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MAXIM

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Four Years Earlier

      

      

      

      I’m standing on the beach in the Hamptons, looking out at the swirling gray sea thousands of miles away from my home. My heart has been ripped out of my chest as the stormy sea crashes against the shore, mimicking my melancholy.

      How can she be dead?

      I only spoke to her this morning. I don’t understand how this all happened. Elena was excited to be getting out of Manhattan for the weekend, away from school and the grueling hours spent training to be a ballerina. She and her childhood best friend, Anna, had been invited to an end-of-summer party in the Hamptons. She had told me how excited she was going to the party put on by a Manhattan influencer she has become friends with, and was giddy with excitement over meeting a heap of celebrities that were going to the event. It worried me her excitement over that life, a world away from our home in Sochi, a town that overlooks the Black Sea.

      Sergei, my co-worker, mentor, and Anna’s father, stands beside me. “I don’t believe it, Maxim.” He shakes his head. “Nothing makes sense. Why would they have gotten into the surf when they don’t know how to swim? I don’t believe my little girl is gone. I won’t accept it. They never found their bodies. Until they do, I have hope.”

      A flash of lightning streaks across the sky. I keep staring at the storm rolling in. Witnesses said they saw the girls go into the water but never saw them come out. I wish I had faith like Sergei does, but the police, coast guard—everyone—has been out combing the sea until it became too treacherous. It’s like they just vanished into thin air.

      What happened, Elena?
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      “Please, please don’t kill me,” Dmitri, the man I’m here to scare, begs. He knows who I am. Everyone in the Bratva knows who I am. They call me The Shadow of Death because there’s no way you’ll be seeing the light again after I’ve finished with you.

      “You fucked up.” I push the end of my gun into his temple. The man is shaking like a leaf. It’s pretty disgusting really, he’s supposed to be some big deal in the Bratva, but he looks like he’s seconds away from pissing himself.

      “I know, I know. But it wasn’t me, it was my cousin. This is all on him,” Dmitri pleads.

      My bosses have informed me of the headaches Dmitri and his cousin Nikolai have caused for the organization. They are not pleased at all with them. Lucky for Nikolai, he’s already dead. Apparently, his ex opened him up like a bad tin of tuna just before Interpol turned up to bust him.

      “Blaming the dead, come on now, Dmitri. That’s low, even for you.” Unfortunately, my job today is not to put a bullet between his eyes like I want to because Dmitri is annoying as fuck. “Now, what the hell should I do with you?” I taunt him.

      “Please, I will give you anything you want. You want girls? I can get them to you—young girls.”

      I pistol-whip his face for that comment. I’m no fucking pedophile.

      “The fact you just offered me underage girls is enough for me to end you.”

      Dmitri gulps and tries to swallow, his eye bleeding from where I hit him.

      “But today is your lucky day. They don’t want you dead, yet,” I say, emphasizing the word yet, and his body relaxes for a moment. “But your time is limited. Because of the stunt your fucking cousin pulled selling the jewels and not telling anyone, they believe you are the only person alive who knows the whereabouts of these jewels.” I sneer, stepping away and standing in front of him.

      He looks up at me, his right eye closing over where I hit him.

      “You have six months to find every single jewel, or I will kill you. So, if I was you, I wouldn’t fuck around, time’s a-ticking,” I say, tapping my watch.

      He stands up shakily. “I need your help then.”

      His statement makes me laugh, and I turn and look at Sergei, who just shrugs, a bemused look on his face.

      “And why the fuck would I help you?”

      “I already know where two of the jewels are.”

      “How is this my problem?”

      “I can’t go anywhere near them—they know my face. You could steal them, or at least one of them. Keep her safe while I find the others.”

      This makes me laugh. Is this fool serious? “And why would I do that?”

      He reaches around to his back pocket and pulls out his phone. He

      swipes it a couple of times and shows it to me. “This, this is them.” He points to two beautiful blonde girls, one with sapphire eyes and the other with jade-green eyes.

      “Cute. And?”

      “This one.” He points to the second blonde. “Grace. She loves being dominated. Kinky as. Great fuck.”

      “Not interested. I don’t need to kidnap some woman for a fuck. That may be how you get women, but it’s not how I get mine.” My lip curls up at him as I look him up and down in disgust.

      “I’ll pay you.”

      Now he’s got my attention. I’ll bite. “Not sure if you can afford me.” I cross my arms over my chest.

      “Name your price.”

      “One million dollars.”

      His face pales. “One ... million ...”

      “My services don’t come cheap. They’re paying me half that just to rough you up. Don’t forget you have to find all the jewels. Do you seriously want to waste your time on those two when you could be finding the others?”

      “If I can get them at least one or two it bides me some time. You can’t kill them.”

      This guy is an amateur. I roll my eyes. I know how precious these jewels are from the chatter over the years, but I’ve never seen one before. They are always under lock and key, only pulled out when favors are needed. The fact that this idiot and his cousin sold them, I understand why they want them back and him dead. I still don’t understand the effort the Bratva is making to find these women. Are their pussies lined with gold or something? Can’t they train more gorgeous women to do their bidding?

      “You’ll have to give me time to get the money to you.”

      I shrug. “It’s not my neck on the line, Dmitri.”

      “I know, I know. I promise I’ll get the money to you.”

      “Good. Now that that’s all sorted. I need to finish this job.”

      Dmitri’s eyes widen, and I let out an evil chuckle. Did this fucker

      think he was just going to get a little pistol-whipped after the stunt he pulled?

      Fuck, no.

      Sergei and I descend on him as his screams fill the abandoned warehouse.
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      “I’m so happy for you all.” I give my sister and her two fiancés a hug. We are celebrating their engagement before Mum and Dad must head home to Kiribati to finish off Dad’s time as ambassador. It’s been nice having them and my entire family here since this nightmare happened. I’ve needed them. Whereas Zoe, she has her gorgeous fiancés to help her through the nightmares. To be fair though, she was coping with this nightmare before she was kidnapped a second time. I don’t know if this time is worse or not as Zoe doesn’t speak of it much with me, but it doesn’t matter, she sacrificed herself for me. She was willing to dance with the devil until the end of time to save me. That’s a lot of responsibility to deal with. That you’re the reason she went through more trauma. My therapist is helping me through these issues, issues that I keep to myself. I’m not going to spoil this incredible life Zoe has created for herself in Spain. She deserves all the happiness in the world. Whereas I … I don’t know what I deserve. All I know is I wouldn’t be functioning if it weren’t for my magic pills called Xanax. They make everything better.

      “Thank you, I’m so happy.” Zoe smiles, then her voice lowers to a whisper. “How are you doing?”

      Today is her day, so she doesn’t need to know that I’m not coping, that I wish I had died instead of having to relive the things Dmitri and those men did to me. She doesn’t need to know that I need these white pills the therapist gives me to just get through the day. Or that I’m supplementing my ‘official’ supply with the help of a local dealer—not that I know what it is he’s selling me. I put on a good front, smile, laugh, and talk it out with professionals, and yet, still I can’t escape the images of Dmitri as I sleep.

      Brooks, one of the Mercenaries who saved Zoe in Morocco, and his security crew have been teaching us self-defense, commando style: how to kill a man with your bare hands. How to disarm a man with a knife or a gun. Survival skills, negotiating skills. Every day we’re at the gym getting stronger because Dmitri is still out there, and I know he will be seeking revenge for us killing his cousin. And yet I still can’t function without medicated help. It’s my dirty little secret, one I’m ashamed of, but I need to get through this for the interim, and then I’ll be okay. I’m not as strong as Zoe, I’m not as street-wise as Sophie, and I’m not as smart as Mackenzie. All my sisters are extraordinary and it’s hard to live in their shadows.

      I’ve given up my work in The Hague. I love the law, but after seeing how easily the law is flouted, I’ve lost my faith in it. The law should have been able to protect the women kidnapped and sold into sex slavery. The law should be able to put these terrible men in jail for their crimes, yet all they have to do is pay off the right people, and they’re out again to continue destroying people’s lives.

      “I’m doing fine,” I tell Zoe, plastering on the fake smile that seems permanently stuck to my face.

