
  
    [image: Seduced by the Mafia Boss]
  

  
    
      
        [image: Seduced by the Mafia Boss]
      

    

  

  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Copyright

      

      
        About Seduced by the Mafia Boss

      

    

    
      
        Chapter One

      

      
        Chapter Two

      

      
        Chapter Three

      

      
        Chapter Four

      

      
        Chapter Five

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Tempted by the Billionaire

      

      
        Wicked as Lies

      

      
        About Shayla Black

      

      
        Other Books by Shayla Black

      

    

    

  

  
    
      
        
        SEDUCED BY THE MAFIA BOSS

        A Forbidden Confession: Protectors

        Written by Shayla Black

      

      

      

      This book is an original publication by Shayla Black.

      

      Copyright 2021 Shelley Bradley LLC

      

      
        
        Cover Design by: Rachel Connolly

        Edited by: Amy Knupp of Blue Otter

        Proofread by: Fedora Chen

      

      

      
        
        Excerpt from Tempted by the Billionaire © 2022 by Shelley Bradley LLC

        Excerpt from Wicked as Lies © 2021 by Shelley Bradley LLC

      

        

      
        ISBN: 978-1-936596-80-5

      

      

      The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictional. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental and not intended by the author. All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form by an electronic or mechanical means—except for brief quotations embedded in critical articles or reviews—without express written permission.

      eBooks are not transferable. They cannot be sold, shared, or given away, as it is illegal and an infringement on the copyright of this work.

      

      All rights reserved.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        ABOUT SEDUCED BY THE MAFIA BOSS

      

      

      

      What will he risk to make his one-night stand last forever?

      
        
        I’m Ridge.

        I’m living a lie—except the night I met Kristi.

        After hours of sweltering passion, I fell hard.

        And I vowed to end my enemies to claim her.

        Instead, she ran straight into danger.

        So I have to kidnap her.

        But she has a surprise for me, too…

        Now I’m even more determined to mete out justice so I can spend the next fifty years with her.

        Unfortunately, the mafia has a nasty habit of not letting go…

      

        

      
        Enjoy this Forbidden Confession. HEA guaranteed!
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        March 6

        Las Vegas

        10 p.m.

      

      

      
        
        Ridge

      

      

      This Saturday night in Vegas is shaping up to be anything but the usual. Sure, the casino is hopping. People happily toss their money on the tables, hoping Lady Luck will smile on them. I scoff. As if mobster Marco Donzelli would ever let the house lose its ass.

      But the big boss is up to something. Shit is going down. I feel it. So it’s a fucking bad time for this call.

      “What do you mean ‘she’s gone’?” I hiss into the phone, locking myself in the john so no one can hear my business.

      Ryan, my old pal doing me a big favor back in Big D, sighs. “That redhead you’ve had me watching? She ran a few errands this morning, came back to her apartment, then headed out a while later, rolling a suitcase.”

      “What?” Kristi Knolls had nothing important on her calendar today. I should know. I hacked into her phone and started tracking it—and her—months ago.

      She doesn’t know it yet, but I’m coming for her. I have plans. Soon.

      No way she’s escaping me.

      “Yeah. She was rolling a suitcase, then she climbed into an Uber. I followed her to the airport, but I lost her at security.”

      Because Ryan wasn’t getting on a plane, and she was.

      Shit.

      “Any idea where she was heading?”

      “Dude, it’s DFW. She could be flying anywhere. The only thing I know is, the terminal where the driver dropped her isn’t usually one used for international flights.”

      That’s not super helpful. But Kristi’s sudden itch to travel is only one of my problems tonight. “Thanks. Keep your eyes open.”

      “Sure. Anything else you want me to do from here?”

      “Hang by the phone.” If I can’t get a bead on Kristi in the next few hours, I’ll have Ryan break into her place and search it.

      “You got it. Talk to you soon.”

      I hang up, swear, then flush the toilet and wash my hands for the sound effects. Donzelli, along with a couple of his capos, Sal and Rudy, are hanging out in his suite overlooking the casino floor, eyes peeled like they’re waiting for something to happen.

      I’ve got a bad feeling…

      Dragging in a steadying breath, I let myself out of the can.

      “Everything come out okay, Rafael?” Sal snickers.

      I hate answering to that name almost as much as I hate Sal Barone. I shoot him a withering glare, wishing I could dust the son of a bitch. But Donzelli would see that as a personal affront since the old-timer has worked for him—and the organization—for a few decades.

      Instead, I sneer. “You asking because you need help these days, old man?”

      Sal loathes me, and it shows on his face. Not that I have a fuck to spare him.

      “Marco, your new consigliere needs to learn a little respect.” Sal punches his fist into his palm, demonstrating how he’d like to teach me.

      His usually silent sidekick, Rudy Pomelli, nods like the hulking, brainless yes-man he is.

      It takes effort not to laugh. “You’ve never shown me any respect, asshole.”

      “Because you didn’t earn your position. You had it handed to you by your late uncle, who was a good man, God rest him. You’re just a shit stain trying to live up to his reputation.”

      Before I can tell Sal that he doesn’t have a bite hard enough or a dick big enough to pull off the shit I can, Donzelli steps in. “Are you questioning my judgement, Sal?”

      The old-timer finally has the brains to look nervous. “No. I wouldn’t do that, boss. I’m just saying I think his uncle Luca oversold him.”

      And Sal thinks Donzelli elevated me from capo to consigliere out of guilt. He’s probably right, but whatever. It works to my advantage.

      “Shut the fuck up. Too bad the feds didn’t use you for target practice instead of him.” I take a swipe at Sal, more because it’s expected than because I think it will shut him up.

      “Gentlemen…” Donzelli warns, rising from his leather throne, wearing another one of his custom suits. Since he dropped five grand on it, I’m not shocked he looks way more distinguished than the average CEO. Probably why he gets a lot of ass. Well, his suit and intimidation. He’s damn good at that, along with his old-fashioned mobster shtick. His slicked-back hair with equally greasy manners annoy me. I’m half expecting he’ll call the next cocktail waitress who offers him a refill dame.

      “I’m zipping it,” I tell him.

      “Ass kisser,” Sal sneers.

      He’s a fine one to talk, but I don’t say a word, just raise a brow. The asshole’s day is coming. He deserves a bullet in his brain, and I hope I’m the guy pulling the trigger.

      “That’s enough,” Donzelli growls loudly enough to convince Sal that he’s been as lenient as he intends to be.

      “Sorry, boss.”

      Marco gives him an absent nod, then makes his way across the darkened room to the decked-out wet bar below the mirrored wall. He plucks up a glass and turns to me. “Scotch?”

      “Thanks.” I’ll nurse it, but I need to keep a clear head. Not only does Sal look like he’s planning revenge, I don’t like Donzelli’s vibe.

      Whatever’s going down, Donzelli is behind it.

      He pours me three fingers of the really expensive stuff, then turns to me, eyes bright with speculation. “You know, Rafael, the product we move through our trusted network is the nuts and bolts of our operation. It keeps the cash flowing and the lights on.”

      He means the drugs they cook up and package in labs and safe houses in the seedier parts of town where they own the cops. “Sure. I’ve been getting familiar with that since I came on board. I’ve got a good handle on it now.”

      “So I hear. Your dear, departed uncle… We were good friends.” Donzelli claps me on the back and smiles my way with the perfect hint of sympathy in his eyes.

      “So he always said.”

      “Just like he told me you had a real head for business. With a Harvard MBA, you should.”

      I just smile. Where the fuck is he going with this? “I’m doing my best to be an asset. It’s what Uncle Luca would have wanted.”

      “True. I think it’s time you and I chat about our growing side hustle. After all, this organization may be yours someday. Eventually.”

      The only person standing between me and the top is Paul Carboni, Marco’s underboss—a fucking fat slob of a minion. What Paulie lacks in brains, he makes up for in ruthlessness.

      “I appreciate that. If there’s a way I can help grow the business, fill me in. I’ll make it happen.”

      Marco holds up his glass in toast and smiles. “You always do. Salute!”

      I lift mine in kind, but my heart is fucking rattling against my ribs. Is he finally—after three fucking long years—going to cough up some useful information? I’ve been trying to pry shit out of the secretive bastard since I walked through the door. Of course, I know the basics of his growing secondary income—not that he has any clue. But the details of this hush-hush operation? No. And I need that info, like, yesterday.

      “Walk with me,” he invites, setting his empty glass aside.

      I leave mine untouched. “Sure.”

      Sal looks ready to spit nails. I’ll definitely need to watch my back.

      Donzelli leads me to his personal elevator and punches in a security code. Instead of heading up to his penthouse or down to his personal garage, we descend even farther, to the bowels of the hotel.

      As the car plunges deeper into his concrete kingdom than I’ve ever gone, I shift into high alert and mentally catalog the weapons I’m carrying. Mobsters are a dangerous bunch, and there’s always a chance Donzelli has seen through me and lured me down to dust me.

      Finally we reach a third-level basement. I’ve studied the schematics of the hotel, so I know the boilers and such are located on this level. But what else?

      “You look surprised,” he observes as the doors whoosh open and he steps out into a shadowy, hot-as-balls area of utility and humidity.

      “Yeah.”

      His thin mouth lifts in a superior smile. He loves having the upper hand, so I let him enjoy it—for now.

      “A few years ago, some overseas businessmen visited the property. They requested specific…escorts. They had cash and a lot of it, so I happily found exactly what they sought on the casino floor and ensured they enjoyed their evening to the fullest.”

      I play dumb. “So you got them hookers?”

      His laugh drips condescension. “No. Something far more coveted. Follow me. I’ll show you.”

      Marco leads, and I stay on his ass. “Like what? If they paid you to provide sex partners—”

      “Companions,” he corrects. “Temporary companions.”

      Sure. That’s why girls disappear from this place all the time and are never seen or heard from again.

      “Understood.”

      He continues down a narrow hallway, past a video camera, to a door with a numbered combination. On the other side of the portal, the air is slightly cooler. But it’s still dark, and the smell of sweat and fear is so thick it’s palpable.

      “Those businessmen went home and told their like-minded friends that they could find whatever diversion they desire here. As new guests arrived, we accommodated their requests. Of course, some have been more complicated than others, but we have yet to fail at providing a VIP with sublime satisfaction.”

      That’s one way to describe abducting unsuspecting women and selling them to strangers for sexual pleasure.

      “So now it’s a healthy line of business?”

      “Thriving. I have nearly a dozen such guests arriving here tonight. I’ve already heard from one or two who would prefer to work off his jet lag in a more…active way.”

      Rape must get the old blood pumping.

      What fucking assholes. But I keep my opinion to myself and play nice. “How much does this sort of…entertainment cost? And what happens to the companion at the end of the arrangement?”

      I’m curious how he’ll make murder sound banal.

      “The price varies, but our level of service is distinguished. Some wish to end the connection at the end of a single evening. Others…well, they’re not ready to say goodbye yet, so their new acquaintance travels with them.”

      Translation: If the asshole who paid for some terrified and unwilling woman to spend the night with him is fortunate, he’ll turn her back over to Marco…who probably gives her to Paulie or Sal to use before he feeds her a bullet. But if the rich asshole isn’t done with his new toy yet, he’ll take her with him to wherever the fuck he’s going…and God help her then.

      The entire scheme is sickening and inhumane. But I keep my opinion to myself.

      “I see.” I smile blandly. “And you’d like me to…”

      “Take over this line of business. It’s incredibly lucrative, so I’m looking to franchise in other locations and set up a more steady supply of merchandise. We’re getting by now. But this could be far more profitable, I think, with your touch.”

      Not if I can help it. “Sure.”

      He beams and pats my face as if I’m a beloved nephew. “Excellent. While I’m saddened Luca isn’t with us anymore, I’m grateful he led you to us. Sal gives you a hard time, but you’ve been indispensable.”

      Glad Donzelli sees it that way. It makes my life easier. “Thank you.”

      “Not at all. I know you’ll do great things with my ‘pet’ project,” he chortles, then leads me around a corner, past a side door, between a pair of armed guards, and down another long hall—filled with cage after cage of people locked up like animals.

      “See for yourself.” He gestures.

      I swallow as I pace up the walkway between the two sets of enclosures. I’m going to fucking be sick.

      The shadows obscure details, but I turn to stare into the terrified face of a woman who looks about twenty-two, another belonging to a girl who’s maybe all of fifteen, then—oh, shit—a little boy who appears about five or six. That’s a new low for these animals. I can’t fucking look at the rest.

      I swallow back the violent urge to kill Marco Donzelli here and now. Drugs are one thing. If people want to pollute their bodies, that’s their issue. But abducting bystanders for a buck so entitled pricks can violate them? Even for someone with his history and reputation, this is depraved.

      “You’re awfully quiet.” He sounds displeased.

      “Taking it in. Honestly, I had no idea…” How horrible it was. On paper was bad enough. I’m a tough son of a bitch, but seeing these people shreds my guts. No one deserves this abuse.

      My admission that he put one over on me perks Donzelli up. “We’ve done a very good job of being discreet. Of course, we’ve paid off the right people. Detectives, judges, even some local FBI. I think we’re nearly poised to become a premiere provider in the region, maybe the whole West Coast. But this needs to be…what’s that phrase you’re always using to describe making a line of business better?”

      “Optimized,” I recite automatically.

      “That’s it. Paulie has been trying to help me, but he lacks your expertise. And he tends to play a bit too roughly with the product.” He nods at a young blonde who sports a giant bruise on her face. She’s a trembling, shell-shocked wreck whose tears stained her pale cheeks. In the next cage over, a barely legal brunette clutches her hand, offering silent comfort.

      “Doesn’t Paulie understand that’s bad for business?”

      The boss sighs. “He gets carried away. You’ve proven to be far more…measured. You haven’t availed yourself of any available female companionship in months.”

      That he knows of. And I intend to keep it that way. “Haven’t seen anyone interesting.”

      Donzelli nods. “Discerning. I like that. Since you’ve shown restraint, you’re welcome to sample the merchandise as long as you don’t damage it.”

      That’s never going to happen. “Thank you, sir.”

      “Of course.”

      The guard from the nearby desk rises suddenly and makes his way to the boss, skewering me with a glance, then whispers something in his ear.

      Marco raises a brow. “Really? Thank you.” He turns to me. “I’ve just been advised that Paulie has returned from an outing with exceptionally good news.”

      Anything that’s good news for Paul Carboni is probably shitty news for me. “Oh?”

      “Let’s go hear it. Afterward, you can look around, gather ideas how to improve…um, what’s the right phrase?”

      “Output and profitability?”

      “Exactly.”

      I resist the urge to swear under my breath. “Let’s go.”

      It takes all my balls and fortitude to turn my back on Donzelli’s “pets” in cages and retrace my steps toward the elevators. But whatever’s going on with the boss and his underlings may well affect my next move.

      Because, unbeknownst to any of them, I’m not just here to take over the organization someday. I’m here to burn it to the ground.

      Beyond the narrow hall and the guards behind, Marco tries the door, only to find it locked. He sighs. “This has been Paul’s ‘command center’ for the operation. There’s almost nothing in there, but he likes to feel important. I’ll get you a key later so you can study what he’s done and implement…what’s the term?”

      “Process improvements,” I mumble absently.

      I’ve got to get into that room ASAP. I need hard evidence so I can free these people and get out of this shithole.

      “Precisely. Thoughts so far?” Marco asks as he steps back into the elevator and presses the button to return to the observation suite above the casino.

      “About this venture?” I shrug. “If you want max profitability, we need to clean it up. If I had money and I was in the market for specific…companionship, I wouldn’t want anyone who looked mistreated and unwashed. Torn clothes and bruises should be a hard fucking no.”

      “You have a fair point. The merchandise should come in pristine condition. What the buyer decides to do with it…”

      “Should be up to them.” If I can convince Donzelli to treat his captives more like people than animals until I can deal directly with the situation, I’ll call that a temporary win.

      “Their current accommodations were slapped together simply because we grew faster than planned and had nothing else prepared. I’ve been toying with the notion that we need better. This facility is secure, but…”

      “But it smells like body odor and shit. You can’t get top dollar that way. It might have worked for a small-time operation, but you want to go big. So you’ve got to do better.”

      “You’re right.”

      “We have that old wing of the hotel shut down for upgrades. They’re not scheduled to start work on the west hallway of the eighth floor until the end of summer. Put the merch there. That will buy you a few months to find an alternate location. Move guards into position so that anyone who wanders that way can be redirected. Hell, put a passcode on the southern-most elevator so that anyone who gets on can’t stop at that floor.”

      And if Donzelli agrees, all those people in cages now will have a bed, a toilet, a shower, and a few creature comforts. It’s not freedom yet, but it’s a step up.

      “To be honest, I haven’t been down there in a few weeks. I’m displeased Paulie hasn’t improved his setup. I’ll have the product moved to that abandoned wing tonight. Those rooms haven’t been renovated in a few decades, so the doors still have old-fashioned locks with keys. Jimmy in Maintenance can flip the knobs around so they lock from the outside. The windows don’t vent out. We sold off the old phones for parts months ago. We can wire some video surveillance in each room quickly and tie that into the rest of the casino’s security. That way, we can monitor every piece of merchandise from my suite. We have the equipment. And you’ll be around to keep an eye on things while you study the business. It’s a great plan.” He claps me on the shoulder, clearly pleased.

      And Paul Carboni will consider my involvement as welcome as me pissing in his Corn Flakes. “Like I said, I’m happy to help.”

      We reach the level just above the casino. When Donzelli and I step into his suite, a glance out the wall of windows tells me the crowd on the floor has swelled again. Shoulders bump and bodies rub as people dash from one diversion to another, looking for empty, temporary amusement.

      But that’s not the shock. Paulie standing in the middle of the room, rain-soaked and shaking up a bottle of champagne in his beefy hands as blood stains his shirt, is.

      What the fuck has he been up to?

      Instinct kicks me in the teeth again. Whatever it is, I’m not going to like it.

