’m still not comfortable in our surroundings. He sends a text to his team, and I can only surmise it’s to turn off the mics wherever they are, and when he’s finished just looks down at me. “Tell me.”

			“I can’t divulge who I work for, Matt, but what I can tell you is that if the shoes were reversed, you would be doing the same thing. I’m trying to help people, innocent people that are being snatched from their lives and sold. You need to understand. These people are sisters, daughters, nieces, brothers, sons, and nephews. They take the young and snatch them right out of their very lives. They used to take young women, now they take young girls and boys, too. I don’t have long Matt, or an entire truckload of people will be gone, vanished, right into the hands of the people I’m trying to find. I may not be who you think I am, but I’m not one of the bad guys,” I say.

			His eyes have darkened. “Trafficking,” Matt grinds out.

			“Yes, and it’s getting worse and worse. Every major city, and if we don’t do something, it’s just going to keep going.” I know I’ve been sworn to secrecy, but I haven’t told him who I work for, and if Matt and his men can help, especially in this one case, knowing what awaits these people on the other side, then I have to take the chance, the job be damned.

			“I can’t stand the thought of innocent girls being picked up in a multitude of ways and then sold out for the highest dollar,” Matt growls. “It’s the very reason I got into the life I did to begin with. Tell me what’s happening. Take me and my men there. They won’t stand a fucking chance. If they’re holding innocent women, we’ll rescue them, but you need to trust us,” Matt says, swiping his finger over my upper lip.

			“There’s no way I can do that without blowing my cover. My job will be history. If I let you in on this, and I want to, you need to know that it has to be done by the book, my way, Matt. If we don’t, it will cost me my job and maybe our lives and those of others.”

		


		
			
Matt

			She reaches up on her tiptoes, pulls my face down and kisses my lips. “Please, I want to feel you, one more time,” she whispers, and my cock hardens with the desire to be inside of her tight little pussy again, but it’s more than that. I’ve known it since the first time I saw her, there’s just something about this woman that calls to me on a level I’ve never known.

			I have a hard time separating my need to protect her with my need to claim her, really claim her, but those smoldering baby blues and hard little nipples are more than a man can take. I rub her rosy little tips, gently at first, and then with a firmer hand as her eyes grow lusty. I walk her back to the wall, sliding her hands above her head, knowing what she needs. “Keep them there,” I say, unwrapping her robe slowly, exposing her creamy flesh, inch by delicious inch. I kiss her lips, and then suckle the length of her neck, moving south until I get to her creamy breasts.

			I slide her robe down farther, just enough to control exactly when her needy nipples will be exposed to the cool of the air. As I let the material slowly expose them to me, she gasps, and I take one in my mouth. “Is that what you like, Marenah?” I ask.

			She is speechless, just watching me, but nods her head in agreement as I twist her nipple with my hand, gently and then stronger, watching her eyes, knowing it’s building her pleasure, and when she moans, I know it is time.

			“Keep your hands above your head,” I say, kissing slowly down her body, letting her robe fall to the floor and tsk when I see she’s covered her pussy with a pair of lacy panties. “You won’t be needing these, Marenah,” I say, sliding them over her hips and letting them fall to the floor. My dick releases some precum, just taking in the beauty of her body.

			I run my engorged length along her slit, holding her hips in my hand, keeping her pulsing and needy against the wall, teasing her with my length.

			Marenah moans her want, and I wrap myself before pushing deep into her warmth, connecting with the bottom of her, and she doesn’t back away from the intensity or the pleasure; instead her hips tilt, letting me know it’s not too rough and exactly how needy she is.

			I thrust in and out, slowly but deep, making sure I hit the bullseye that sends her hips into a frenzy to meet me. Fuck she’s so hot, pushing against me, trying to connect with my cock, and all I want to do is drive into her, time and time again, but I want her climax to build, so I restrain myself, leaving her on the edge, making her pant as I slow, lifting her hips until she has no choice but to wrap her legs around my waist as I slide my dick in even deeper, but barely an inch at a time. I want her right here, on the edge, until I tell her to come and I bring her to a frenzied orgasm. Her little pants are almost more than I can stand, and she moans so softly, over and over, and it reverberates in my ear and makes my cock throb. Fuck!

			My dick is deep inside of her and I know exactly how close she is when her pussy clenches me like a vice, milking me with her pleasure. She nuzzles me with her mouth, those soft, wet, sweet little lips and tongue caressing my neck and ears. She thinks she’s in charge, and as much as I love her playfulness, and the fact that she wants to provide me pleasure, she’s not in charge in the bedroom.

			I keep her on the edge, pushing into her velvety warmness, and her panting nearly brings me over the edge, but I hold it together. “Tell me how you want me to be inside of you. Soft and slow, hard and fast, tell me Princess,” I say, grasping her hips as I thrust deep inside of her. 

			“I want you to fuck me like my family history doesn’t matter,” Marenah says.

			And fuck if that’s not exactly what I want to do.

			“I want you so deep inside of me, whatever you want, if you need to protect me, do it, if you need to distance yourself, I trust you,” Marenah says, pulling my face toward her and kissing my mouth gently.

			Fuck, I need to claim this woman. She doesn’t have a safeword, she will in the future, but for now. “Tell me to stop if it’s too much, Princess,” I say, licking her neck and suckling as I nuzzle into the sensitive area between her neck and shoulder, sucking her creaminess, knowing I’ll leave my mark before driving my throbbing engorged cock deep inside of her.

			She cries out, pushing her neck into my mouth, her body into my own, bucking against me as I provide her with every pleasure that I can possibly give, driving against that special spot until she’s trembling and I tell her to come, and she lets go, her tight little pussy clenching my cock, her walls suctioning my cock as I thrust deep inside of her, making her ride the waves, thrusting through them, over and over as we cling to one another.

			I hold her tight, feeling her body’s pulse against my own as we start to come down, and I carry her to bed. My boss knows that she has family ties to both the Chicago and Russian Mafia, but what I didn’t tell them is that she could be a fucking spy because I didn’t fucking know, and either way leaves me in a god damn sling, but damn if I give a fuck as I pull her softness against my body, stroking her soft velvety skin, before her breathing slowly starts to slow and her trembling begins to subside.

			Fuck if I’ve ever even noticed another woman’s breathing as she came down from what I gave her. Until now, while I’ve always wanted to ensure my partner’s pleasure as much as my own, when it was done, it was over. A kiss, a hug, thanks for a wonderful night, perhaps a ride home. But this is different, and I’ve known it from the very first time I saw her. I pull her body tighter against my own and she nuzzles into my chest.

			I stroke her creamy skin, keeping her close as she falls asleep in my arms. I look down at her sleeping frame. There’s no goddamn way I’m letting her take this on alone, but my little princess is a fiery little package of kick-ass when she needs to be. I certainly won’t stand in her way if she’s trying to save innocent children, but fuck if she’ll do it on her own, trained spy or not.


			


			I’ve been watching her for at least an hour or so. I find myself wide awake due to the time difference between Italy and Chicago, with nothing to do but stare at my princess and try to figure out how to protect the woman who gives herself over completely to my control in the bedroom, but can handle herself like the elite trained soldier that she is in a square-off with anyone.

			This won’t be easy, because she’s already told me her target is trafficking. I know her mind is on the women and children, but I also know this means the badass boys that I used to work for, and that still work for her father, are involved. I won’t let her go in alone, or any of the people my princess is trying to protect be sold, but this is much more complex than she thinks.

			Marenah wakens and kisses my chest before looking up at me. “What’s the matter?” she asks.

			I hold her close and tell her exactly what I’ve been contemplating. She’s been up-front with me and I’ll do the same. When I tell her what I know about trafficking and how my team will help, she closes her eyes for a second. “I hate that I need help, but I love that you’re willing to give it. Tell me why you’re willing to do this for me. We’ve barely met,” she says just barely above a whisper.

			“You’re pushing buttons that I haven’t dealt with in a while, Princess,” I say, sliding her hair aside, leaving the length of her neck exposed so I can stroke the creaminess of it with my fingers. “I had a friend once, her name was Alyce, and she was taken. They didn’t have a fancy name like trafficking for it back then,” I say.

			Marenah’s body tenses, but then her hand squeezes mine, settling it in front of her, and I take pleasure in the fact that even though she doesn’t like that I’ve brought up another female, she’s reached out to provide me comfort when she believes I need it.

			I turn her to face me and push the lock of hair from her face so I can watch her reaction. “She meant a lot to me, Princess, but not in the way you think. I never had a family, grew up moving from foster home to foster home. Then I met Alyce. She was a year older and never had a family either. We became close, used to watch movies together and just hang out. She got invited to a school play. She was so excited, got dressed up and curled her hair. I was waiting up for her so I could see how it went, but she never returned. I went searching for her. Scoured the entire fucking town, but it was too late.

			“It took a while, but I learned she was snatched by a local gang. Long story, but she ended up dead instead of sold off. A few years later, I joined the Chicago Mafia as a runner. I got their protection, and their informants helped me find those men, and I systematically took them out, one at a time. I know I should have felt some sort of remorse for killing in cold blood, but I didn’t then, and I don’t know. There was just the need to avenge her death, to make someone pay for taking someone so young, vibrant, and full of life. The mafia became the family I never had, and eventually made me their enforcer.

			“One night, and a few leader changes later, I learned the family was getting into the business of snatching girls like Alyce and had figured out a way to make even more money by selling them to the highest bidder overseas. The sick fucks were getting into buying children. Alyce had so many dreams of getting out of the life she found herself in. She used to say that I was the only good person in her life. She wouldn’t have been proud of the man I turned into, and I sure as hell couldn’t work for people that were doing that to women. I ended up working undercover for a few years and learned through another undercover friend that Chase had an opening for security. The rest is history, but leave it to suffice I know which side of the law I want to be on, and it’s his.”

			Marenah nuzzles her thigh in between mine, gazing at me with those sky-blue eyes. “I’m sorry you lost someone so close to you. I can’t even imagine,” she says, pulling my neck down so she can reach my lips and kiss them with her velvety softness.

			I gather her in my arms, drawing her close, inhaling her scent and that of my own desire, which still lingers on her skin. I trace over the skin I’ve lightly marked with my passion and capture her tongue’s warmth with my own. She moans with pleasure, pressing her naked body against my own. I slide my hands over her curves. This physical attraction is something that surpasses anything I’ve felt for any other woman, and it’s so much more, but I have difficulty deciphering it while her hot little pussy is rubbing against my aroused body.

			I’ve never been into vanilla, but with her I want to start there, to go slow, to savor every one of her gentle touches, listening to every soft moan of pleasure as I slide my covered cock deep inside of her, thrusting against the very spot that drives her hips up against mine, something I don’t normally allow, but feeling her express her sexual pleasure, reciprocating, is beyond arousing, and I find myself permitting it as we both reach the edge, stay there, pivoting and rocking into each other, so close but still holding back until we no longer do, and I thrust us over the edge again.

		


		
			
Marenah

			I stretch, feeling the evidence of where he’s been, and everything he’s revealed to me, turning over and curling up to his pillow, inhaling his scent and listening to the sound of the shower in the background. I’ve almost dozed off again when alarms begin blaring. Matt appears from the bathroom, slides into a pair of pants, and throws me the clothes I was wearing earlier. “Get dressed quickly,” Matt instructs, pulling on a t-shirt and bending down to lace his boots. While I slide into my clothes, he checks his phone, nodding, and begins texting.

			“We need to move,” Matt says, and takes my hand as I slip into my shoes.

			“Wait,” I say, throwing my hair up in a clip before pulling the Glock from my purse. His eyes narrow as he watches me slide it in to the back pocket of my pants, then slip my knife into my sock underneath my jeans before he has the door open and mouths “Let’s go” and half-drags me down the hallway.

			Just as we reach the stairs, he holds me back.

			“Roger that,” Matt says and I glance up, noticing for the first time the earpiece and the mic hanging from his shirt. That equipment is not standard bodyguard issue, and damn if I don’t know where that shit came from. The ding of the elevator alerts us to the arrival of others, and Matt steps in front of me with a hand on his piece.

			I would have rested easier a few minutes ago, with his hand on me, guiding me to safety, but now that I’ve seen his equipment, I don’t know what to think or who he’s really working for. He places his hand on the small of my back and I tense, knowing I’ll never be able to get the Glock from him if he chooses to use it at this point. I still have my knife, but he knows exactly how and where I’m armed, and if this man is working for who I think, he’s been trained to fight as good, if not better than me.

			He continues to lead me down the stairs, silencing me with the tip of his finger on my lip as an elevator dings in the distance. We wait until we hear voices in the distance laughing, heading the opposite direction. He guides me down the few remaining steps, out the back door and into an awaiting limo.

			Nate has the door held open and the team that have surrounded us get us to the car. “Get out of here. We’ll find out who they are and won’t be far behind you.”

			“Thanks, Nate,” Matt says before the man closes my door and Matt slides into the backseat beside me, and Nate jumps into the front seat. “Floor it,” Matt says, as the driver peels away from the hotel, heading toward the coast, and after a short while begins expertly navigating the sharp curves and terrain of the Amalfi Coast.

			“Where are we going, Matt? I knew someone would be coming for me, but I didn’t think it would be the people you work for, although it’s pretty clear now,” I say.

			He scowls slightly and turns his steely eyes at me. “You think the people I work for are coming for you? I’m not tracking, Princess.”

			“Who do you work for Matt, really? Are you still with the mafia, are you working for the Interpol sleazes?”

			He considers my question, and his eyes don’t waver. “No to both, Marenah. The mafia life is well in the past, but I think I’m going to need some clarification around Interpol. You’ve kept the fact you’re working as a spy from me, and that you’re the granddaughter of the Russian Mafiosi. You think I’m working for people that want to hurt you, and think Interpol are the bad guys?” Matt asks.

			I take in a deep breath. I know better than a slip like that. I shrug, playing it off. “I was just throwing names out there, hoping something stuck,” I say, but he levels those steely eyes at me. He knows more than I thought, and for his own good, and that of his team, more than he should. I can’t change who I’m related to or what I do for a living. If he decides it’s too much of a mess, then so be it. Just another reason I’ve always avoided relationships.

			“My grandfather, he has eyes all over the place. I know you thought you avoided them at the restaurant, but you can’t, not in this city, not in this country, and not anywhere in the world. The men that came after us tonight weren’t part of my grandfather’s team though. He wouldn’t have sent his goons in that way for his beloved granddaughter. He’d be more apt to make me come to him,” I say.

			He doesn’t have a chance to answer though as headlights blare into the back of the car and our driver accelerates around the cliffs heading further south into the Amalfi Coast.

			“We’ve got enemies crawling up our ass. Tell me someone’s got a line of sight on these fuckers,” Matt says into his mic. He nods, but I can’t hear the response on the other end of the line. “Roger that, as long as you have a plan,” Matt says, and I glance out the window, taking in all the beautiful city lights resting so many feet below us as we careen dangerously around the curves above them, knowing that we have no possibility of help or a relationship if he is working for Interpol.

			He surveys me for a moment, then pulls me so close I can feel his heart beat. “The Chicago Mafia isn’t about to let us go without a fight. I knew they would come for me, but you need to tell me why they’re coming after you if I’m going to protect you, Princess,” Matt says.

			He knows who my father is, how tangled of a mess the entire relationship is, and yet he wants to protect me. I don’t succumb to emotion, I don’t cry about what life throws my way, but the fact that this man saved me and then came across the globe to be with me and is willing to risk his life to protect me does bring a tear to my eye.

			Matt lifts my chin so that I have no choice but to look into the intense steely grey eyes holding me with their gaze. “Tell me.”

			I nod, knowing that I can’t do that, and that if I’m going to keep him safe, I will somehow need to find a way to distance myself from the one man that I’ve ever let past my walls. I decide to use the truth. He already knows about the Russian side of my family, and surely it won’t be long before Sasha or Jay divulges the history of the Chicago side of our family, if they haven’t already. “A long time ago my mother had an affair with Frederik Bernatelli. My sister Sasha and I are the dirty little secret. If my grandfather ever found out, there would be out and out war,” I say, but while he’s listening to me, he’s getting intel from that headset of his.

			“Get down,” Matt says, pushing my face into his lap and covering me with his jacket. “They’ve got drones overhead. Stay down unless you want your picture splattered all over the underground channels,” Matt growls.

			If my picture gets released, my death warrant is signed and I know it. There will be nowhere that I can hide that they won’t find me. I am a threat to their livelihood. Matt is caressing my neck, calming me, and I’m almost lulled into a false sense of security when all hell breaks loose. I hear a distinctive crack and the squeal of tires before we are bashed from behind.