      “Well, you know I’m here for you, that I understand.”

      I can see that understanding on her face, and I hate it. I feel ashamed, I feel dirty and tainted. I look at her, happy with the two men she loves, and I know that will never happen for me. There is no happily ever after for me.

      “Grace.” Gabriel, one of our security guards, grabs my attention. “There’s a delivery for you.” Our code for my pills.

      “Delivery?” Zoe questions me.

      “I’ve been shopping online again,” I joke with my sister, hoping to ease her fears for me.

      “Guess there are worse things in the world you could be addicted to.” Zoe chuckles.

      She has no idea how right she is. I can stop at any time, but I don’t want to. My mind needs a break from the atrocities it’s seen, and these magic pills give it one.

      I hug my sister and follow Gabriel. I busted him smoking pot in the estate’s gardens during his break. I told him I wouldn’t tell if he could get me some extra pills. He wasn’t sure at first, but I was able to persuade him, it’s our little secret. We walk past the marquee set up for the engagement party in the backyard and through the makeshift kitchen to the driveway where the white van is waiting. I take a couple of steps toward it, my mind already focused on the pills.

      Hugo, my dealer, looks nervous, his eyes flitting around as I walk past him. I give him a reassuring smile, but he ignores it. His friend Donny will be in the back with the goods. The doors swing open, and I see Donny slumped on a makeshift bed in the van.

      “Donny!” I call. He hasn’t OD, has he?

      Gabriel jumps into the van, and I follow. He tries to shake Donny awake, and then the doors slam shut, and the van starts moving.

      “Hugo, Hugo!” I scream, but he ignores me.

      I can see him through the glass divider, the sweat dripping from his face, then I pause. My heart accelerates, my stomach turns into knots, and I sway as my already fragile mind computes what it’s seeing. A gun is pointed at Hugo’s head.

      Gabriel notices it as well and pulls his weapon out.

      “I wouldn’t do that,” a deep voice warns. “Have a look under the guy’s shirt.”

      Gabriel lifts Donny’s shirt and we see wires coming from his chest.

      No, no, no, no. We’re going to die.

      “Put your gun away, and I won’t detonate him. But if you choose to be a hero then you will all be dust,” the man says in his thick Russian accent.

      This must be one of Dmitri’s men.

      Think, Grace, think. My mind is fuzzy, it’s waiting for its next hit. Instead, I crouch in the corner and shake my head. This can’t be happening to me again. My mind begins to melt down as the rickety scaffolding holding it together starts to crumble, and my entire world starts to crash around me. Kill me now. Press the fucking button, you asshole, because I can’t cope seeing Dmitri again.

      “It’s going to be okay. I’m going to get you out of this, okay?” Gabriel says confidently. He takes his phone from his pocket to send a text. He presses the button and frowns, presses it again, then starts hitting the phone.

      “Jammed the signal. Nice try though.” The kidnapper laughs.

      Gabriel throws his phone against the van in frustration, smashing it to pieces.

      “I think there’s only one, maybe two of them. I can take them on,” Gabriel whispers to me.

      I nod, my mind shutting down, my anxiety and PTSD returning. I just need a pill to get me to the next step. Jumping up, I frantically begin searching the van for my pills. They must have them with them it’s the reason they were coming. No, the reason was they were kidnapping you, Grace.

      “Grace, you need to focus,” Gabriel hisses at me. “Forget the pills.”

      I look at him as the tears fall down my cheeks. “I need one, just one to help me through. Please.”

      He shakes his head. “I should never have helped you. You needed to be alert in case they came back here. And now they have I need you to fight Grace, please.”

      “I can’t. You don’t understand.” I’m not Zoe.

      Gabriel grabs my arms and shakes me. “Wake the fuck up, Grace. We are in serious trouble. This is not how I’m going to fucking die,” he curses at me.

      “I’ll try, but—”

      “Good. We need a plan. They’re either taking us to the airport or to the port.”

      I nod, listening to Gabriel rabbit on about his theories. In all honesty, I’m not listening at all, my brain is slowing down. The images of what happened last time begin to slip through my defenses and assault my mind. I can’t go through this again. I can’t go back to Dmitri.

      Gabriel is still speaking when I tune back in. “When the van stops, I need you to take cover. I’ll start shooting when they open the doors.”

      I shrug.

      “Grace, do you understand?” Gabriel asks angrily.

      “Yes.”

      “You need to hide in the bed, okay? Get in now.” He pulls the covers off and I slip in, then he piles the cushions all around me.

      I close my eyes and pray this nightmare will end quickly, and I can go home to my family. I send a prayer up to the Gods. If by some chance Gabriel can pull this off, I promise I will get myself cleaned up.

      We haven’t been traveling for long when I feel the van slowing down.

      “Get ready, Grace. Stay hidden.”

      I pull the covers over my head even tighter, hoping it will magically make me disappear from this nightmare. I can hear feet crunching against stones. My heart’s racing so fast I’m probably having a heart attack. Please let me survive, please. The doors creak open, and my dark little bubble lightens, the daylight must be filtering through.

      Then Gabriel starts screaming.

      I squeeze my eyes closed as the van shakes.

      Arms grab me from my cushion fortress.

      Gabriel’s slurred screams as I’m hauled out of the van hit my ears.

      Instinct kicks in and fuzzy scenes from Brooks’s training kick in and I kick and punch and do what I can against strong arms.

      “Easy there, Wildcat. You don’t want to hurt yourself.” The man laughs.

      As I’m trashing about in his arms, I look back into the van and see Gabriel convulsing from a Taser. The electrodes sticking out of his back, his body crumpled on the van’s floor. His eyes are wide as he helplessly watches me get dragged away. At least he’s not dead, yet.

      Fight, Gracie, Fight. Zoe’s words filter through my fuzziness.

      And I do. “Let go of me!” I scream, hoping someone walking around will hear my screams and see a man kidnapping a girl.

      “Nice try, sweetheart. But no one can hear you.” The deep voice chuckles.

      I scream again and again ignoring his laughter until my voice gives out. Opening my eyes, I look around at where I am and realize why the man sounded so cocky. We’re at a deserted beach. Long stretches of rocky, jagged peaks and white sand stretch as far as the eye can see. This must be the only spot in Ibiza that isn’t crawling with tourists. There’s no chance of anyone saving me or helping me.

      It's over.

      The fight in me gives up. What’s the point? I can’t win against these men.

      “I thought you would have more fight in you, but it’s good to know you’re smart enough to tell when you’re beat.” The man’s strong arms stay tight around me.

      My eyes zero in on the van at the beach’s edge and watch as it gets smaller and smaller the further we get from it. With each step of my kidnapper the life I once knew disappears too.

      “Move,” the man commands as I feel the cold steel of his gun between my shoulder blades. My feet hit a wooden deck. I look up and notice we are boarding at the back of a luxury boat. If this was any other time, I would be excited about stepping onto a luxurious boat with a man. Spending the day under the sunshine, sipping cocktails. Pretend that’s what’s happening, Grace.

      The gun in the back makes the reality of the situation evident no matter how much my mind tries to play it. Stepping into the boat’s interior, the luxurious surrounds of deep brown mahogany, creamy white furniture, the fully stocked bar, and a dining table set up for four with linens and fine China is a stark contrast to what’s happening on board.

      “Down the stairs,” the deep voice growls as he pushes me toward them.

      My feet falter at the top of the stairs, my knees locking together. My body has taken over where my mind cannot, and it’s saying do not go downstairs. Then my kidnapper pushes the gun harder into my back, my body relents, and I descend into the depths of hell. I stumble as my wobbly legs slightly miss the bottom step. Thankfully my kidnapper’s hands are tight around me and save me from face-planting into the teak flooring. He lets out a disgruntled huff at my clumsiness.

      “In there.” He shoves me toward an open door.

      I stumble at the force with which he pushes me and my hands land on the bed. The sound of the door closing and the clear click of a lock echoes around me. I can hear the loud thud of footsteps walking away from my door, then back up the stairs.

      Guess this is it.