      “What are we celebrating?” Donzelli asks.

      “Boss!” Paulie uncorks the bubbly and turns toward Sal and Rudy. Yeah, he knows better than to spew all over the boss’s fancy duds. He celebrates over the duo’s sputtering with a laugh. “Boss, that thorn in your side? That annoying ‘competitor’ in the flesh biz, Ransom?” He barks out a low, ugly laugh. “I got him.”

      My blood runs cold. I work like a motherfucker to keep all hint of reaction, especially dread, off my face. “What do you mean?”

      “Shut up, you little puke,” he snarls. “I’m talking to the boss.”

      “We’re family,” Donzelli growls. “We’re supposed to get along, Paul.”

      But Carboni has already made it clear I’m like the pesky younger cousin he’d rather do without. The feeling is more than mutual. And I don’t need more family, thanks very much. I’ve got three older brothers.

      Ransom just happens to be my oldest.

      Paul sneers. “Then the little fuck shouldn’t interrupt me when I’m trying to tell you that I eliminated the competition—for good. I dusted Ransom in a strip mall about an hour ago.”
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      I suffer through a long fucking hour of their celebration, trying to tamp down my panic. There’s no way Ransom would allow himself to be offed in some shitty, crime-ridden part of town, right? He’s the assassin. He’s too smart. He’s always been the hunter, not the hunted…unless whatever’s distracted him for the past few weeks—and I suspect she must have two shapely legs and a great pair of tits—got the best of him.

      Finally, I dash back to the john. I’ll suffer Sal’s jokes about having to pee too often. Whatever. Or maybe I’ll just tell him I have diarrhea and offer to shit down his throat. Bastard.

      The minute I close the door behind me, I quickly sweep the bathroom. Still no surveillance equipment, thank fuck. Nice to know there’s some honor among thugs and criminals. Then I yank out my phone and dial Ransom with shaking hands.

      Collectively, my brothers and I do some dangerous fucking jobs, but I’ve never come close to losing one of them. We’re tight, and I don’t know how the fuck I’ll cope if Ransom really is gone.

      “C’mon,” I mutter under my breath. “Answer.”

      Then, like a miracle, he does. “Ridge? Talk to me.”

      Relief blindsides me. For a moment, all I can do is breathe. “You’re alive?”

      “What made you think I wasn’t? And if you thought I’d kicked it, why are you calling me?”

      I drop my voice. “Paul Carboni came tearing in here about an hour ago, whooping like an idiot.”

      Ransom snorts. “He is an idiot.”

      “I can’t argue with that. But he gave Donzelli the thumbs-up and started popping champagne. When I asked why the fuck we’re partying, Paulie announced that he iced you tonight in the parking lot of some ratty-ass strip mall.”

      “Carboni tried. He tagged me twice. But I got some stitches and meds. I’m good as new.”

      Thank God. “Donzelli thinks you’re dead.”

      “So he’ll get brazen. One less competitor, right? See if you can get him to move on the next part of his operation so we can figure out what the fuck is happening.”

      “Actually, I should have a lot of new information soon.” I’d say more…but here and now aren’t good. “You lie low until then, ’k? And hey, thanks for not making me mourn you yet.”

      “Nah. I wouldn’t let a punk like Paul Carboni off me.”

      I’m so fucking grateful for that. “I gotta go. I’ll call when I can.”

      “Stay safe.”

      I would have liked to ask more questions about where he’s at, who patched him up, and how he’s watching his six. But I can’t risk it. It’s enough to know he’s alive and taking care of himself. “You, too, man.”

      This time, I really do piss, then wash up, my thoughts racing.

      Donzelli and Carboni both think their competition is dead. This presents an opportunity, and if I’ve just been put in charge of this skeevy operation, then I need to act like I intend to take advantage of this moment to expand our market share.

      But when I emerge from the bathroom, Donzelli doesn’t look in the mood to party. Sure, Paulie and Sal are passing around the champagne and pouring it over their faces like water. Half-witted Rudy chortles like a middle-school mean girl reveling in another’s misfortune. But the boss? He’s on his phone, looking grim.

      “Shut the fuck up,” I bark at the other three morons, gesturing to Marco.

      He probably thinks I’m showing him deference, but I’m really fucking worried that somehow, someway he’s already figured out that Ransom isn’t dead and will contract someone way better to do the job.

      Finally, Donzelli nods. “Of course.”

      I can’t follow the conversation because Paulie gets in my face. “Stay the fuck out of my operation. I run the sex biz around here.”

      “Not anymore, according to the boss.”

      Carboni ignores me. “You fill his head with stupid shit. Now the people we’re keeping alive simply because they have tits and a pussy or an asshole someone wants to poke are going to fill up the fucking empty wing of the hotel. Do you know how much harder they’ll be to keep an eye on up there?”

      “Marco agrees with me that the merchandise should be kept in better shape. You don’t like it? Take it up with him.”

      “I hate you, you pansy-ass, Ivy League, brown-nosing motherfucker. I’m coming for you.”

      I smile Paulie’s way. “Please do.”

      Donzelli slashes a glare at both of us as he continues to speak into the phone. “I understand. Thank you for the heads-up. I’ll have it taken care of.”

      With a curse, the mafia don stabs his phone to end the call, then looks up with a snarl. “We have a…situation.”

      “What? Tell me how I can help.” Maybe I can use it to destroy this fucking organization.

      Suddenly, his phone lights up, then he glances at the picture with a grim smile. “Gotcha.”

      What the fuck is he talking about? “Boss?”

      Now that Paulie, Sal, and Rudy are finally paying attention, Donzelli gives us a tight smile. “Last night we grabbed a girl off the floor for one of our VIP guests. He paid a pretty penny for her, and he’s planning to…introduce himself after he finishes at the craps tables this evening. It hasn’t been twenty-four hours yet since her disappearance, so the police won’t get involved until later tonight. But it appears she has friends and family who aren’t waiting. One of them is down there, stirring up trouble. I want you to find this woman and shut her up quickly.”

      Sal and Rudy glance at her image on Donzelli’s phone. The big lug whistles. A dirty smile flits across the short man’s face. “She’s a looker. I’d fuck her. In fact, I think I will. C’mon, Rudy.”

      Together they head out, taking the elevator with them.

      Finally, the boss turns his phone around to show me a picture of a gorgeous redhead who flips every one of my switches at the same time the blood in my veins freezes.

      Unfortunately, I don’t have to guess where Kristi Knolls is anymore. She came to Vegas—and fell pretty ass first into danger.

      Fuck.

      I go running.
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        Kristi

      

      

      Worry gnaws my belly as I shoulder my way through the thick crowd of people, trying not to scream. Why is this casino so crowded? Granted, it’s a Saturday night, but I don’t understand the neon, get-rich-quick attraction. Then again, I’ve never liked gambling. But that doesn’t matter now. My cousin Sammie does. The girl is barely eighteen.

      And she went missing last night.

      Early this morning, my aunt Tammy called frantically and asked for my help in finding her daughter. Sammie disappeared here, at a concert she came to with friends. It should have been fine. She was in a group. They were in public. But she went to the restroom between bands…and never returned.

      Worry knots me. Sammie is young and impulsive, but she’s never been the kind of kid who looks for trouble. Sure, it’s possible she saw another pal or met someone new. But it would be completely out of character for her to ditch her friends without a word. Even more unlike her not to call her mother all night long. When she left the house, her phone battery was full, so it shouldn’t have given out.

      With every passing minute, I get more concerned. If I let myself imagine all the things that could befall her in Vegas, I’ll lose my shit. I can’t imagine what my aunt Tammy is going through. Sammie is her only daughter.

      But at this point, I’m terrified the worst has happened.

      I grab a passing employee’s sleeve, shoving my phone with a picture of Sammie in his face. “Excuse me. Were you working last night? Did you see this girl?”

      He glances at the screen, then quickly shakes his head, avoiding my gaze. “Sorry.”

      He pushes forward. The crowd swallows him up. I fight to keep my composure.

      I’d follow the waiter and demand his help, but he’s the third employee I’ve questioned. Each dismissed—more like dodged—me when I asked about Sammie. What the heck is going on?

      Hotel security wasn’t any more helpful. They said they would only work with me once the police deemed this a missing-persons case. Until then, they consider Sammie an adult, having adult fun in a haven built for just that purpose.

      As I snake through the throng of people, pushing against the flow of bodies, I scan everywhere for my cousin’s long, dark waves and sunny smile. Nothing. Her last text to her mother said she was having a great time and that she and her friends planned to get some food after the concert. That was twenty-two hours ago. No one has heard from her since.

      A few feet away, I spot a cluster of stairs that lead to some high-roller slots. I twist my way to them, climbing to the top for a better view, then turn to scan the vast expanse of the casino. My stare makes it halfway across the room before I feel eyes on me.

      It’s ominous. A warning.

      The unease rolling through my stomach turns to fear.

      Is the someone who’s responsible for whatever happened to Sammie watching me, determined to make sure I don’t find her?

      Quickly, I whip out my phone to text someone my location. But who? Aunt Tammy has enough on her plate. Most of my friends are back in Dallas. But I didn’t tell any of them that I hopped a last-minute flight to Vegas to help locate Sammie.

      If I disappeared, too, no one would know where to start looking.

      Those are crazy thoughts, right? I need to calm down. Sure, I came here alone, but who would really try to shut me up for asking a few questions about a missing girl?

      Writing off my disquiet to paranoia seems logical…but I still feel eyes on me. Again, I skim the crowd. I don’t see anyone staring, but something tugs my gaze up, to a band of dark, mirrored glass that rims the edge of the dropped ceiling. Above it is clearly another level, one not open to the public.

      At first glance, I assume the casino hides their security cameras there. Now I suspect it’s hiding people, too.

      My heart pounds. Even though I’m standing in the midst of a crowd, I suddenly feel as if I’m in danger.

      Quickly, I dash off a text with my location and situation to Sophie Larsen, my bestie since grade school—not to mention one of the biggest pop stars on the planet. It would be better if she was in Vegas, too, and I doubt she’s still awake to look at her phone, but she’s the only person I trust one hundred percent. It also doesn’t hurt that she’s married to a small-town police chief. Rand is the perfect guy for her—protective, smart, brave, and badass…yet totally caring. He’s head-over-heels for Soph, who feels the same about him. I’m happy for them both.

      Too bad Ridge wasn’t anything like his big brother.

      He was a one-night mistake I’ve been hoping to forget. Unfortunately, that’s impossible. I’ll have to figure out how to deal with that later. Sammie first.

      Suddenly, I spot a pair of suits heading in my direction, one tall and round and looking as if the lights upstairs aren’t quite on. The other is on the diminutive side, but with a tough-guy demeanor that says he means business. They’re wearing identical scowls. Instantly, I know they’re coming for me.

      I glance around for someplace to escape, but it’s a dead end. They’ve got me cornered.

      “Miss.” The big one settles his hand around my elbow. “You need to come with us.”

      Not happening. “Why? I haven’t done anything wrong. I’m just looking for someone.”

      “While harassing our employees and disturbing other guests,” Shortie barks.

      “Then I’ll leave.” I try to yank my arm from the tall lug’s grasp.

      He’s not budging.

      Shortie leans into my face. “You’ll come with us. We have a few things to say.”

      “People know where I am,” I blurt. It’s almost true.

      That gives the tall one pause. He looks to Shortie for answers.

      The smaller, meaner man shrugs. “We just want to have a conversation, miss. You’ll be out of here in ten minutes.”

      My BS meter is pealing. “I’m not going anywhere with you. If you want me to move from this spot, you’ll have to carry me out and I will scream at the top of my lungs.”

      “I don’t advise making this more difficult.”

      “Or what?”

      “We might have some information about the girl you’re looking for. We’d rather not discuss it on the floor. Do you want it or not?”

      If I wasn’t suspicious that they had something to do with Sammie’s disappearance, sure. “Whatever you have to tell me, you can say right here.”

      The tall one gets impatient, crushing my elbow with his meaty fingers. “Look, bitch—”

      “Rudy, get your hand off the lady. Sal, shut up. I’ll take it from here.”

      At the sound of that familiar voice, head-to-toe chills cover me. I wanted to hear it again. I’ve needed to. Heck, I’ve ached to. But I didn’t expect to hear it here. I especially didn’t expect him to know these two thugs who might have had something to do with my cousin’s disappearance.

      Gasping, I stare into the face of the most gorgeous man I’ve ever seen, Ridge Garrison. I remember every minute I spent with him, every inch of his skin, every tattoo, every glance from his dark eyes, every kiss he pressed to my mouth, and every orgasm he gave me.

      He looks right through me like I’m a stranger.

      “Get lost, Rafael,” Shortie sneers. “We got her. And we know what to do.”

      Rafael?

      He raises a thick, dark brow. “I said to get your hand off her. I outrank you boys, and the boss put me in charge. Step away.”

      What the hell is going on? I want to scream at Ridge. Nine weeks ago, he left my bed before I woke—without saying goodbye. He never called. He never asked about me. He just walked away like I didn’t matter at all. But instinct and this power struggle I don’t understand between him and the two thugs tell me to shut my mouth…for now.

      “Paulie will hear about this,” Shortie finally snaps.

      “I don’t care, Sal. Get the fuck out of my face. And if you want to keep yours looking the way it is, stay out.”

      “When you least expect it, I’m going to double-tap you in the head, Harvard.”

      Ridge looks unmoved by that threat. “You don’t have an army big enough for that. And the boss would rip you a new asshole. You and your lapdog go.” He gestures them away with a wave of his long, capable fingers. “Before I decide to make this ugly.”

      Sal turns to the big guy with a jerk of his head. Rudy gives me one last squeeze that I know will leave bruises, then releases me with a leer that promises he’s not done touching me yet.

      I shudder as they walk away, then turn back to Ridge. We’re alone now. I want answers. “What the hell is going on?”

      Ridge takes my arm in his grip. “You shouldn’t be here. Turn around, march your sweet ass to the door, and get the fuck out.”

      “No.”

      He grits his teeth, his strong jaw working. “You need to leave. Now. Trust me.”

      I barely refrain from laughing hysterically. “Why? I barely know you. And I don’t know this version of you at all, Rafael.” I flip my hand toward the thick, tamed waves of his hair, the super-sleek suit, wing-tips, and gangster attitude. “After what happened between us, I definitely don’t trust you. So I’m going to resume my search for—”

      “You’re not,” he growls as he tugs me against his body.

      He’s hard—every single inch of him.

      The answering chord of desire that gongs through me is a betrayal.

      No. He had his chance that night with me, and he left without either a word or a backward glance. I owe him nothing now, especially not my compliance.

      “You can’t stop me.”

      Ridge’s black stare turns angry. “I’m fucking going to make sure you leave. You’ll thank me later.”

      As if.

      I dig in my heels. “Touch me again, and I will scream the roof of this place down.”

      In the back of my head, I know my threat is ridiculous. I would have already done it when Sal and Rudy accosted me if I thought it would do any good. But I’m well aware that between the crowd noise, the clanging slots, and the beginning set of a nearby lounge band, that virtually no one would hear me.

      The curse that falls from Ridge’s mouth is furious and ugly. It’s all I can do not to cringe.

      “Yo!” A tall, menacing suit barrels toward us.

      He looks right past Ridge, who turns to address the threat, and focuses on my breasts.

      No one is more shocked than me when Ridge steps in front of me protectively. “I got this handled.”

      “You don’t,” the man says. “We’re about to have a scene. No one wants that.”

      Ridge stiffens. “Give me a minute, Paulie. I’ll get her the hell out of here.”

      “The boss has another idea, this weekend being busy and all. But you know that because you’ve been put in charge of the operation.”

      I don’t understand those words precisely, but I understand two things: the veiled threat in Paulie’s tone and the fact that, as soon as he utters those words, fury pours off Ridge.

      He shakes his head. “To your point, we’re attracting too much attention.”

      “The boss has spoken.” The other guy nods toward the observation floor above the casino I noticed earlier.

      I see a lone man standing, watching, hands clasped behind his back. Even from here, I feel his malice.

      Shit, I don’t know what I’ve stepped in the middle of, but I’m in over my head.

      “Fine,” I spit. “I’ll go.” I don’t know what I’ll tell Aunt Tammy, but the police will hopefully jump on this case in the next couple of hours. Maybe I can share everything I’ve discovered with them so they can find Sammie fast.

      “Good riddance,” Ridge growls. “Get the fuck out and don’t come back.”

      Paulie reaches past him to wrap a meaty fist around my arm. “Not so fast.”

      My heart leaps to my throat before screeching to a stop.

      “Take your fucking hand off of her before I break it,” Ridge threatens.

      “Then get her to the eighth floor. Boss’s orders. You got ten minutes. And you better not make a scene.” With a sly, satisfied grin, Paulie turns away.

      Ridge stiffens to something like unbendable steel when he whirls on me and grabs my hand. “Goddamn it. You just couldn’t leave when I told you to. C’mon.”

      When he tugs, I shake my head. “What’s on the eighth floor?”

      “I can’t explain it here. We’re being watched. Fuck.” He grabs my shoulders. “Now you have to come with me. And it’s going to get ugly.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Before I can run, scream, tear off my clothes, or anything else that might attract attention, Ridge lifts me into his arms, against his chest, and carries me through the high rollers’ area.

      “What are you doing? Put me down!”

      He keeps walking like I didn’t speak, giving a flinty fuck-off stare to a blackjack dealer in the roped-off area, then nodding at a pair of suited hulks guarding a drape.

      As we reach it, they push the brocade back to reveal an open elevator. Ridge strides inside. The doors begin to close.

      I scream as if my life depends on it…because I’m starting to think it does.

      He drops me to my feet, plasters me against the wall of the elevator with his body, and covers my mouth with his hand. “It’s too late for that. You’re at my mercy now.”

      Those dark eyes of his—the ones so full of warmth and desire nine short weeks ago—are like black ice now.

      “Don’t hurt me.” The plea slips out.

      If anything, his eyes turn colder. “Where’s your phone?”