			“Step on the gas, they got past car two and they’ve got fire power overhead,” Matt says, cool and calm, caressing the back of my neck like we’re not in the middle of a shit storm while I shift in his lap, trying to reach the button on my belt that will alert my team that I’m in trouble.

			“Tell me you’re out there, Cole,” Matt says.

			A man’s voice comes over the speaker of the car. “We just took out the drone and I’m about to have your driver ram that car right up this fucker’s ass,” Cole says as Matt continues to caress my neck, and I make the decision not to push the button, feeling Matt’s body begin to relax beneath me. 
“Roger that,” Matt says just as the sounds of steel against steel and the squeal of braking rubber fill the air.

		


		
			
Matt

			I pull Marenah’s head inward, making sure she’s braced against my body in the event we get hit, and a split second later we do. The car slams into us from the rear with a ton of force, causing our car to spin sideways, and I know how fucking close we are to these goddamn cliffs. Our driver navigates us out of a spin and puts his foot down, gaining us a little separation from the dead man that just put my princess in jeopardy.

			While we may have gained a little distance, they are still too close, and the driver floors it on a straight stretch and I relax, knowing exactly what the fuck is going to happen in about two minutes. I turn and watch as the other car begins accelerating on the straightaway just as we begin slowing for the hair-pin turn. I brace myself, pulling Marenah against me even tighter, hugging her close even though I have every faith in Cole’s abilities to hire a driver with skill.

			He doesn’t let me down, just brakes hard, spinning our car three-sixty on a dime. The sound of squealing rubber howls into the night as the tires of our assailants try desperately to grip the road and slow to a stop, but it’s no use. At their speed, all it takes from our driver is a tap on the side front panel to send them spinning across the narrow highway and careening over the side of the treacherous cliffs and into the sea below.

			“Great job! Fuck that was close!” Nate yells.

			“You’re all clear, Matt, but if the drones had a track on you, it won’t be hard for them to come at you again. The Gulfstream’s ready and waiting, and you already have clearance. Have the driver put his foot down. You’re about ten minutes south from a private strip,” Cole says from the overhead.

			“I’m already on it,” our driver growls, accelerating behind the security car still in front of us.

			“We made it for now, Princess, but you and I both know they’re not going to stop until they get what they want. We need to get onto the plane and out of the country, where I can protect you, and we can talk, okay?” I say, pushing a long length of her blonde hair out of her face so that I can see her eyes, what she’s thinking, and alleviate her fears.

			The light from the moon and the illuminations of the city at the bottom of the hills gives me a little view of her eyes, and I watch as she processes. The solemn nod of her head tells me there’s more I don’t know. Our driver navigates us to the strip, and the security team guides us out of the car and onto the plane.

			Marenah settles onto the sofa and buckles in, and the crew prepare for takeoff while waiting for the rest of our team, and Nate heads into the security area. I text Cole and get no response. I scowl, trying him on the two-way and still nothing. I connect with Jay, who answers almost immediately. “Cole saved my ass, we’re at the strip and he’s gone silent. The pilot’s ready to take off,” I say.

			“Cole’s got a drone over his head, hang on,” Jays says, placing me on mute while I wait with growing impatience, not sure what the hell is happening to the man that just saved our lives.

			“Jay, you gonna let me in on this?” I say, but he doesn’t respond, and I know that Jay’s gonna do what he needs to do, and I’ll have to wait it out.

			The pilot’s voice comes on overhead alerting us to the near departure. “Everyone in the cabin get situated. When we get the word that we’ve got our man, it’s going to be a quick takeoff.”

			“What’s happening to him?” Marenah asks. I can tell that she’s concerned about Cole, too.

			“I don’t know yet, but Jay will get him out of harm’s way. It may just take a bit,” I say, pushing a dangling strand of hair behind her ear so I can see her emotion-laden eyes.

			I’m trying to keep her calm as we wait, but my insides are bunched, thinking that he could be in serious danger because he helped us. “Jay, you have an update?” I ask, my impatience getting the best of me.

			“Yep, hold tight,” Jay says as the night around us lights up with siren wails and blue and red flashing lights all over the tarmac, and what looks like Cole’s car screams past us with cops on his tail, flying down the runway to the other end of the strip. A couple minutes later, another vehicle makes its way to the plane, squeals to a stop, and Cole jumps out of the front seat, running up the ramp and into the main cabin out of breath.

			As the door closes behind him the pilot’s voice comes over the speaker again. “Buckle up boys!” the pilot says as the plane begins to drift across the tarmac, gaining speed at an unusually rapid pace and then begins to careen down the runway, gaining even more speed before lifting into the air just as the car that Cole left idling on the tarmac blows up, igniting into flames right below our very eyes.

			Cole slumps onto the leather couch, catching his breath, and looks at both of us, one and then the other. “Alright, someone’s going to tell me right the fuck now what the hell we’re into? These fuckers have goddamn drones, heat-seeking fucking drones, and they just about roasted our asses,” he says.

			“Fuck!” The mafia boys are high tech, but they’re not equipped like that. I have a pretty good idea who is, but I want to talk with Marenah in private about this. “I’m not sure if I fully understand what’s going on myself,” I say as Marenah’s eyes drop to the floor.

			I think she’s going to stay silent, and that’s fine, because the conversation that I plan to have with her isn’t one that should be done in public, but she surprises me. “I’m sorry that I brought you both into my world. If I had it to do over again, I would have pushed you far, far away,” Marenah says.

			I lean over and lift her chin, because I want to see her eyes when she either tells me the truth or tries to lie to me about who she’s working for. These people, whoever they are, want us dead. Fucking drones that had no issue with taking what they thought was Cole’s car out right at the airport. Whoever these people are, they have balls, big ones, and while I thought at first my little princess may have be working for the Russian government, I now wonder if she is running from them, because it’s become extremely obvious that whoever these fuckers are, they not only want her dead, but will take out anyone helping her.

			“Marenah, we can talk privately, but either way, we need you to tell us what the hell is going on if we’re going to protect you and stay alive,” I say.

			Her wide sky-blue eyes are swirling with emotion, but she looks me straight in the eye. “I told you, I’m trying to do the right thing. I have to help the women and children. The people that are after me want to prevent me from doing that,” she says.

			Cole’s looking at her and then at me. “Trafficking,” I say.

			“Fuck!” Cole says. “No wonder they were trying to take our asses out.”

			“So, you’re working for the United States and pretending to be working for the Russian government, they found you out and brought a shit ton of heat down on us?” Cole asks.

			She pales at his reference to who she’s working for, not realizing that my security men have eyes and ears on all our conversations if it means potential security breaches to us or the families we protect. The way she’s breathing leads me to believe he’s not far off with his assessment. “Enough. Marenah and I will talk,” I say, taking her hand and leading her to the door of the bedroom suite to the Gulfstream and closing it behind us. “Are you going to tell me which country you’re working for Marenah? I can’t keep you protected or help with the trafficking issue unless I know what you’re up against and what we need to mitigate as a security team,” I say, running my hands along the moist seam of her mouth, and across her bottom lip.

		


		
			
Marenah

			The feel of his finger on my lip, so sensual and intimate leaves my heart racing, but I know that he’s looking for answers, things that I can’t tell him if I am to keep him and his security team alive.

			“I told you what I could, Matt. I wasn’t lying when I told you that I was trying to help the women and children that are snatched into a life of trafficking. I just didn’t tell you who I work for, and unfortunately I can’t, because if I did, it would put you and your men, my sister, and basically anyone that is close to any of us in jeopardy.”

			“Princess, I know you’re doing right by those people but if we’re going to get those women and children out alive, you’re going to need to trust me, and right now I’m not feeling it. Where are they being held? What can you tell me that will help my security team get a lock on them? Once we know who and where they are, we can put a plan together and deal with it, Marenah, you have my word,” Matt says.

			I haven’t gotten any messages from my team, and for all I know they could be dead, but I do know someone is after us, and right now the only hope for these women is staring me in the face with narrowed steely grey eyes. “I can’t go on record telling you who they are, it’s in my contract, but I can take you to where the trades are made. You can’t take a picture of me or record my voice. If so, they will be able to recognize me, and a world of heat will rain down on all of us,” I say.

			“No pics and no voice recordings. You have my word, Marenah,” Matt says, running his fingers through my hair.

			Once I lead his team to them, there will be no turning back. “Then let’s go back to America,” I say, watching as his eyes widen with surprise, and then comprehension.

			“Marenah, is that why you were in the bar?” Matt says, and I can already see him putting two and two together.

			I nod. “The Chicago boys have a hand in this, but they aren’t the ones responsible for the entire system and structure that enables trafficking. Those are the people I want! I only went back to Russia afterwards because I didn’t have backup, and it still hasn’t arrived. I don’t know if it’s still the priority right now, but it is to me,” I say.

			He looks solemn for a few moments and places a hand on each side of my face, caressing my cheeks, waiting, knowing there’s more that I’m not saying.

			“It means that I’m all alone if we go in,” I say.

			He nods. “If you can’t tell me who you’re working for, then I don’t technically know you’re working for anyone for the next twenty-four hours. I’ll get a small group together and we’ll go in and get them out. I’ll clear it with Jay, but you have to know that I’m only going to ask for a day’s window before I’m going to need to let Chase and Brian know what’s going on,” he says.

			I nod, fully understanding what he’s not saying. Once he does that, we’re over. It would have to be, unless I could tell him who I am working for, and we both know that just isn’t possible.

			The intensity of my emotion for this man is something I’ve never felt before. He’s putting his life and those of his team members on the line to help these people. I know this could get him in trouble with Chase and Brian. I look at the equipment he’s still wearing, and his headset is standard issue. While I’m not sure how he’s connected to the mystery that my life has become, I believe in my heart that I can trust him to help get the women that have become my mission, and keep them alive before we part ways.

			“Let me give them instructions so they can get the flights routed and the plans approved,” Matt says, connecting with one of his team. He goes through the directions, letting his teams know we’ll follow their original flight plan while they’re working to get a flight to America approved, refuel, have clothes put on board for us, and then we’ll be on our way. As he does, my throat constricts with the knowledge that tonight may be the very last time we are together. I look up, and he’s watching me with those steely grey eyes, and the energy is almost palpable.

			If this is our last night, I want it to be one that we both remember, regardless of what happens in the future. I slide off the bed and stand to my full height and begin undoing the pearl buttons of my light pink blouse. The desire in his eyes as he watches me while listening to someone on the phone is hot, and I feel my nipples pebble and strain against the lace material of my bra. His eyes don’t leave me, watching every move I make until I have reached the last button, letting it slide from my shoulders and onto the floor. He disconnects with whomever he was talking with and tosses his cell on the dresser, watching me. The heat of his gaze is intoxicating, and I want to see that look grow with intensity. I unclasp the clip to my bra and watch his chest as he gently inhales and exhales as my breasts are freed to his view, and my eyes gravitate to his pants and the bulge that has formed.

			There is one thing that I want to do right now, and if I don’t, I will regret it forever, so I don’t hesitate. I unbutton my slacks and slide them over my hips, letting them meet my other clothes in the heap on the floor, and walk slowly toward him, left only in my white lacy panties.

			I slowly sink to the floor in front of him, onto my knees, needing to taste him and to feel the power of bringing him to his pleasure. “Let me do this,” I say, looking up at him and relishing in the hazy steely grey eyes that are watching me intently.

			I start to unzip him, releasing the bulging cock from his underwear and trousers. I lick it’s tip, just like an ice cream cone. He moans, and the sound alone makes my pussy wet.

			“I want to please you. Tell me how you like me to suck you,” I say, licking softly up and down his shaft, teasing until I reach his balls. I am not about to regret or hold back during the last twenty-four hours that we have together, and suck his balls into my mouth, first one and then the other, alternating and intermittently tasting and fondling the crevice that goes right up to his shaft.

			He holds my face, and moves me onto his cock, slow, letting me acclimate before inching forward. “Relax your mind and your throat muscles. You can take me, Marenah,” Matt says, inching forward, little by little, until my head is pressed tightly against his belly, ensuring that I have all of his cock in my mouth and down my throat.

			He strokes my hair, and then starts to move, grasping my nape and pulling me onto his cock. I’ve never given a blow job like this, a man taking what he wants, pulling me and my mouth onto his cock. At first, I struggle with the rhythm and the feel of him at the back of my throat. Once I relax, the impulse to gag disappears. I just feel him, hard and silky, stroking my mouth, and hear the sound of his groans above me as he drives his cock deeper, seeking his pleasure.

			Intermittently he lets me rest, but only short times to catch a breath. “I want to come in your mouth, tell me if you don’t want me to, Princess,” Matt says.

			Instead, I suck him hard, trying to take him in deeper, as he sends strand after strand of come deep into the back of my throat, and the way he shudders against me, holding me close, is an exhilarating rush. I suck and nuzzle him, cleaning all the way down his length and then back up again. I could do this forever, but he extracts himself from me and lifts me by the waist, placing me on the bed so I can see our reflections in the full-length mirror before spreading my legs obscenely wide. “Watch Princess,” Matt says as he begins to tease me with his tongue, barely touching at first, but then gently parting me with its warmth.

			I moan and raise my hips, but he lifts his head, narrowing his steely grey eyes at me and depriving me of the warmth of his tongue. “We’ll go slow, but I want to control your pleasure. If you move, I’ll be forced to restrain you,” Matt says.

			I moan at the thought, unable to control the movement of my hips as he licks me from center to clit. All too soon his tongue has left me, and his belt is wrapping around my wrists, pulling them above my head as he kisses my lips and then sucks back down my body, slow and leisurely, avoiding my mound, instead teasing around it and leaving me in a state of heated desire. He strokes down my thighs and calves with the warmth of his tongue, and I hear myself softly moan as he spreads my legs. The soft material wrapping around my ankle gives me pause and he senses my hesitation. I’ve never been fully restrained, at least voluntarily, and I tense with the knowledge that I will be completely vulnerable to him in this state.

			“Don’t be afraid, Princess. I want to teach you how to let me pleasure you. If you don’t like it, tell me to stop,” Matt says, affixing my ankles to the footboard and kissing his way back up my body and calming me. He sucks each of my breasts, taking the tips into his mouth and then nipping them before moving down my body and settling between my legs as he keeps his hand splayed against my belly.

			“Let’s start again, and this time you don’t move, otherwise I’ll spank your pussy instead of licking it,” Matt says, before his silky tongue runs over the most sensitive part of my body.

			I am able to remain still by sheer will power and nothing more, wanting more than anything to arch into the warmth of his caress.

			“Very good, now let’s see if you can stay still and let me take you over the edge,” Matt says, licking me from center to clit again. This time I do, but I can only grasp air with my hands as they are restrained, unable to move, away from the pleasure, and I’m forced to take it as he wants to give it. I moan, determined not to move, to do what he’s asked and let him pleasure me, but I am right on the edge and so needy.

			“Matt, I’m so close,” I say, my head tossing from side to side, desperately trying not to raise my hips, but the need is too great and just when I think I’ll break, he sits up, leaving me bereft of his tongue, unties my ankles, lifts my legs above his shoulders, and sends his wrapped cock deep inside of me. He pulls my hips down urgently, rooting deep inside of me, hitting that spot over and over and over again until I am panting with desire. He rubs my clit and it makes me shudder with need. When he feels my body tighten, he drives deeper, making me clench and cry out as we grip each other tighter and tighter and our climax overtakes us.


			


			I slowly awaken, glancing around the opulent bedroom of the Gulfstream, and pat the side next to me, empty. I turn to look out the windows of the plane on either side of the bed. The sky is dark and ablaze with stars. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything quite so magnificent. The door opens and disrupts my thoughts, and I turn to look.

			“You’re awake! I thought you may be hungry and in the mood for breakfast food. We should be landing in a while,” Matt says, placing a tray of food and coffee onto the nightstand beside me. Something catches in my throat at the gesture. He’s looking at me like he wants to say something, but he doesn’t. Instead he picks up a piece of toast, butters it, and then smothers it in jam. I can’t help but smile when he lifts it to my lips. “Take a bite.”

			I do, and it’s absolutely delicious. “The jam is amazing, all the little strawberry seeds are intact and all,” I say.

			“Gaby, Chase’s housekeeper, more like everyone’s mom, makes it. Chase has a huge place by Lake Michigan, and they grow apples and have a huge farm. She and her staff put enough up for us to eat this stuff all year,” he says.

			“Sasha said Brian and Chase give a lot to charity, and both are huge supporters of trying to get children adopted from the orphanages,” I say.

			He nods. “Speaking of them … I talked with Jay, and we’re going to need to give Chase and Brian a report exactly at the 24-hour point after we reach Chicago,” he says, leaning over to wipe a crumb from the side of my lip.