      I look around at the boat’s bedroom, my eyes focusing on how small it is. Claustrophobia claws at the edges of my mind as I stare at the single bed with its nautical-inspired bedspread. There’s a bathroom to the side with the world’s smallest shower and toilet. Guess I should be thankful that I don’t need to use a bucket to relieve myself. It’s a step up in the kidnapping game this time. There’s the tiniest of portholes above the bed. I rush toward it hoping to catch a glimpse of something to work out where I am, but when I look through it, I realize the porthole is just above water level and can’t be opened. I consider the thought that if it could open, I might hopefully be able to drown myself in the seawater.

      I slump against the bed, which is surprisingly comfortable, and pull my legs up to my chest. My body shakes with the shock of my situation coupled with what could be the start of my withdrawal kicking in, and I sit there in a crumpled heap slowly losing my mind.

      At some point I must have fallen asleep as I wake up disorientated and confused about where I am. Then everything hits me like a kaleidoscope of images, and I jump up and rush to the bathroom to throw up. I stay hunched there next to the toilet, still feeling green, the rocking of the boat not making the situation better as I throw up again.

      Exhaustion must claim me again as I open my eyes and see I’m still wrapped around the toilet bowl. I throw up again, my whole body shivering now, my skin clammy. I need a pill, just one to take the edge off, help me think, and to feel better. Frantically I search all my pockets for a pill, usually, I keep an emergency stash on me. Why can’t I find it? Then I realize I had taken it out because I wanted to wear this dress to Zoe’s engagement party and there was no room in the tight dress to hide it. I thought I could rush to my room whenever I needed my fix until I was snatched.

      “Motherfuckers,” I scream.

      I keep screaming as the anger and frustration inside me build over the entire situation. Something snaps inside of me because I turn feral as I begin to destroy everything in the room. I pick up the trashcan and smash it into the mirror sending shards of glass everywhere. Seeing as nothing else is in the world’s smallest bathroom, I move on to the bedroom. I tear the sheets from my bed and rip them apart until they are nothing but long strips of linen. Next is the pillow as I tear it open and thousands of white feathers pour out of it like a blizzard as they float all around me. My chest is heaving and every muscle in my body aches, but I continue my spiral as I spy the small TV on the wall, rip it from the wall, and smash it on the floor. My anger then turns to the cabin’s door, and I kick and scream at it, but the lock holds under my frustration. I destroy as much as I can until the room looks like one of those smash rooms where you go and get your anger out and smash things up. This was my private version of one of those rooms. Moving onto the next stages of anger I collapse into a heap and sob.
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      We’ve arrived in Sardinia, and I head down to get the girl to transport her to my home before delivering her to Dmitri. I open the cabin door, and my jaw hits the floor. What the fuck has she done to the room? It’s destroyed, every single item has been ripped out, every mirror smashed, and all the pillows ripped apart. It’s a complete mess.

      I’m impressed. Destroying your captor’s luxury boat is probably not the best way to survive, but it is a giant finger to them. The girl has balls, big ones, I’ve held many a captive on this boat, some of the most feared men of the underworld, and none of them and I mean none of them have the balls to do what she’s just done.

      I spot her amongst the carnage in a crumpled mess, covered in blood and white feathers like a fallen angel. Her blonde hair is wet and she’s shivering, yet her body has tiny beads of sweat all over it. Her face is pale, and her eyes aren’t focused. Is she sick? The smell of vomit filters in from the bathroom.

      “Holy shit,” Sergei comments behind me. He looks around the room, then chuckles as well. Sergei then takes a couple of steps into the room to stare down at her. “Is she seasick?”

      I shake my head, it’s the reason we were able to snatch her. Hugo was delivering her something, drugs of some kind but I never cared to ask him what it was.

      “Wake up,” I call out, nudging her with my boot.

      She groans and curls up into a ball.

      “Woman, are you on any medication?” I ask, again nudging her with my boot to wake her up.

      “Fuck.” Sergei rakes his hand through his gray hair.

      “I think she’s withdrawing.”

      “From what?”

      “Don’t fucking know, but I think she might be a drug addict.”

      Sergei frowns. “Dmitri never said anything about that. A jewel can’t be a drug addict, I thought.”

      I give him a look as if to say, I think maybe being a jewel is what

      made her an addict.

      “Shit, we aren’t prepared for this. We need to get her out of here,” Sergei grumbles. He leaves to plan how to transport her back to our home on the outskirts of San Gimignano in Tuscany.

      I stare down at this shell of a woman, and I’m confused by her. All the stories I’ve heard about the jewels include how much they adore being a jewel. That girls are desperate to be one of the elite women for the Bratva. They get to wear designer clothes and earn large amounts of cash. They have the most powerful men in the world falling at their feet, which gives them power, like modern-day courtesans. They always described the jewels as loving sex, as if they are nymphomaniacs. It’s a great privilege to be a jewel from what I have heard.

      “What happened to you?” I mumble, crouching down to dust off shards of glass and feathers from her frail body. She doesn’t move, she doesn’t fight me. Most women in this situation would have their guard up and not be completely comatose. It’s as if mentally she’s given up. The destruction of the bedroom, her last bit of rebellion before her mind says I can’t take it anymore. Is that why she’s taking drugs? Was she not strong enough for the jewels? The fluorescent numbers on my watch tell me it’s getting late. We should hurry before it gets too dark otherwise the helicopter won’t be able to land at my estate.

      Reaching out, I pick her lifeless body up and carry her back through the boat, up the stairs, careful not to hit her head, through the stateroom, and out onto the deck. The staff is paid well to stay silent. They are also people I have known for a long time, trustworthy people. Also, my reputation precedes me, and they know not to double-cross me as I don’t take too kindly to people I trust turning on me. None see the light of day ever again.

      Sergei is waiting at the end of the dock with a Jeep for us.

      Placing her body into the back seat of the Jeep, I secure a seatbelt around her stomach hoping it’s enough for her not to faceplant into the back of my seat.

      Sergei gives me a concerned look as I take a seat next to him before putting the Jeep into gear and speeding off to the heliport.

      Twenty minutes later, we arrive, and I pick her up like she’s a sack of potatoes and carry her toward our helicopter.

      Sergei takes the pilot’s seat and starts his preflight checks.

      While I try and maneuver the woman into the seat, every part of her is floppy, making it hard to get her belted in. Her head lulls to the side and smacks the glass with a thud. She lets out a groan but doesn’t open her eyes. Shit. I try to sit her back up, but she slides down again thankfully, this time not smacking her head. I run around to the other side and jump in. Securing myself first, I wrap my arm around the woman letting her rest her head on my shoulder instead. She mumbles a bit but snuggles into me, her warm breath slides over my skin, and for some odd reason, sets my body on fire. It’s been a while since I’ve gotten laid. My body thinks because it’s in the presence of a beautiful woman it’s go-time. It most definitely is not go-time nor will it ever be with her.

      An hour and a half later, we land at my villa in Tuscany, high on a mountain with nothing but country roads, vineyards, and quiet surrounding it, perfect for an international hitman to hide out. Sergei has his own villa nestled further down in the vineyards. I was thinking about setting the woman up in the cellar, but even I’m not that cruel, not when she is suffering so much. Also, I have hundreds of thousands of dollars worth of wine down there, I do not need them destroyed.

      Sergei organizes one of the never used guest suites for her. There’s a stunning view over the rolling hills from her balcony when she wakes. She will have her own ensuite, too. Fingers crossed she doesn’t destroy this one.

      “She’s covered in glass, Max, she needs to be cleaned up. I don’t want her sleeping in that filth,” Sergei tells me as he moves into her ensuite and turns the shower on. He plays with the temperature getting it right, once he’s satisfied, he steps away. “I’ll leave you to it.”

      “What do you expect me to do?” I ask him.

      “Throw her into the shower, clean her up.”

      I turn, looking at the crumpled woman on the floor.

      “You want me to wash her?”

      Sergei rolls his eyes. “I’m not about to fucking do it.”

      “She can do it when she wakes up,” I argue.

      “We may be villains, but we can still have compassion, Maxim.”

      It’s like being scolded by my father. He’s right. He always is.