      My last lifeline to 9-1-1 and the outside world? “I-I don’t have it.”

      Mouth pressing into a grim line, Ridge yanks the strap of my purse off my shoulders, rifles through my bag, finds the device, and powers it down before pocketing it. “I’m sorry.”

      Terror grips my throat. “What are you going to do to me?”

      He doesn’t answer, which only terrifies me more. Then the elevator dings.

      Eighth floor.

      The doors open to a shadowy, dank hallway. It’s outdated. It smells musty.

      I grab on to the safety rail in the elevator for dear life. I’m not letting go until Ridge gives me some answers. “Why are you bringing me here?”

      He lifts me again, bracing me against his chest and carrying me away from my last line of escape without remorse. “So we can…talk.”

      The way he says it? I don’t think that’s all we’ll be doing.

      A team of maintenance men work on doorknobs up and down the hall. A few others pour into open hotel rooms with drawn drapes, hastily made beds, and…are they stringing up surveillance equipment?

      Ridge finds an older guy wearing a hard hat with a belly that says he likes beer. “Are you finishing all these tonight?”

      He nods. “Boss’s orders.”

      Cursing, Ridge regards the maintenance worker. “Are any rooms complete yet?”

      “Most of them. We’ll be finished in ten minutes. Audio will have to wait until morning, due to parts. But video is done along this hallway.” The older guy gestures from here to the grimy window.

      Ridge doesn’t look pleased. “Active?”

      Does he want to know if the rooms are already under video surveillance?

      “If they’re not yet, they will be soon. Boss was in a hurry. Why? Got plans?” He flicks his gaze over to me, stare roaming my body with a dirty smile that makes me want a shower.

      Ridge doesn’t answer. “I’ll be in the last door on the right. Tell your guys not to disturb me.”

      The maintenance worker gives him a two-fingered salute. “You got it. Have fun.”

      Without another word, Ridge forges full steam ahead into the room in question. Outside the door, he flicks the lock open.

      Why does it lock from the hallway?

      Then the door slams shut. He carries me to the center of the room, at the foot of a king-size bed, and sets me on my feet. “Why are you here?”

      “Why should I answer you?”

      Those black eyes sharpen. “You better listen to me, Little Red.”

      I gasp. That’s what he called me when we met on New Year’s Eve, the night he spent in my hotel room with my body under his, giving me hours of the kind of pleasure that made me sure every other person staying on our floor heard me, too.

      Here we are again. A different hotel room and a different situation—one way more terrifying, but…

      “You remember?” It’s the wrong question to ask. It’s definitely the wrong time to ask it. But him using that nickname fills me with hope. It’s stupid. But it makes me feel better.

      “You’re fucking right, I do,” he growls in my ear. “And now you’re in the middle of this shit, where I’d never want you.”

      “Then why are you here?”

      He sighs. “Long-ass story. But you better follow my lead—to the letter—if you want to live.”
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      Predictably, Kristi’s eyes widen with horror. Her pale skin goes even paler. “W-would you really kill me?”

      What a damn clusterfuck this night has turned into. I need to tell her. Everything. After I walked away from her at the start of the New Year without explanation, I didn’t dare look back. Of course she doesn’t trust me anymore. I don’t blame her. If nothing else, she must be confused. The me she sees now isn’t the me she met when my brother married her best friend. Coming clean is the only chance I have of getting her to trust me enough to follow my lead.

      That’s the only way we both get out of here alive.

      “No.”

      But now comes the tough part. We’re being watched, and I have to make this look good.

      I hope like fuck Kristi forgives me someday…but I’m prepared for the fact she may not.

      Wrapping my fist in her long red tresses—the hair I still dream of wrapping around my fingers while I fuck her hoarse—I shove her back to the bed. She lands with a startled oomph. I follow her down, covering her body with mine, spreading her legs with my knees and making myself at home.

      She’s not in the sparkling red dress she wore the night we met. She’s also not wearing sky-high heels, spangly bracelets, that spicy-floral perfume that drove me mad, the makeup that accentuated her blue eyes, or the soft curls that swished around her shoulders. Tonight, she’s in jeans, tennis shoes, and a khaki long-sleeved T-shirt. She’s not wearing any jewelry and almost no makeup. Her hair hangs free in gentle waves. And instead of flirtatious, she looks terrified.

      I’ve missed her. And I want her more now than I did the first time I laid eyes on her.

      It’s not a helpful fucking development.

      Also unsurprisingly, she fights me, bucking and screeching, pushing and shoving at me. “Get off!”

      I take her wrists in my grip and flatten them against the mattress at the same time I use my legs to pin her immobile beneath me. Fuck, she looks pretty and feels so good, but I have to focus.

      “No. You’re mine now, whether you wish otherwise or not. Give me your fucking mouth.”

      Her eyes widen, indignant. “I will not. I’m—”

      I cut her off by crushing her lips under mine and pushing my way inside. As I surge deep, she stiffens and writhes, doing her damnedest to buck me off. But she’s got nowhere to go. After thirty seconds, she realizes that terrible reality and turns limp underneath me. Another few seconds later, and she’s almost kissing me back.

      “Good girl,” I whisper against her lips.

      “Fuck you.”

      So Kristi has backbone? The night we met at Rand and Sophie’s wedding, she was shy and sweet. I loved the hell out of coaxing her, unwrapping her, worshipping her…and her surrendering completely to me. But this side of my girl with fight? I like it. We’re going to need it.

      “We’ll do a lot of that tonight, Little Red. I’m going to wear out that pussy. When you’re sore and tired and wrung out, I’m just going to fuck you again.”

      “No! You can’t—”

      “I can. Don’t you get it yet? There’s no stopping this now. Whether it goes down easy or hard is up to you.”

      I expect a couple of reactions. More fighting. Maybe some mudslinging or name calling. What I don’t expect is Kristi to burst into tears.

      Aw, fuck.

      When she does her best to buck me off again, I grab fistfuls of her fiery hair and force her to meet my stare. “What the hell?”

      “Why are you doing this to me?”

      Tightening my grip, I lower my lips to murmur in her ear. “I need you to listen carefully and understand what I’m about to tell you. Or we’re both dead. There are video cameras in this room, and they’re probably set to record. It’s why I scared you, so you’d keep fighting. But I’m not who you have to worry about. I would never hurt you, Little Red. I’ve missed you way too fucking much.”

      A gasp escapes her lips. “What are you saying? You’re in danger, too?”

      “I will be if I can’t convince the mobsters watching us that I’m one of them.”

      “But you’re not?”

      The note of hope in her voice gives me a reason to believe I can get through to her. “I’m undercover, trying to break open their sex ring. You walked into the middle of it, and I have to figure out how to get you the fuck out of it.”

      “My cousin Sammie disappeared from this casino last night. Her mother called me frantically this morning and asked me to come help find her. She’s barely eighteen.”

      Oh, shit.

      “I think I know where she is.” Well, where she was. When I leave here, I’ll have to find out if she’s still in her cage in the third-level basement, been moved to a room on this floor…or in the bed of the man who paid to have her abducted and brought to him like a sacrifice.

      “You do?” She grips me tighter, finally looking at me like I’m not a monster.

      “About five feet tall? Wavy, dark hair?”

      Kristi nods frantically. “Yes. Where is she? What will happen to her?”

      If I tell Kristi now, she’ll only freak. “Let me deal with that.”

      “No. I need answers so I can call my aunt. Give me back my phone.”

      I shake my head. “I’ve told you all I can. You’ll have to trust me for now.”

      “How can I?”

      “What are your more appealing options?”

      And we’ve been talking too long. Anyone watching this footage will wonder what the fuck is happening. Why isn’t this new captive fighting me more? And why haven’t I ripped off her clothes and forced my cock between her legs? Donzelli thinks I’m discerning, and that will work in my favor. But he won’t respect me allowing anyone, especially someone trying to blow apart our operation, any kind of leverage.

      I have to make everyone believe I’m shutting her down and taking over. Now. It will look a shitload more realistic if Kristi believes it, too.

      “Apparently none, and you’re enjoying that,” she hurls at me.

      Not really. But I smile for the cameras as I grip both of her wrists in my hand, pin her to the dusty duvet, then work my free hand beneath her baggy T-shirt to curl my fingers around her ribs.

      She stiffens. “Don’t touch me until you help Sammie!”

      Ignoring her demand, I push the khaki shirt up her torso, revealing her beige bra. It’s not meant to be sexy. Modest lace trims the underwires with a little pink bow in between. But the cups only cover half her lush tits, and the thin straps at her shoulders have a hell of a time restraining the bounty God gave her.

      It’s both predictable and horrible fucking timing, but I get harder. My head swims in her scent. “Red…”

      “Stop it!” She wriggles and fights.

      But I’ve got her pinned too well. She’s not going anywhere, and she uses up most of her strength over the next few minutes figuring that out before falling limply to the bed again.

      “You done?” I demand.

      “I hate you.” She sniffles.

      Yeah, I figured. That shouldn’t bother me as much as it does. But I’ll have to sort that out later.

      Now my hand has a mind of its own, wandering up to the band of her bra…before cupping one of her mouthwateringly full tits. “God. I’ve missed touching these.”

      I’ve missed licking them, too. I bend and string kisses across her swell before burying my face in her cleavage.

      Holy shit, I loved these the night I spent paying homage to their beauty and perfection. I’d almost swear they’ve gotten bigger since then, but I’m sure that’s because I’ve missed them so damn much.

      “Don’t!” She wriggles, trying to work free.

      I snap. I know I should let her struggle for the camera, but it’s bugging the hell out of me. “I’m trying to help you.”

      “By mauling me?”

      “By marking you as mine. Unless you want me to leave you to the mercy of Sal, Rudy, and Paulie, none of whom will hesitate to rape you? Your call. Me or them.”

      She swallows and searches my face, her blue eyes dilated with fear. I see the pulse beating at her neck. “They’re really mobsters?”

      “Yep. And they’re really running a sex ring that you and your cousin are about to get swept into, unless you play along.”

      She hesitates, searching my face like she’s looking for answers. “I still don’t like you. And I still don’t trust you.”

      “But better the devil you know?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Excellent. So we’re on the same page? We’re going to fuck now. For the cameras.” That’s not the only reason…but best not to mention that.

      “Fine.” She grumbles. “But be quick.”

      Good thing I have a healthy ego, but I still can’t help needling her. “You don’t sound too happy. Why? You liked it a lot before.”

      In fact, Ransom was in the room next to hers that night, and he complained the following morning that Kristi had been too loud for him to get a lick of sleep.

      “Because you’re an arrogant, dismissive, assholish—”

      “I get the picture. Tell you what. Why don’t you just take your anger out on me? You should enjoy that, and it will look convincing for whoever’s watching.” Then I’ll leave here and make it clear to everyone that Kristi is mine while I look for Sammie and search Paulie’s room in the basement. But even if I find Kristi’s cousin, I have to figure out how I’ll get the two of them out of the hotel without blowing my cover or losing all the goodwill I’ve spent years earning from Donzelli.

      “There’s no way I’m just going to roll over and give you my…”

      “Pussy?”

      Her lips purse. “Among other things. I’m going to fight every minute of this.”

      “You do that.” And I’ll do what I need to.

      I slide one hand under her and find the thin strap bisecting her back and the lone clasp doing the yeoman’s work of securing her luscious breasts in their cups. With a flick of my fingers, I unhook it.

      She gasps. Obviously, she wasn’t expecting that.

      And as much as I hate to share her with any of the perverts watching us on camera, I don’t see a way around it. So I ignore the surveillance and focus on my woman.

      She glares at me. “You’re way too good at that.”

      That’s not why she’s mad. “Are you pissed at me because I didn’t call you after that night? Or because you decided to hate me in the last nine weeks, but your body didn’t get the memo?” I shove her bra up, exposing her tits, and drag my thumb across the dead giveaway of her stiff nipple.

      “I’m not aroused. It’s cold in here.”

      “Bullshit.” It’s been pushing eighty degrees in Vegas most of the week, and there’s no air conditioning piping into these eighth-floor rooms. “You like it.”

      “I don’t.”

      “You like me.” I pinch the hard tip.

      Her body jolts and her breath catches. “You’re wrong.”

      “And I think you’re a liar.” I let go of her pinned wrists just long enough to grab her shirt and bra in my fists, then jerk them over her head, leaving her bare from the waist up. “God, you’re as fucking pretty as I remember.”

      Kristi shoves at my shoulders. “Don’t touch me.”

      This again? “The night we met, Soph told me you were sweet and shy. She didn’t tell me you’re stubborn as hell.”

      “I’m only that way with you.”

      I grin. “So I bring out your good side?”

      “You don’t bring out anything but my temper. We shouldn’t be wasting time fooling around when Sammie—”

      “Have you spent the last three years with these animals? I have,” I growl. “Do you know what they’re capable of? What they’ve got planned? How far they’re willing to go for power? I do. Paulie thinks he gunned down Ransom in a parking lot tonight. He was celebrating with champagne and a laugh. So I’m telling you right now that, unless I give them a reason not to, these animals will think nothing of using you and Sammie for their fun, then pumping you full of bullets before digging you a shallow grave in the desert for the coyotes to find.”

      Kristi goes mute in horror. Good. I can’t be any more stark and clear about the stakes. She needs to stop being angry with me for all the wrong reasons and focus.

      “Finally got your attention?”

      She nods miserably. “Bastard.”

      Yeah, yeah. “Like I’ve never heard that before. What’s going to make you feel better, Little Red? You want to hear that I hated leaving you that morning? I did. I resented the shit out of this assignment when I had to tiptoe out on you at five a.m. on New Year’s Day. Want to know if I’ve thought of you since then? All the goddamn time. I expected to want you that night, but I didn’t expect to fall for you. I certainly didn’t expect to come back to Vegas, determined to wrap up this multi-year op so I could find you again because I’m not fucking interested in anyone else. Just you.”

      She swallows, then sends me a suspicious scowl. “You’re just saying that to get me to cooperate.”

      Of course she thinks that. In her shoes, I would, too. “I’m not. Now shut up. I’m going to make you scream. I know you’re going to be pissed at me for a while, but try not to hate me, huh? It’s going to make our next fifty years together really rough.”

      As far as I’m concerned, more conversation is somewhere between pointless and dangerous. Besides, Fate has given me another night with Kristi well before I thought I’d have one again. Better believe I’m going to take it and make sure that, despite this fucked-up op, she knows she’s mine.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Kristi

      

      

      Ridge Garrison is the most frustrating, confusing, difficult, macho, annoying man I’ve ever met. I’d love to keep hating him, but I’ve got three problems.

      First, when he dips his head and covers my lips with his, he reminds me that he’s amazing in bed. Since the morning he left me, my body has literally ached for him every single day. I can’t masturbate the need away. I tried. And so far, I haven’t felt even a smidgeon of interest for another man. I’m worried the damn bastard ruined me.

      Second, he knows where to find Sammie. Well, he says he does. I don’t know for sure that he’s being honest…but despite the fact he’s horrible boyfriend material, Sophie and Rand swear Ridge is one of the good guys. That has to mean something, right? Maybe that’s wishful thinking, but it makes me feel better because…

      Third, it pains me to admit it—and I’m seriously questioning my judgement—but I think I fell for the cocky bastard. The night we met was magical—in every sense of the word. I became every princess when I was with him. Ariel at first because he tongue-tied me so much I couldn’t find my voice. Once I did, I was Cinderella. We danced and danced until midnight. Then we kissed as the clock struck twelve, and I lost a shoe—not kidding—as I ran to my room. He chased me and returned it, slipping it on, only to slip it—and everything else I wore—off as soon as we were alone. Then I was Sleeping Beauty because after the first three times we had sex, I fell into an exhausted slumber. But he awakened me again with what I fear was true love’s kiss. We had sex again, too, rather than saved a kingdom, but it was still the most enchanting night of my life.

      Until I woke up alone and realized he was no Prince Charming because he never called again.

      The unwelcome realizations didn’t end there, but before I can dwell on that, that talented mouth of his works down my neck, dragging his lips and nipping at my skin. With every passing heartbeat, he gets closer and closer to my aching nipples.

      Against my will, my back arches, not just offering him the hard tips but silently begging him to take them.

      Ridge reaches them, hovers, breathing hot and hard. I shudder. My exhalations turn ragged. He’s so close…

      Why don’t I have any shame when it comes to this man?

      He thumbs the trembling peak again before cupping the swell with a satisfied smile. “I can’t wait to show you how much I’ve fucking missed you.”

      My beleaguered brain doesn’t finish computing his words before he dips his head and takes my nipple in his mouth.

      I’m gone. I’m lost. His thorough touch sweeps me away. It convinces me that he’ll always adore me.

      Look where that got you last time.

      I open my eyes to find him staring at me like I’m the only woman he’s ever wanted, and he’s never going to get enough. “Don’t look at me like that if you don’t mean it.”

      Despite his mobster suit and manners, something almost soft crosses his face. “I do. But we have to fuck, regardless. So let’s make up for lost time. What do you say?”

      When he’s not clouding my thoughts with his touch, I’m sure I’ll realize his suggestion is ridiculous. Naturally, I’ll figure out that I should demand we do something besides have sex to cover our asses. But with his hands on me, I fall into those hypnotic black eyes and beg. “Please.”

      “That’s my pretty Little Red.” He nips the rigid peak of my breast with his teeth, gently lifting it with his bite so he can suck it deep again.

      I gasp at the sting of pain—something only he’s ever given me. Just like the first time he did that, heat flushes my bloodstream. Arousal curls between my legs. I shift restlessly beneath his big body.

      If he’s being honest—that we’re being watched by mobsters who might kill us both if the performance isn’t good—then I should give them a show, right?

      Nice rationalization.

      Suddenly, he peels off his suit coat, tossing it onto the pillows above. He does the same with his shirt, his eyes never leaving mine. Not going to lie, my heart starts racing even faster. My need torques tighter. It’s his black eyes on me. His expression that promises he’s going to undo me. The confidence in the way he moves.