		


		
			
Matt

			The plane touches down in Chicago, right in the city where I live and the city where I first found her. If she was in the bar looking for these people, I already know who the sons of bitches are that are holding these people, but I don’t know how many, or what their process is, and that’s what we need to figure out, because I’m not looking just to get a few women out of trouble. I’m looking to destroy their whole fucking business.

			I guide her out of the plane, and we are processed through customs efficiently with our security clearance. Fucking Jay has sent one of the armored limos. Cole walks in front of us down the ramp and holds the door open, raising his eyebrows at me. I shrug, no clue what the fuck is going on, but if Jay sent it to keep us safe, I’ll take it.

			“Where to?” the driver says.

			“Great, we’re going to my place,” I say, giving him my address. “Cole, you wanna let him know where you’re heading?” I say, pulling Marenah next to me in the back seat.

			“Well, what I wish is that I was heading downtown to the club, but unfortunately someone has to protect your sorry ass,” he says.

			“That’s not necessary, Cole. Seriously, we’ll be fine until I lay out a plan for tonight. I can call you later. Go blow off some steam,” I say, knowing he has the keys to the club and can call any girl he wants, and they’d be more than willing to meet him at the club at any time of the night.

			“No can do. We stick together. Nate will join us later. You’d do the same for me, so quit being such a badass and tell me you have some of Gaby’s desserts in your freezer,” Cole says.

			I nod, because Cole is anything but relentless, and a great friend. “Roger that. She’s put away enough of that stuff to last me a lifetime,” I say, knowing that with his sweet tooth, it may not last us that long.

			“Excellent. We’ve got time to work on a plan and let it thaw,” Cole says as the driver makes his way across town, finally pulling up to the skyrise that I call home, on Michigan Avenue.

			I roll my eyes, because Cole has no family but our team, and there’s no way I’m shaking him if he thinks we’re in trouble or that we need him. “Sounds good,” I say, guiding Marenah out of the car and toward the entrance, knowing that Cole isn’t far behind.

			“Welcome back, Matt…” the doorman says, walking us toward the private elevator.

			“Thanks! Good to be home,” I say to the man that holds vigilance at the door of the high-rise.

			“Have a great day, sir. There’s been a stir of activity with the deliveries you’ve requested. Let us know if there’s anything else you need,” he says.

			“Thanks Leo. I’m sure everything will be fine.” We get into the elevator and I press in the password to my floor.

			Marenah has been quiet the entire drive from the airport. If I were her, with an assignment to free the women and children, and then the assigned help just disappeared, I would be too. We’ve got a little more than twenty-four hours though, so we don’t have time to mess around.

			As soon as we’re in the condo, I set my timer. “Alright, both of you set your phone timers so we’re in sync,” I say. “Marenah, I’m going to leave it up to you whether we bring Cole up to speed or not. All he or anyone on my team knows is that I need twenty-four hours to help you get women out of trouble. My team is willing to help, knowing women are in trouble, but we all work for Chase and Brian, and we don’t keep secrets from them. Especially when the people that we’re after could very well be the same group in direct conflict with our employer’s family.”

			Cole looks around the place and whistles, never having been at my home in Chicago before. I hold back a smile because it wasn’t too long ago that I was in a completely different life and would have never imagined myself working for a legitimate company, doing right by people, and having the money to invest. I have done just that, and as Cole and Marenah take in my condo, I see that reflected in their eyes, and I can’t help but feel a sense of pride and accomplishment.

			We’re here to get a job done though, evidenced by the maps of the city that have been delivered in tubes and sit on my table. “Take a seat. I’ll put on some coffee, pull out some of Gaby’s desserts from the freezer for later, and then we’ll get to work,” I say, setting a pot of coffee to brew.

			I’m waiting to see if Marenah is going to spill the story to Cole, but he isn’t waiting around for it. “You guys want to let me know who and what we’re going after? I know if we’re doing this off the grid, that it’s something you need to do, but it would sure be helpful in putting a plan together to bring out everyone safely,” Cole says.

			Nothing he said isn’t how I would feel if I was sitting in his position, but it’s not my story to tell. He demanded to come with us, and I look to Marenah, hoping she’ll share the story about the women with him, knowing she’s torn by allegiance to some group, but not who, although I have a sneaking suspicion, and if I’m right, I have no fucking clue how Chase and Brian will react.

			“Marenah, Cole can be trusted. He wouldn’t ever condone what’s happened, Princess. If you’re going to trust someone, trust him,” I say.

			She contemplates for the smallest of moments, and I can see the very second she agrees, because her bright blue eyes spark with a fiery energy. Marenah glances at both of us and then pulls her knife out of her ankle sock, her gun out of her holster, and another out of her back pocket, laying them on the table. “Okay, I’ve shown you mine, now you need to show me yours,” Marenah says.

			She would almost be adorable, except there’s something in her eyes, a glimpse of uncertainty in her otherwise confident stance. She wants to know where everyone’s weapons are, yet she hasn’t come clean, and it gives me a moment of very real pause.

			I glance around the table, at both her and Cole. If she’s holding back there’s a reason, either she doesn’t trust or she’s going to make a play, but I and my team live by protocol.

			“Alright Princess, we’ll play your way,” I say, hitting Cole’s contact on my phone. He’s on silent, which is also a protocol. It’s clear to me exactly when he’s read the SOS message by the “what the fuck” look he gives me over the table.

			She knew I watched her gear up, so if she’s still packing, it must have already been in place. Her eyes capture mine and she doesn’t give an inch, still watching us. She’s looking at me like she’s just put her life in my hands, and shit, maybe she has.

			If this has to play out in front of Cole, so fucking be it. I slip my Glock out of its holster and lay it on the table, and reach down and pull the smaller issue from my calf holster and put that beside it. I slide my hands in my pockets and place the pocket knife with a multitude of deadly gadgets onto the table last. “That’s it Princess.”

			“Okay, I’ve given over almost all my weapons, except for one. Anyone want to guess where it is?” Marenah says, giving me a toss of her bright blonde hair and a wink of her blue eyes.

			Cole’s eyes flash his surprise and he glances over at me, and then to her.

			Fuck, she’s hot, but goddamn dangerous. I don’t know where this is going, but I’ve seen the way she handles herself, and those dainty little hands and feet of hers are fucking lethal.

			“Nope, not until you give over your last weapon. You would be a formidable opponent without weapons, but with them, I’m scared you would take Cole out,” I say, trying hard not to laugh at his look of amusement as we battle to get this resolved or her look of surprise that I’ve called her out.

			She looks back and forth, surveying us, pensive and contemplating. I will help those women and children, but it’s clear she’s holding back, from fear or trust or something, but it ends right now. We’re in this together or not at all, because with or without her, I am going after the network that has managed to get a foothold in my city, of that there is no doubt. The only thing left to determine is if she will be going with me or not.

			I take the lid from the long tubular waterproof sleeves the delivery service had brought over and start pulling out the maps and rolling them onto the table. The entire city and the docks along the lake are all blown up and numbered, just liked I’ve asked. The intel I’ve received has identified four potential areas, and I pull out a compass and circle those all with a red colored pencil.

			I look up at her after a few moments, giving her what I feel should be enough time to answer, and just when I’ve reached my limit, she stands. “I just need a few moments,” she says before walking right past me and opening and closing the door that leads out to the balcony.

			“What the fuck? Cole says.

			“Give me a minute,” I say, knowing this is going to get resolved right the fuck now, because whatever is wrong has made her hands tremble. I saw it when she walked by and my princess is fearless, but she is running scared right now.

		


		
			
Marenah

			I inhale deeply, trying to calm myself, but that equipment, all of it, it’s all the same as standard issue. His earpieces, his two-way and most definitely his weapons. The survivor in me is doing the math, and something doesn’t add up, but Matt has been completely trustworthy, and Cole has even put his life on the line to save us. They’re both telling me what I want to hear, that someone will help me free those people, but Matt is wearing the enemy’s electronic equipment and has just circled two of the drop sites, and I’ve seen what these men are capable of. I can’t help wondering if I am having an affair with an extremely deadly enemy.

			“I just need a few moments,” I say, walking toward a door that leads me out onto the balcony, seemingly miles high above the city of Chicago.

			I’m looking down over Lake Michigan Drive, watching the water taxis that make their way down the river, through the city far, far below when I hear the sliding of the patio door and feel him move in behind me. “What are you watching, and what does my team need to be prepared for?” Matt asks, whispering in my ear, pulling my body against his own and stroking my nape.

			“The women we’re after were transported in trucks, but just looking at the taxis down below, any vehicle that moves could be used as a means of transportation. How do we stop this?” Marenah says.

			“You stop this by telling me and my team exactly what we need to know,” Matt says, pulling me tighter against his hardened member, kissing along my nape. “I hate to break this to you, but it’s going to take every bit of manpower we have to get those people out of this situation, and if we can’t trust each other and be ready to go when we get the word, they could slip right out of the country.”

			My entire body goes rigid with the thought that those innocents could already be long gone and we’ll never get them back. He knows this, because he’s lost someone special, too. I don’t know who he works for, but at this very point, I do know that my life is worth giving up if it can save the lives of all of those people and bring down those that are in charge. I turn in Matt’s arms. “If that’s the case, we need to move fast, because the faces of the women and children I saw will haunt me for the rest of my life if we don’t save them, regardless of what happens to me.”

			He lifts my chin, so I have no other choice than to look at him. “Marenah, we’ll do everything that we can to help these people, but you need to give us something here. I want your trust, Princess,” Matt says, stroking my lower lip.

			I think about all that we’ve been through together and all that he has done for a few moments. “Matt, you said you liked my hair once. If you run your hands through it, you’re going to find the last of my weapons. Take it, and then let’s go and develop a plan to free those people,” I say.

			He grasps my face, running his hands down my cheeks, kissing my lips gently, and then lets one hand trail to stroke my nape, encircling it with the span of his hand. I know I should be scared, but I’m not. If he meant me harm, he’s had plenty of chances and could’ve overpowered me at the drop of a hat.

			Matt’s steely grey eyes go smoky, and he slides his other hand along my shoulder, inching up so that both hands are caressing my nape, before he sucks and then whispers into the sensitive flesh of my ear as he slides his hands over my head and pulls the clasp from my hair. He looks down at it, and his lips twist with confusion as he turns the barrette in his hands, but smiles when he pulls both ends apart and the razor sharp two-inch-long knives gleam.

			“Holy shit, you don’t mess around, do you, Princess?”

			My hands crawl up his muscular arms and make their way to his neck. “Not when people’s lives are at jeopardy,” I say, lifting on my toes and placing my lips onto his, watching as his eyes dilate, which must be a mirror image of my own. He captures my lips before sliding my clip back into place in my hair.

			“Come on, Princess, we’ve got a ton of work to do between now and tonight,” Matt says, kissing me lightly on the lips before taking my hand and guiding me back into the dining room.

			“You two plan to fuck around all day while I do all the work,” Cole says, rifling through papers on the table as the microwave dings. He gets up and pulls a plate of the defrosted dessert tray that Gaby has made from the microwave and brings it to the table.

			I shake my head. “I can see you’ve been working hard getting the dessert ready,” I say, pouring us each a coffee as he hands us each a small plate.

			“It’s for fuel,” Cole says, his eyes dancing with amusement.

			“Works for me,” I say, reaching for the spatula to scoop a piece of the strudel off the dish and onto my own plate. I then give each of the men a piece, and when I place Cole’s on his plate, use the edge of the metal spatula to scrape some of the frosting along his piece and smear it onto my own.

			“For fuel,” I say, smiling widely and laughing as Cole’s eyes widen with surprise.

			“You see that, Matt. We need to set some rules for this woman of yours.”

			I laugh, because setting rules for me is exactly what Matt has been telling me about, wanting to teach me. Like when he won’t let me move when he’s having his way with me. All the things, but for now we have our work cut out for us, and the rules I’m thinking about are starting to leave me with a moist center.

			It takes methodical planning, and we have to call in the help of our intel team to get a tracker set. We work hard as the sun comes up and throughout the day, only taking a break to order sandwiches and wolf them down in between calls to our team and getting details in place. When we finish hours and hours later, we are all feeling the need to stand up, stretch, and move around. “I’ll put in an order for pizza,” Cole says as I contemplate what’s to come and walk out to the balcony.

			“Can you catch the order when it arrives,” I hear Matt say as I glance back through the screen door I’ve left open and see him throwing some bills on the table. “I’m going to spend some time with Marenah,” he says.

			“No problem. You need me to give you some space for a while?” he asks.

			“Unfortunately, not,” I say, catching the smile he gives his friend before he joins me on the balcony and closes the door.

			It’s turning dusk and the temp has dropped a bit, not cold this time of year but just a little cooler than earlier. I wrap my arms around myself. “You okay, Princess?” Matt asks.

			“I will be once we get through tonight. Thank you both for all of your help. I really don’t know how I can repay you.”

			Matt grasps me around the waist and pulls me to him. “You don’t have to thank us. We want to help,” he says, and I nod.

			Cole opens the balcony door. “Hey, don’t mean to break up the moment, but we’ve got movement at one of the docks. If it’s what we think, things are going to go down fast. Brian and Jenny are in town, so we’ve got Keith for the night,” he says, looking at the two of us.

			Matt scowls. “Who’s on point for Jenny?”

			“It’s been taken care of. She and Brian are locked up tight. No one’s coming in or out of their penthouse. Relax dude,” Cole says.

			“Let’s move, then,” Matt says.

			When we walk out of the skyrise and onto the street, a sleek black Cadillac is waiting for us. Matt holds open the door and I hop in and slide over to make room as he gets in beside me, and Cole jumps into the front passenger seat.

			“Let’s move this thing, Keith,” Cole says to the driver.

			“Roger that,” he says, and I know he’s already been apprised to where we are going. The city traffic is not as congested as it could be, but in a state of hurry, we are crawling at a less than ideal pace until Keith veers off a ramp, puts his foot to the floor, and we finally start making some time.

			We’re nearing the south side dock when the driver pulls off the road and shuts the lights down. Cole turns in his seat. “I just got word that our team has visual confirmation that we’ve got women, young boys, and girls in route. They have them in a truck, and they’re heading to the dock right now. This is the one, and we’ve only got one chance. Jay and Sheldon are out of the picture, they won’t be landing for a while. Dereck and Nick have their crews in place and they’re sending in backup,” Cole says.

			“Roger that,” Matt says, putting his arms around me. “How much time do we have?” he asks Cole.

			“Not long. The boat’s scheduled to leave in forty minutes, and intel has the truck clocked arriving in about thirty. It’s a ten-minute move, if that. Intel says they have a lift and move scheduled, so they must have the people in a pod that’s been placed in the truck. They’ll pull it forward, hoist it with the crane, load it on the boat just like they do with any other product, and that ship will sail right the fuck into a different country if we don’t stop it,” Cole says.

			“When do we move in?” I ask.

			“We’re positioned where we’ll see the truck go by. We’ll follow it to the dock and be in place in case something goes south, but we’ve got air support coming in, and our ground crews are in place.”

			“Excellent,” I say at the very moment Keith lets us know the truck will be passing us in the next few minutes and to hold tight. We all wait, watching the traffic, and the minute a large semi lumbers by us, Keith pulls out behind it, and my chest tightens at the thought that if we don’t stop this vehicle, innocent people will be sold off into the world of modern-day sex slavery.

			We are tailing close enough to keep the truck in sight, doing about sixty miles per hour, but Keith has allowed a discreet couple of cars’ distance to alleviate any suspicion, at least until we get closer to the dock. “What’s the plan when the truck exits to the ramp?” I ask.

			“Don’t worry, Princess. We have inside help. Interpol is extremely interested in situations like this, and they’re sending their people in to provide support and backup,” Matt says.

			Fuck! I knew his equipment was Interpol issue, but it’s clear that he has no clue that the division has been corrupted and that the same people he thinks are going to swoop in and save us could in fact be the same people that are in charge of trafficking millions of people to different countries every day.

		


		
			
Matt

			Marenah’s looking at me like she wants to say something, but Cole’s voice disrupts my thoughts. “Interpol’s swooping down. ETA less than five minutes.”

			“We’ll go in from the rear and cover the exit. We don’t give these fuckers an escape route,” I say.

			“Roger that,” Keith says, swinging off the highway.

			“Where are you going, man?” Cole says as we watch the truck continue down the road.

			“We know where they’re headed. Trust me. I know these docks like the back of my hands. I grew up running shit around this area. We’re going to slide in from the back, and they’ll never see us coming,” Keith says, navigating us down the frontage road that runs parallel with Lake Michigan.