      “Fine.”

      Sergei smirks and leaves me with the girl.

      “You have become a lot of trouble, little one,” I grumble as I begin to strip off, leaving my black boxer briefs on. Crouching over her lifeless body, I stare trying to work out where to start. My hand finds the zip in the back and pulls it down exposing her tanned skin. Then I slide the straps over her body and expose her white lace underwear. Do not look, Maxim. Be a fucking gentleman. She has no shoes on, she seems to have lost them along the way. I pick her up and take her body to the now steam-filled bathroom.

      I sit her on the marble seat in the shower and play with the shower head so that it is focused on her. My eyes dip down and notice her underwear is completely see-through. Dammit. My dick twitches. Now is not the time. It will never be the time when it comes to this woman.

      “What the?” she splutters when the water hits her face.

      “You have glass all over you,” I tell her.

      Hearing my voice, she stills, those jade-green eyes widening as she focuses on me. Her eyes then travel down the path of my nearly naked body, over my chest, down my abs until she lands on my dick.

      “Get away from me!” she screams.

      I hold my hands up, showing her I mean no harm, but her fear is

      palpable.

      “I was trying to help.”

      “In your fucking underwear,” she curses at me.

      “You messed up the cabin on my boat. You were bleeding,” I explain.

      She shakes her head as though disbelieving what I’m saying. “If

      you’re going to kill me, please do it now. I don’t want to live anymore.”

      Her words hit me right in the chest.

      For the first time in all my years of killing people, her fear affects me.

      “I’m not going to kill you,” I say slowly, quietly.

      “Why?” she asks as her eyes dart around, looking for an escape. The only way out is behind me, but I’m blocking her path.

      “That’s not the job.”

      Her eyes narrow. “But kidnapping me was?”

      I nod, not going to lie to her.

      “You’re fucking despicable.” She spits at me, those jade-green eyes all fire and hate.

      This once frail woman is turning into a ball of anger.

      “I am,” I say, agreeing with her.

      Her eyes narrow on me, disbelieving that I would agree with her.

      “Now we have my personality trait out of the way, you need to get cleaned up.”

      She crosses her arms over her chest as if hiding her perfect curves from my eyes.

      I’ll give Dmitri this, her photos on his phone don’t do her justice. She’s gorgeous up this close. Long black lashes, freckles scattered across her slim nose, and rosy-red lips that are plump and perfect. I shake my head, the mental images that are beginning to percolate in my mind aren’t right.

      Her eyes drift over my body for a couple of moments before quickly turning away.

      I know I look good. Hours working at the gym, then hours working out on various self-defense and martial arts, has given me a body that I’m proud of.

      “Fuck you!”

      I smile. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Flirting, really, Maxim?

      “I’m going to kill you.” She spits.

      “I look forward to that day, Wildcat, but right now you need to get cleaned up. Then you’re going to tell me what drugs you’ve been taking.”

      Her eyes widen in surprise.

      “The withdrawal you’ve started is a dead giveaway. I’m not going to lie, the next couple of days are going to suck even more than being kidnapped. I’m sure you’ll be begging me to kill you again and again or pleading with me to give you one last taste of your drug of choice. I’m going to tell you now—I won’t. You need to get off whatever you’ve been using and deal with your situation. Because you’re going to need to be sober to deal with what’s happening to you.”

      She launches herself at me which catches me off-guard as it’s so unexpected. She’s pushed me up against the tiled wall of the shower, she’s all slippery so it’s hard to get a good grip on her. She then knees me in the groin, and the pain hits me like a freight train as my stomach somersaults, but I’ve learned over the years to push through that kind of pain because it will always be the first action someone does when attacked. Then she swings an elbow at my face just missing my nose.

      How the hell does she know these defensive moves? Someone with great skill has been teaching her.

      She then digs her nails into my skin before biting my bicep.

      Motherfucker, that hurts, and I release her for a moment.

      She thinks she’s going to escape as she turns on her heels and rushes out of the shower stall.

      I let her run, she won’t get far.

      And she doesn’t as she slips on the tiled floor, her body crashing down with a thud. She curses before scrambling to get up and running again.

      I take my time getting out of the shower and turning it off. I prowl after her into the bedroom.

      She’s grabbed her dress from the floor and is holding it against her like a shield, those green eyes flicking around the room looking for the exit.

      We both notice the bedroom door open at the same time. She bolts for it, but I’m quicker, and my legs are longer as I reach it first, shutting it, locking it.

      She runs directly into my chest and hits me full force almost winding me.

      “You motherfucking asshole, let me go,” she screams at me as her fists pound against my chest. She knows she is trapped, I can see the panic on her face.

      I’m going to have bruises tomorrow.

      Then she bolts away from me again before I have a chance to get a grip on her. She’s fucking slippery. The stupid woman jumps up onto the bed thinking it’s the best place to hide. She’s wrong. I stalk toward her then lunge, catching her leg as she tries to jump off the bed. Half her body hits the floor with a thud, and she lets out a groan, but I have her ankle.

      I pull her back onto the bed.

      She’s kicking and screaming, fighting me, but I can take it.

      I cage her in, my heavy body pressed against her soft curves.

      “Are you going to rape me?”

      I still. “Never. Why the hell would you think that?”

      She just laughs manically. “You’re one of Dmitri’s men, of course you will, it’s in your DNA. Just like it’s in his.”

      I jump off her immediately. “I don’t rape women.” I may be a lot of things, but I’m not a rapist. I don’t need to force myself on a woman to have sex.

      She rolls onto her back and props herself up on her elbows. “Well, then, you would be the first man I’ve met who doesn’t,” she sneers.

      “Fucking clean yourself up and rest. We’ll be on the move again tomorrow,” I tell her, ignoring the insult.

      “Whatever,” she says, rolling her eyes.

      I make my way to the bedroom door where I open and slam it shut in frustration at her and the fucking situation I find myself in.
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      Kill me now.

      I throw up in the bucket for the millionth time.

      “She’s too weak to go anyway.” I hear someone say.

      “I want this woman out of my home. She’s a complication I’m not looking for,” an angry voice reacts.

      “I’ll move her to my home then where she can get better care. Don’t want this complication to get in the way of your busy schedule.”

      “You’re being a dick,” the angry voice bites back.

      “And so are you.”

      These are the last words I hear before I pass out.

      Not sure how long I am out for, when I come to again it could be minutes, could be hours, might even be days. All I do know is each time I wake up that brooding, dark knight is standing beside me, holding my hair back as I continue to purge the drugs in my system. He wipes my brow with a damp cloth and feeds me tiny bits of crackers and sips of water to keep my energy up. He sits there and takes the abuse I hurl at him. He lets me kick, scratch, spit, and attack him when the ball of rage rolls through. Then, when I am bawling my eyes out, he soothes me, telling me I’m doing good and that I’m almost there. This man confuses me. He hates me from the conversations I’ve heard and hates that I’m encroaching on his home. Why is he helping me when his job was to kidnap me? Before I can have another thought on that, I’m pulled back deep into the darkness.

      Each time I open my eyes I do feel myself getting stronger. The fog that has been clouding my mind is starting to lift. I’m surprised it’s taking me so long to kick the drugs from my system, I never thought my problem was that bad.

      I was wrong.

      My days are spent in and out of consciousness, stuck in a cycle of nightmares and reality. I want to break this habit, no I need to break this habit so I can escape and get home to my family. I need the strength to destroy Dmitri once and for all because I never want another woman to go through this kind of situation ever again.

      Sometimes when I wake up, there’s a kind older man that comes in and takes over from the dark knight. This man makes me laugh, sings me funny songs, tells me crazy Russian stories, and helps me take my mind off the pain my body is putting me through. The old man listens to my nightmares and is there to chase the pain away when I can’t escape it. He tells me I am safe, and in a strange way I feel safe, I don’t understand why.

      “You’re looking better.” The old man comes in with some soup. He told me his name is Sergei, but that’s all the information he has given me about himself. He pushes the bowl toward me. “Eat, you need your strength.”

      Slowly, I sit up in my comfortable bed. The shakes that I’ve been suffering from are abating. Sergei hands me the remote. “You can watch some TV now you are feeling better.”