      I’m toast.

      All the shockingly well-inked muscle he reveals as his shirt comes off doesn’t hurt, either.

      “I love that hot little stare of yours eating me up.” He toes off his shoes and kicks them aside while popping the button at the waistband of my jeans. “Almost as much as I fucking love to look at you naked.”

      His seductive words hit my brain as he peels the denim from my hips. Maybe I should fight him, but I don’t. Instead, I help him kick off my pants.

      When they fall to the floor, forgotten, those obsidian eyes of his zero in directly between my legs. His thumb follows, trailing over embarrassingly damp panties. “I think you like me looking at you naked almost as much as you like me touching you.”

      He just had to point out how obviously hot I am for him. “Shut up.”

      “And fuck you? I’m getting to that.” He scans the room, his stare pausing for a fraction of a second in a couple of crannies and corners.

      “What is it?”

      Ridge doesn’t answer right away. He lowers himself over my body and works his way between my legs. “I’m going to shield you as much as I can, but…”

      He can only do so much. “I know.”

      But I’m still pissed. This whole night has been a debacle.

      “Now be a good girl and fight me.” Ridge grabs my wrists in one huge hand and pins them to the mattress. The other hand he works between us and snaps the button and zipper of his trousers free. “Did you hear me?”

      “Yes.” He invited me to take out my frustration on him, so I’m going to. “You son of a bitch.”

      When I wriggle and try to close my legs against him, tensing and arching, he pins me to the bed with more of his body weight and smiles like a shark as he shoves my panties to one side. “They might see me fuck you, Little Red, but they’ll never see your pussy. That’s mine.”

      Is he serious? “No, it’s mine.”

      “Not anymore. You gave it to me.” He aligns his crest against my slick opening as if the matter is settled. “I’m clean. You on the pill?”

      “No, and I think you should—”

      “Glove up? Wouldn’t look good for the show.” He sighs. “Fuck it. Nothing like living dangerously.”

      Then he covers my mouth and breaches me with his tongue as he shoves forward, filling me with his thick cock in one rough, toe-curling thrust. Despite my nine-week abstinence, I have no trouble taking all of him because I’m embarrassingly wet.

      With a groan, he eases back, then thrusts deeper, bottoming out inside me. My traitorous vagina closes around him, gripping him like she’s eager to make sure he knows I’ve missed him.

      Why can Ridge make my own body betray me so easily?

      “That’s so fucking good,” he growls in my ear as he pumps me with slow, strong strokes. “If we weren’t being watched, I would savor you. I would peel off your pretty, wet panties and eat your pussy until I wring a few orgasms from you.”

      Against my will, my body bucks with excitement. “No.”

      “Oh, yeah. That’s one of my biggest regrets about that night, you know?” He fits his hand under my ass and lifts me to his impaling cock as he settles into a harder, rhythmic pace. “I was so impatient to get inside you. I’d been eye-fucking you for hours, and by the time I got you alone, I couldn’t stand not being inside you for another second. But I wanted my mouth on you. When we make it out of here alive, I’m going to spend a whole night just eating that sweet pink cunt…”

      He lodges even deeper inside me with his next plunge, hitting a spot that makes me thrash with an unexpected rush of pleasure. My eyes slide shut. “Oh, my god.”

      “Since He’s not here to save you, you’ll have to settle for me. Feel my cock riding you hard?”

      Ridge prods that sensitive spot inside me again. I’m supposed to be fighting him, but all my body wants to do is rock with him and chase ecstasy. “What are you doing to me?”

      “Reminding you how fucking good it is. And how good I’m going to make it every time I slide inside you. Damn…” he groans. “I probably shouldn’t risk raising more questions, but I’m dying to make you come for me. So let’s do it.”

      His words, his strokes, his determination all work to undo me. After the way he walked out on me, I shouldn’t be so eager to have him inside me. I shouldn’t surrender my pleasure to him so easily. Damn it, I have gumption. I have pride.

      Unfortunately, Ridge seemingly has the secret combination to my body. All he has to do to make me give up my free will is touch me, whisper a few filthy words, and penetrate me with that hard, girthy cock of his. Pathetic.

      That’s what being in love will do.

      I shush my inner voice. Though it’s undeniable that Ridge is seriously amazing when it comes to sex, I’m simply hormone riddled. And I’ve been doing without. He’s just scratching my itch. It will go away after tonight.

      Right, and I’ve got a bridge to sell you…

      Suddenly, he lets go of my wrists and takes hold of my face, forcing my stare to his. “Where do you think you’re going? No disappearing into your thoughts to avoid me.”

      “I-I’m not.” The truth slips out. Maybe I should have let him think I couldn’t wait for him to go away. But he can read my body. He knows. He’s messing with me for reasons I don’t understand.

      “Good.” He releases my chin and works his hand down my curves as his cock pounds me again, this time even deeper.

      Before I can stop myself, I cry out, spreading my legs automatically wider for him. My hips lift even higher to meet his next thrust.

      “Yeah…” he growls against my neck as he increases his pace—and manages to wriggle his thumb over my clit. “Let’s get you there, Little Red. I’ve missed hearing you scream. Give it to me.”

      It’s like only he controls my body, because a couple of swipes across my clit and a few hard strokes later, my back arches. My nipples turn painfully rigid. My body stiffens. And I let out a wail as the bliss he makes me feel unravels me completely.

      As soon as I start spasming around him, he grabs both of my hips and batters me with ruthless strokes, sending me up even higher as a long, rough groan tears from his throat. The feel of his hot seed jetting inside me sends me off again, soaring to heights I’ve never experienced or imagined.

      I cry out again and disappear into mental clouds of bliss where everything is wonderful, Ridge loves me at least half as much as I love him, and his weird comment about us spending fifty years together actually comes true.

      But a minute of panting and my slowing heartbeat later, I realize I’m pinned beneath the guy who ran out on me because he’s hanging with mobsters, and whether he’s undercover or not, Sammie and I are in grave danger.

      “Oh, Little Red.” He kisses his way up my neck. “Fuck… I’d half hoped it was my warped memories that had me convinced your pussy is magical and our sex is off the chain. But that was even better than our first night.”

      I can’t argue with him so I don’t try.

      “You know there’s zero chance I’m letting you go again,” he says offhandedly. “I’m going to get us all out of this, but next time, you have to fight me a little.”

      Ridge almost sounds like our situation is a joke. I’d ask if he’s crazy, but I know the answer.

      Oh, god. Him, this night—everything. I’m too emotional. It’s too much. I shove against him, screeching and clawing, teeth bared and frantic.

      Ridge scrambles off me and zips up. “Yeah, like that. Only…it would be more convincing for the camera if you did that in the middle of things and—”

      With my whole body in distress, I buck up from the mattress and run for the grimy attached bathroom. Now is not the time for this, but I can’t help my involuntary reaction.

      With one hand, I lift the toilet seat. With the other, I brace on the lid as I fall to my knees and lose what little dinner I managed to force down earlier.

      “Kristi?” Ridge hovers over me. The scowl on his face doesn’t convey concern, but his voice definitely does. He’s worried—and he doesn’t dare show it. “What’s going on? If I really thought you were in any way unwilling, I would never have…” He scrubs a hand over his face as I dry heave. “Oh, fuck. I’m so sorry. Really fucking sorry. Talk to me. Where did I hurt you?”

      I shake my head. He’s beating himself up about the wrong damn thing. “You didn’t.”

      He frowns. “Adrenaline crash?”

      Damn it, this isn’t how I wanted to tell him, but this whole situation is screwed up and this might be the only time I get to come clean. “No. I’m pregnant.”
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      At Kristi’s bombshell, my head gets fuzzy and my body goes numb. “You’re sure?”

      She all but wilts against the toilet with a sigh. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to hold you responsible.”

      “Why not? I’m the father.”

      I know that for a fact. Before Rand and Sophie’s wedding, Kristi hadn’t had sex with anyone since her broken college engagement. They both told me that, and it explained one hundred percent just how tight she was. After the five steamy hours I spent in her bed, she was as wrecked as I was. No way she’s been fucking anyone else.

      “Yes, but it’s not as if you ever returned any of my calls, so why would I think you give a shit?”

      “Never mistake me being up to my eyeballs in criminals with me not giving a shit.” I curse. “When did you find out?”

      “Three days ago.”

      “Were you going to tell me?”

      Kristi hesitates such a long time, I worry she’s going to say no. Finally, she closes the toilet lid and flushes. It’s a miracle, but there’s a bar of soap on the basin. She unwraps it and soaps up in silence.

      “Well?” I prompt.

      “Probably. I was still undecided, but I think, at some point, I would have swallowed my pride and asked Rand to reach out to you so we could talk.”

      Yeah, I can see why that might not have been something she was eager to do. “He doesn’t know?”

      “No one does.”

      “Not even Sophie. Wow.” I don’t ask. If she knew, Rand would, too.

      Kristi forces a smile. “I should look on the bright side. We’ll be pregnant at the same time and our kids can grow up playing together.”

      Since they’ll be cousins. “Sure. This accelerates my timetable, but I’ll make it work.”

      “What timetable?”

      “Our first kid. I was thinking we’d work on that this fall. Winter at the latest, but—”

      “What? You assumed after spending a handful of hours in bed with me that I’d just let you knock me up?”

      I had a whole plan. Guess I should have filled her in. “Well, I figured if we’re going to spend fifty years together, we’ll have kids. I’d like four. Since I grew up with three older brothers, I wouldn’t trade it for the world, but if you want more, I’m open to that.”

      “More?” She huffs. “You’re crazy, you know that? And that’s the second time you’ve said something about us spending fifty years together. How is that going to work? Someday, I’m going to want to get married.”

      “Well, yeah. I figured we’d do that as soon as I got the hell out of here. I didn’t expect you to follow me into this shithole. But it’s good that we’re getting all this out in the open now.”

      “You assumed I would marry you? Before we’ve even had a date? Without you even asking me?” She rinses the soap, flushes her mouth with water, then turns off the faucet and shakes her hands dry.

      I lean against the doorway and watch her. It’s probably the wrong time to notice, but Kristi is adorable when she’s flustered. And she looks hot as fuck half naked. “If it will make you feel better, once we get out of here, I’ll take you out a few times, then ask you again.”

      “No.”

      Shrugging, I come closer. “You’re right. Why beat around the bush? I love you. I think you love me. That’s what your body says, anyway. Why don’t you marry me, Little Red? I’ll show you a good time…”

      Her mouth purses tightly, but she’s fighting the urge to smile as she pushes past me and into the bedroom. “You already did, which is why I’m pregnant.”

      “Another reason to get married.”

      “Not in this day and age. We can share custody.”

      “Nope. Ransom fathered a son as a teenager with his high school girlfriend. He and Lydia never got married. Probably better for Ethan, who lives with Ransom now, even though he recently turned eighteen. But my mother…”

      Kristi catches on and winces. “Charlene was upset?”

      “That’s one word for it. She hated Lydia, but she loves Ethan. She’s thrilled that Rand and Soph are having a baby so soon after their wedding. So all we have to do to make my mom really happy is get married and tell her we’re already expecting.”

      She blinks at me like I’m certifiably insane. “I don’t even know what to say to that.”

      Right. “I’m getting ahead of myself. Let me get us the fuck out of here. I’m going to have to take some chances and pull some strings, but…I think I might have an idea.”

      “Sammie—”

      “She’s next on my list. Now, listen to me. I keep a Glock in my suit coat pocket. I’m going to come in here and shut the door. Pee, wash my hands, loiter long enough for you to rifle around and find it. Hide it under your pillow—carefully. There’s no safety. Act nervous for the camera. Then I’ll come out, get dressed, behave like a dismissive asshole, and leave. While I’m gone, keep the gun there, but stay close to it. The first person who comes through that door who isn’t me? Blow them away. Got it?”

      I shut the bathroom door between us and take care of business, in no rush. Finally, I emerge, look Kristi up and down again because she really is fucking beautiful, and I have to thank Mother Nature for making her fertile at the right moment and the condom manufacturer for failing spectacularly.

      The thought makes me smile as I shrug back into my dress shirt.

      “Ridge, I don’t know how to use a gun.”

      “Point in the general direction and pull the trigger a few times. You’re bound to hit someone. And bonus: that has an extended mag so you have more chances.”

      Kristi shivers. Yeah, violence probably isn’t for her. That will certainly make our life together interesting.

      “Don’t be afraid, Red.”

      “Why can’t you just leave me my phone and let me call 9-1-1?” she asks.

      As ideas go, it’s cute…if naive. “Do you really think something like this operates under law enforcement’s nose if they aren’t turning a blind eye to it?”

      “They’re in on this?” She’s clearly horrified by that notion.

      I hate to burst her bubble. “Absolutely, and they aren’t the only ones. I’ve been gathering evidence for a while now.”

      And I shouldn’t say any more, in case Sal or Rudy decide to pay her a visit. If they do, I’ll kill them. Hell, I probably will anyway, but I don’t want them to torture her for anything she might know.

      “Oh, my god.” Her voice trembles.

      I finish with my dress shirt and lift my coat, which feels substantially lighter. At least she followed orders. “Try not to panic.”

      “I wasn’t really scared until now. You’re really the only one keeping me and Sammie from sex slavery?”

      “Yep. But I’ll get you two out, I promise.” I slide into my coat and shoes, caressing her with a tender voice—something I don’t dare do with my eyes. “We’ve got a wedding to plan and a baby to raise, so let me get to it.”

      “I didn’t say I would marry you,” Kristi calls after me.

      “You will.” I toss over my shoulder. “You know I have ways of persuading you. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      I fucking hate to leave Kristi here alone, but I’ve done what I can so she can protect herself. I’ve got to do the rest of the heavy lifting ASAP. The question is, how the fuck can I end Donzelli and his organization tonight? I didn’t exactly plan for this.

      First things first, find Sammie. Then I’ll get to Paulie’s “command center.”

      In the hall, I see that Jimmy and the rest of his crew have vacated the floor. In their place are the two guards I saw in the third-level basement. They have to be a lot happier up here, not sweltering in air that smells like laundry and unwashed bodies.

      I saunter up with a cocky grin. “Gentlemen.”

      They snap to attention. The big one on the right with gleaming skin and incredibly white teeth nods. “Sir?”

      “Did Donzelli tell you boys who’s in charge now?”

      “Yes. You’re responsible for this operation.”

      “I am. And I’m looking for a specific…piece of merchandise.” I lean in with a whisper. “Antsy customer. She’s barely legal, five feet tall, pretty brunette? Came in last night.”

      The puny one nods like he’s eager to be helpful. “832.”

      “Key?” I hold out my hand.

      The bigger one slaps a sharp bit of metal in my palm. “This is the universal. It will open any of the doors. Ingram and I are here until six a.m. After that—”

      “Got it.” If I need to know more then, I’ll find out. “I’m preparing to take 832 to the client. In the meantime, avoid 810.” I pull my shirt aside to show them a long, red scratch Kristi left on my shoulder in the heat of passion. “She needs to be taught some manners. Leave that to me.”

      “Yes, sir,” they both say.

      With a smile, I tip my head and make for Sammie’s room like I don’t have a care in the world. Unfortunately, I’ve got a shitload of them. I just have to figure out how to minimize and work around them. The clock is ticking. It works to my advantage that Sal and Rudy will have pissed off somewhere for a while to sulk after I humiliated them. Paulie isn’t a night owl. He’s probably gone home for the evening. And Donzelli? I’m betting he found a “temporary companion” for the evening and retired to his room with her, poor girl.

      Once around the corner and out of the not-so-dynamic duo’s eyesight, I sprint down the hall to the stairs, rushing all the way to the bottom floor. Panting like a motherfucker, I trek near the kitchen, slipping into where the food and bar staff store everything. Thankfully, I know the passcode, so when no one is looking, I sneak inside.

      The boxes holding the bottles of booze are organized and marked. I grab one of the priciest bottles of scotch. Yeah, someone will notice it’s missing, but hopefully not until anyone who will give a shit is either dead or in jail. Then I let myself out, hit up the small-time drug dealer who thinks he’s flying under Donzelli’s radar hanging out near the quarter slot machines, buy a few “relaxation” supplements, then slip them into the bottle with a smile.

      It doesn’t take long to find Sal and Rudy. Every Saturday night they’re able, they plant at a table close to the stage where a barely average lounge singer warbles through a few sets. She might not be the most talented singer, but she gets those two drooling, especially when she wears her spangly blue dress the size of a postage stamp that barely covers her tits and almost flashes cooch. When I round the corner, sure enough. They’re fixated on her as she belts out a rendition of “New York, New York.”

      “Hey, guys.” I slide into the booth beside Rudy.

      I don’t trust Sal not to stab me in the ribs now and apologize to Donzelli about it later.

      “What the fuck do you want?” Sal demands.

      “I’m sorry about earlier. You had the redhead under control, and I was just eager to prove to Marco that I could handle the situation, so I took her out of your hands. Sorry.”

      Rudy scowls. “You took her to bed, too. But that seemed like a whole lot of talking beforehand…”

      So he saw. Damn it. Clearly, he needs to die first. Not that I actually intended to spare him. “She amused me for a minute. Then I got bored listening and just fucked her.”

      That makes Rudy chortle. “Good and hard, too. She didn’t fight too much.”

      Yep. He’s definitely dying first.

      “Nice tits,” Sal says in passing.

      And he’ll be next. Yes, Kristi has a great pair, but anyone else who remembers them won’t be walking this earth for long.

      “Figured I was giving you two a show.” I shrug like it’s funny and I don’t give a shit that anyone saw me violate the woman I plan to spend my life with.

      “A good one until she ran from the bed and puked. Then we had to turn off the monitor.” He grimaces. “But before then? Man, you gave it to her good. Paulie tried to horn in on the show, too. We told him to get lost.”

      “Yeah?”

      Rudy nods. “He got pissed and went home.”

      Excellent. That means, unless Donzelli is done banging whoever he’s tied to his bed tonight, no one is minding the candy store.