			“Roger that,” I say because Keith was born and raised in Chi-town and there’s nothing about the underground that he doesn’t know. I message Scottie to see how far away they are, and he’s got his team in place with air support, on the alert, if needed.

			Keith pulls up behind a warehouse, and we wait as the truck begins to plod down the road, and then turns and starts to back up toward the dock adjacent to a large ship vessel.

			“Hold up everyone. Intel just got wind of explosives on the truck. One false move and these fuckers will blow that truck, those people, and any evidence they were ever here away,” Cole says.

			“We need to get to the captain. I’m going,” Marenah says, opening the door and rolling out of the car, but I’ve been watching her, sensing a change. I don’t understand it, but something isn’t right. As soon as she pops that lock, I reach for her, but she’s just a little too quick. Fuck. I roll out the same side she did, but she’s got a few seconds on me now, and my princess can move. I don’t catch up to her until she slides into the shadows beside the boat’s ramp. There are a couple ways to get on this thing, but the guards have the easy way blocked, and Marenah knows it. This doesn’t deter her one bit as she slides into the lake and disappears underneath the water.

			I see exactly where she’s heading and take off after her. She hadn’t planned on being pursued by a man who had no parents to pay for extracurricular activities at school, and who instead swam the currents of the lake for exercise and stress relief in his high school years and continues to use that as a conventional source of exercise.

			I reach her just as she comes up for air. She thinks she’s going to climb those fucking stairs and go onto this ship filled with enemies all by herself. “What the hell do you think you’re doing, Princess?” I growl softly, pulling her soaked body back into my own.

			She turns in my arms, hanging onto the stairs that she intended to climb, treading water, looking up at the massive boat above us. Her eyes are intense, watching me, and her heart is racing against my body. “Marenah, tell me what’s going on Princess? Whatever it is, I’ll help you if it’s for the right cause,” I say, pushing her drenched locks away from her face.

			“I think we have a traitor in our midst,” she says.

			“Who? Tell me that, Marenah,” I say.

			She’s intermittently glancing at me, contemplating, and it’s longer than I would usually allow for an answer, but I give her time, just watching her as she processes. “Interpol, I’m not sure who, but some of them are trafficking. We may be walking into a trap. We have to get to the captain and take over where this vessel goes. If anything goes wrong, that’s the only thing that’s going to save these people,” Marenah says.

			Fuck! I reach for my phone to send our team a text and realize that I’ve lost signal thrashing through the turbulent waters of Lake Michigan. I can no longer connect with my team silently and I’m dependent on my mic and headset. Interpol is only a few moments out and timed to reach the boat exactly when the passengers are supposed to board. “You’re right, Princess. We’re taking over the goddamn ship. I’ve lost all connectivity, so it’s you and me. I’m going up first, cover me,” I say, spinning her and heading up the ladder, pressed flush against the hull as I make my way upward.

			I’m only halfway up when I hear voices above and pause. They seem to move on, and I continue the climb, but slowly. I’ve almost reached the top when the team alerts me to the incoming helicopter. I double-time it up the remaining stairs and pull her over and up, pushing her head down just before the lights of the craft come into view and light up the entire surroundings.

			“Let’s go,” I say, grasping her, crawling across the deck, slowly inching toward the door that will take us to the captain. I reach and open it, standing and taking a moment to get my legs back while pulling her inside the door and upright, too. She stretches to one side and then the other.

			I look her over to see if she’s okay, and she raises her eyes at me. “I’m good,” Marenah whispers.

			I take her hand, keeping us both pressed against the wall of the hull as we make our way to the north side of the ship, where I believe the captain will be. We shimmy along the walls and are fortunate that most of the men have been sent out to the shore to oversee the incoming. We settle in behind the mammoth man who oversees the ship and is talking into his speakers. “The packages are being loaded. We’ll be on our way shortly,” the captain says to whoever is at the helm.

			“Roger that, Lad. Let’s get this ship sailing as quickly as we can,” a voice says over the speaker in the main quarters.

			Marenah’s pure look of fear after hearing that voice and my knowing precisely who it is tells me everything that I need to know. I put a finger to her lips, pressing against them to keep her silent, but also to calm her.

			Instead of looking scared, she sucks my thumb and then my forefinger into her mouth, and when she looks up at me with those wide blue eyes, my cock hardens with desire at the most inopportune time.

			I keep her pressed against me, quiet, just waiting, watching her eyes dilate and grow hazy as she continues to suck my fingers. Fuck she is hot!

			I know that my team will do everything in their power to keep these innocent people safe, but Marenah is right. If something goes south, we are in precisely the place that we need to be.

			The water is cold this time of year, and her body is drenched. She shivers, and I wrap my arms tighter around her, pulling her back against me, sliding my hand down her nape. Her pulse is racing, and I wish I could talk to her, but one sound could bring the entire mission down.

			Instead, I keep Marenah pressed tight against me, running my hand along her arms to keep her warm as I listen to my team deal with the situation on the dock.

			“The truck gate is opening. No one moves until we get a lock on the fuckers that are moving these people,” Cole says.

			“Roger that,” the team says, almost in unison.

			It’s quiet for a few moments, and then all hell breaks loose. “Steady guys, let’s make sure we’ve got the person responsible for moving these people.”

			There’s shuffling in my headset and then nothing but utter chaos.

		


		
			
Marenah

			When I hear that voice, I cringe, knowing for sure. I always suspected Scottie. His name was on every single file and always assigned in the same area the trafficking occurred, but somehow every question that arose he always seemed to have an answer for.

			Matt keeps me pressed against him, trying to keep us warm, but suddenly the sound of boots stomping down the hall begin, and the sound of Scottie’s voice gets closer and closer. Matt puts his finger back on my lip, gesturing me to keep quiet as he pulls my body even tighter against his own and into the recessed little alcove we’re hiding in behind the cabin as a group of men barrel past us.

			As soon as the men get into the main quarters, we hear the captain’s loud and aggravated voice. “We’ve got heat this trip. Get rid of them in the next ten minutes or the trailer’s going up in flames and we’re heading out,” he says.

			My heart sinks at the thought of all those people being wiped out in one explosion, and I know even if it weren’t my job, I can’t allow it. I’ve evaluated the sounds of boots, and by my best guess, Scottie’s got two men with him, plus the captain. I don’t know how close Matt’s surveillance team is, but it doesn’t even matter, because they’ve been made and if they get any closer to these people, they will be dust in moments. The men in the cabin are not about to get caught. They would rather blow a truckload of innocent people up and turn them and the truck into ashes.

			I evaluate my weapons and our options. It’s clear the captain is the one calling the shots to the man at the helm, and the only way we’re going to stop this is to take him out, and it’s not going to be easy with Scottie and whoever else he has with him running sidekick.

			I gesture to Matt with my finger, letting him know that we need to go in. He shakes his head no and my heart sinks. His team has been made and he knows it, the captain is getting ready to blow the fucking truck and send these innocent people to an early grave and he tells me no. I don’t fucking think so. I do a mental play-by-play of my weapons one more time, checking through all my escape routes, and then grasp Matt’s hand, which is still on my nape, and bring it to my lips.

			I draw his finger back into my mouth, sucking on it and watch in the dim light as his eyes grow hazy and his hand moves from my nape, hitting his headset with one hand so he can listen to an incoming call. “Roger that,” he says as his other hand makes its way down my body, caressing my waist. It is at the perfect height and I grasp his wrist, turn it and bend it, intending to get free and get to the men in the cabin before they can hit the button that will send tons of people to an early death, but he’s somehow faster than me and won’t allow it.

			He grasps my wrists and pins them behind my back, but suddenly another team of boots start clomping down the stairs, and it’s now or never if we are going to save them. I swivel, turning and pivoting, so I’m no longer captive, pulling my Glock from my waistband as I march forward and take the entire captain’s cabin by surprise.

			Scottie’s look of surprise is priceless along with the other two fuckers from Interpol. Those sons of bitches are not about to take these innocent people to an early grave. I will not allow it, and I hope to hell he knows that as I plow into him using his surprise to push my gun into the side of his temple. “Call off the execution order. If you don’t, you die.”

			Matt walks into the room, his own Glock pulled, walking toward us and then aims it directly at me. “Drop it Marenah, or you will die,” he says, and if I thought he was talking to Scottie he clarifies for me exactly whose side he’s on. “You’re testing my patience tonight. Drop that fucking weapon or the whole trailer goes up in smoke.” My breath catches and heart pounds. I knew his equipment was standard issue, the same that all the Interpol ops have. I knew they were involved, and that this was a very real possibility, yet I let my heart and emotions take over and I let him in. How fucking stupid, and now every one of those people will suffer at the hands of these men.

			The chambering of a round in Matt’s Glock brings me back to the present, and I know that he has at least seventeen after that, and even if he didn’t, the men in the room would overtake me, so when he tells me to drop my weapon again, I do exactly that. I swallow back my tears as Scottie pins my hands in front of me and locks the handcuffs around them. “Get her out of here and get those people moving. We’ve got the tails covered and taken out. We’re down to minutes to get this boat loaded, Lad,” Scottie says to Matt.

			“Roger that,” Matt says, grasping the cuffs and pulling me none too gently out of the cabin and down the hallway, but we don’t go down the stairs we came up. When we reach the bottom of the ramp, he continues half-dragging me to the cover of the trees.

			The truck has been backed up to the dock, and a group of men jump out of an SUV, open the trailer, and a ramp is thrown down over the existing ramp.

			“Move, move, we have minutes,” someone yells as a huge crate is pulled forward on a sort of skid, and then the crane picks it up, hoisting it in the air and loading it onto the boat.

			The teams won’t stop now, and the bleakness of the situation sets in as I lift my hands in a show of covering my heart, settling over the little button and pushing, an action intended to bring a reign of hell and fury down onto those that are a danger to our society.

			There is nothing else that I can do but watch helplessly as they are loaded onto a boat that will take them to a fate, that for some, will be worse than death. I can’t control the stream of tears that flood down my face as the helplessness of their situation settles in, but my training will not allow me to let it rest.

			If I don’t do something, I’ll be no help at all to those people. They will ship out and be lost to anyone that loves them and everyone that is looking for them. Matt lifts a hand to touch his Bluetooth and gives me the only opportunity that I may get, and I’ll be damned if I don’t take it. One of his hands leaves my cuffs and accepts the call and I use all my strength to knee him in the groin. When his hands go to his privates my cuffed arms go around his neck, spinning to pull him back tight against me.

			The thought that this is the last time I will ever feel his body against mine crosses my mind, but I have a job to do, and saving these people is it. I walk backward, pulling him with me toward the cover of the woods, but he gets a finger and then a hand under the cuffs, even though my training and hold technique shouldn’t have allowed it. His agile body swivels, easily overtaking me, and his steely grey eyes flash as he frog-walks me backward into the privacy of the overgrowth, his eyes never wavering, holding mine captured with the intensity of his own.

			As soon as we reach the safety of the treed canopies, the distinct point of a gun is placed to the small of my back and someone whispers in my ear. “Don’t move or draw attention to yourself. Watch and you will learn, Marenah,” Scottie says.

			“Dereck and Nate have the ground crew covered,” Matt says, and my heart sinks with the reality that all along, not only Matt, but his entire crew has been involved. “The men are getting anxious, how much longer?” Matt says to Scottie, but he doesn’t reply and just gestures ahead to the shoreline where the ramp has been closed, and the boat begins to move slowly and then quickly, leaving the port.

			“We’ve got ‘em boys, take the bloody arseholes out,” Scottie says from behind me and I watch from our secluded spot as a fleet of Interpol helicopters swarm down, encircling the boat, shining their spotlights on the massive boat. The captain doesn’t slow the boat’s speed at first, and a fleet of men lower onto the ship to ensure that he will, and ten long, excruciating minutes later the boat comes to a complete halt and begins the progression of turning course and heading in our direction.

			This time, when the ramp is in place, Nate and Derick lead at least a hundred people down it as sirens fill the night and police cars begin swarming the dock area.

			“We’ve got the bloody arseholes,” Scottie says into his headset. “She’s safe, she’s with us, just getting some loose ends tidied up,” Scottie says as he begins to uncuff me and gives me a wide grin.

			I grab Scottie by the shirt. “You need to tell me what the fuck is going on. I thought you were the leak, the one on our team helping these sons of bitches get past the checkpoints. All this time, you kept showing up, time after time in the same ports these people kept disappearing from,” I say, looking up into his intense eyes.

			“Then we did our job and you did yours, Lass. You were supposed to think it was me. They were being too careful, and we needed them to let their guard down. Once Interpol assigned you to the mission and leaked the information, they got more confident and thought I had a trafficking deal on the side, which helped open the lines of communication.”

			I was the one assigned undercover to take these bastards down. He grins widely at me, but when I look at Matt, the look on his face makes my chest tighten.

		


		
			
Matt

			I do this for a living, in and out of situations like this every day. It’s part of our training, the job, but my heart is still beating like a fucking freight train. When Marenah put her life in jeopardy, jumping into the water to gain entry to the boat, when she left the safety of my arms to yet again make a play to save those people, it brought back too many feelings. If only someone like her or Scottie had been there years ago when Alyse was taken, she may have survived too, but my heart is warmed when the ambulances, police, and social workers arrive. I know the people that have just been taken from the boat are going to make it. While they may have scars from whatever trauma they’ve dealt with leading up to this, we were able to keep them from being transported into another living hell, and for that I am grateful and feel good about the work accomplished tonight.

			When I got the message that Scottie had been called in by Interpol to run ops from the outside, I was relieved and thought we could wait it out until he did what he needed to do to make sure the men had begun to leave port with the people.

			But no, Marenah. What the hell to do with Marenah, my little undercover princess. My heart is still pumping at the near escape we had. If I hadn’t known Scottie was running ops, she could have taken him out, and any chance in hell of convicting the people responsible for this could have gone out the window. They could have murdered my princess. She could have been killed right before my very eyes if I hadn’t taken her hostage in front of them, but damn the look in her eyes when I held that gun to her, the look of betrayal and hurt.

			This is what getting involved with someone means in my business. You no longer have the upper hand. The people you love can always be taken from you or used against you at a moment’s notice.

			I am only half-listening to Scottie and Marenah as my cell signal is restored and I send a message to Jay, but the next words out of Scottie’s mouth stop me dead in my tracks. She is not a double agent, like many of my team thought, she’s fucking Interpol. Jesus, just the fact that she’s been inside Chase’s Italian villa and has seen the setup sends chills down my spine. I know the Italian Mafia were appreciative of our help stepping in to save the next don of the Larussio family, but that credit’s only going to go so fucking far. Even Chase and Brian aren’t going to be able to explain how one of the owners of their security team, privileged to all the comings and goings of the Italian Family, is literally in bed with an agent of Interpol. Fuck!

			“What possessed you to get on that boat without backup or to storm that cabin? You could have been killed,” Scottie says. Marenah hangs her head slightly at the chastisement of a man clearly her senior and who with one call could end her career. “I know your heart was in the right place and that things were not as they appeared. I tried to send you a message by putting your cuffs on you in front, but you were so emotionally involved, you didn’t even catch it, Marenah.”

			He looks like he’s going to say something else, but I look at her face, and I don’t think so. I hit the send button on the message I was texting and drop the cell into my pocket, slowly walking toward her. “I’ll take it from here, Scottie. If you don’t mind, I’ll borrow these for a while,” I say, taking the cuffs from his hands as the grin on his face spreads, and he heads out to meet with Nate and Dereck.

			“What don’t you understand about staying put, out of danger? You could have been killed or taken right along with those people.” As soon as I say those very words, I know that’s the exact feeling I can’t seem to shake: the absolute horror of losing her. I am pissed that she put herself in that situation intentionally, but she is also the most passionate person I’ve ever met. She cares deeply about others and is someone that acts on her emotions, and that type of person is clearly a danger to herself and to my heart.

			She looks up at me, and if I think my little spitfire is going to break down and apologize, I have another think coming. Her blue eyes flash with anger. “You could have found another way besides pointing that gun in my face,” Marenah says, so low only I can hear her even if anyone was hanging out in the trees with us.

			I reach out and grasp her nape and pull her to me, tilting her chin so she needs to look up at me. “If I hadn’t been there, Scottie would have had to do it. I didn’t realize he was finishing up a couple assignments with Interpol until we were on the boat. I knew you weren’t in danger from him, which is the only reason I let him put handcuffs on you. I just wanted you out, and so did he. We were trying to protect you, Marenah,” I say.