      Thanking him, I wait until he is out of the room to turn on the television. I’m perplexed by my kidnapper’s kindness. It makes me feel uneasy as I’m not sure when the other shoe will drop, and I’m thrown back into the nightmare that I know well. Maxim, the younger of the two men, is especially confusing, the dark knight. When I’m really bad, he is the one that jumps into the shower with me and washes me down when I’m too weak to do it. His strong hands move over my body, but never in a sexual way. He has never once taken advantage of me. Even though I know he is a bad guy, because, hello, he kidnapped me. He isn’t one of those men who force themselves onto women. He has had every opportunity to do so. It’s like he’s focused on the task of cleaning me and that’s it. It’s nice. Is this how Stockholm Syndrome starts?

      I switch on the TV and notice that it’s all in Italian. It’s my first clue as to where I am. At least I’m not that far from home. I haven’t left my bed much in a week, only to go to the bathroom or have a shower. But now that I am feeling stronger and my head is clear, I think I need to start exploring my surroundings and working out how to escape.

      I finish the soup and put the bowl on the bedside table. I walk over to the large window and pull back the velvet curtains. Bright light fills the room, momentarily blinding me. There’s a large balcony and I open the ornate French doors and walk out, feeling the sun on my skin, soaking it up, replenishing myself.

      My eyes are drawn to a sparkling pool and the strong arms slicing through the water. Lap after lap, I stare as Maxim glides effortlessly across the pool. He jumps out, and I watch in utter fascination as the water cascades down his spectacular body. Holy shit, the man is ripped. Every inch of his olive skin is taut, the muscles rippling under the sunshine. He picks up a towel and uses it to dry his inky black hair. The man is a god. I watch as his biceps bulge with each movement. My eyes skim down his body, past the tiny swim shorts he’s wearing, and take in his solid legs and large feet. The man is huge. Large palms move over his body as he dries himself, and there is a tiny, very tiny, spot inside of me wishing it was my hands traveling over his body.

      I shake my head. I’m such a fuck up, mentally berating myself for staring at an obviously good-looking man, a bad man, but still a hot one. Maxim notices me standing on the balcony and gives me a blinding smile that lights up his handsome face.

      No. This is dangerous, this a bad man. Very bad man and no amount of hotness can take that away. But I can’t seem to be able to look away from those dark, almost black eyes sparkling in the sun at me. Nor keep from noticing his chiseled jaw, which doesn’t look like he’s shaved in a couple of days, thanks to the dark coverage of stubble across it. My captor is a fucking supermodel.

      Eventually, I come to my senses and hide behind the pillar on the balcony. My heart pumps with lust and hatred for him and myself. If I stay here, maybe he will forget that I was ever there.

      “Grace!” his voice calls from below. “Why are you hiding?”

      Shit.

      I stand up and peer over the edge. “I dropped something,” I say, hoping it covers my foolishness.

      He doesn’t look convinced. “It’s good to see you up and looking healthy.”

      I don’t know why I blush at his statement, but I do. “Guess I should thank you for helping me,” I grumble.

      He shrugs as if he couldn’t care less if I thanked him or not.

      This man isn’t good, but when I needed him, he was there.

      Then a strange thought crosses my mind. “Was this some kind of intervention my family put you up to? Can I go now?” I ask as I’m sick of wondering where the hell I am.

      He frowns but doesn’t answer the question. Instead, he says, “I think we should have dinner together. I can explain more then.”

      Huh?

      “Are you going to be letting me go?”

      He ignores my question again. “Like I said, we’ll continue this conversation tonight.”

      “No.” I stomp my foot like a child. “There’s no point in having a conversation if you’re not going to let me go. I’m your prisoner and making me feel like I’m not by having dinner with you won’t change anything.”

      He frowns again. “Suit yourself,” he says and then storms off.

      I’ve got to get out of here.

      I look down and try to work out if I would survive the drop from the balcony. The ground is covered in pebbles so it’s probably going to hurt if I jump. Think Grace, think.

      My sheets!

      I’ve seen it done in movies, so it must work. I grab the white sheets and tie the ends together, pulling them tight.

      Please, please hold my weight.

      I look back out at the balcony and realize it’s solid brick, there’s nothing to tie my makeshift rope to.

      Think, think.

      The fancy curtain hooks set into the wall. I give it a pull to see if it’s secure and it feels it, so, fingers crossed. I tie my rope to the ornate gold hook and throw it over the balcony. I give it a tug to check, and it feels kind of secure. I take a deep breath and go for it. I’m only dressed in an oversized men’s T-shirt. I have no shoes but who cares if I can get out of here. I look down and it’s not that far.

      Holding on to the edge of the balcony, I make my way down the brick wall, slowly but surely. Then I hear a rip, and I’m falling. I land with a thud on the pebbles.

      “Fuck,” I groan as the rocks dig into my skin. Assessing the damage, I pat my hands over my body, nothing seems to be broken, which is good. There are rows and rows of vines before me. I notice on the other side a stone wall. If I can make it to them, I can hide and try to find the exit. There must be a road somewhere, and someone has to pass by at some point, don’t they?

      I dash to the stone wall and creep along it. Peeking my head around the end, I check if the pool is empty. There’s a lot of open space between the pool area and the vines, so I’m going to have to run as fast as I can. I take a deep breath and bolt, the pebbles hot under my bare feet, but I push through the pain and on toward freedom.

      My heart is racing, adrenaline pumping, but I make it. I glance at

      the villa: no one is around. I can taste my freedom. I hunch over and begin to move through the vines, row after row after row. How bloody big is this vineyard? It’s like a maze of greenery. I pop my head up occasionally to check that I’m still unnoticed and I am. Just need to find the end and I’m free.
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      I watch Grace’s feeble attempt to escape on the security screen. Seriously, did she not think this villa would have security cameras or a state-of-the-art security system? We’re the bad guys.

      When the alarm went off on my phone while in the shower, my first thought was who the fuck is coming into my sanctuary and then I remembered her. As I got out of the shower to check it out, what I saw wasn’t at all what I expected. The vision of Grace climbing down her balcony in nothing but my t-shirt, the fabric riding up her tanned thigh, looking like a modern-day Juliette made me chuckle. I like that she has spunk even after detoxing. She must be feeling much better if she is thinking of escaping.

      It's a pretty good plan, even though it’s worthless. I let her go for the moment, content to watch her from my phone while I get dressed and head down to the stables.

      Sergei called, alerted to our escapee, and I told him to let her go, let her have a tiny taste of freedom because she would soon realize there’s no escape. He thinks I’m cruel.

      On my phone screen, Grace is a red moving dot on the map of the estate. I switch the screen to live view and watch as she runs through the vines, her blonde head popping up every so often to see where she is. I don’t think she realizes how far my estate runs. There are about five kilometers till you reach the road, plus her feet are bare, they must be hurting from all the sticks and stones digging into her soft skin.

      I saddle up my favorite horse, a beautiful black stallion called Nero, and jump on. I follow the dot on the map that is Grace and make my way through the vines. Nero is used to us traveling through them and knows exactly where to put his hooves so he doesn’t trip.

      Grace takes a sharp left and starts heading away from the road. She has no idea how close to freedom she is. I’m getting nearer, but it looks like she’s stopped. Maybe she can hear my horse’s hooves and is trying to work out her next move.

      I slow Nero down, and we move through the vines quietly. I dismount only a couple of rows over from her. I creep through the vines and see she’s hiding behind a large tree, panting, her head turning from left to right. She knows I’m close but doesn’t know exactly where.

      I move easily through the foliage until I tackle her.

      She kicks and screams.

      This time I’ve anticipated that, and her legs and arms are the first things I lock down, pinning them to the dirt.

      She’s screaming obscenities while my weight presses down on her.

      “Did you think it was going to be that easy?” I whisper.

      She tries to head butt me but misses.

      “I bet it must be nice to be clear-headed again.”

      “Fuck you!” she screams, trying to buck me off.

      “Keep moving like that and I might.”

      She stills. “You said you wouldn’t touch me.” Her voice cracks.