      Like I suspected, now is my best chance to take this fucking place down.

      Sal whirls on me. “In case you haven’t figured it out, we’re really the brains and heart of this organization.”

      Oh, legends in their own minds, for sure. “I didn’t see it until tonight, but I got it now. That’s why I came to say I’m sorry.” I plunk the bottle of pricy scotch in the middle of the table and motion to a cocktail waitress for two glasses. “This is my way of saying it.”

      Rudy’s beady eyes go wide. “This is a fucking expensive bottle of booze.”

      I nod. “On me.”

      Sal is more cynical. “What’s the catch?”

      “No catch. Tomorrow afternoon, the three of us should sit down and discuss the side-hustle operation. Paulie got it off the ground, but it needs more finesse. You’re smart enough to know that, and I think you can help me.”

      Sal cocks his head. “What’s in it for us?”

      “Cash and pussy. What else is there in life?”

      Rudy laughs again, sounding an awful lot like Beavis and Butt-Head. “Exactly.”

      The other mobster scowls.

      Damn, I hate a guy with short man’s disease.

      “Upward mobility,” Sal finally says. “That’s what we want.”

      “Absolutely. I totally get that. Someday, Donzelli is going to retire, you know?” If I don’t plant a bullet in him first. “Paulie…he’s been around a long time, but he’s not young. What this organization needs is someone with new ideas. Vision, right? Along with the brawn”—I gesture to Rudy—“and the balls”—I nod Sal’s way—“to implement them. You’ve been hitching your wagon to Paulie’s. I know you three go back a long way. But Donzelli has basically picked me to run the show after he’s gone. It would be smarter if you hitched your wagon to mine.”

      The cocktail waitress sets down the empty glasses with a wink and a smile. I peel her off a twenty and wink back. Then I pour for the two nimrods.

      “Think about it,” I murmur, then scoot out of the booth.

      “Where you going?” Sal demands.

      “You’re not drinking with us?” Rudy sounds almost sad.

      “Nah.” I slap him on the back. “I’m going to give you two time to talk over that bottle while you listen to what’s-her-name with the tits. I’ll hold down the fort. No one left upstairs?”

      Rudy shakes his head. “Getting late now. You know how it is.”

      “Yep.” Donzelli and his cohorts are getting comfortable and cocky. That works in my favor. “Drink up.”

      I loiter long enough to see them each down a glass and pour another. I’m tired as fuck, and I’m dying to go upstairs and curl up with Kristi for a few hours, maybe reenact her getting pregnant…

      Holy shit. We’re having a baby. That’s a lot to wrap my head around, but that’s a really fucking important reason to focus. Sammie, then Paulie’s command center in the basement. Hopefully, Red and I will be alive to reminisce later.

      Suddenly, the cell in my pocket buzzes. I pull it free to find a text from the guards on the eighth floor.

      Donzelli just called. Wants you to take the merch to that client.

      Fuck. The boss not thinking with his dick puts a kink in my plans.

      Tell him I’m on it, I type back, then jog my way back upstairs, my thoughts racing. I’ve got to be smart about this since my operational window of opportunity is pretty much now.

      On the eighth floor, I make my way to 832 and let myself in. The brunette I saw in the cage in the third-level basement earlier huddles in the corner now, rocking back and forth, eyes dilated and enormous.

      It hurts me to see how fucking terrified she is.

      When she catches sight of me, she scrambles to her feet and raises her fists like she intends to fight me. It would be funny…if it weren’t so damn heartbreaking.

      Shutting the door behind me, I approach her slowly. “Sammie?”

      She scowls. “H-how do you know my name?”

      “Listen to me. I’m on your side.”

      She shakes her head, her long hair swaying around her waist. “No. I saw you with that guy, the one who bosses everyone around. He controls the guy who t-took me when I walked by the back door coming out of the ladies’ room.”

      “I know. I have to gain his trust, but I’m here to free you. I’ve talked to your cousin Kristi.”

      “When? How?” She gapes as a horrible possibility occurs to her. “Is she here?”

      “Down the hall. I was with her an hour ago. Your mom called her to help find you, but now Kristi is in trouble, too. So you’ve got to listen to me.”

      Sammie raises a trembling hand over her lips. “She’s in danger because of me? Oh, no…”

      “It’s okay,” I tell her with a calm I don’t feel, holding out my hands. “We’re going to get out of here.”

      “How?”

      I don’t dare tell her I’m still working on that. “Let’s get you out of this room first.”

      Because if I don’t, Donzelli won’t lose himself in pussy again tonight, and I won’t get a chance to fix this.

      “Where are you taking me?”

      Why does she have to ask the hard questions? I sift through all my possibilities and realize my options are really fucking limited.

      I sigh. “Someplace I’d rather not, but you’re going to get out of here, I promise.”

      Her fists come back up. Does she think that will ward me off if I seriously wanted to do her harm? “Why should I trust you?”

      “Honestly? I’m going to shorthand this because we’re out of time. I’m not who you think I am. I’m going to marry your cousin. Kristi is already pregnant, so I have a vested interest in making sure you’re both safe.”

      “She is not!”

      “Wanna bet?” But it’s not like Sammie can verify with my girl. “Let me put it this way: What happens if you go with the boss?”

      “I’m afraid to find out. I saw what the tall, fat guy did to that other girl. She’s bruised everywhere.”

      “Yeah, Paulie is a peach. But you know neither of them is going to be good for your long-term health, right?”

      “Yeah,” she answers hesitantly.

      “I’m the unknown; I get it. But if I was as bad or worse, do you really think I’d be standing here, trying to reason with you?”

      “No.”

      “Exactly,” I assure her. “Let me check one thing…”

      I whip out my phone and call down to the bar where Rudy and Sal were drinking. After a quick parlay, the guy slinging drinks assures me that Tweedledum and Tweedledee are passed out at their table. Even better, the bottle is only half empty.

      That gives me another idea. And it better work or we’re all dead.
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      Kristi

      A little after two a.m., the lock on my door scrapes. My nerves jangle. I can only imagine how worried Aunt Tammy must be. I’m sure she’s tried to call me a dozen times by now. But I have to focus on whoever is prying their way into my room.

      I dive toward the pillow and wrap my fingers around Ridge’s Glock. I’ve never fired a gun in my life, and I don’t know if I can point it at another human being and pull the trigger. But I have to believe that if it’s a fight to the death, my survival instinct will prod me to do what otherwise makes me sick to even think about.

      Around the corner from the entryway, I hear the door open. I’m shaking so hard, I’m sure I’ll tremble out of my skin.

      “Red?”

      Ridge. I let out a sigh of relief and dart across the room. “You’re back.”

      “I told you I wouldn’t leave you for long. You’re stuck with me for fifty years. I brought you a present…” He steps aside.

      Sammie stands in the shadowy hallway, trembling and crying but otherwise unharmed.

      I stash the gun, then rush to the girl and crush her in my arms, soothing her with a soft hand down her back when she breaks into sobs. I can’t help joining in. “Are you all right?”

      She gives me a jerky nod. “Okay. So far no one has messed with me much.”

      I’m afraid to ask what that means, especially now. It isn’t the time. Instead, I turn my gaze to Ridge, standing beside me, and give him my silent thanks.

      “Since the creep who tried to buy me is conked out, can we go?” Sammie asks Ridge.

      “Conked out? Did you hit him over the head?” I can’t imagine Sammie having the strength to do that, but she’s got the fortitude.

      “No.” Ridge shakes his head. “I took Sammie around to meet her ‘buyer’ and offered him a crystal-cut decanter of scotch as a welcome-to-the-perverts-club gift. I insisted we toast. Did I mention I’d drugged the booze? So he’s in dreamland. Same with Sal and Rudy. Then I walked her over here, telling the guards I wanted a little two-on-one action.”

      “And they bought it. So we can go now?” Sammie asks again.

      Ridge pulls at the back of his neck. “It’s not that simple. I’ve got a few more obstacles to clear first.”

      “Like what?” I demand.

      “How long will that take?” Sammie snaps.

      “I’m trying, ladies. I’ve got a plan. I need a few more hours… For now, strip down to your underwear and get in bed.”

      “What?” Sammie crosses her arms over her chest, looking totally betrayed.

      What is Ridge thinking? Given the worry tightening his face, I doubt it’s sex. “Are we still being watched?”

      “It’s possible. I don’t know exactly where Donzelli is right now. In case he’s finished with his…ahem, nightly entertainment and decides to check in on his empire, we have to make this look good. Sorry.” He pretends to snarl our way, then grabs Sammie by the arm, shoving her toward the bed. Then he thrusts his hands in my hair and drags his lips up my neck before nipping at my ear. It doesn’t exactly cool my desire. “Are we good?”

      Sammie, bless her, looks rattled and huddles near me when Ridge releases me to undress. Too bad that after his lips skim my skin, I’m a weak-kneed mess.

      “Are you really pregnant?” my cousin asks.

      I glare at Ridge. “You told her?”

      “I didn’t know how else to win her trust in less than two minutes.”

      “Are you going to marry him?” Sammie follows up.

      “I never said yes,” I remind Ridge.

      He grips my hair again with a surprisingly gentle touch as he leans in with a growl. “You will.”

      If we get out of here alive, he’s right. I probably will. But he’s already cocky enough. No need to add to his ego. “We’ll see.”

      He huffs. “Strip down. In bed. Go.”

      While Ridge makes a show of removing his coat and shirt, folding them over an old desk chair across the room, I take off everything except my bra and panties, shielding Sammie while she does the same.

      “You don’t look pregnant,” she whispers to me. “Are you sure? And how did you get mixed up with this guy?”

      “Long story.” One that started with champagne…and ended with a plus-sign on a home pregnancy test. I still don’t understand everything that’s going on in this sketchy hotel, but I’m convinced the man I’ve fallen for is trying to put a stop to it. That makes him one of the good guys, right? That’s not wishful thinking?

      Finally, we undress down to our lacy bits, and I shoo Sammie under the covers before clearing my throat. “Ready.”

      Ridge darkens his phone and sets it aside, along with my device and a wad of cash that nearly makes my eyes pop from their sockets. Then he flips off the overhead lights and crawls in bed beside me. “Good. Now ruffle the covers. Make it look like we’re…busy.”

      “All three of us?” Sammie sounds shocked. “Is that what you meant by two-on-one?”

      Ridge turns to me. “Is she sheltered or something?”

      I elbow him in the ribs—then start moving the covers. “She’s young. Focus. What then?”

      Sammie joins in.

      He hesitates. “If it weren’t a fucking Saturday night, the crowd would already be thinned out and Donzelli would be kicking back. But on a night like this, he might pause for some fun, but he doesn’t usually get far from the pulse of the action.”

      “Won’t Sal and Rudy wake up?”

      “Not soon enough to be a problem.”

      “And Paulie?”

      “Sulking at home like a bitch.”

      “How do you know everyone’s names?” Sammie asks me, still agitating the covers with her feet while I do the same.

      “I wish I didn’t.” I glance at Ridge. “Anyone else who could make this difficult?”

      “Nah, Donzelli has lots of guys here, but I outrank them. They don’t dare question me.”

      “How did you get mixed up in all this?”

      “Fuck. I wondered when you’d ask.” He sighs. “Shortly after this sex ring started, a mobster named Luca Antonelli, who was Donzelli’s right hand, decided the organization had gone too far. He agreed to talk in exchange for immunity. But he already knew the local feds were lining their pockets with Donzelli’s money, so he went further up the food chain. The boys in DC knew they had to bypass the suits here in Vegas…so enter Ransom and me. We do the jobs too dirty for Uncle Sam.”

      “You’re helping law enforcement?”

      “In this shit hole, we’re replacing them. I’m deep undercover. First, Luca introduced me as his nephew who had recently earned a Harvard MBA and wanted to go where the real money was. He talked me up to Donzelli, Sal, and the rest, until they finally let me in. Then, when I seemed to be on decent footing with everyone, we staged Luca’s death. The feds supposedly shot him, then the building he was holed inside ‘accidentally’ caught on fire. The ME faked the match to Luca’s dental records. The mobster had a new identity and was in another state a few hours later, and Donzelli made me one of the family…but my investigation still wasn’t moving fast enough. So Ransom came on the scene recently, posing as a competitor while we worked together to gather information on their clients and evidence about their methods.”

      Ridge could have been discovered and killed at any time.

      “Oh, my god.” I really had no idea the lengths he’s gone to in order to bring this criminal organization down. “You’ve risked your life over and over.”

      “Yeah, and I’d do it again. These guys are animals, and they deserve everything that’s coming to them. But I never meant to risk you.” Ridge turns to me, then wraps his arm around me, murmuring in my ear. “I’m sorry about New Year’s. I lied like a motherfucker to get free of Donzelli so I could attend Rush and Sophie’s wedding. I saw you and I knew I should walk away, but I couldn’t. I definitely never expected to fall for you that night. When you started calling, I didn’t want to give you any other reason to get attached until I was free to be with you, but I’ve been trying to clean up this shit since the moment your hotel room door closed behind me. Sammie, close your ears.”

      “But it’s just getting good,” she protests.

      “Young lady…” I do my best impression of her mom because I’m dying to hear what Ridge has to say.

      She huffs. “Fine.”

      When her hands are pressed over her ears, Ridge pulls me closer. “I only ever meant to make you feel good. I told myself I would spend one night with you—no more—then I’d let you go. But by morning…I couldn’t. I didn’t intend to get you pregnant, Little Red. It’s shitty timing, but I don’t regret a thing. I know it’s asking a lot, but please don’t regret it, either.”

      “You mean, if we get out of this alive and in one piece? We have a lot to work on, Ridge. I don’t live in Vegas. I don’t have a job here. And no matter how good the sex is, I can’t live with someone who might disappear one day to go undercover for a few years, especially once we have kids.”

      “I know. I’m working on all that. I promise, we’ll figure it out. But…you’ve got to admit, the sex is amazing.”

      “Ugh, I don’t want to hear this,” Sammie grumbles.

      Ridge and I both laugh. This is the most terrifying, odd, surreal, what-the-hell situation I’ve ever been in. But I’m with Ridge. Weirdly, I feel as if I’m where I belong.

      I cuddle against him. “It is. Get us out of here, then ask me to marry you.”

      “And you’ll say yes?” He grins beside me in the dark. “Deal.”
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      I don’t know what time it is when the buzzing of the phone on the battered desk across the room jars me awake.

      Cursing the fact I fell asleep, I bolt out of bed and sprint for the device. I glance at the display. It’s nearly five a.m. But the caller’s name shocks me even more.

      Ransom.

      “What’s wrong? Why the fuck are you calling again so soon?” I snap since we’re only supposed to talk if there’s an emergency.

      “I need out. Now.”

      “What?” He’s leaving me alone on this case?

      “You heard me.”

      “Are you fucking serious? I’ve been working this shit for too long for you to just bail.”

      “Look, I hoped we’d be done. But I’ve got to end my part in this fucking charade. I’m in love.”

      The guy who hasn’t spent more than a few hours with the same woman since high school? “You?”

      “Yeah. I took her to bed last night.”

      “Am I supposed to congratulate you? You fucked some woman. Whoopee… You can’t be serious here.”

      “She turned eighteen yesterday. She was a virgin. I willingly fucked her bareback—more than once—and she’s not on the pill. That serious enough for you?”

      And then some. Whoa. For almost two decades, Ransom has sworn he would never settle down, never have more kids, and never let another woman have that much power in his life. So this is beyond significant.

      “Shit. You’re not playing.”

      “Nope.”

      “But she’s your son’s age. You’re a grown-ass man. What are you going to do, finish raising her?”

      “Fuck off. I called to give you a heads-up. I plan to dust Paul Carboni pronto so he can’t come after me again. I can do Donzelli, too. Since I’m a ‘dead man,’ neither will see me coming and no one will suspect me. God knows they deserve it for selling human beings like sacks of groceries. It will also get you a step closer to getting out of this shitty mess. What you do with the opportunity is up to you. I’m hanging up now.”

      He’s got a point. More than one, actually. I have to get out of this fucking mess right now, too. But my brother? I’m worried about him getting mixed up with some barely legal chick who will fuck him up like his ex from high school. “Wait! I didn’t mean to piss you off. I’m just saying Lydia did a number on you, and this girl—”

      “Havana.”

      I snort. Ransom always did have his priorities in his pants. “With a name like that, I’m guessing she has a fuck-me mouth and great tits.”

      “Shut up.”

      “So she doesn’t?” I wait. Silence. “That’s what I thought. You can’t be into Havana for her intellect.”

      “You don’t know her, so stop making assumptions. She’s way more mature than Lydia, who had everything handed to her as a kid. Havana has been on her own for two years. She’s got the biggest fucking heart. She wants to be a vet. She’s smart enough to do it, too. And by the way, I’m still here for you to bitch at because she saved my life last night. So back the fuck down. I’m telling you I want out, and this is how it’s going to go down.”

      “Okay. Sorry. I didn’t know. It’s been a long night, and I’ve got major problems here.”

      “Do you need help?”

      I shouldn’t drag Ransom in deeper if he wants out. “If I do, I’ll let you know. Look, I think I speak for Rand and Rush, too, when I say we don’t want another girl to trample your heart. Does Havana really make you happy? Can you live with this girl for a month? A year? The rest of your life?”

      “Yeah. I won’t say the age difference didn’t give me pause, man. I tried to resist. God, I fucking tried. But when you know, you know, at least according to Rand and Rush.”

      That’s how it happened for me on New Year’s Eve. One look, one kiss…and my heart was Kristi’s. “They’re right. Listen, don’t touch Donzelli. He’s mine. The truth is, I need out, too. Like, now. I think I’ve finally got enough evidence.” Well, not really. But Ransom doesn’t need to hear that right this minute. I’ll figure it out. “And I have an idea. So let’s move on this.”

      “You’re serious?”

      “Yeah, I, um…met someone, too.”

      “When?” Ransom sounds both curious and suspicious.

      “Recently.” I wince. I hate to admit this, but he has a right to know. “And she’s fucking here now.”