			“I don’t understand why they didn’t send backup in,” she says, pulling her necklace out and showing me the button I’m pretty sure is a confidential asset of Interpol. “One click of this and they’re supposed to come and get me, and I pushed it twice.” Marenah’s emotions are beginning to show in the shine of her eyes. Tears she’s trying to hold back. My little spitfire is all fire and toughness on the exterior.

			“Remember the rules, Marenah. Only if it doesn’t endanger the mission or cause more casualties,” I say, and the dam breaks.

			“They didn’t come for me because I’m expendable,” she says, and her tears begin to flow.

			“No Princess, they didn’t come for you because they knew Scottie was on board, and as the most senior, he would have been waiting for his alert to come in. If he felt there was a chance to keep the mission intact and get us out of there, he wouldn’t push that button. He also had the advantage of knowing that, if I was on the boat, my team was on the ground and we wouldn’t be there without a plan.”

			She takes it all in and nods, wiping her tears with the back of her hand.

			“So now that we’ve got that out of the way, you owe me a few explanations. I get that you couldn’t tell me that you were with Interpol, but surely you could have given me some other reason for a relationship between the two of us not working out? I mean, something, before I took your virginity, Princess,” I say, rubbing my finger over her lip, wondering if what she tells me will be enough to get her out of the punishment I already have planned for her.

			She doesn’t say anything at first, and then the conversation turns deeper than I thought it would. “I wanted it to be you, and I don’t regret anything. I know this is impossible for us, but I still wanted my first time to be with you, and I still would have done whatever I could to get those people out. All I could think about was that they were being ripped from their lives, that loved ones would always be devastated, like you for your friend Alyse. I had to do everything I could with the knowledge I had. I have no regrets,” she says, looking down before I lift her chin to see her eyes sparkling with unshed tears in the moonlight.

			She turns from me, looking out onto the beach at all the helicopters and police cars that are lining the otherwise normally quiet dock, before looking back at me and stepping on tiptoes to press her lips against mine. “I think my ride’s here,” Marenah says, and I look down at the handcuffs I have swirling on my fingers, intending to treat her to a night of punishment for making me worry and putting herself in jeopardy, but she is right. That would only prolong the inevitable.

		


		
			
Marenah

			The walk to the beach and toward Scottie is probably the longest I’ve ever taken. The heat of his gaze penetrating me as I leave sears into my senses and causes me to slow. If I turn to look, I will never be able to leave, so I continue walking toward the helicopters. Dereck and Nate are talking to Scottie as I approach, and they both look out over the distance behind me. “Matt’s fine, lads,” Scottie says. “Marenah needs to come with me and clear up some paperwork,” he says.

			Nate nods, but Dereck doesn’t. A man of few words, he looks beyond the cover of the clearing, and my eyes follow his to the lone man standing in the shadows of the protection. “Take care of him for me,” I say, as Scottie leads the way to the helicopter, and I hoist myself into the machine and buckle into the seat. “Headquarters, Lad,” Scottie says as he climbs in, gesturing overhead to get this bird in the air as quickly as the pilot can.

			“Roger that!” the pilot says as the whirring starts overhead, drowning out everything around us. We are soon in the air, and I don’t miss Dereck and Nate walking toward the man in the shadows. He hasn’t moved at all, watching as the chopper hovers and then turns, moving out toward the lake.

			I swallow hard, trying my hardest to keep my tears at bay at one of the hardest decisions that I’ve ever had to make. His team, the only family that has ever really cared for him, will pull him through. They are more than a security team, they are like brothers, and Matt doesn’t deserve to have to leave the only family he’s ever known outside of orphanages and gang runners, just to be with me. He should have so much better, and I and my family, along with my job, will only cause him suffering and pain in the long run.

			It seems like forever when the helicopter finally lands on the deck of a ship and the whirring sound begins to fade to the point where we can hear each other speak. “Interpol satellite headquarters,” Scottie says to me as the pilot jumps out, leaving us in the machine by ourselves. “Two things. You will give a statement and let them know that you got on that ship and charged that room because you thought I was in trouble. Nothing else is acceptable, understand, Lass?” he says, taking me completely by surprise.

			I slowly digest what he intends and nod my agreement. “Lastly, nothing, absolutely nothing about Matt and his team. If asked, and I highly doubt you will be, you don’t have any idea who it was that dragged you out of that room,” Scottie says, and again I nod before he jumps down. I follow suit as he leads the way to the stairwell that takes us into the main deck of the ship, down a large hall, and through a door that opens into a spacious main cabin that has windows all around it and allows a view of the ocean for miles around.

			Scottie heads to the desk, and the man behind it stands and extends a hand first to Scottie and then to me. “I’m Captain Lyons. Congratulations, I wasn’t sure for a while if you were going to be able to bring them in. We were following things from below when things went south,” the large burly guy says, and I barely see the flick in Scottie’s eyes, but it was there. I didn’t imagine it, and when he turns and introduces me and swipes his finger, just briefly across his lips I understand exactly what he’s telling me.

			“Sit down, you two,” Captain Lyons says, gesturing to the large high-back leather chairs across from his desk. I take a seat as Scottie slides into the adjacent one, stretching his leg toward me, lifting his pant leg ever so slightly, letting me know exactly where a piece is secured, and I in turn touch my chest, pretending to pick a piece of fuzz from my sweater, gesturing up and down to let him know that it’s right in between the crevice of my breasts, where most women keep a small extra piece, just in case we need it fast.

			“So, let’s get the preliminaries over. I know you folks are tired, so we’ll get this done as quickly as possible. I’ll let you guys fill out the paperwork sitting here together. Just no talking. Once you’re done, we’ll take you into separate rooms, ask you some clarifying questions, make sure there’s nothing our teams don’t need to provide closure on, if you know what I mean,” Captain Lyons says, handing us both an official document that is in triplicate. “These pens will work,” he says, sliding one to each of us. “I’m going to get some coffee. I trust you not to talk. Either of you want anything?” he says.

			I nod. “It was cold out there. I would love a hot cup of coffee to warm up with,” I say.

			“Coming right up,” he says.

			“Remember what the man said, no talking,” Scottie says, pretending to begin filling out his form, letting me know to keep quiet in case they have mics on us, which I have no doubt they do.

			Moments later Captain Lyons saunters back into the room with two steaming cups of coffee and slides into his desk chair, pushing an aromatic brew toward me. I continue writing and hope we are just being paranoid after the events of the evening, until we hear the distant chopper coming in. Interpol is a global operation, and I’ve almost convinced myself that these satellite ships are used for multiple purposes and we are just being overly cautious, but when four men covered head to toe in black gear walk into the room, my body’s response is all I need to know that we are in trouble. “Alrighty, Scottie, Marenah, let’s collect your summaries, get you split up with the interrogation teams, and then we’ll get you on your way home,” he says with a smile.

			They say you should trust your body’s natural instincts, and that, I do.

		


		
			
Matt

			I watch her walk away under the moonlight, the gentle sway of her hips moving toward the beach. She has a commitment, a highly confidential and stringent one. She has pledged herself to Interpol, and my lifestyle prevents me from being a suitable partner, not even close. If they dig deep enough, they will find my connections to the mob years ago. Hell, they may even be able to pin me to the murders of the people responsible for the rape and trafficking of Alyse, and after the last month, they will sure as hell be able to pin me to both the Chicago and Italian Mafia.

			If I were her, I would walk away too, but that doesn’t stop the ache in my chest as I watch the only woman that I have ever wanted to claim as my own walk away from me and board a chopper that will lead her to the other side of the globe. Even though our security team is well intentioned and we consider ourselves on the right side of the law, we slip into the opposite side of the law and take things into our own hands when we need to.

			Dereck and Nate are walking toward me, and I take a deep breath. Things will be fine eventually, but it won’t be today, that’s for damn sure. My phone buzzes and I read the text from Jay twice. Fuck!

			Message: Intel intercepted a message. Interpol is infected and pulling Scottie in rt now.

			I text a message back as quickly as my fingers can type.

			Reply: Marenah went with Scottie. They just lifted off in a helicopter, 5 mins out.

			Message: I’ll interface with intel. Get your asses on the Augusta. Pilot’s ready.

			I race toward Dereck and Nate. “Let’s go. They’re pulling Scottie and Marenah in,” I say, and they don’t ask any questions, just turn about face and hightail it with me to the beach. “The silver Augusta,” I say, knowing Jay wants us on that one because it’s one of the fastest helicopters in the world, and it’s armed and dangerous. We haven’t even reached it before the pilot’s got the blade’s whirling in anticipation of our ascent, and it takes less than a minute for all of us to haul our asses in and Dereck to heave the door closed.

			“Go, go, go!” Nate yells to the pilot, and in seconds we are ascending and on our way, flying by all the helicopters and drama on the beach below, and looking for anything suspicious as our intel teams try to determine where to send us.

			It feels like hours until Jay texts.

			Message: Give me a call.

			Fuck! This can’t be good. I push Jay’s button. “Matt, our intel team has a lock on an Interpol-registered copter. It’s just recently landed on a satellite ship. You’re close! We believe Scottie and Marenah went aboard. The helicopter they were on was Interpol’s, so you have to know, whatever is going on is at the hands of Interpol,” Jay says.

			I nod, knowing exactly what he’s telling me. “Jay, I won’t bring trouble to Chase and Brian’s door, but I won’t leave her to deal with this. She did everything she could to save those people, not knowing Scottie was on our side. I’ll send a text to Chase and Brian, letting them know I’m resigning. Nothing will blow back on them. Just have the Augusta drop me within distance from the boat. I’ll take it from there,” I say, texting both Brian and Chase that I am resigning, before heading to the back to snatch a set of wet gear from the racks. I don it and turn, my eyes going wide as both Dereck and Nate don suits of their own.

			“We heard, and we go in as a family,” Dereck says, and Nate nods.

			My chest tightens, and all I can do is nod as the words of appreciation and love for these men catch in my throat, because I know what they are gambling with. If the Italian Mafia, or Chase or Brian, for that matter, don’t approve of their alliance with someone who has resigned, they will be out of the family with a snap of a finger, and we all know it.

			The pilot lets us know when we’re at our drop, and one by one we hit the water and silently move toward our mark, finally reaching it and making the climb up the ladder in silence. We slink along the walls of the boat until we reach the lower level undetected. No sign of anyone else on the ship.

			We know the drill, scanning the area, taking in the four suits and the captain that we’ve all been warned about, but my eyes home in on my beautiful princess sitting in a chair next to Scottie. The men split into two groups, one walking toward Scottie and one toward Marenah on the pretext of taking them and corroborating their stories.

			If they get them split up, we all know what will happen. These bastards play for keeps, and as if sensing my presence watching her through the wall venting, she turns and her lips shift into a little scowl. If they’re going to keep from being separated, it has to happen now, and I nod to the men to get ready, we’re going in, but my princess picks that moment to take a sip of her coffee and it falls from her hand, splashing everywhere. The man behind the desk jumps up to avoid getting a lap full of the hot liquid.

			She leans down, and all hell breaks loose as she comes back up with a gun pointed at the captain’s face, and Scottie turns, holding off the others. Nate and Dereck are first into the room, taking them by surprise and easily overpowering two of the men, with Scottie holding them at point until they’re done securing them. The two that were going after Marenah turn, and I kick the weapon out of one man’s hand and lunge for the other, but he spins out of the way, maintaining possession of his firearm.

			He points it at me and gestures for me to drop my weapon. I don’t know how many men are on this ship, but the chances of them being friendly if they hear gunfire is not likely, and I’ll take my chances with these odds. I drop my weapon, and the minute I do, his eyes lower to it sliding across the floor, not anticipating the full-length kick of my foot to his chin. He reels with the force and I deliver another punch, this time to the nose, as Scottie reaches him and pushes the point of his Glock into the back of his neck. “On the floor, Lad,” Scottie says calmly, but I turn toward Marenah and my chest tightens hard.

			The captain has managed to get the best of Marenah. Her gun lies on the ground, and he’s standing behind her with a knife to her throat. His walkie-talkie crackles, and he uses one hand to lift it to his mouth. “Land now,” he says into it and slides it back to his pocket.

			Damn it, she missed her chance to catch him with one hand busy, but when he tells her to put her hands up, she gives me a little smile as I watch from my crouched position on the floor, just waiting for one chance to overtake him without getting her cut. Once that knife comes away from her throat, that bastard won’t have a chance in hell of making it off this boat alive, because no one puts hands on Marenah.

			As soon as her hands go up, the captain places them on the top of her head and gestures for Scottie, Nate, and Dereck to stay on the far side of the room and kicks the gun across the floor. Once he does, he relaxes, spinning Marenah. Glaring at her. “You were given one assignment, keep tabs, not anything else, nothing! If you had kept your damn nose where it belonged, we would have been on our way and no one would have had any proof. Now you leave me no choice. You’ve seen too much. Say goodbye to your friends, and I’ll let Interpol know that you died putting up a good fight for their cause,” he says at the precise moment both of her hands come down hard, driving the razor comb set deep into both sides of his neck, opening his carotid, while her knee connects with his groin. His hands go first to his neck, grasping and gargling as he stumbles backward to the desk, and then begins to slump onto the floor.

			“You just make sure you tell them who won,” she says, walking around the desk and opening it, taking out a plastic bag before grabbing the knife that has dropped to the floor and placing it into the bag. She walks over and hands that to Scottie.

			“Nice work, Lass,” he says, taking it from her.

			“Damn girl, you could rival Dereck here with those kung fu knife moves,” Nate says, and Dereck nods.

			“Impressive work,” he concurs and nods toward me.

			She was the one to walk away, and I’m not letting her do it again. I’ve made my decision: she means more to me than anything else. I stride toward her, and she is about to say something, but I take her in my arms and caress her neck, the creamy beautiful neck that could have been forever marred or worse, been sliced to still her beating heart. The thought alone sends a shiver down my spine. The very notion of her not being with me does the very same thing. I press one finger to her lips and bring her to me, capturing her lips with my own, holding the length of her body with my own.

			I keep her pressed against me this way until the sound of the helicopter landing brings us back to the fact that Scottie’s not through with the mission at hand. “Let’s get the jackets and hats,” Scottie says, gesturing to the men on the floor.

			Marenah and I gather our weapons and the walkie-talkies, handing them to Dereck and Nate as they finish dressing in the black gear the men were wearing.

			“Hands behind your back everyone,” Nate says as the two lead us out of the cabin and up to the top deck. The wind is whirling around, and when Dereck and Nate urge us into the chopper and we are in our seats, the pilot radios that they’re bringing back prisoners, but the Russian voice that replies causes the blood to drain from Marenah’s face.

		


		
			
Marenah

			When I hear the voice of my grandfather’s right-hand man, the son of his best friend and second-in-command of the largest Bratva family in Russia, I cringe, because he’s giving the instructions himself, and they are clear: take us to the nearest drop point. This man will take over when my grandfather is ready to pass the baton, and while it’s never been a contract as in some families, my grandfather’s desire for either myself or Sasha to marry this man has always been known. I glance at Matt, Dereck, Scottie, and then Nate, but no one moves a muscle, keeping their eyes on the pilot and the destination.

			“How much longer?” Dereck says.

			“Why so anxious?” the pilot says.

			“Get us there faster,” is all Dereck says.

			“I’ll drop us in on the front side and have the guys take the packages inside,” the pilot says overhead, letting us know that we’ve got company when we land.

			I open my palm and begin to draw out the letters to spell Bratva, and as soon as I get to V, Matt nods, turning his attention to the pilot and Scottie sitting in the front.

			I do a mental check of the weapons we took back after the last encounter. A small gun tucked in my cleavage, a Glock in my back holster, and my knives of choice firmly placed back in my hair. Matt and Scottie are packing Glocks, and each has a gun on both calves.

			The pilot begins the descent as we fly over the North Atlantic Coast, and a mansion comes into view. As we get closer my stomach dips. While I have never been here, I know exactly where we are. I’ve seen the pictures, one of the many homes of the Bratva, prestigious and always right out in the open as to throw a middle finger up at the rest of the world. Fuck you, catch us if you can!

			When we land, the pilot turns from his seat and gives us all a once over and opens the door before gesturing for us to do the same. Dereck and Nate do a good job of keeping the charade of us in capture as they pull us down and onto the deck below.

			The pilot jumps down last and walks past us and toward the man that I’ve known for a lifetime. “I’ve been instructed to hand the prisoners over to you. We couldn’t make the shipment work. This cyka got in the way, everything for naught,” he says, backhanding me across the face after calling me a bitch in my own tongue. I reel with the force, and as I look up, Matt has him in a headlock and is no doubt about to squeeze the life out of him—when Kroskov aims his gun and pulls the trigger.