      “And I won’t unless you want me to.” A slight shiver courses through her. Interesting.

      “I wouldn’t want to touch you if you were the last man on earth.

      You disgust me.”

      I chuckle. “Yet I saw the way you were checking me out while I

      was swimming, the way your eyes scanned my body hungrily.”

      “Don’t flatter yourself.”

      “Sweetheart, people on the moon could fucking see it.”

      She bucks again, but it’s useless, I have her locked down tightly.

      “For future reference, this whole estate is under twenty-four-hour security. Every inch of this place has cameras.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “So you know you can try to escape again, but you will fail. I

      get an alert on my phone of movement. Which showed me the vision of you running through my vines. I even had your location within seconds.”

      “I would have escaped.”

      This makes me laugh again. “No, you wouldn’t. One, you were moving in the wrong direction to the road, and two, I knew where you were the whole time. I wanted to make you feel like you had a chance.”

      “Fuck off, I will escape, no place is one hundred percent secure.”

      “True, but no one has escaped from my villa, even though many have tried.”

      “Who are you?”

      “I was going to explain everything over a nice dinner, but now you’ve fucked me off by trying to escape. After everything Sergei and I have done for you.”

      “What, by kidnapping me?” she bites back.

      “Semantics. I could have let you rot in the fucking cellar, but I didn’t. We looked after you, made sure you didn’t choke and die on your own vomit while you purged your demons.”

      Grace relaxes a little. “I told you I was thankful.”

      “Yeah, by trying to escape.”

      “Any sane person would when they’re being kept against their will.”

      “I’ll give you that. But still, I did something nice for you. Does that not mean anything?”

      “No, not when you’re holding me captive.”

      I stay silent on this matter because she’s right. I get off her and stand up, holding out my hand for her. “Come, you must be famished after this adventure.”

      She lets out a deep sigh and turns over. The white T-shirt is covered in dirt, and her hair has sticks in it. She takes my hand, and tiny sparks sizzle between us. We both feel it, and each of us frowns at the other. What the fuck was that. While I’m distracted by the sensation, Grace flips me over and has me on the ground.

      Shit.

      She took my breath out with that move. I see her legs run away from me.

      Shaking my head, I jump up and head after her. It doesn’t take me long to grab her again, crash-tackling her further up in the vines. This time we are chest to chest.

      “Would you stop escaping?” I growl at her.

      “Never,” she spits back, her jade eyes glittering with determination.

      “I’ll never stop hunting you then.”

      Our breathing becomes heavy, and my body starts to appreciate the beautiful woman beneath me. Our eyes meet, and neither one of us can turn away.

      “Fine, I’ll have dinner with you.”

      She surprises me with her answer, not that I let it show.

      “Good, now have you finished escaping for the day?”

      She nods. “For today, yes.”

      “Well, I look forward to chasing you again next time.”

      Her teeth sink into her plump lower lip.

      I’m tempted to lean forward and taste it, but I promised I wouldn’t touch her, and as much as I thought that promise would be easy to keep, at this very moment, feeling her softness underneath me, I’m not quite sure.
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      I’m getting ready for dinner tonight with Maxim. I’m annoyed with myself for finally agreeing, but there wasn’t much choice. He proved himself by chasing me through the vines and each time catching me effortlessly. He looked surprised when I flipped him today. I could hear that I landed a good one on him with the thud of his back against the ground and the sound of the breath leaving his lungs. He’s like a robot. Anything I do to him doesn’t hurt him, he gets back up and comes after me again.

      There seems to be a spark between us which is weird. I think my kitty is a lonely bitch and sees the first hot guy—okay he’s more than hot, he’s molten—in a long time and she wants to play. I do not want this man. He is not a good man. He fucking kidnapped you for fuck’s sake, Grace. Is that a new kink unlocked? What the hell, brain? No. That is not a kink at all. Wasn’t hot when Dmitri did it, and it’s not hot now that Maxim has done it. Dmitri doesn’t look like Maxim. If this is what sober is like, me fighting with my inner thoughts, bring back the drugs because my inner monologue is exhausting.

      Today was the first time I saw the tiniest bit of interest from Maxim. As if he’s just noticed me as a woman, not a job. Make him fall in love with you, and then he will let you go. This thought gives me pause. I’m not sure I can do that. I’m not some Femme Fatale, I don’t know how to seduce a man, especially a man like Maxim who is probably used to women falling all over him. He doesn’t have to work for them. He probably picks up supermodels, not kidnapped drug addicts. Men are simple creatures. Yes, they are, but Maxim seems hard, cautious, and shrewd. I don’t know what he does, but it must be something big because this Villa in Italy, the endless rows of vines nestled against the hill, doesn’t come cheap. Is he Bratva? He seems richer than Dmitri and Nikolai ever were or maybe he’s less flashy. He doesn’t seem like the kind of man that does things to impress others, he just is impressive.

      This is the only way to escape. Do you think that’s true? I ask myself. I must be losing my mind or hallucinating with how I’m talking to myself as if it’s another person in the room. You learned things for the short time you were with the jewels. The images swirl in my mind and my stomach rolls as I think about that time as I try and shake the thoughts away. You can do this, Grace. I’m glad my inner thoughts have faith in me because I don’t. Use the tiniest bit of interest you can see behind those dark eyes to your advantage. Am I really going to do this? Yes, you are. Look at what he left in your closet for dinner tonight.

      This is true. When I got back from my escapade, he had taken me to a new room, one that is right next door to his. He emphasized that. Guess I may have been a lot closer to escaping than he’s led me to believe otherwise he wouldn’t need to keep me so close to him. He explained the room used to be part of a master and mistress suite back in the seventeenth century when the villa was built. There’s a private door connecting the two rooms, that was used by the master of the house to slip into his mistress’s room while his wife was sleeping on the other side of his room. Apparently, in those days, infidelity was quite common even if it was a sin. I think I would murder my husband if he wanted a mistress who lived with us and whose room was connected to his. Unless she didn’t like him and was happy not to be sleeping with him then all power to you.

      My mind then wonders if Maxim is married. Does he have a wife and kids? Is that why he is so adamant about not touching me. My stomach does a little flip thinking about him having a wife because my aim tonight is to try and seduce him. This is a matter of life and death. I would never do this under normal circumstances so please forgive me, I do not want bad karma for this. I have no choice.

      When Maxim left me in my new room, after telling me to clean myself up, he also told me my clothes for dinner tonight were in the wardrobe. As soon as the door closed, I rushed over to it to see what he had left me, probably a potato sack. My eyes bugged out, and I was stunned by all the clothes waiting for me in there. Running my hands across the gorgeous materials left me speechless. How long does Maxim expect me to be staying here? And why does he have such great taste in clothes?

      That’s where I found the gorgeous satin green wrap dress, the dress he was expecting me to wear to dinner. Maybe my plan to seduce him might work, or maybe he has plans of his own. I’m not sure, but the dress is stunning. It fits perfectly, too, as I pull it tight around my generous breasts, they aren’t as spectacular as Zoe’s, but they are bigger than my other two sisters. I was blessed in that department. There’s also a pair of designer gold heels waiting for me. Everything fits me perfectly, and I’ve never felt more beautiful which is a strange feeling when you’re about to have dinner with the Devil.

      He's left me a hairdryer and minimal makeup in the bathroom. I take my time drying my hair, making it feel fresh and shiny for the first time since being taken. I use the makeup, and it hides the dark circles under my eyes and the blemishes on my face from purging. When I see myself in the mirror, I’m surprised at how my skin looks like it’s glowing and how much healthier I look. Almost like I did before this entire nightmare happened, when life was simple back in The Hague.

      Deep breaths. You can do this, Grace. You need to do this. As I reach for the door handle to the bedroom, I give it a turn, and surprisingly, it opens for me. Popping my head out into the corridor I see that it’s empty. I’m not too sure which way I should go or where we are having dinner. The walls are filled with old paintings, and there are antique vases on pillars in the corners. Not at all what I expected from someone so young to be living in a museum.