      “What?”

      Yep, he’s pissed. I sigh. “Long story. Be careful with this girl.”

      “Havana,” he reminds me with growl. “You be careful there, too, bro. Stay focused. Get Donzelli done soon.”

      “Tell me when Paulie is dead, then I’ll make my move.”

      “Is he home?”

      “Yep. It’s just Rudy, Sal, and some of the other guys. Let me know once you’ve iced that stupid bastard. Be safe. I’ve got to go.”

      There’s nothing more to say. I end the call.

      “Ridge?” Kristi says softly across the room, sheets rustling. “Is everything all right?”

      No, but it can be. With my brother bailing and Kristi in jeopardy, I have to cash out. Not in the next twenty-four hours. Not in the next two, even. Now.

      Unless I can magically find the evidence I need before then, I’ll be blowing the three long years of progress I’ve sunk into this op. Pulling out prematurely will make my professional reputation suck hairy balls for a while, and I may lose all the clients Ransom and I have worked to acquire, but nothing is more important than the woman I’ll be spending my next fifty years with and the baby we’re having.

      I text a code to an emergency burner phone and get the response I need. I’ll have backup in an hour. I have sixty minutes to solve this mess and get out.

      “Yeah. How’s Sammie?”

      “Asleep.”

      “Good. You try to get more rest, too,” I say as I toss on last night’s discarded clothes.

      Instead, Kristi stands and pads across the chilly room to me in nothing but her bra and panties. It’s the wrong time to appreciate how sexy she looks, but I can’t not notice the obvious. “What about you? It’s only been a few hours. You hardly slept.”

      As much as I’d love to curl up next to the woman who stole my heart and protect her from what might come… “I can’t stay. You’ve still got my Glock, right?”

      She nods. “Under my pillow.”

      “Keep it handy.” Earlier, I stopped by Donzelli’s suite, where I keep a few toys stashed for special occasions, and picked up a spare. “Hopefully, you won’t need it, but be ready for anything.” The next hour is likely to be fast and furious and all kinds of fucked up. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      Alarm flits across her face. “Where are you going?”

      Donzelli gave me enough of his rope that I might finally be able to hang him. Yeah, I could simply turn him over now and hope that justice will be served, but bastards like him have a long memory and an even longer arm. I’m going to try like hell to figure out how to put him away and keep him from pursuing a heaping helping of revenge at the first opportunity.

      I press a hard kiss to Kristi’s lips, lingering a second longer than I should before I force myself to pull away. I hope like fuck that isn’t the last time I ever kiss her. “To end this for good. I love you.”

      When I turn away, she grabs my sleeve and pulls me back. “It’s probably crazy, but I love you, too. Come back in one piece. You promised me fifty years.”

      “That’s a promise I intend to keep.”
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      I’m reluctant as fuck to leave Kristi, but she’s as safe as I can make her until I smuggle her and Sammie out of this shithole. I have an hour to find the evidence to bring this organization down. Time to get moving.

      At the end of the hall, I wave to the big guard with the movie-star teeth. He and Ingram are still waiting for their shift to end. “Seen Donzelli?”

      “He showed up a few hours ago. Nothing since.”

      “Good.” Since it’s barely five a.m. and Marco doesn’t do mornings, he should still be snoozing. “I’ll be back.”

      Once I’m past their line of sight, I haul ass to the stairwell, charging up to Donzelli’s suite. Jimmy and his crew hooked up the cameras in the “merchandises’” rooms. Are they set to merely view—or record? If the latter, I’ll handle last night’s footage with Kristi. I don’t want anyone else seeing us together.

      Then what? Three years undercover comes down to now. I need hard evidence. The idea of touching anything in Paulie’s whack-off corner in the third-level basement hits my ick button. Sorry, his “command center.” But I’ll get over it. The other problem? Donzelli never gave me the key to the place. But I won’t let that stop me.

      There’s no one else in Marco’s suite. Even the casino floor is nearly deserted just before dawn. From here, I can almost smell the puke and regret.

      Ducking through the nondescript door tucked into the adjacent hallway, I zero in on the surveillance monitors lining the long wall. As I lean over the desk, I press buttons to change the view. Casino floor, high rollers’ area, hallways, and elevators—no. Café, buffet, kitchens, and south lounges—no. Boutiques, gift shop, concert hall, and meeting spaces—no. Finally, I see the view I need.

      My hands shake as I scan the victims in their eighth-floor rooms, most sleeping, sitting nervously, or pacing. And yes, Donzelli has been recording every captive—including Kristi—since they were moved from the basement. Damn that shit stain.

      I watch a snippet of me seducing my Little Red. Sal is wrong about a lot of things, but not Kristi. She really does have a great rack. And watching myself make love to her is totally better than porn because I remember this moment. It felt fucking awesome, but being with her wasn’t a mere pleasure. Even though Rudy and Sal watched us—which is still not okay—they’ll never understand because what we shared goes way beyond lust.

      I delete the file, promising myself that once we’re safe, if Kristi is game, we’ll make home movies together. Maybe a dirty video series as her pregnancy progresses… That would be hot as fuck.

      But I’ve got to focus on now. Marco is probably in his bedroom at the end of the hall, sleeping off booze and pussy. I tiptoe that way and peek in. Sure enough, he’s crashed out and alone.

      Best to make sure he stays that way.

      A length of rope on his nightstand catches my attention. He probably used it to tie up some unwilling victim, poor girl. She’ll never have the opportunity to mete out her own retribution, so it seems fitting to use this rope to make sure Donzelli pays for his sins.

      I snag the rough length from the bedside table, then creep back to shut his bedroom door behind me with the quietest of clicks. Thank fuck the rope is long enough to reach from here to the security room door and wrap around both levers a few times before I knot it off. It won’t hold for long, but since the asshole isn’t likely to wake up, this should detain him until the feds come.

      Time to hit that locked room of Paulie’s.

      Leaving Donzelli’s suite via his private elevator, I plunge down to the third-level basement. The humid space still smells of unwashed bodies. The stench grows stronger as I trek deeper, wall-hugging to bypass the surveillance camera and plucking the security door combination from memory.

      My heart thuds. I sweat. Finally, I might uncover the proof I’ve been seeking since Luca Antonelli approached the feds and I became his “nephew,” Rafael.

      With ground-eating steps, I round the last corner. The guards are gone now, thank God. The cages, too. But I’m standing at the door to Paulie’s domain…without a key. The good news is, I’ve acquired some less-than-noble skills during my three years on this op.

      I pick the lock and let myself in, plopping into Paulie’s chair and starting his laptop. It’s password protected.

      Fuck. I have to think like the big lug? That’s terrifying. What safeguard would he use to keep people out of his machine that’s still simple enough for him to remember?

      It takes me a couple of tries to figure out the bonehead’s big security measure was his dog’s name and the year of his birth. Really fucking original…

      But I’m in.

      I’m not exactly sure if the information I need is in pictures, financial records, messages—or some combination. Quickly, I prowl through Paulie’s hard drive, and I discover something mighty interesting…

      Paulie wired a camera in Donzelli’s room to spy on him.

      Holy shit.

      Marco is still asleep. I see him on Paulie’s monitor. And the camera is recording.

      Is this the break I’ve been looking for? After all, Carboni must be spying on the boss for a reason…

      Maybe the lug isn’t as stupid as I thought. Come to think of it, he’s been almost defiant lately. Because he’s got dirt on Donzelli? Is Paulie just waiting for the right moment to play his blackmail card?

      “Let’s see what kind of shit you’re hiding, Marco.”

      With a click on last night’s file, I start watching. Donzelli in his room—on the phone, drinking scotch, picking his nose. Nothing interesting. He presumably shits, shaves, and showers because he walks into the bathroom looking like any businessman at the end of a day and emerges Mr. Saturday-night Suave, pressing down the edges of his mustache like it he’s convinced it makes him more fuckable. Room service delivers dinner. Donzelli pounces on it, takes more phone calls, then disappears.

      He’s gone for hours, so I skip through the empty time—feeling the ticking of my own racing clock—and pick up again when he returns, rips off his suit coat, downs half a bottle of booze, then grabs his phone again. He makes a terse call and breathes in his palm as if he’s testing his breath before he strides purposefully out the door.

      The sick fuck, like Paulie, is sampling the merchandise. So what’s with the breath check? Is he hoping to impress the captive he’s forcing to his bed? Absently, I wonder who he chose to torment for the evening. My money is on the girl who looked maybe fifteen but had the curves of a woman.

      Quickly, I scan through the next twenty minutes, fast-forwarding to the moment Donzelli enters his unit again. He rolls through his door, pushing a laundry cart. What the fuck? He doesn’t do his own wash.

      Hastily, he stops the rolling receptacle, locks the wheels, then lifts out a smallish limp body with a sack over her head. She looks smaller than I remember. A lot less curvy, too. Is she someone who got plucked off the floor tonight? Someone even younger than the girl who isn’t quite old enough to drive?

      I wince. I expected Donzelli to be on the sick side, but seeing that he’s the kind of freak who gets off on girls barely old enough for puberty makes me want to puke.

      He sets the prone form in the middle of his bed, ties the kid up with the rope I found on his nightstand, and peels off her hood. From this angle, in this dim lighting, I can’t make out the face, just a mop of curls. But when Marco starts removing her clothes, there’s something familiar about this figure. It tugs at me, ugly and dark.

      Then the pants come off—and my jaw drops. “You sick fucking asshole.”

      He hasn’t brought a girl to his bed but the little boy I saw in the cage. He’s going to violate a goddamn kindergartener?

      Donzelli jolts the child awake. A struggle ensues. But his captive was already subdued. I can’t watch what comes next.

      Fury permeates every cell in my body. I see red. My blood burns. I want to charge in and save that poor kid, but this is a recording, and I’m too fucking late.

      But I can put Donzelli away and save others, including my pretty Little Red. I just have to move fast.

      My phone dings suddenly, jarring me from the computer screen. It’s Ransom with a one-word message.

      Done.

      So that’s it. Paul Carboni is dead. Good. He deserved it. One less criminal to pollute the world.

      But this whole piece-of-shit business is done, too. Today. I’ll make sure. I have enough evidence to put Donzelli away. If I keep digging, I hope I find enough to destroy everything else.

      I copy the disturbing footage of Donzelli with the boy. A scan through the recordings on the computer tells me this kid isn’t the mobster’s only dirty secret. I duplicate those incriminating videos, too, then leak fifteen damning seconds of footage from last night to one of Donzelli’s counterparts in a rival family. Anonymously, of course. And I make sure the boy’s face is totally obscured. I don’t want him victimized more than he has been, but what I can’t undo now will save some other child this terrible fate later. His rival is macho enough to think that mobsters who touch any male sexually for any reason should be run out, but still humane enough to believe children are off-limits. Donzelli will be prosecuted and likely offed in prison, ordered to death by his own kind, so no one will care enough to come after me. Hell, I might even be a hero for exposing the truth.

      Okay, hero is a strong word, but we all have fantasies, right? Sure, I’d love to avenge his victims, but putting a quick, painless bullet in his brain while he sleeps wouldn’t be satisfying. My plan will see justice served, and he’ll have lots of time to dread his horrible and well-deserved painful ending behind bars.

      That thought consoles me as I dash off videos to my contacts in DC, who will undoubtedly find them mighty interesting. Then, bonus! I stumble across a document on Paulie’s hard drive with Donzelli’s passwords. Paulie collected them, apparently, along with the combination of a wall safe in the big boss’s office.

      I glance at the clock. The feds will storm in and shut me down in less than thirty, but I have to see this through. I owe it to that poor little boy, Sammie, and every other victim. I need every shred of evidence I can get my hands on.

      And it’s more than a job, because if I fail, I’m not sure Kristi and I will ever be safe.

      Abandoning Paulie’s command center, I return to Donzelli’s suite, close his office door, and unlock his safe to find drugs and guns, along with blackmail fodder he’s collected on the local cops and the FBI SIC here in Vegas, not to mention Paulie’s sloppy handwritten records of each human trafficking transaction—buyer, victim, and price.

      Halle-fucking-lujah! It’s the bonanza of proof I need to end Donzelli’s empire and provide closure to loved ones left behind. Plus, I’ll never have to be Rafael again. Kristi will never worry about my past coming back to haunt her. It’s a way better outcome than I’d hoped for.

      Now we just have to make it out of here alive.

      I take pictures of everything and send them to both my contacts and my oldest brother. Then I tuck the documents back in place. They’ll get scooped up in the impending raid.

      I glance at my phone. Eighteen minutes before the feds descend.

      After sneaking out of Donzelli’s suite, I dash back to the eighth floor. Two new guards have replaced Ingram and the big guy. When I approach, they both stand and do their best to act tough.

      “You can’t come down this hall,” Vincenzo, an annoying AF protégé of Paulie, tells me.

      I do my big-and-bad impression, too. And I’ve been doing mine a lot longer. “Says who?”

      Vincenzo and his too-young pal each look at the other for answers. “Well, Paulie…”

      Is dead. But no one knows that yet. “Donzelli put me in charge of this operation last night. In fact, I’m the one who moved everything up here from the third-level basement. You want to argue? Take it up with the big boss. Now, you better fucking move. I got business.”

      The two exchange another glance before Vincenzo shrugs. “Whatever.”

      They step aside. I want to open every door and check on each victim. But there’s no time. Thankfully, they’ll soon be free to carry on with their lives, and their tormenters will either be dead or behind bars.

      “Any problems with the merchandise?” God, I hate talking about people like they’re disposable.

      “Nah. I guess the kid in 804 was being a pain in the ass during the night. Donzelli set him straight, I heard. The little puke hasn’t made a peep since we got here.”

      Setting him straight wasn’t what Donzelli had done, but I can’t spare the time to explain now. Vincenzo and his cohort aren’t important enough.

      Instead, I head straight for Kristi. Since Marco is asleep, Paulie is dead, and the turdtastic duo should be out cold in the bar, I don’t have any more obstacles to getting her and Sammie out of the hotel before all hell breaks loose. They’ll probably have to testify at some point, but I want them both safe first.

      At the end of the hall, I unlock her door and duck into the room. But it’s too quiet. Something is wrong.

      My heart thuds. I draw my weapon and creep slowly into the darkened room.

      Someone presses a gun to the back of my head. “Put it down, asshole. You’re going to pay for drugging my scotch.”

      Sal. What the fuck? Why is he awake and here? I don’t know, but if I drop my weapon, Kristi, Sammie, and I are dead. Thankfully, he and his thuggy sidekick have proven they’re stupid. I just have to think past my panic and outwit them.

      Rudy pops into my line of vision with a meaty fist in Kristi’s fiery hair—and a gun to her temple. My blood freezes. And it gets really fucking hard to think. My life, especially my regrets, flashes through my head. My future flushes down the hypothetical john.

      “Now!” Sal growls. “Or Rudy pumps a bullet into her brain.”

      Red looks terrified. She’s shaking. Her shirt is torn.

      I lose my fucking mind. “What did you do to her?”

      “Just a little of what you did last night.” Rudy taunts me by sliding his grubby hand over Kristi’s breast.

      He’s testing me. He wants to see if him touching her bothers me. All he’s done is reaffirm that he needs to die first.

      Cowering in the corner, Sammie whimpers. Kristi glances the girl’s way like a worried mommy hen. Fuck, she needs to focus on getting out of this alive…especially in case I don’t.

      “Drop your fucking gun!” Sal demands again.

      Nope. This is a go-big-or-go-six-feet-under moment.

      “You motherfuckers messed with the wrong wise guy. Donzelli is on his way out, and Paulie is dead. Guess what that means, boys? Right now, I’m the boss. So you better fucking obey or I’ll leave you bleeding on this carpet. Let her go.”

      “What are you talking about?” Rudy growls.

      His hand on Kristi’s tits, along with the ticking clock, make me lose my patience.

      I elbow Sal in the face, knocking away his shooting hand and sending his weapon slamming into the wall as I whirl around and wrap his neck in the crook of my arm. Then I yank him in front of me to serve as my human shield while I plug two shots into Rudy’s forehead.

      Kristi screams as Rudy’s blood splatters and his brains hit the window behind her before he falls dead.

      “You motherfucker!” Sal struggles against my hold.

      “Shut up.” I press my gun into the small of his back.

      Instantly, he stills.

      “You okay?” I ask Kristi.

      She gives me a shaky nod as she gets Sammie to her feet. The girl hugs her tight.

      Everything is going to be all right now.

      Well, until someone opens the hotel room’s door behind me, shoving me forward and sending me stumbling.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Vincenzo demands.

      Sal uses the commotion to break free from my hold and scramble for his gun. He’s still groping when Vincenzo crowds in and cocks his weapon. I’m sure he’s pointing it at my back.

      This asshole knew Sal and Rudy were in the room—and said nothing. He let me traipse in, probably hoping I’d bite it.

      Fuck that. I am not letting this dick-for-brains be the end of me, Kristi, or this op.

      “The day I call you boss, asswipe, is the day I die,” Sal snarls, gun in hand again. “Drop it.”

      Thanks to Paulie’s understudy, if I don’t think fast, my chances of living beyond the next thirty seconds are slim. Kristi and Sammie won’t last much longer after that. We’ve got one shot…

      I meet my girl’s terrified gaze. “Remember, don’t be afraid, Red.”

      She gives me a shaky nod. Does she recall me uttering those words a few hours ago? Does she understand that she’ll have to use my Glock to help us out of this mess?

      “Shut up!” Sal demands. “Drop your gun or your girlfriend dies.”

      Suddenly, Kristi heaves one of the bed pillows at Sal’s head. What the hell is she doing?

      The unexpected projectile rattles him. He sputters and shoots it, sending feathers spewing everywhere.

      And once they clear the air, she’s pointing the Glock I left right at him. Then she does one better and pulls the trigger.

      God, I love this woman.