			I scream as Matt and the pilot go down, and rush to Matt’s side as Dereck, Nate, and Scottie draw on Kroskov. Matt pushes back against the pavement, shoving the shot pilot from atop his body, and stands up, scrutinizing the scene playing out before us as he comes to stand beside me. “I’m not hit, Marenah,” he says, holding me close as my body trembles with the fear of almost losing him and what’s yet to come.

			Kroskov walks toward us, his gun to his side as the guys relax theirs as well. “Marenah, your grandfather sent me. He’s had word from Giovanni Larussio that you were in harm’s way and asked me to assist. I came myself when I learned of the situation and how brave you were. There were two more men in the house awaiting your arrival, and they’ve been dealt with,” he says.

			Matt walks up to Kroskov and extends his hand. “Thank you for what you did for Marenah.”

			Kroskov looks him up and down, a towering bald-headed, tattooed, and formidable Russian. “Yah, it is done. Now, I need a private word with Marenah,” he says, and I lay a hand on Matt’s shoulder as I sense him tense beside me.

			“It’s okay, he is a friend of the family. If he were going to kill me, it would be done,” I say, walking alongside the giant until we reach the front of the mansion.

			“Let’s go inside while they clean up the mess,” Kroskov says, opening the door for me and guiding me into the great room where he picks up a decanter, pouring us each a shot of vodka.

			“Drink in celebration. You have done much good tonight, Marenah, but there is much you don’t know and, this thing, we must clear the air between us.”

			“I knew Grandfather was having me followed, but thought I got rid of the trails.”

			“Marenah, do not ever underestimate the reach of your family. It would not be advisable. Your grandfather has known about your interactions with Interpol since you signed with them last year. Do not take what I’m going to say out of context, but there was a reason, other than your amazing marksmanship, that they wanted you on their team. A faction within Interpol wanted guilt to point in the direction of your family, and what better way to do that than to have you part of the inside. We know your heart was in the right place, but when you applied, it was like a bonus for them. All they had to do was walk away and let you take the fall if something went wrong,” he says, pouring another vodka.

			“How are the Larussios involved in all of this?” I ask, holding out my glass, silently asking him to pour me another, too.

			“The Italians and our family may not agree on everything, but we both agree that we will not allow the trafficking of human lives in our countries or waters. Giovanni is next in line to take over the Italian Family. It seems your boyfriend’s security team saved him and his great-uncle’s life. They are honorable men and tend to pay their debts,” Kroskov says.

			I nod, not fully understanding the connection, but know enough not to ask too many questions in these matters either.

			“It was foolish of you to join Interpol. You are talented, but the conflict of interest remains. It is insurmountable, and you will leave your grandfather with little to no choices.”

			My temper rises. “What, the choice to kill me or those that I work with?” I say.

			“Marenah, do not test me. I have it on good advisement that you only joined looking to get more information on Bernatelli from Chicago. We will do, what they say in America, a compromise. I will tell you what it is you want to know, you will never speak of it to anyone, especially your grandfather, and then you and I will go our separate ways,” he says.

			“Wait, what about my grandfather’s wishes? You and I both know he believes we will be together as soon as you are ready to take a wife,” I say.

			“Da, it is true, but you are spoken for, and I do not ever intend to take a wife. The work we do is too dangerous, Marenah,” Kroskov says, pouring himself another vodka.

			“You are serious,” I say, walking toward him. This man, the one that I have known since a child, the one that will take over the entire Bratva at some point in the future, ruling and governing what does and does not go on in our country.

			“I am serious. You are free to explore a relationship with the gentleman outside. If he’s not the one, you will have any future prospect cleared by the family. Understood, Marenah? This is not an option. There is too much at stake, as you’ve learned this evening. Our family and families like the Larussios try to govern as we can, but with that, brings threats.”

			“I understand and thank you, Kroskov,” I say, the emotions of the day and the reality that I have my life back with choices suddenly overwhelming me. I throw my arms around my old childhood friend and hug him tightly. He kisses me on the top of the head, and I sink into his strength, relieved that my entire family and everyone I care about will have this fair and honorable man at the helm of our family one day, when Matt walks into the room.

		


		
			
Matt

			Marenah walks away with the Russian, and I take a moment to glance down at my cell phone as incoming beep after beep distract me. Text after text, first from Chase, then from Brian, and another multitude of strings from Jay.

			Message: Resignation denied. Family first.

			Message: Resignation denied. Family first.

			Message: Resignation denied, Chase called in a favor with the Larussios. By the time you get this message, things should have been sorted. All things, including the conflict you thought may have existed with Marenah. No issues. I’ll leave you to take care of Marenah.

			I glance up at the three men standing around waiting for me to say something, but there is a lump in my throat that keeps me from saying anything for a few minutes. Nate seems to notice and breaks the moment. “Just reading the texts from Jay. Thought we were going to get our asses handed to us, and instead he’s giving us all three days off with pay. He wants us to stay in the city for dinner tomorrow night,” he says.

			I nod, still too choked up to speak in sentences. “Roger that,” I say, walking by them and through the door to find Marenah. I know she said she’ll be fine, but I have a grave need to see that for myself after all that has transpired. I make my way through the foyer and down the lit hall and into the great room, to find her wrapped in the hulky arms of the tattooed bastard with crystalline blue eyes.

			He lifts his eyes to glance at me and then turns her head to face him. “Be well, do as I’ve asked, and make sure you stay in touch this time.”

			He turns and addresses me. “Giovanni Larussio wants a blessing by the family for your relationship. After what you did tonight, I concur. If she chooses to be with you, then you have the family’s blessing. Know that it comes with a death sentence if you ever hurt her in any way,” Kroskov says, stepping away from Marenah without as much as a handshake to me.

			He’s an intense fucker, but if he thinks he’s calling the shots where Marenah is concerned, he can think again, but I do know there is a fine line of trust and hate between all the families, and I’m not foolish enough to disrespect that right now. If there comes a time, I will, but not now.

			“Thank you,” is all I say as the formidable Russian turns and walks out of the house.

			I take her hand, and the magnetism between us is palpable. All I want to do is take her in my arms and hold her, but I can sense the hesitation and uncertainty swirling in her eyes. “What is it, Princess?” I say, reaching out to stroke her cheek and push a strand of long blonde hair that is covering her face behind her ear.

			She hesitates for a moment, but then seems to gather her resolve. “I’m afraid he’s been like that since we were kids, and I doubt it’s likely to change.”

			Marenah thinks I’m concerned, and I think that’s sweet. My little princess looking out for the mafia bad boy is humorous, but I nod and stroke her cheek.

			“There are things that I need to take care of. I know you would help, but I need to do this myself, Matt. If I am ever going to be free from all the drama that is my life, I need to take care of something. Something just isn’t adding up with all of this, and I need to find out exactly what it is that’s still bothering me. If not, I fear it will haunt me and whoever I am with for the rest of our lives.”

			I catch that she didn’t say that it would haunt us, and I swallow, knowing that walking away from her and giving her this time is going to be one of the hardest things I’ve done, but if this is what she needs, then I will honor her wishes. “Goodbye Marenah. Stay safe, Princess,” I say, kissing her lightly on the lips, turning, and walking out the door.

			Kroskov is talking with the guys when I walk out to the helipad, and his eyes narrow to slits as he sees me alone. “I’m not sure what she needs to take care of, but I trust that you will keep her safe while she’s doing it,” I say.

			He nods. “It shall be done,” he says, extending his hand to mine before I head to the helicopter. As soon as we’re boarded, the engines engage and we are on our way.

			“Brian and Chase both offered for us to stay in their condos this evening. The entire gang will be back tomorrow. In the meantime, Jay needs our help getting a few things lined up for tomorrow night,” Nate says.

			“What’s going on?” I say.

			“Sasha’s got a ballet performance tomorrow night, and everyone’s coming to Chicago to see it and then out for dinner,” Nate says, and Dereck rolls his eyes and leans back in his seat.

			“I’m going to head to my place,” I say. The need to be by myself with my thoughts of Marenah overshadowing everything right now, and we split up into different cars, each going our own ways when we reach the ground.


			


			I’m just drying off from a long shower when my cell rings with Jenny’s ringtone. I wrap the towel around my waist and answer as I head into the living room to pour a stiff drink. “Matt, I was worried sick about you! What were you thinking, sending Brian a text like that? You can’t just send him a message that you’re resigning with no explanation. He went absolutely ballistic,” she says, and I can completely see the hothead doing just that if he thought it had anything to do with Jenny. I settle into the couch and take a sip of my drink, knowing that Jenny, the sister I’ve never had but have now, is not bound to end her tirade quickly, and that I probably deserve it for not providing anyone with a reason. I smile as she keeps on and on.

			“How is Marenah, if it’s not prying too much?” Jenny says, and again I smile, because the thought of Jenny ever not prying when she cares about someone just doesn’t happen.

			“She did a great job tonight. She took more chances than I wanted, but at the end of the day, we caught the people responsible, and a lot of innocent people are now safe,” I say, feeling a surge of pride for my princess, but at the same time an overwhelming sadness that she’s not in my arms letting me punish her for her brashness and reward her for her bravery.

			“Matt, can you still hear me?” Jenny says.

			“Oh, sorry, yeah, I can now,” I say, wondering if I’ve missed a part of the conversation, too caught up in my own thoughts.

			“I’m not exactly sure what’s happening, although my guess is Brian and Chase do, but Jay asked everyone to attend Sasha’s ballet performance tomorrow night in Chicago, so we’re in the city,” Jenny says.

			“You good with that?” I say, knowing that Sasha went out with Brian a few times before he knew Jenny and she didn’t really want to take no for an answer when he was ready to move on.

			“Sasha called me and apologized. Told me she was working on herself, and I believe her. Jay’s a good man, and if he sees the good in Sasha, then I am going to do my very best to bury my jealousy. She’s just so beautiful, and a ballerina, too. You know?” Jenny says, and she doesn’t need to tell me just how gorgeous she is because I am in love with her identical twin and adore every single inch of her body.

			“Jenny, if Brian had wanted her, he would have stayed with her. Simple as that. He wanted to move on, even before he met you. Brian doesn’t have eyes for anyone but you, Jenny,” I say, and I can almost see her little nod of acceptance through the telephone.

			“Yeah, and I trust him, Matt, so no, I don’t have a problem with this. You guys all mean the world to Chase and Brian and the rest of us. We want to be there for whatever Jay has planned. I’ll deal with the green-eyed monster,” Jenny says.

			“Good girl. Now, tell me the name of the place we’re meeting. I’ve got a few things I want to do tomorrow, so I’ll meet you there,” I say, knowing that I may not make it but keying the address into the phone as she gives it to me, just in case.

			“Matt, I hope you know how much I appreciate everything that you did to get me off the Bernatelli family’s target. Brian isn’t telling me much. Is it over, I mean is it over for you?” Jenny says.

			“It’s over as far as you’re concerned, Jenny, and they know if they come after any one of us, that all hell will break loose with the Russians, but the family interests are so intertwined now, we’ll see what happens,” I say.

			“Okay, as long as you’re okay, Matt,” Jenny says.

			“I’m fine. Take care of yourself and tell Brian thanks. Gotta go. Damian’s trying to get ahold of me,” I say.

			“What, wait, Matt, I have no clue what’s going on, but Brian asked him to check on my niece. I let her and her boyfriend move into my old house, but my mom and aunt haven’t heard from her in quite a bit. It’s been too long, Matt.”

			I scowl, not having heard anything about this. “I’ll give him a call and let you know what’s up. Try not to worry. I’ll see you tomorrow at the performance,” I say, disconnecting and hitting Damian’s number.

			He answers on the first ring. “Me and the guys are in town. Just got off the phone with Jenny, and she said you were checking up on her niece,” I say.

			“I am, but things aren’t looking good. I’ve got intel digging right now, but it appears as though she’s gone off the grid or someone’s taken her. I’ve followed her trail as far as it goes at this point,” Damian says.

			“What the fuck?”

			“I’m handling it but may need some help. She was last seen with her boyfriend, but after what I’ve learned about him, I’m not feeling any better. I need a few more hours to get the last of the intel together. I’ll be back in Chicago tomorrow in time to catch the show if something actionable doesn’t pop up,” Damian says.

			“Roger that. I’m in town tonight, staying at my place. The guys are over at Chase and Katarina’s. Let me know if you need any help,” I say, wishing there was better news for Jenny and her mom, but knowing that they’ve got the best intel in the world and one of the best agents we have on the trail of her niece.

			“Will do,” Damian says before disconnecting, and I text Scottie for an update on Marenah.

			I don’t know how this will end. Marenah signed up with Interpol to ensure atrocities such as trafficking do not occur and to find the leak in the organization, but what I don’t know is if her heart is so vested that she can never give it up, because she and I both know we can’t be together while in our current states of employment.

		


		
			
Marenah

			I walk to the helicopter, still shivering from the trauma of the night, but filled with a sense of power, a rightness of making sure those people were released, but as much as that felt good, I know that this can’t be my life. I thought signing up would give me free rein to find out my father’s dirty secrets. Instead I found out that he was paying people, important people, to cover his trail, to obliterate any evidence of his wrongdoing from this earth before anyone like myself could find it.

			I am wiser now and know exactly what I need to do as I pull myself up into the helicopter and take a seat right next to Scottie.

			“We need to go back and finalize things, you know that,” Scottie says.

			I wonder if he can see me swallow my emotions and fear, trying to bury them way deep inside, but I nod. “I know.”

			“Head to the satellite boat,” Scottie says to the pilot, and the whirring of the blades overhead becomes louder and louder and the chopper becomes airborne, seemingly in place for a space of a matter of minutes before it veers into the sky, leaving people, boats, trees, and the shoreline behind us, leaving me to contemplate what I want and need to do.


			


			Over an hour later, we land on another large boat in the middle of nowhere. I look around, realizing I have nowhere to go if things head south. The only escape is the deep dark ocean swirling around us and the thought of jumping into the deep blue waters this far off land with no backup or safeguard is unthinkable. Scottie has brought me to a virtually impenetrable area, and I resign myself to my fate as I jump down after him and follow him across the deck and down the stairs. I have the worst sense of déjà vu. What if Scottie isn’t who he’s pretending to be and is bringing me back to these men? Why would he take me to their headquarters? To kill me or to turn me in? I take a deep breath. Scottie could have killed me multiple times, and he didn’t. It’s been a long day, and I am just being paranoid. He could have turned his loaded gun on either Matt or me, but he didn’t. It takes me the entire walk into the cabin to calm myself to the point that I am breathing regularly.

			When the dark-haired captain in uniform, the one that hired me and is sitting at the large mahogany desk, gestures for me to come closer, Scottie encourages me with a slight nod of his head.

			I didn’t follow protocol, not once, but disregarded them several times in my need to see those people freed. I steady myself, walking toward him, not fully knowing what reprimand and penance comes with such disregard of the game plan in the world that is Interpol.

			The man assesses me from across the desk and then turns his head down, reviewing the documents he has in front of him for what seems like hours but could only be a moment in time. “You want to tell me why you signed up, why you really signed up?” he says as his eyes pan across my face, settling on mine and holding them captured, ensuring I feel the entire magnitude of his displeasure.

			“I wanted to make a difference, and thought I could,” I say.

			“Enough! You thought you could gain inside information about your family, did you not?” he says as his dark eyes hold mine.

			I shiver, because there’s something in that look, in those eyes, in that voice, that takes me back to a different place, to a different time, and I can’t quite figure it out, until I finally do.

			I breathe deeply, inhaling, knowing that if I give him one reason to know that I recognize him from the men that were in my grandfather’s study, making deals around the world, not only will I be dead, but anyone we are trying to save will be likewise.

			I watch him, his deep grey eyes penetrating mine, and then I see it, the recognition, then his shock quickly covered, but I think he knows I know.

			This man that deals with my grandfather, the head of the Bratva, is in a senior position in Interpol, and I know exactly why Scottie is just watching, taking it all in.

			The man behind the desk snarls. “I recognize you! You’re the girl he introduced us to as his granddaughter. He sent you to keep tabs on us because he didn’t think we were capable of doing his dirty work right?” he shouts.

			I smile and watch him squirm. He thinks I am a plant for my grandfather, and he has unknowingly told me exactly who is responsible for the human trafficking that I’ve been following for Interpol, but he is afraid, and should be, because everyone knows that my grandfather will put anyone that he believes could talk or that crosses him into the ground.

			I just let recognition settle in, and then give him a little smile, letting him know he’s right in terms of who I am, because I want him scared. There’s a sick side of me that wants this maggot to feel just a small amount of the fear, only a sliver of what these young people he has been trafficking have endured. I realize in this moment that I may have inherited this trait from both my father and grandfather, and it doesn’t bother me in the least.