      Then I see a grand staircase at the end of the corridor, place my hand on the ornate wood and pray I don’t fall down the stairs and break my neck. It might solve all my problems though. No. I’m thinking clearer now, I can get through this. I know my family will be looking for me, they won’t leave me here to rot. I must be strong like Zoe was. She escaped, she never gave up hope, and worse things were happening to her. I can do this for her and for me.

      The villa is quiet as I walk through it, but I can smell something delicious. My stomach rumbles at the smell, and I follow the scent like a bloodhound on a trail until I reach an open doorway that leads into a grand dining room.

      “You made it.” Maxim greets me with a smile, surprise sounding in his voice. He stands up from the table, and I’m taken aback at how good he looks. He’s dressed up too in a navy suit that is molded perfectly to his muscular body, with a crisp white dress shirt underneath. His skin is a gorgeous olive color in the candlelight. His inky black hair is slicked back, and he’s shaved.

      This could be a date if the circumstances were different.

      Maxim’s dark eyes narrow as he takes me in dressed in the dress he selected for me. “You look beautiful,” he states, giving me a warm smile.

      My stomach flutters at his attention. Easy, Grace, you’re the one supposed to be seducing him not the other way around. This is true. Get your head in the game. I walk over to where he is standing making sure my hips sway, my back is straight, and my breasts bounce with each step.

      His eyes dip for the smallest of moments before they return to my face.

      Gotcha. “You look good tonight, too.”

      He appears taken aback by my compliment but recovers quickly. “Please sit,” he says, holding out a chair for me like a gentleman.

      The table could seat fourteen people easily, if not more, but it’s only set for two which is a little extreme. It’s a deep, rich mahogany color, with gold candelabras in the middle. Fine bone China and crystal glasses have been placed in front of our seats.

      “Green is your color,” he whispers in my ear as he pushes my chair in. His warm breath sends a shiver through my body which makes him chuckle.

      I’m supposed to be affecting this man not the other way around, but his charm has caught me off-guard.

      “Would you like some wine or champagne?” he asks.

      It takes me a moment to collect my thoughts. “Champagne, please.” I need something to calm my nerves. Where is that confidence that you had early on?

      He pours me a glass, then one for himself. “You look nervous.”

      “Do I?” I say, trying to seem indifferent as I take a sip of my drink.

      “Do I make you nervous?” he asks, lifting his glass to his lips before taking a sip.

      My eyes follow the way his Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows, then watch his tongue dart out and slide along his lip as goosebumps break out. Must be a breeze from somewhere making me do that.

      “I’m having dinner with my kidnapper in a gorgeous villa somewhere in Italy. I think most people might be nervous.”

      He shrugs and nods.

      We’re interrupted by a waiter bringing in a wooden board which he places in front of us, along with a bowl of bread before disappearing as quickly as he came. There’s staff here? I had no idea. Maybe one of them could help me.

      “Bruschetta, crostini with Tuscan pate, mushroom and goat’s cheese toasts, to start with,” Maxim explains.

      This looks delicious and I’m ravenous, trying to escape will do that to a person. I take one of everything.

      Maxim raises a brow at my full plate but doesn’t say anything.

      Screw him. I’m hungry, and this is the first time I can taste the food without wanting to be sick.

      “This is amazing,” I moan, taking another bite.

      Maxim smiles and starts to eat his food.

      We stay silent for a long while, I’m too wrapped up in the starters to start up any sort of conversation.

      The waiter returns and clears the table.

      I try and catch the waiter’s attention, but he refuses to look at me which annoys me. Does he not know I’m here against my will? You don’t look like it at the moment. This is true as a frown forms on my face.

      “Is something not up to your liking?” Maxim asks me.

      “Everything was delicious. Why do you ask?”

      “That deep scowl on your face. Something seems to have irritated you,” he says, picking up his glass and taking another sip.

      “That would be because I was thinking about you.” The words come out before I realize how they sound.

      Maxim’s brows shoot up high.

      “Ew, not like that.” You’re supposed to be seducing him not telling him the thought of him naked is Ew. I wasn’t thinking about him naked. But now you are, thank you. Damn this inner voice is annoying as hell. “You said you wanted to talk, and I was wondering when we would.”

      “Of course, but you were enjoying the food too much for me to

      interrupt.”

      “I love Italian food.”

      “I could tell. I was jealous that the food was able to make you

      moan like that.”

      I feel my cheeks burn at his comment. This is what you want, his compliments. It makes it easier to seduce him. “Why are you doing all this?”

      Before he can answer we are interrupted by the waiter, who places a bowl of soup in front of each of us and then disappears as quickly as he came, he still refuses to acknowledge me.

      “It’s ribollita, a traditional Tuscan soup,” Maxim advises me.

      Irritation is getting the better of me, so I decide to concentrate on the food. I take a spoonful of the bean soup and the flavor dances across my taste buds. Whoever his chef is they are amazing.

      When I am a quarter of the way through my soup, I continue our conversation. “You didn’t answer me earlier. Why are you doing all this?”

      He finishes his mouthful of soup and places his spoon to the side,

      then steeples his fingers. “Are you asking me why I am treating a beautiful woman to a wonderful meal?”

      “I’m asking why my kidnapper is having dinner with his hostage.”

      Maxim’s eye narrow on me. “I thought you deserved a nice night after the horrible week you’ve had detoxing. You’re probably hungry too. I’ve noticed you’ve lost some weight from not being able to keep your food down. You need to get your energy back.”

      I sit back and glare at him. He’s not doing this to be nice, he’s doing it because I’m a paycheck. “Guess you don’t want to hand over the merchandise damaged, hey? Wouldn’t get a high price for damaged goods.”

      “No. That’s not it at all,” he says, clenching his jaw tightly.

      “But it would probably look better to give me away all fresh-faced than as some strung-out drug addict.”

      His fist comes down on the table, rattling his spoon. “The truth?” he says through gritted teeth. I’m testing his patience now.

      “Always,” I answer.

      “Seeing you withdrawing from whatever drug you were on was a

      horrible experience, but one I’m familiar with.”

      “Why, because you were an addict too?”

      He shakes his head. “You seriously think I could be one?” His tone

      is a little condescending.

      “Fuck you. Don’t think you have me all worked out. I didn’t think a law intern at the International Court of Human Rights in The Hague would become a drug addict either, but here I am. Thanks to being kidnapped just like this and sold into sex trafficking. Fucked up shit like that can mess anyone up.” Tears begin to fall down my cheeks, and I angrily brush them away. He doesn’t deserve to see me like that.

      This silences him and he takes a couple of moments to collect himself before speaking again. “You were a law student?”

      “Can’t a whore be smart as well as having a willing pussy?”

      Shock registers on his face, but it’s gone as quickly as it arrived. “I

      never said you were a whore.”

      “Never said I was one, but here I am, about to be sold again.”

      His brows pinch together as he resumes eating his soup.

      Frustrating the shit out of me. Is he really that cold-hearted? Of course, he is. Did you think your little sob story was going to crack him? Kind of hoped I would get something.

      “My youngest sister, Alexandra, she was a drug addict,” Maxim explains.

      Oh. That wasn’t at all what I thought he was going to say. “I’m sorry.”

      “Thank you. The story does not have a happy ending.”

      Neither will mine it would seem, but I stay quiet.

      “I tried so many times to get her to detox, and she would, but then something or someone would happen, and she would be right back where she was again until eventually she OD’d,” he explains sadly as a dark cloud falls around him.

      “I’m sorry, Maxim.” I know his pain. I thought we had lost Zoe and that thought was enough to devastate my heart.

      “There is no need for your apologies, you did not know her,” he

      says tightly.

      Silence falls between us.

      Thankfully the waiter appears again but notices the tension and scurries away.

      “Thank you for helping me. You didn’t have to, but you did.” I find myself saying.

      He gives me a tight smile as he silently turns his champagne glass around in his fingers before he speaks again. “So, you want to be a lawyer then?”

      “I did at one time.”

      My answer surprises him.

      “Not anymore?” he asks.

      I shake my head.

      “Why?” he questions me.

      “I no longer have faith in humanity.”

      Maxim stays silent and then pours me another glass of champagne.