      The night I met Kristi, I loved that she was my opposite. Soft, sweet, kind, considerate. She didn’t have a mean or sarcastic bone in her body. Besides having great tits, she had a big, open heart under them. She’s got a gentle sense of humor and a thoughtful way of looking at the world that makes me look differently at everything, even myself. What I didn’t know about her? When life gets rough, she womans up—and she does it right.

      There’s a gaping hole in Sal’s middle. It hasn’t killed him outright…but if I leave him here, either the feds will find him or he’ll bleed out. I take his weapon from his hands, deciding I’m good either way.

      “Son of a…” As Sal clutches his middle and falls to the carpet, Vincenzo seems totally shocked—and distracted.

      I take advantage of the moment to whap the punk in the cheek with the butt of my gun. He grunts. I catch a fistful of his greasy hair with my free hand and pound him face-first into the nearby door with a thud.

      Vincenzo crumples to a heap.

      Smiling, I turn back to Sal and gesture to his gaping wound. “That must hurt like a bitch. It sucks to be you.” I shrug, then I divest all three mobsters of their cell phones and dump them in the toilet. “Come on, ladies. Let’s go.”

      “What the fuck?” Sal chokes out. “You can’t just leave me.”

      “I can. See, the feds are about to raid this place. I’m getting the fuck out and taking these two, along with the little boy Donzelli molested last night, with me.”

      Kristi pales, and Sammie gasps in horror.

      “That’s bullshit!” Sal chokes.

      “I wish it was. But video of it is making the rounds. No one is going to lift a finger to work for Marco Donzelli then. Not that it will matter because his ass will be in prison. Yours, too—if you survive. Bye. Happy fuck off.”

      I motion to the girls to follow. They do, staying behind me.

      When I bust out of the room, Vincenzo’s pal is waiting with a frown. “What’s going on? There were gunshots.”

      I point my weapon in his face. “There will be more if you give me shit.”

      He swallows. “No, sir.”

      “Good. Come here.”

      The guy hesitates. Does he understand that since I emerged from the room unscathed, I’m the badass here?

      “I won’t shoot you if you fucking listen,” I say.

      Nervously, he nods and sidles closer. Yeah, he’s a lot less brave without backup.

      “Empty your pockets. Put all your weapons here.” I point to an old decorative table.

      Vincenzo’s pal reaches into his cheap suit and pulls out a couple of semi-automatics and a tricked-out knife, then sets them down.

      A glance verifies Kristi is still holding my Glock. “Cover me?”

      She nods, and I search the wise guy. He looks so young. Is he even old enough to legally order a beer? I don’t think so, but at least he’s honest. His pockets are empty.

      “Do something better with your life. This shit just leads to the big house, kid.” Then I push him into 810 with the others.

      As he’s sputtering, I ensure the door is locked from the outside, then swivel back to Kristi. “The feds will be here in”—I glance at my phone—“eight minutes. One more stop.”

      I let myself into 804. The girls follow. The room is dark. The little boy is asleep in the middle of the still-made bed. And he’s naked.

      My chest clutches.

      “Is he okay?” Kristi asks, her voice trembling.

      I lift the child and hold him against my body. He’s still warm, still breathing. That’s something. The fact he doesn’t even move tells me he’s probably been drugged again.

      Hang in there, little guy.

      “Hopefully, he will be.” Since there’s no sign of his clothes, I need help. “Get the sheet off the bed, will you?”

      She does.

      Sammie rushes to help. “Oh, I saw that poor kid in the basement. I heard the short guy say he was a drug addict’s kid. Did that mafia guy really…?”

      “Yeah, but we’re going to get him to safety.” Thankfully, Kristi and Sammie hand me the sheet, and I wrap it around his body, holding him protectively. “Let’s go.”

      There’s no one waiting in the hall. And except for the mechanical whirl, the elevator ride straight to the lobby level—thanks to Donzelli’s private code—is jarringly quiet.

      “Thank you,” Kristi mutters. “I didn’t think we were getting out of there alive.”

      There were a few moments I was worried about that, too. But they’re behind us, and the future is what’s important now. “I was always getting out with you, Little Red.”

      The elevator doors open, and we exit at the back of the high rollers’ area, where I snagged Kristi last night. It’s empty now, and the two thugs guarding the entrance haven’t gotten the memo yet that I’m the enemy. In fact, they don’t say a word.

      “This way.” I lead everyone to a side utility entrance of the hotel.

      My contact is waiting.

      My buddy Ryan’s brother, Micah, along with a small army of feds from around the region, are waiting when we walk out the door and into the golden sunrise.

      “Jesus, you cut it close,” my thirty-something friend with the buzz cut grouses. “We’re three minutes from busting in the door.”

      “Sorry. It wasn’t easy. Get Donzelli first.” I rattle off his suite number. “He’s asleep. I secured him in his room.”

      “Oh, you bet your ass I’m grabbing that motherfucker before anything else. Especially after that footage you sent.”

      “This is the boy from the video. He needs medical now.”

      “I’m glad you got him out.” Micah motions to an EMT standing by. Quickly, they confer, and the woman takes the boy away with concern all over her face. “And that motherfucker Donzelli is going down—hard. You did good.”

      I’m going to get a huge payday for this, but that isn’t the only reason I did it. “You and Ryan have been like brothers. When you called, I was happy to help. Be advised I shot Rudy Pomelli before he could fire on another victim. This is Kristi Knolls.”

      Micah rears back in surprise. “The girl Ryan has been watching for you?”

      “You’ve had someone watching me?” She sounds somewhere between shocked and pissed.

      “Red, I knew this was about to go down and that it would be ugly. I wanted you safe. That’s really important since we’re having a baby, and you owe me fifty years.” Before she can think of some sassy comeback, I turn back to Micah. “Sal Barone has a GSW to the abdomen. He might live. If you want him to, get him medical quick.”

      Micah’s face hardens. “I’m not in a huge hurry to help someone selling people. Anything else?”

      I tell him about Vincenzo and a few others, then shrug. “That’s it. We’re leaving.”

      “Ridge… You know we’ll need to question these two.”

      “Cut me some slack, huh? You can grill them after I get them checked out at the ER and Sammie is reunited with her mother.” And after I’ve had some quality time with the woman I’m going to spend the rest of my life with.

      His sigh tells me he isn’t thrilled, but Micah relents. “Fine. Call me when you’re ready.”

      “You got it.”

      “We’re heading in.” He sends me off with a nod that feels more like a salute.

      As he and the other agents storm the hotel, I slip my arm around Kristi, then hand Sammie my phone. “Call your mom.”

      She looks at me with big, grateful eyes swimming in tears. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. And when we need a babysitter, you’ll be the first one we contact.” I wink.

      “Sure.” But she’s not listening. She punches in a number with shaking fingers. “Mommy. It’s me. I’m okay!”

      The girl starts crying, and Kristi sheds tears of her own. “You were amazing. You saved Sammie, me, and that poor little boy… When I saw you in action, I knew you were good at your job, but you’re going to be a great father, too.”

      Since I had a fantastic role model and three awesome older brothers, yeah. “I think I’ll do okay, Little Red. Now that I’m about to be a family man, I won’t take on any more undercover jobs.”

      That makes her cry even harder, but she hugs me tight, so I’m calling it a win. “Really?”

      I dry her tears and drop a kiss on her lips. “Yeah. This was my last one.”

      When I look up, Micah and a group of agents are leading Donzelli to an armored van in cuffs. He’s definitely going down. Prison won’t be kind to a pedophile like him.

      It couldn’t happen to a nicer guy.

      I smile. “Ready to head out, Red?”

      Kristi flashes me a smile full of watery joy, accompanied by a sniffle. “Absolutely. We’ve got a future to begin.”

      After easing Sammie, who’s still tearfully clutching the phone, into my car, I take Kristi in my arms. “We do. I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      “Good. How soon can we get married?”

      She laughs. “Impatient?”

      Does she really have to ask? “Hell yeah.”

      “I don’t have a job here.”

      “Pfft. I’m not worried. You’ll find one.”

      “That’s true.” Kristi sends me a chastening stare. “But I don’t have a ring.”

      Is that her issue? “Yes, you do. It’s at my place.”

      “You already bought it?”

      “After I met you, I was really, really sure you were the one. I was going to finish this assignment and come after you until I wore you down and you said yes.”

      “If you were anyone else, I’d think you were kidding.”

      Thank god she knows better. “I’m not.”

      Her smile widens. “How about next weekend?”

      I scowl. Seven whole days? “How about tonight?”

      She shakes her head. “Only you’re crazy enough to suggest that.”

      “Are you crazy enough to accept?”

      Kristi laughs, and I can’t wait to hear that sound every day. “Actually, I am.”

      “Good.” I kiss her softly. “We should get started right away because fifty years probably won’t be enough.”
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      “Having fun, babygirl?” my husband asks, wrapping his arm possessively around my waist as we stand backstage at the packed concert venue, watching Sophie Larsen, one of the biggest pop stars on the planet, sing her heart out for her screaming fans.

      It’s a dream come true since I’m a fan myself…but I’m keenly aware of Ransom’s burning fingers pressing into my hip, holding me excruciatingly close—his silent communication that he aches to strip me down and sex me up. Despite really enjoying the show…I’m tempted.

      Marrying Ransom Garrison three months ago was the most impulsive—and best—thing I ever did. We don’t care about the sideways, sometimes snide glances we get because of our age-gap. We’re beyond happy together.

      Being related to the super-talented pop princess by marriage is a bonus. But Sophie is also an awesome person, friend, and sister-in-law. In fact, my husband’s whole family is amazing.

      Life is almost perfect.

      “Tons!” I shout in his ear to be heard over the music. “She’s so talented.”

      “She really is.” Ransom turns to his grown son. “How’s this for a send-off, Ethan?”

      My stepson—it’s weird to say that since we’re the same age—has been supportive of Ransom and me since day one. I’ll miss him once he leaves tomorrow. But it’s time. He’s a man. He’s ready to begin his own life.

      “Pretty fucking awesome.” He flashes his father a grin—but he’s eyeing a blonde a year or two older, standing with a group beside Sophie’s husband, Rand. “Thanks for including me.”

      “Always.” I smile at him. “We’re family. Don’t forget that when you go to San Diego and become the awesomest marine ever.”

      Ethan grins at me. “You got it. I’ll see you two later. I’m going to go and…be friendly.”

      When he bobs his head in the blonde’s direction and winks, I laugh, waving as he goes. My husband grips my hip tighter.

      I turn to him. “Behave.”

      He kisses me like a man who loves his woman, and I melt. “Why? You like me bad.”

      Oh, I do.

      “Hey, you two. No taking away from Sophie’s audience by putting on a show of your own,” Ridge, my husband’s youngest brother, teases as he wanders over, clutching his wife’s hand.

      Those two are never far apart. They’re so obviously in love, like me and Ransom.

      Ridge and Kristi got married on the same day, in the same venue, in front of roughly the same guests as Ransom and me. That probably seemed odd to some of our attendees, but it was perfectly logical to us since we had the whole family gathered in Vegas. Ridge and Kristi went first because they’ve got a baby on the way. Sophie was kind enough to sing for both ceremonies.

      “Shut the fuck up,” my husband grouses. “You two got checked in well before the show. Some of us were on a delayed flight and only got into our rooms soon enough to shower and hear you ‘resting up’.”

      Kristi blushes and hides her face in her hands. “Oh, my god. I want to die.”

      “It’s okay, Little Red. That’s not the first time Ransom heard us getting busy. He was next door to us the night Sophie and Rand got married.”

      “I’m pretty sure I heard you two making junior there.” My husband points to Kristi’s swelling belly.

      Kristi closes her eyes and shakes her head. “Never mind. I need to die. Now.”

      “Ignore them,” I tell her softly. “They’re too busy slapping each other on the back to dwell on your embarrassment.”

      “You’re right.” Kristi nods. “Thank you.”

      Ransom’s fingers dig a little deeper into my hip, the tips all but burning my skin through denim. “We’ll be sure to return the favor later. I hope you weren’t counting on sleeping.”

      I tsk at my husband, but don’t say more because it’s likely to be a long, steamy night. Ransom might be thirty-four…but he doesn’t behave his age in bed. He’s on me constantly, and I love it.

      Kristi pats her baby belly, watching Sophie in between songs, both glowing and vibrant on stage. “How does she have the energy for this? If I hadn’t napped this afternoon, I’d already be face-first in my pillow.”

      Vanessa, my other sister-in-law, strolls up with careful nonchalance, blond hair mussed and cheeks rosy. Rush looks like a very satisfied husband, complete with a relaxed saunter and a big smile.

      That explains where they’ve been…

      His super-sweet wife rights her dress, smoothing it over her abdomen where she’s just starting to thicken around the middle.

      A pang of envy tugs at me. All of my sisters-in-law are expecting. Sophie’s pregnancy is the most high profile and the farthest along. It’s also the reason for her concert tonight. This is her farewell-for-now show. It sold out within minutes in all eight cities. Then she’ll head home to nest with Rand—and think about whether she wants to continue a career in the public spotlight after the baby. Her husband takes a lot of good-natured ribbing as a small-town police chief for his high-profile wife, but like all of my husband’s brothers, he’s completely smitten.

      Ridge raises a brow at them. “Did you have trouble finding the bathroom, Vanessa?”

      She turns rosier. “A little.”

      “Rush ‘helped’ you, huh?”

      Vanessa fidgets even more. “A little.”

      “For the last twenty minutes?”

      Finally, her embarrassment gives way to laughter, and she whirls on her husband. “I told you they would notice.”

      Rush gives her a devilish smile. “Oops.”

      As Sophie begins the last song of the show, Rand heads over, shepherding a teenage boy and his guy friends in our direction. The blonde he came with is deep in a flirty conversation with Ethan.

      “I didn’t get to introduce y’all earlier,” Rand says to his brothers and the wives. “This is Dustin. He helped Sophie and me escape the parade after shots were fired. We promised him an up-close-and-personal payback for his help.”

      “Thank you for everything.” Ransom automatically extends his hand.

      Without Dustin’s assistance, Sophie and Rand may not have made it out of the crowds and chaos alive that fateful Fourth of July. Thankfully, they got to safety, and the police caught the shooter Sophie’s former manager hired to kill her a few days later. The evidence the investigators dug up among Dorinda’s effects helped to convict him.

      Dustin shakes with my husband, looking at me a little longer than Ransom will like. Sure enough, the minute he pulls his hand free, he slides his arm back around my waist, fingers pressing urgently into my hip. The gentle bite of his grip is likely to leave a faint bruise.

      I suck in a breath. My husband knows I love his marks on my body, so he leaves them every chance he gets.

      There’s an important, nine-month mark he’d love to leave on you…

      So far, I’ve put Ransom off. I’m only eighteen. We just got married. We have plenty of time for kids, right?

      But he wants more children. You want them, too. Age is just a number.

      Ransom introduces me as his wife. I know the expression on Dustin’s face. He wants to know why I married someone so much older. But Dustin doesn’t understand. Most people don’t—and that’s all right. We do. That’s all that matters.

      Rand makes the rest of the introductions. The blonde with Dustin is apparently his sister, who’s a huge fan of Sophie’s…but she must like something about Ethan because she hasn’t taken her eyes off of him since he sauntered in her direction.

      After some chatter, Dustin, his pals, his sister, and Ethan listen to the end of Sophie’s final number, then head out in the limo she hired for their fun.

      “Wish you were going with them?” my husband asks.

      I know they’re all my age, and they’re going to have a blast, but… “No. I’m right where I want to be. How soon before we can go upstairs so I can show you?”

      “You’re playing with fire, babygirl.”

      I merely smile as Sophie exits the stage with one last bow and heads straight into Rand’s waiting arms. Rush and Vanessa both hug her next and commend her on a great set. Ransom and I join in, along with Ridge and Kristi.

      It’s one of those shimmering moments of happiness that makes me know I’m exactly where I should be.

      “Twitter is already saying how amazing you were,” Kristi tells Sophie. “People are losing their minds. I’m retweeting some of this stuff. It’s gold!”

      “Thank you.” Soph flashes her a bright smile, arm still curled around her husband’s. “If you’re serious about changing jobs and becoming my assistant, you’re hired.”

      “Tania really isn’t coming back?”

      Sophie shakes her head. “She loves being a new mom. In fact, she loves it so much, she’s pregnant again. So…she’s decided to stay home with the kids. And I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have on my team more than my best friend.”

      “Yes!” Kristi says so loudly the backstage crew turns to stare. “Seriously yes.”

      The pop princess looks stunned. “I wish. But you’d have to move here…”

      Ransom looks at Ridge, who stares back. They both nod. Now is the time.

      “Funny you should mention that…” my husband says. “Ridge and I have been talking. Now that Ethan is out of school and leaving for training, there’s nothing holding us in Vegas. In fact, we’d both like distance between us and the remnants of the Donzelli clan, even though Sal is going down for life and Donzelli himself for much longer. The rest of the organization has scattered to the dark corners like the roaches they are. But we’d rather not tempt fate, and it was never really home for either of us.”

      Ridge nods. “So we’re relocating and setting up shop here.”

      Rand looks stunned for a moment, then his grin widens. “That’s the best fucking news I’ve heard in…well, since Soph told me she was pregnant. I’ll have two of my brothers nearby. Mom will be thrilled, and the kids can grow up together.”

      Sophie takes Ridge’s hand. “Thank you for not separating me from my bestie.”

      He sends her a rare expression of softness. “She didn’t want to leave you, either. How could I say no?”

      This party just keeps getting better.

      Ransom and I have talked about this move a few times. I have nothing but bad memories of Vegas. My flighty aunt declined my wedding invitation, so Ransom’s family is all the family I have. They’re so kind and accepting. The chance to live closer to them simply made sense. Besides, I have my eye on attending vet school at Texas A&M someday.

      “Can we, um…add to the happiness?” Rush cuts in. “Vanessa and I are moving here, too. We talked about it last night.”

      I squeal with delight. I love all my sisters-in-law, but Sophie and Kristi have a bond that spans decades, and I have so much in common with Vanessa. “Really?”