			He starts babbling about the boat being overtaken. I smile, because I know it’s for my grandfather’s benefit. He hopes that he will be granted mercy by my grandfather when he is behind bars in a prison that my family owns, but he will not be, because this is the cockroach that not only has been responsible for orchestrating the movement of human lives, but has been taking kickbacks and bribes that takes money out of the Bratva hands, and no one does that and sees the light of day.

			I let that thought settle with me, and I don’t feel remorse for this asshole, only happiness that he will see justice, but if I didn’t know it before today, I do know that I will never be part of either of my families, because I can’t stomach that they are both part of this life, making part of their living by plucking unsuspecting women and children out of their lives and selling them to the highest bidder. I will, instead, fight against this. It is finally right here and now that I understand who I am and what I stand for, family name be damned.

			I see the nod of the captain’s head, just a tilt, but it pulls me out of my head and into the moment as his henchmen stalk into the room with guns aimed at Scottie and me.

			One puts his Glock right behind Scottie’s neck and the other one marches to me, his gun leveled at me the entire time he walks toward me. I let him get closer, because he needs to be, and when he is in my face and tells me to put my hands up, I do, at both sides of my head, just as would be expected, but in a practiced sweep, I grip both sides of the razor-sharp hair clip and bury them hard into both sides of his neck. The sound of his scream does not phase me. It allows me time to grab my Glock and crash it into the side of the captain’s head, rendering him unconscious and allowing Scottie the moment of surprise he needs to spin and overtake the man that has him hostage, taking him in a choke hold that he’s not going to get out of until he has breathed his last breath, and only then does Scottie let the man’s limp and lifeless body slump to the ground, and I wipe the blades of my combs off on the dead man’s shirt.

			I hear the footsteps overhead before they ever reach the steps. I nod to Scottie, pointing up, and he knows without me saying a word exactly what I’ve heard. We march to opposite sides of the stairs that will bring our enemies into the lower level, and when all six men march down the stairs, we are prepared to take them out, but I shake my head to Scottie. These are supposed to be the good guys of Interpol, and I know this because they are the ones that have been chasing these fuckers, trying desperately to catch them in the act.

			I come out of my position behind the stairs, and all eyes turn to me. “The men on the floor were trafficking women and children,” I say, looking at the most senior of the Interpol men. “I’ve finished the job asked of me. You’ll find these are the men responsible. The captain should still be alive. Consider this my resignation,” I say, walking past them to get to the stairs. It’s not until I reach the upper deck that I take a deep breath and feel the heavy weight of my family’s history fall from me, finally free, at least to the extent anyone can be with a legacy such as ours.

			I am leaning over the railing, looking out at the darkness, when Scottie approaches from behind. “You did well, Lass,” he says, leaning on the rail beside me.

			“You always knew, didn’t you?” I say.

			He tilts his head and his lips curve upward ever so slightly, and just for a brief second, but I didn’t miss it. “You’re too smart for your own good. Yes, I always knew who your family was. What I couldn’t be one hundred percent sure of tonight was where your allegiance would fall when you found out your grandfather was working with the Interpol faction that was responsible,” he says.

			“So I passed your test,” I say.

			“Marenah, you did well, that is all. I can’t apologize for my job. I had to be sure, especially with your relationship to Matt. The Italian Family will never condone the mistreatment of women and trafficking, and Matt works for them. One last thing: Kroskov isn’t aware of your grandfather’s involvement with trafficking. He wouldn’t condone it. We believe with the latest developments, he’ll be taking the reins sooner than even he anticipates,” he says.

			“Can you take me to Matt?”

			“Indeed I can, Lass. In fact, I have strict orders to get you on the helicopter even if I have to kidnap you,” he says.

		


		
			
Matt

			I read the text and exhale the breath I didn’t realize I was holding. She walked away, resigned her position, and is on her way to see me, and my chest tightens with the unknown. My little princess has slayed her dragons and is coming my way to tell me, but what she doesn’t know yet is that going forward, her dragons will be mine to slay.

			She also doesn’t know that the minute Scottie felt things going south, he had a finger on a button that would bring in our backup, and Kroskov, true to his word, had the boat surrounded and men infiltrated on the lower level in the event things got out of hand. She is brave and trained well, and while it killed me to let her do it alone, I could not allow her to do it without a safety net behind her. I thank Scottie for everything he did and let him know where to take Marenah when they arrive in the city and get to work planning.

			It’s a couple hours before he texts me that she’s settled in at the penthouse suite of the most luxurious hotel in the city overlooking Lake Michigan. I know exactly when she’s read the letter, the one left for her on the king-size bed, when she texts me as I’ve asked her to do. While my princess is extremely capable of handling the most difficult situations physically, I’ve seen her submissive side, and it makes my dick hard and my heart constrict with the need to care for her. It has since the very first time I saw her, heard her breathing while she was chained next to me, felt her desire grow as I spoke to her. It was never a question, her and me, it was only a matter of time, and that time is now.

			If she is mine, then she will need to know that I will ensure her every need and desire is taken care of. I know for a fact that her heart is consumed with making sure that trafficking is minimized and that aligns perfectly with the Italian Family vision and that of Kroskov, who I know will be a person in the periphery of her life and will be an ally to the Italian Family. I pick up the phone and hit the contact for Chase, who I know is already in the air on the way to the States from Italy with Katarina. I hear the reconnect of the phone to the Wi-Fi on the jet and it takes a few extra rings, but then his voice comes on over the secure line.

			“Chase here, Matt. We were all worried about you when we got your texts. Jay’s been keeping me posted on the situation, but I’m glad you called.”

			“Thanks, Chase. I don’t know how to thank you and Brian for your faith in me. I mean, this is as close to a disaster in terms of conflicts of interest that we could find ourselves in, and the fact that you both want to keep me on the team means the world to me. I talked to Jenny earlier, and she told me Brian didn’t take the news very well at first.”

			“You’ve been taking care of Jenny since her trauma. He knows you hold a special place in her heart. You’re like the brother she always hoped to have. I think you know the situation with her own brother isn’t the best. He wants to protect her and make her happy and didn’t want you off the team, and neither do I.”

			My chest tightens again, because I’ve never had a family before, and I now know the true sense of family, and these are the people I care most about, and they are just that, my family. I inhale deeply, finding it difficult to ask for anything more, but in my heart, I know it can be a win-win for everyone.

			“You know my background. I’ve never had a family and now I do. I wanted to come to you first with this idea because I know Brian will do whatever it takes to keep me close to Jenny, but I didn’t want you to feel pushed on the matter.”

			“I appreciate the sentiment, and Brian and I don’t agree on everything, but we respect each other’s positions when not. What’s on your mind?” Chase says.

			“Marenah’s passion is in prevention of trafficking. She puts her life on the line every day to do just that. She resigned from Interpol because of the conflict it would cause to the families, completed the assignment they hired her to do, and did it in a way that the people running the operations were taken out, but will still leave the Russians in a strong position and as allies to the Larussio family. Kroskov will be taking the reins shortly and is adamantly opposed to trafficking. I happen to know the Larussios are staunchly opposed to any activity of this kind, too. We could easily create a trafficking research division, and after what we’ve learned the last few days, should. If the security team is going to keep everyone secure, you’re going to need to know exactly what’s happening on all fronts to counter anything that occurs, and Marenah is passionate about this. I still need to discuss it with Jay, but I know he’ll be supportive. You asked us to bring anything that came up related to conflicts of interest to you and Brian, and I want to respect that request.”

			“I like the idea for more than a few reasons. Let’s conference Brian in,” Chase says, and before I even have a chance to reply he’s connecting.

			“Brian here, what’s up?” he says to Chase.

			“I have Matt on the line. We’re looking at the possibility of opening a new division in our intel team to research trafficking and placing Marenah in the division. It would give the security team an edge and more intel when dealing with the different families globally and any potential enemies.”

			“I’m more than good with that. She’s more than proven herself capable and trustworthy in the way she dealt with things, and I won’t have you leave the team, Matt. You’re family. Do what you need to do, and bring her on board,” Brian says.

			“Roger that. I’ll talk with Jay and the guys and get it set up. Last thing, I need to make sure you are both really okay with Marenah as part of the family. I know we’ve talked about work, but I mean more. I want to solidify a personal commitment with her,” I say.

			“We’re more than okay with it, Matt. Brian and I discussed it and have already cleared the way with Giovanni Larussio. We’ve told him what he needs to know, and he’s completely supportive, based on the way things were handled. You know the Italian Family is staunchly opposed to the abuse of women. We’re all supportive. Scottie let us know you’re in Chicago, and we’re on our way right now. Are you planning to attend Sasha’s event tomorrow and dinner tomorrow evening?” Chase says.

			“I wouldn’t miss it for the world. I’m the one that’s supposed to bring Marenah,” I say.

			“Excellent. We’ll plan to see you then,” Chase says.

			“Thanks for everything,” I say, and that’s all I can manage to get out, because again they floor me with their dedication and loyalty, taking me in just like I am one of their real family.

			I send Marenah a text to see if she has followed my instructions and her text makes me smile. Teaching her tonight will be fun.


			


			I ride up the elevator, and when it stops on her floor, at the penthouse, it dings my arrival, because I pushed in the security code that she, Scottie, and myself are privy to. The doors part, and I walk past the living room and into the bedroom of the penthouse suite and my dick hardens at the fact that she’s followed my instruction to the letter.

			My princess is splayed out in front of me, just as I asked, perfect in her pale pink lacy nightgown that shows the pointy tips of her nipples through the sheer lace and causes my dick to release the precum I’m saving for her. She’s watching me. Our attraction has always been intense, and her bright blue eyes are holding my own in anticipation as I near the edge of the bed. I can feel the magnetic power, the attraction for each other our bodies emit.

			“Princess,” I say, rubbing her pale pink and white-tipped manicured toes and running my finger against the smoothness of her arch, up to her ankle, lifting it so that I can suckle her toe in my mouth. She moans softly and shifts, and with that I know restraints will be needed for what I have in store tonight.

			The scent of the bath gel she’s used and her arousal as I make my way from her delicate feet to the curve of her calves, past her knees, and then to her inner thighs is intoxicating. I smile as I lick her inner thighs, pushing her nighty up and her thighs apart, getting closer to her pussy as she shifts her hips up. She may be willing to do as I’ve asked, but she’s not experienced yet and unable to control her body’s responses, and my dick hardens and thickens at the thought of teaching her.

			“Still, Princess. You don’t take your pleasure. I give it to you,” I tell her, and my dick throbs when she moans softly. “I’ve taken your virginity once, tonight I take it a new way. If you want me to stop, you tell me, otherwise, I am going to restrain you and take you my way,” I say, licking closer to her pussy one more time. Her brilliant blue eyes glaze over, dilating, and I need no further invitation.

			I’m still fully dressed and push her arms over her head, slipping the soft cuffs over her dainty wrists and securing them to the headboard, kissing her, smothering the soft little pants as I make my way down her body, pushing her long blonde hair aside as I nuzzle and kiss her creamy neck, sucking it, marking her as my own as she moans and struggles in her restraints.

			When I reach her pointy tips, taking them in my mouth, sucking hard. She squirms, and her body responds to the intensity just like I knew it would, pushing up on its own accord. “Still Princess, I’ll give you what you need,” I say, making my way south, covering her exposed mound with the palm of my hand, grasping it and squeezing, letting her know I’m there. I watch as she struggles, wanting to push her mound up, get her little pussy stroked, but my princess is made for me, and if I didn’t know it before, I know it now. She manages to restrain herself on a different level than my cuffs do, waiting for me to give her pleasure. I sit up, giving her even more time, letting her desire build along with my own as I stand up and push my suit coat off, undo the tie around my neck, laying the tie on her thighs because there is so much more I want to do with that. I start unbuttoning my shirt, and as I pull it back and let it fall to the floor, she moans softly.

			“I don’t know all the rules. I love what you’re doing,” she pants.

			“I’ll teach you all the rules, little by little. Tonight, you do what I say, let me give you your pleasure,” I say, and my dick hardens as her eyes go hazy and she licks her lips as I finish undressing and let the rest of my clothes fall to the floor.

			She’s panting as I part her legs and slide between them. I’ve taken her virginity and she’s felt the pleasure of pain and then pleasure, but she hasn’t experienced it like this. I grasp behind her knees, slowly pushing her forward so that she is almost bent in half, suckling her sweetness, slipping my tongue into her. “Ready, Princess?” I ask, sitting up, but she need not answer because her eyes tell me everything I need to know as I thrust my cock deep inside of her.

			I hit the back of her, and she cries out, “More,” and although she’ll learn that I call the shots in the bedroom, that’s exactly what I give her, finding that exact spot that drives her crazy, hitting it time and time again until she is writhing on the bed, trying her hardest to constrain her movements, pulling at her restraints and panting my name, and only then do I allow her to come, once and then twice.

			She’s still trembling, but we’re not done. I want to feel her again, and coax her satiny lips apart, allowing me to explore the warmth, the taste of her, and capture her tongue in a dance with my own. She moans, and her hips shift slightly, and my dick twitches knowing that she’s becoming aroused again.

			I slide my thumb over her swollen clit while my finger explores her wetness and pushes into it. Her head rolls back with one finger, she arches her back with the insertion of the second. I keep rubbing her clit, and after stretching her and feeling her soak my fingers, insert another into her pussy. This time she moans, raising her hips to accept more, sending my dick into overdrive.

			She’s ready for me, wet and needy, exactly the way I want when I claim everything for my very own. I release her restraints and flip her onto her belly and lift her hips, sliding my fingers out of her velvety smoothness, as her ass rises with desire. “Princess, you’re so hot. I want your virginity another way tonight,” I say, pressing my lubricated finger deep inside her tight little ring until I feel her relax and begin to enjoy it, pushing back, even though we’ll need to overcome that with time, but it tells me exactly what I need to know. She’s wants me this way. I add more lubricant and slide another finger in, scissoring, spreading her before letting them both sink in to the depths they are able. Her moan tells me it’s good, and I sink my cock into her dripping pussy from behind, thrusting slow, and deep. She needs to be right on the edge for the first time, and that’s exactly where she is when I add another digit, allowing her to adjust, and when the little pants turn to moans, it’s time, she’s ready.

			“Ready Princess?” I ask, pushing her silky hair to the side.

			“Yes,” she moans, and I pull out of her pussy and push the head of my cock a few inches into her back entrance. It’s a tight fit this way, even having stretched her, but she moans and pushes back, letting me know she wants it, and fuck, that makes my dick hot.

			I push farther, and then hold position, allowing her to acclimate to the size in this position, but if anything, she’s pushing back harder, just begging me to take her this way. I slide in, going slow, inch by inch, giving her time, knowing it’s pushing her boundaries as she tenses trying to take me. I still myself, letting her stretch before seating myself all the way, letting my dick’s pulse rest against the end of her.

			I drive slow, intentional, listening to her pants, and I can tell exactly when the discomfort turns to pleasure, and then pull her hips back and up so that I can drive slowly and deep, ensuring she feels every stroke, and every fucking time she moans with need, my cock grows and wants to explode. Listening to her little pants almost pushes me over, but I hold it back, wanting to feel her coming with me, finding her little nub with my finger and stroking it in time to my thrusts.

			Deep, over and over, deeper and deeper, and when she starts grasping the bedsheets, and I know that she’s close I thrust harder, hitting the spot that makes her cry out until she is screaming my name over and over and over again.

			My balls contract at the sound of my name from her lips and the tightening of her entire body around my dick. White-hot molten need spurts through me and I release strand after strand of my come deep into her tight velvety wetness, pulling her hips back over and over, needing the feel of her settled deep on the tip of my dick as I come inside of her, holding her until the waves finally begin to subside.

			I roll her with me, gathering her against me, folding her small frame in my arms, kissing the back of her neck as our breathing finally returns to normal. “So very good,” my princess says barely above a whisper before falling into a sated sleep in my arms.

			I hold her tight next to me for the longest time, just listening to her breathe as she rests.


			


			An hour later, I’ve washed her with a warm washcloth and she’s just beginning to fully waken. I pull her into my arms and push a strand of long blonde hair away from her face so there is nothing distracting me from her expressive eyes.

			“You recall the first night we met?” I ask.

			She nods, her eyes fixated on my own, her eyes dilating, her breath shallowing, and I can feel the magnitude of the beating of her heartbeat from here. The attraction we have is palpable, it seems to have a life of its own and connects us completely.

			I grasp both sides of her cheeks with my fingers, bringing her toward me, licking her lips with my tongue, capturing her bottom lip with my own. “Princess, you’ve been mine since the very night I saw you. I’m not letting you go.”

			“What about my family?”

			“It’s been dealt with. My family has dealt with it. There’s nothing for you to worry about. If you want to keep working to eliminate trafficking you can. There’ll be a position for you,” I say.

			Her eyes narrow as she gazes up at me. “So that means you’ll be in charge of me, of what I do, and my job?” she says.

			“Marenah, I’m always going to be in charge of ensuring your security, and that your pleasure is taken care of, is that a problem for you?” I ask.

			It takes a moment before she shakes her head. “I think I love that,” she says, her eyes still hazy and dark, and my cock gets hard watching her submission.

			“Princess, you don’t have to take on the world alone. I want you for my very own, and that means ensuring your every need is taken care of. I’ve never been into vanilla relationships, but with you I want both lifestyles. I want you to wear my collar, but also my ring. A connection like ours doesn’t happen every day. I want everyone to know that you are mine in every sense of the word, vanilla or other. You are mine,” I say, sliding the silver and diamond collar that has a circular ring for play attached, but then has two initials, both M’s, one for Matt and one for Marenah, overlapping and dangling from the sphere, and anyone looking at it, unfamiliar with the lifestyle, would think it is nothing more than a beautiful necklace.

			She rubs it gently, looking up at me. “Yours,” she says gently, her eyes fixated on mine, and my dick hardens and throbs with her submission and the way her eyes dilate when she gives it.

			“Marenah, I want you in every sense of the word: my best friend, my partner in life, my submissive, my wife, and the mother of my children. Marry me, Princess, and let’s make a family that we can call our own and be proud of,” I say, and her eyes begin to brim with unfallen tears, and she nods her head.

			“I love you so much, Matt. Yes, I’ll marry you, make a family with you,” she says, and my chest tightens hard as I slide the ring I’ve selected onto her finger.

			“Matt, it’s absolutely gorgeous,” she exclaims, her voice barely above a whisper as she continues to admire the princess cut diamond ring that now sits proudly on her finger.

			“A ring fit for a princess,” I say, capturing her lips with mine and sealing my claim of her for my very own.

	
		[image: The End]
		


		




  			Excerpt from Shattered,
Book 1 of The Torzial Affair series




  
			If you loved Matt in this story, follow him on his journey to protect Brian Carrington, one of the wealthiest men alive, and his wife, Jenny. Learn why he was forced to go back underground and how he eventually met Marenah.

			Jenny Torzial is highly successful in her professional life as the owner of a consulting company on the verge of national recognition. Her spirited façade belies the emotional scars gouged by the man she thought would someday be her husband.

			Brian Carrington, the cocky, extremely reactive heir to the Carrington Steel empire, has concluded that women only want one thing from him—his money, and the prestige of his last name. Investing no emotional energy in one-night stands, he has developed the ultimate guard for his wealth, status, and heart. 

			What will happen when their worlds collide in a dominant-and-submissive power exchange? Can they overcome the demons of her past as he is thrust into the role of protector?



			


Jenny

			Chase and Kate say their vows in front of only their closest friends and family, and I see her dad, head of the East Coast crime syndicate, discreetly wipe away a tear from her mom’s face as the bride and groom exchange rings. When the officiant pronounces them husband and wife, Chase draws Kate into his arms and kisses her with a passion that leaves me slightly embarrassed before the room bursts into celebration and cameras begin to flash.

			The tall man standing next to me grins, showing a perfect set of bright white teeth, and claps Chase on the back as he and Kate join us a few moments later. “Congratulations,” he says.

			“Thanks, Brian. I’m glad you were able to make it,” Chase says, smiling widely.

			“Sorry it was so late and I couldn’t be at the dinner last night. Negotiations were a little more difficult than anticipated,” Brian says.

			“Congratulations, you look so happy and absolutely beautiful,” I say to Kate as Chase relinquishes his bride for a moment so that I can hug her tight.

			“I know its cliché, but I really couldn’t be happier and you look gorgeous yourself. The sapphire color of that gown looks amazing with your long dark hair,” she whispers before Chase returns his arm to his new bride’s waist.

			“We were just about to sub you with one of Katarina’s uncles. The big burly bald one,” Chase says to Brian, motioning to the other side of the stairs.

			Brian smirks at Chase and turns to Kate. “You look absolutely lovely,” he says, kissing her cheek.

			“Thank you. Pretty sure Chase is just teasing. We probably would have picked Uncle Vito to stand in. Same height, look, well, you know, and then you would owe him your right arm,” she says, amusement lighting up in her eyes. Uncle Vito must be extremely tall to be any match at all for this intimidating man who wears the themed black suit and sapphire tie comfortably. He must be at least six foot two or three with a full head of dark jet-black hair, but it’s his eyes that make it hard for me to turn away.

			Brian laughs at Kate’s joke, but as if he can sense my gaze, he turns the full concentration of those shocking blue eyes on me as Chase officially introduces us. “Brian, this is Jenny Torzial, Katarina’s best friend and the maid of honor, and Brian is my best man and currently the chief operating officer for Prestian Corp,” Chase says.

			Brian levels me with his gaze. “That Jenny. Well, it’s nice to meet you in person, Ms. Torzial,” he says, extending a well-manicured hand. His fingers close around mine, and his touch creates a tingling sensation that causes my skin to heat.

			“Likewise, Brian,” I say as he lets go of my hand. The band begins to play the first song and Chase excuses himself to lead Kate across the great room of the Larussio mansion, which has been turned into a vast marble ballroom for the event.

			“I’m glad everything is working out so well for them. I never thought Kate would let anyone get close enough to even develop a relationship, much less get married,” I say.

			“I have to admit, Chase settling down was quite a surprise, too,” Brian says.

			“It’s heartwarming that her dad could give her away. She never even knew him until a few months ago,” I say, trying to pull my eyes away from the blue intensity of his.

			“That’s what I understand. I’m glad to see Chase met someone that makes him happy,” Brian says, breaking our gaze as we turn to watch Kate’s dad step in for a dance with his daughter. They sway to the music for the majority of the song, but as he spins her for the last chorus, I see him gently wipe a tear from her eye.

			“Our turn,” Brian says, leading me onto the floor as the MC announces the best man and maid of honor dance. The song is embarrassingly slow, created for lovers, and I feel my breath hitch and skin quiver as he draws me close, the fresh scent of his soap and musky cologne filling my senses as he skillfully guides me across the floor. The pull of his crystalline gaze makes me look up, and my cheeks warm at the intensity reflected in his twinkling blue eyes as I try desperately to ignore the electricity his thumb is creating as it circles the inside of my palm.

			“You’re stunning. I’m the envy of every man in this room right now,” Brian says, slipping his hand underneath my hair and around the nape of my neck, causing my pulse to race. The warmth of his breath against my hair and the fingers gently caressing the back of my neck before settling at my waist cause goosebumps on my arms and send a tingling sensation down my spine. It’s clearly been too long since I was this close to someone of the opposite sex.

			“Thank you,” I say somewhat breathlessly, finding it difficult to respond as his hand gently tightens around my own. I try to concentrate on the dance steps as he holds me close and all sense of time is gone as he guides me effortlessly to the popular ballad and begins twirling me for the final chorus. As the song finishes, he places his arm around my waist and guides me from the dance floor to the full-length bar on the other side of the great room.

			He holds out my chair and orders drinks for both of us. I hold my tongue at his presumptuousness, and as the flavor touches my lips and swirls around my tongue, a murmur of approval escapes me. “This is wonderful,” I admit, letting the taste resonate before swallowing. It is a crisp white wine with a wonderfully sweet although complex balance.

			“It has a layered quality, full-bodied and elegant. Carlos has a palate for great wine,” he says as his eyes wander from my glass lower.

			“Do you know him well?” I ask, feeling the heat his eyes on my chest is creating.

			“Our families have mutual business interests, but I don’t know him well,” he says.

			“I’ve met Jenny’s mom several times over the years, but like Kate, just met Carlos earlier in the year,” I say.

			“Chase tells me you’ll be working on all of his facilities and some for Carlos, too,” Brian says, swirling his drink as he regards me.

			“Yes, we’re currently under contract for the expansions of the Prestian Medical Facilities, and Carlos is looking for assistance with some developments in Vegas as well,” I say.

			“Your company’s work in lean and efficiency methodologies is good. I’ve been extremely impressed with the forecasting analytics,” he says.

			“Thank you,” I say, taking another sip of my wine, trying desperately to focus on something, anything other than my rapid pulse.

			He uses one finger to raise my chin, leaving me no choice but to look into his crystalline blue eyes. They are the most intense color, smoldering and smoky, now holding my own completely captivated. “Dance with me,” he says, setting my wine glass on the bar before guiding me onto the floor as the band extends an invitation to everyone.

			Brian pulls me close and with his hand, places my head on his chest. I can feel the strong beat of his heart against my cheek and the warmth of his breath in my hair. He skillfully weaves me around the dance floor now dotted with family and friends. “I like the way you feel in my arms,” he says quietly while his finger continues tracing a circular pattern on the small of my back.

			“Me, too,” I say, my cheeks flaming as I feel my nipples harden against him through the thin material of my dress.

			He keeps me pressed close. “I can feel how turned-on you are. What’s the flushed little face about? Are you embarrassed?” he whispers in my ear.

			I feel myself moistening and only contemplate a moment before responding. “Yes,” I say, my voice barely above a whisper.

			“Why does it embarrass you?” he asks, his eyes holding mine as he looks down at me.

			“Maybe I thought I was the only one who felt it,” I say breathlessly.

			“You can’t feel my cock pressed against your thigh as I guide you around the dance floor?” he asks quietly.

			I look down and away from him, feeling the warmth of my cheeks deepen further. “Yes,” I say, now completely focused on the feel of it against me. 

			“Your downcast eyes are exciting, all submissive-like, but right now I want to see those deep green eyes looking at me so I can tell what you’re feeling,” he says, lifting and tilting my chin.

			“Are you always this forward?” I ask.

			“Yes. I have no desire to play games. So we’ve cleared up that you’re not the only one aroused?” he asks, his mouth quirking to the side as he awaits my answer.

			“Pretty sure you’ve covered that,” I say, mesmerized by the seas of blue that feel like they penetrate right through me.

			“Good,” he says, guiding me off the dance floor to our seats at the bar.

			“So are there any best-man and maid-of-honor protocols we need to adhere to this evening?” I ask as I reach for my drink.

			“In terms of responsibilities to the bride and groom, or to each other?” he asks.

			“My question was more related to the wedding as a whole,” I say, taking a sip of my wine and trying not to look up as I feel the intensity of his gaze upon me.

			“No protocol that I know of, but I’m pretty certain a kiss is almost always commonplace between the best man and maid of honor,” he says.

			I look up at that and see the amusement in his eyes. “You’re having fun at my expense.”

			 “No, I’m letting you know what to expect. A shot across the bow, if you will,” he says.

			“Are you always so presuming?” I ask.

			He levels me with a look. “As before, I have no interest in games. You’re gorgeous, you feel the attraction, too, and before the end of this evening, I do plan to kiss you,” he says.

			My breath catches. It’s been months since I’ve been with anyone physically, and it’s impossible to deny the attraction. I find it difficult to look away from the heat of his gaze. “Since we’re not playing games, I’d like that very much,” I say softly, immediately appalled that I’ve managed to express this aloud without a shred of embarrassment.

			“Come with me,” he says, guiding me with a hand on the small of my back past the throng of dancers spread out across the marble floor, down the hall, and into an empty study. The door has barely closed before he pulls me into his arms. My breath shallows and body tingles as his hand cradles the back of my neck, holding me still for a moment, his eyes wordlessly asking before his mouth descends and connects with my own. His tongue circles my lips, teasing me until I open for him. He is not gentle but instead demanding. My tongue entwines with his of its own accord, welcoming the sensual feel of the intimate connection, enthralled with a passion I’ve always longed for but never felt. His hand cups my breast, his thumb instinctively finding and caressing the aroused nipple poking through the thin material. He takes the captured nub between his thumb and forefinger, squeezing until I moan with the feel it creates in my center. I hear myself softly moan again, pushing against the arousal that’s firmly pressed against my lower belly.

			“Still think you’re the only one that feels the attraction?” he asks, repositioning himself so I feel the entire length of his cock along my hip bone.

			I shake my head, my own body moistening at the feel of his desire pushed against me. He takes my hands, sliding them up the wall, holding them securely above my head as his tongue continues its exploration. As the constriction of my wrists resonates in my brain, my pulse accelerates, and I am suddenly overcome with mind-gripping fear. My heart begins to beat wildly and survival instinct takes over. I yank my wrists as hard as possible at the same time my knee connects with his groin, allowing me to free myself from the strength of his hold.

			I use that moment to bolt, yanking open the door, and all I hear is “Christ! What the hell” as I tear out of the study, making my way down the empty hall to the back stairs, taking them two at a time all the way to the top, slamming the door behind me before sinking into a sobbing pile on the floor. I don’t know how long it takes before my breathing and heart rate slow down, although finally they do, enough for me to make my way to the queen-size bed and bury my head in the comforting depths of the feather pillow. I wipe the tears, which continue to fall for the next hour or so before I’ve completely calmed down and nothing is left but mortification and embarrassment for my behavior.

			Brian must think I’m seriously unstable, and maybe I am. I don’t know how to put it into words but I know he deserves an explanation. I finally grab my phone and begin typing an email, deleting the first few drafts before settling on the final version and hitting the send button.

			Shattered is available now!




  [image: Shattered book cover]







		
			About the Author

			Via Mari was raised in both the United States and United Kingdom and travels extensively. As a child she spent uncountable hours traveling and always enjoyed reading to pass the time and this pattern has continued in her adult life.

			In fact, you can still find her curled up in an overstuffed chair, when the wood fire is crackling and popping, reading a page-turning novel until the early hours of the morning, especially during the harsh winters of the Midwestern United States or engrossed in a book as she travels from place to place researching for her own novels, or attending conferences.

			Via’s inspiration to publish stemmed from research as she began writing love scenes for her own novels. It became apparent there seemed to be a cultural divide between what people believed was normal or vanilla sexual behavior and that which people considered BDSM and she felt compelled enough to write about the differences, similarities, and extreme feelings and levels of trust individuals in dominant and submissive relationships must have, and the desires that are at the heart of these relationships.

			Via has been partnered for a multitude of years with her soul mate and when not writing enjoys spending time with their family, including an adorable fur-baby, gardening, or walking for exercise in town or around a big city to research her next novel.







			A Note From the Author

			A sincere thank you for reading and to everyone for all of the words of encouragement received along the way. If you liked the story, and think others may also, a review on Amazon would be much appreciated. It is a perfect way to share your opinions with others who may be looking for a novel to read from an author they do not yet know. If you are interested in following my work, keeping apprised of new contests, title announcements, cover reveals and release dates, please feel free to connect with me on:


			My Newsletter

			Facebook @ViaMariAuthor

			Twitter @ViaMari_Writer

			Instagram @viamari.inc

			My Amazon Author Page

			My Website








			Books by Via Mari

			The Prestian Series

			Degrees of Innocence

			Degrees of Acceptance

			Degrees of Control

			Degrees of Power

			



The Torzial Affair

			Shattered

			Bound

			Claimed

			



The Billionaire Bodyguards

			Wayward

			Undercover

			



The Larussio Legacy

			Rule

			Rise

			Reign

		



    Table of Contents

    
      	
        Acknowledgments
      

      	
        Marenah
      

      	
        Matt
      

      	
        Marenah
      

      	
        Matt
      

      	
        Marenah
      

      	
        Matt
      

      	
        Marenah
      

      	
        Matt
      

      	
        Marenah
      

      	
        Matt
      

      	
        Marenah
      

      	
        Matt
      

      	
        Marenah
      

      	
        Matt
      

      	
        Marenah
      

      	
        Matt
      

      	
        Marenah
      

      	
        Matt
      

      	
        Marenah
      

      	
        Matt
      

      	
        Marenah
      

      	
        Matt
      

      	
        Marenah
      

      	
        Matt
      

      	
        Marenah
      

      	
        Matt
      

      	
        Marenah
      

      	
        Matt
      

      	
        Marenah
      

      	
        Matt
      

      	
        Excerpt from Shattered, Book 1 of The Torzial Affair series
      

      	
        About the Author
      

      	
        A Note From the Author
      

      	
        Books by Via Mari
      

    

  


    Landmarks

    
      	
        Title Page
      

      	
        Copyright Page
      

      	
        Acknowledgments
      

      	
        Body Matter
      

      	
        Contributors
      

      	
        Afterword
      

      	
        Back Matter
      

    

  
cover.jpeg
Billionaire Bodyguards

UNDERCOVE

VIA MARI





images/00001.jpeg