      Vanessa nods excitedly, her pale curls sliding over her slender shoulders with a bounce. “My dad decided to retire from the Agency and move to Key West. Apparently, he met a woman. So—”

      “I’m leaving the Agency, too,” Rush puts in, then slants a glance my husband’s way. “It was time for Douglas to retire, and I can’t stand the douchebag I’d be working for if I stayed. Plus, y’all are going to be here now. Got an open position for me?”

      Ransom and Ridge exchange a glance, along with an instant, non-verbal conversation. “Absolutely. Welcome to the team!”

      “Thanks.” Rand grins.

      They shake and seal the deal. I stare, stupefied. Within weeks, we’ll all be living in the same state. And if I know these brothers, they’ll choose living on the same block if they can manage it. My in-laws will be thrilled. And best of all, we’ll really, truly be a family. Our kids will grow up with cousins and good times and belonging, in a way I didn’t.

      No, their kids. You’re waiting to have yours, remember?

      Nibbling my lip thoughtfully, I follow everyone to the private room Sophie has set up for our family dinner at a nearby hotel. Through the food, laughter, and conversation, thoughts keep niggling through my head. Oh, I enjoy myself. Any time the eight of us get together, we have a blast. I feel truly included. But in the background, my whirling thoughts won’t stop.

      When the meal is over, Sophie and Kristi both rub their bellies, pleading exhaustion. But I see the expressions they’re giving their husbands. They might be going to bed…but I don’t think it’s to sleep quite yet. Vanessa says she’s ready to “turn in,” too. Their husbands all look thrilled. After hugs and handshakes, everyone heads to their own rooms.

      Ransom lets me into ours with a frown. “What’s the matter? You got quiet on me. You rethinking the move? We don’t have to relocate if you’re not sure. I can work remotely from Ridge and Rush.”

      “No,” I assure him. “I’m down for the move. I’m really excited, in fact. It’s just… We’ll be the only ones without kids.”

      “Is that what you’re worried about?” My husband brings me closer, enfolding me in his arms and cradling my face in his hands. “Don’t. There’s no rush. It will wait a few years. I know you have ambitions, and I would never want to take those from you.”

      It’s one reason I love Ransom. Okay, he’s handsome as hell and dazzlingly talented in bed, but he listens. And he cares what I think. Hell, he lives to make me happy.

      Tears well in my eyes. “I needed to hear that.”

      “Of course. Babygirl, your happiness is everything to me.”

      “And yours is everything to me,” I murmur, melting in his protective arms.

      For long minutes, we don’t say anything. He strokes my back with a big, comforting hand. “We’ll do it when you’re ready. If you’re ready. I’ve already been a dad, so…”

      But not the way he wanted to be. He wants to convince me that he’s not missing out by waiting, but sixteen was too young for Ransom to become a father. And Lydia wasn’t any sort of partner in parenting. In fact, he barely saw Ethan for the first five years. His ex used the boy as a crowbar and a bargaining chip. He turned out all right, thank god. But I know deep in Ransom’s heart that, more than anything, he wants to be an involved dad this time, from conception through graduation and beyond.

      I’m the one stopping him from having that.

      Well, I have been.

      “Take off your clothes,” I tell him as I back out of his embrace and drop every stitch I’m wearing.

      It takes him a second to stop gawking and comply. “My pleasure.”

      By the time, he’s stripped, I’m digging through his overnight bag for the box of condoms I know he brought. We found out the hard way that my body can’t tolerate the pill, so we’ve been gloving up each and every time since.

      “I’ll get those. Definitely going to need a few tonight.” He comes toward me, all stiff cock, broad shoulders, and black eyes burning with desire. “At least.”

      Finally, I find them and pull the box free. “No, you won’t.” Then I make my way to the trash can and let them drop with a clang. “How would you feel about getting me pregnant?”

      Ransom stops breathing. “Now?”

      I do a little mental math. “I’m probably fertile.”

      He swallows. “Are you sure this is what you want?”

      Did I misread him? “I mean, if you want to. I thought—”

      “Oh, I do. I asked if you’re sure. Because there’s nothing I’d like more. But what about vet school?”

      “I’ll still go. Maybe a little slower than I might have if we didn’t have babies. But you, our family, and love… Nothing is more important. I’ll never feel complete without them.”

      A soft smile breaks across his face as he saunters closer and lifts me into his arms, carrying me to our bed. “Well, then. Let’s get you pregnant, babygirl. You’re going to be a great mom.”

      I cup his face as he settles on top of me, slides inside me—blessedly bare—and seats himself deep. “You’re going to be the best dad ever.”

      “Yeah?” He works slowly into my body, and I start to melt. “How about, right now, I focus on being the best husband ever.”

      “You already are,” I gasp out as our breathing syncs up.

      “Hmm. The best lover ever?”

      Since I’m already halfway to orgasm? “You definitely are.”

      He grips my hips and begins to pick up his pace. “I love you, Havana Garrison.”

      “I love you, too. Forever.”

      We pass the night together, trying to make our dreams of a family come true.

      A month later, as we’re spending the first night in our new Texas house, Ransom and I finish unpacking the boxes with daily essentials, then he takes my hand and leads me into the bathroom. There’s a bag on the counter.

      “While I grabbed fast food, I picked this up, too.”

      Without looking, I know it’s a pregnancy test. “Do you think?”

      “You missed your period.” He grins.

      “I did. And my breasts…”

      “Swollen and tender.” His grin widens.

      I bite my lip, almost afraid to get my hopes up, despite the fact that all month we’ve been totally gloveless and incredibly active. Then I tear into the box. Three minutes later, I’m staring at a plus symbol.

      Eyes tearing, I drop the stick and throw my arms around my husband. “We did it, Ransom! I’m so excited!”

      “Oh, babygirl. I couldn’t be more thrilled. Life is absolutely perfect. Thank you.”

      The tears fall. “No, you’ve made my life perfect. I love you so much.”

      “I love you, too. Let’s celebrate.”

      “Call the family?” We should.

      “Um, later. First…” Silently, Ransom strips me bare, covers me with kisses, washes me clean in the shower, then worships me in our bed until I’m dirty again.

      Life didn’t turn out the way I expected. It’s even better, and we have thousands of bright tomorrows to anticipate together, one perfect shimmering day at a time. I can’t wait.
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      The girl lingers in the doorway, scanning my bedroom as if she’s never seen anything so opulent in her life. The moment she breezed inside, the fresh air blew in with her.

      I sit up and peer closer.

      She’s painfully young and even more painfully earnest. But that’s where everything I expected ends.

      She’s tamed her dark hair into professional curls that twist past her shoulders, framing a surprisingly girlish face. Her flawless pale skin possesses a hint of brown that has nothing to do with the sun. Her sculpted brows arch elegantly above intelligent, black-lined eyes the color of a tropical sea. But her full red lips shout fuck me without uttering a word. She’s dressed in a severe businesslike dress that clings to her small frame and mouthwatering breasts. The baggy, threadbare sweater she’s wearing over it tries to conceal her small waist and lush hips…and fails miserably. Her purse and shoes should have been in the waste bin long ago. She’s in desperate need of a manicure, and her jewelry is a disgrace.

      But when I look at Savannah Blythe, my cock instantly thickens and rises for her.

      I ignore it because, from a glance, I know her story. She’s an underprivileged—and I suspect mixed-race—kid who scraped through her poor childhood. She was forced to grow up too fast because her family needed her help to make ends meet. She exceled at school because it was something she could control, recognized it was her ticket out of poverty, and she refused to worry her loved ones about her future. She wears a façade of toughness because she learned to navigate mean streets growing up, and she has good instincts about people, but she lacks real experience. She’ll say or do anything to get ahead—until I hit whatever her ethics hot button is. By the hint of good-girl clinging to her, I know she has one, just like I can tell I make her nervous.

      “Ms. Blythe.” I nod.

      I’ve already read her résumé, of course. She excels at everything she touches. The letters of reference from professors and an old boss at a hole-in-the-wall restaurant back in Indiana all call her clever, hardworking, and tireless. Blah, blah, blah. They’re the same adjectives I’ve heard to describe someone who’s a cut above average for decades. I selected her CV from the stack of others because I heard two attributes I value far more than the usual platitudes.

      Moldable and loyal.

      Perfect…if that’s true.

      “Are you going to stand there or talk to me about the cat?”

      She squares her shoulders, trying to look tall and proud, then tiptoes into the room. If she passes muster today, I’ll correct the mixed messages of her body language. For now, I let it slide. She sets her purse on the sofa at the end of my bed.

      “Take off the terrible sweater, too.”

      Savannah swallows…what? Her anger? Her pride? Then she sheds the gray woolen blob. That’s a point for her. She might actually know which battles are worth fighting and which aren’t.

      Finally, she approaches, hands clasped in front of her.

      I want to eat her whole. But I can’t. First, I don’t need the hassle. She’s a woman who would require entanglements. And second, maybe I’m having a rare twinge of conscience, but I could utterly destroy her. Under that hard-knock-life veneer lies Pollyanna. I won’t be the man who shatters her illusions. Let some other asshole take the blame for that.

      “Of course, Mr. Force. Let me first say it’s an honor to meet you.” She sticks out her hand.

      I take it. Her fingers are slender, her bones delicate, her skin soft, but her palms have calluses. She’s known hard work. Good. That will serve her well if she stays.

      I do my best to ignore the zip up my spine. My touch lingers longer than it should. My cock, the greedy bastard, throbs for more.

      “The cat?” I prompt impatiently.

      She’ll learn quickly I don’t waste time.

      “Of course. How can I help you?”

      “He’s overdue for his heartworm medicine. Give it to him.”

      A little frown settles between her brows. “How overdue?”

      How long ago did Miranda leave? “Six months, maybe more. Does it matter?”

      “It does. Have you tried and failed to give it to him or simply not tried at all?”

      I’m surprised—not unpleasantly—by how direct her question is. “I don’t fail at things, Ms. Blythe.”

      A polite curl of her lips tells me she’s annoyed and she thinks I’m an ass. Most people wouldn’t be able to decipher her expression, but I haven’t made a few billion dollars without learning to read a room. “Of course not. What I’m asking is if the cat has rejected it completely or whether you’ve simply been too busy to administer the medication.”

      Her recovery is decent. She’s quick on her feet.

      I smile back. “Some of both, actually. I did attempt several times. He refused it outright. It slipped my mind after that until a recent vet visit.”

      “Did the vet say there’s a problem? I mean, other than the cat needing his monthly pill?”

      “You’d have to ask my housekeeper, Wendy.”

      “And I take it she’s not here?”

      “No.” And even if she was, I’m not in the mood to share an instant of this delicious girl’s time or attention with anyone yet.

      “Have you noticed a change in his appearance or demeanor?”

      “I couldn’t tell you.”

      Her too-polite smile says she suspects I’m giving her the runaround. Her instincts are good.

      “You must have noticed something. He is your cat.”

      “He isn’t.”

      She cocks her head at me. Clearly, she thinks I’m arguing for the sake of arguing. This is one time she’d be wrong.

      “Obviously, the reputation of cats is that they don’t allow humans to own them, merely care for their whims, but surely you spend time with him—”

      “No, because he’s not my cat.”

      She frowns, seemingly perplexed. “He doesn’t live here? If not, why are you—”

      “He does.”

      “Mr. Force, did you or did you not adopt him?”

      “I didn’t. Someone left him here.”

      “Who?”

      I’ve been leading her down this conversational path, mostly for my amusement because she’s tenacious and more than slightly clever, but my next question will tell me whether she’s even remotely prepared to play in my league.

      Probably not, and I’m likely doomed to disappointment, but I’m savoring this last moment of anticipation. “I can’t answer that question unless you sign a nondisclosure form.”

      She’s surprised, but to her credit, she wipes her expression clean a heartbeat later and quickly chooses a different tactic. “Your demand is unreasonable for such a simple question. You know what I think?”

      “I’d love to hear.”

      “You don’t really want help with the cat. If you did, you wouldn’t have played such ridiculous games of semantics or demanded I sign an NDA. As such, I’d like to move on and talk about your open executive assistant position. I’ve brought an extra copy of my résumé and I’m happily prepared to discuss any questions you may have about my education or—”

      “You’re wrong.”

      Savannah raises a dark brow. “In what way?”

      “I really do want help with the cat. I simply can’t answer your question without legal protection.”

      “Won’t, not can’t.”

      I shrug. “Sign the form, and I’ll tell you everything.”

      “You’ve said nothing that even remotely compels me to sign a legal document meant to muzzle me, especially since I’m sure you’ve had the city’s finest lawyers draft it to your very great advantage.”

      “Actually, the country’s best lawyers. Boston’s best were merely passable.”

      Her smile turns tight. “Of course. What’s your cat’s name?”

      “Hades.”

      “As in the ruler of the underworld?”

      “You know your Greek mythology?”

      Now she looks insulted. “I know a great many things, Mr. Force, including how to feed Hades his medicine. Do I need to sign a nondisclosure form for you to tell me whether I can find his cat food in the kitchen?”

      I try not to smile, but she’s proving to be more interesting than at first glance. “What if I said yes?”

      “I’d tell you I’ll figure it out myself. Shall I see to it?”

      “By all means.” I gesture her to the door. “If you can find the little black bastard of a puffball, you’re welcome to tangle with him. Something of note, Ms. Blythe, if I may?”

      “I’m listening.”

      “He still has all his claws.”

      “So do I. If I manage this in the next fifteen minutes, you’ll give me a fair interview?”

      I admire her for negotiating so forthrightly on her behalf. “Absolutely. I’m starting your timer…now.”
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        He wants her…and he doesn’t care that she’s the enemy.

      

      

      

      Chase “Zyron” Garrett left a bloody stint with Uncle Sam for the personal security business. His employment agreement forbids hookups with co-workers, which isn’t a problem—until Tessa Lawrence, the office secretary and single mom, is harassed by her vengeful ex-boyfriend. Zy is assigned to protect her, but the moment he meets the gorgeous blonde, those contractual restrictions tighten around him like a noose.

      

      Tessa Lawrence is alone in the world…except for her newborn baby, and she’s determined to survive without anyone’s help. Then Zy walks through her door. Fiercely protective yet tender, he’s everything she wants in a man, lover, and father for her daughter. But he’s totally off-limits. If she falls for him, she’ll be fired.

      

      When a teammate is captured and the enemy predicts their every move, it’s clear they’ve got a mole. The bosses task Zy with discovering their traitor, and all clues point to the woman he’s losing his heart to. With danger lurking, he’s caught in a tangle of unquenched need and searing betrayal. Will their love be the greatest casualty of all?
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      January 26

      

      Chase Garrett, known to most as Zyron, stepped off his bike and locked up his helmet. His hands fucking shook. On the long walk up the shadowy path to the familiar front door, he let out a slow breath. Calm wasn’t happening.

      He’d waited forever for the right to touch Tessa Lawrence. He’d been her friend, her co-worker, and her protector. But most of all, he wanted to be her lover.

      Today, everything had changed. So tonight, that might finally happen.

      Night enveloped him, chilly, still, and clear. Stars winked in a vast midnight sky. The world seemed to have stopped, as if it held its breath in anticipation. Or maybe that was just him, working to keep his lungs functioning and his head screwed on straight. Thoughts of Tessa made him hungry and desperate. Always had. He’d never craved a woman the way he did her.

      Would she finally say yes?

      At the front door, he knocked and told himself he wasn’t making a mistake. He wanted to do this. Yeah, but he had to do this. His bosses hadn’t left him any choice.

      It took a minute, but the porch light came on. He sensed Tessa on the other side, saw a shadow pass in front of the peephole. Finally, she eased the door open. Her face was bare, her blond hair in a messy bun on top of her head. Her bottom lip was rosy and puffy, as if she’d been chewing on it in worry. She wasn’t wearing anything fancy, just a plain set of long-sleeved cotton pajamas in a muted green with a simple satin trim, but they hugged every curve of that body he’d craved for ten seemingly endless months. They also told him she wore nothing underneath.

      All his blood rushed south. He started to sweat.

      “Zy.” She sounded surprised, but she looked as if she’d half been expecting him. “What are you doing here? It’s getting late. Are you okay?”

      “Did you really think that, after today, I wouldn’t come?”

      “No.”

      “Is Hallie asleep?” he asked of her infant daughter.

      “She fought some, but I got her down about thirty minutes ago.”

      He enjoyed spending time with the little girl, but she was a distraction they didn’t need tonight. “Good. Can I come in?”

      She hesitated. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

      “Did you get a new contract today?”

      Another hesitation before she nodded. “Joaquin emailed it to me.”

      “Did you sign it?”

      “Zy…” She bit her lip again, this time as if she tried to stop herself from answering.

      He wasn’t letting this go. He’d waited for her. He’d wanted her. And he intended to take her. “Did you?”

      She sighed. “Yes.”

      “So did I, first thing this morning. The restrictions keeping us apart are gone.”

      “They are, but—”

      “There are no more ‘buts’, Tessa.”

      Finally, she nodded. “How did you know?”

      “The bosses told me.”

      “Why?”

      She wasn’t asking why they’d rewritten the employment contracts and rescinded the clause that had prevented them from having any non-work contact of a sexual nature. No doubt the trio of bastards they worked for had fed her some story. They were good at that. Probably why they were successful. No, Tessa wanted to know why they’d told him about her contract.

      Because they want me to get close to you, to fuck you, and find out if you’ve been selling us out. Right now, I hate my goddamn job…but I want you more. “Because when they changed mine, I asked about yours. You know why.”

      “I do.”

      Good. “Can you think of a single reason I can’t come in, strip you down, and make love to you? Tell me right now.”

      Even by the vague lights of the porch, he saw color flush her cheeks. “Did you mean what you said on Christmas Eve?”

      “Every word.”

      Tessa dragged in a shaky breath as she stared at him with big green eyes. Finally, she stepped back, her baby pink toe nails a soft splash of color against the white tile of her foyer. “Then there’s no reason at all. Come in.”
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