      I take another sip of the bubbles, loving how they feel popping against my tongue. The golden liquid is giving me the confidence I lacked earlier.

      “You seem to know a bit about me. Tell me about yourself. What do you do?” I ask him.

      “Not sure if you’re going to like my answer.” He chuckles darkly.

      “Nothing would surprise me.”

      “Is that so?” He smirks, raising a brow at me as if daring me to prove it. “What do you think I do. I bet you can’t guess.”

      “If I guess, what do I get in return?” I barter with him.

      This makes him sit up a little. “You want to play this game?”

      I nod my answer.

      “Fine, I let you have your freedom.”

      Everything in me stills. “Are you serious?”

      “Deadly,” he says, taking a sip of his champagne as those dark eyes flicker with amusement. “You have three guesses, and it has to be the right thing, not close not near enough, but the title.”

      My heart quickens, my breath becomes shallow, he’s giving me a chance of freedom and I believe if I did guess correctly, he would let me go. He seems like a man of his word as much as the devil can be believed.

      “Three chances and you’ll let me go. If I guess correctly.”

      “Yes.”

      “How do I know I’ve guessed correctly,” I question him.

      Maxim gets up, opens his phone, types something into it, and then closes it again. “I wrote it in my notes. As soon as your guesses are over, I’ll show you.”

      Okay. I’m going to have to trust him. This gift is too good to let go.

      “You ready?” he asks with a grin.

      Taking a deep breath, I try to calm my mind because every part of me is as tight as a curled spring, and I want to make sure that I’m in this with a chance. He works for the Bratva, of that I’m sure, but what as? I try to think about the conversations Sophie and Brooks have had about the structure of the Bratva but when I try to recall it there’s nothing but an empty void. Dammit. I should have paid more attention when they were talking about it, but instead, I chose to implode on myself and lock my mind away in a haze of drugs. Is he high up? Maybe not because it seems like he is working for Dmitri.

      “Are you a transporter for the Bratva?” I ask nervously.

      He shakes his head.

      Shit.

      I thought that would be it. I remember hearing someone talking about transporters, men who would grab women and take them across borders. I swear that was what Maxim was doing as that is what he has done with me, taken me from Spain and transported me to Italy.

      Okay, two more guesses.

      Think, Gracie, think. Why would he kidnap me then? Is he a finder? Someone who finds things that others can’t. What the hell would that be called then?

      “Are you an associate to the Bratva? Your job is to find things for them that can’t be found.”

      Maxim raises a brow, and a small smile falls across his face. “Warm but still cold.”

      Shit.

      I’m close but not at the same time. Talk about a mindfuck. This is my last guess. My life rides on this answer. You need to think, Grace. Go back and search your mind for anything you could possibly find that would reveal who Maxim is. He said that no one leaves this villa alive. Many people have tried to escape, but none do. He talked about chaining me up in his cellar like he does others. He said on the boat something about me having bigger balls than the baddest men in the mafia. My mind is turning up blanks, I don’t know. I can feel the fear creep up over my skin, and my chest tightens as the thought of freedom begins to slip between my fingers.

      “Are you an enforcer for the Bratva?” That’s my final answer, and in all honesty, it is the only job I can think of that would come close to the tiny bits of information he has given me.

      Maxim shakes his head.

      I was wrong.

      No. I was so close, freedom was at the edge of my fingertips. My shoulders slump as my body decides to give up. I can’t put on this charade any longer as a single tear falls down my cheek. I don’t have the energy to even wipe it away. With a shaky hand, I reach out and throw back the last of my champagne. It tastes bitter against my lips as the bubbles make my stomach turn.

      Maxim grabs his phone and opens it. His fingers slide across the screen until he turns it around and slides it toward me.

      
        
          
            
              
        Assassin/Hitman

      

      

      

      

      

      Is written across the screen. Reading the words has me recoiling in my seat as I move away from him. My heart is thumping in my chest as my hands become clammy.

      “I’m so screwed, aren’t I?”

      The waiter enters the dining room at the worst possible moment. He places a beautiful meal of steak and vegetables before me. The delicious smell five minutes ago would have had my mouth watering, but now has my stomach recoiling. He takes one look at Maxim, and for the first time tonight he looks at me, and his face pales before he scurries out of the dining room as if his life depended on it. It probably does, seeing as Maxim is a hitman. His job is to kill people. Bad people. Maybe some good people in there too. Whoever the Bratva want dead, Maxim facilitates it.

      Does that mean?

      Dread fills the pit of my stomach.

      “Is this my last meal? Is that why you have dressed me up, wined and dined me. Flirted with me. Give the dead girl walking her last good night before putting a bullet in my head. Why did you detox me only to kill me? Why didn’t you leave me to die? It would have been a much easier death on your hands. I would have done the job for you if you had asked me to. Your hands would have been clean on this job.”

      My body shakes as I scream at Maxim. All the hurt, fear, and uncertainties come to the surface as my tears begin to flow freely.

      “I need to go. I can’t … I … need a moment,” I say, sliding back in my chair. The sound echoes through the room as I get up and rush out of the dining room. I can’t breathe. The panic attack is beginning to set in as I frantically try to find a bathroom to lose my shit in.

      I try a couple of doors until I find a powder room. Slamming the door behind me, I collapse onto the floor under a waterfall of tears as I curl up into a ball praying that this nightmare will be over soon.

      Maxim is an assassin.

      I’m never going home.
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            MAXIM

          

        

      

    

    
      I let Grace go. I never thought telling her who I really was would be met with joy, but I wasn’t expecting her to have a mental breakdown over it either. You just told her you kill people for a living. That would freak anyone out, especially one you have kidnapped and are currently holding hostage. I suppose that’s right.

      Shit.

      I don’t want her to be scared of me. She should be, she’s just a job. This is true, but … then you saw her walk in tonight in a dress you chose for her. You spent too many hours thinking about how she would look in the dress for it to be healthy. Why don’t you just keep her? Do you really need another million dollars? Do you want to give this woman to Dmitri? I shake my head at these questions I shouldn’t be asking myself.

      She’s a job.

      Just a job nothing more.

      Liar.

      Pushing myself away from the table, I throw my napkin down on the table as I’m unable to enjoy my steak while Grace is missing. Would she have run again? Wouldn’t blame her if she had. I stare down at my phone, but there are no alerts on it. Moving away from the dining room table, I walk out into the corridor and stare down the vast lengths on both sides. Where the hell is she?

      Then I hear her sobbing in the distance. The sound pulls something in my chest, and I don’t like it. I can’t like it. I head toward the sound and open the powder room’s door. There she lies curled up in a ball shivering against the marble floor.

      Shit. I did that to her.

      “Go away, Maxim. Unless you’re here to kill me. Give me this moment, please.” She sobs.

      “I’m not here to kill you, Grace,” I explain softly to her.

      “Yet,” she says, looking up at me through mascara-soaked lashes.

      I don’t answer her as I’m not sure what to say.

      “Why did you save me? Did you do it as an ode to your sister, the one you couldn’t save?”

      Her accusation hits me in the chest like a bullet.

      “Do you have a fucked-up hero complex? Can hitmen be heroes? Did you want to make yourself feel good about saving the fucked-up whore? Do a decent thing to balance out all the bad karma you have.”

      No amount of goodness could atone for all the bad that I have done in the world.

      “To you, I’m a job, not a human. I know when the time comes for me to be offloaded, you’ll do it.”

      She looks up at me as mascara runs down her cheeks.

      I’m not sure if I’m being honest with myself because the thought of offloading her to Dmitri makes my stomach turn.

      “Your silence speaks volumes, Maxim.” She sneers at me. “Do you have a gun on you now? Can you use it? Kill me now because if you’re going to give me to anyone else other than my family then I’m as good as dead. I would rather be dead than live through that hell again. I can’t do it. I won’t do it. Just take me out into the vines and shoot me?”

      She’s serious. I can see it on her face. She isn’t afraid to die in this moment. She’s given up.

      What the hell am I doing?

      “No. I won’t do that.”

      Grace chuckles darkly. “Oh, that’s right. If I’m dead, you won’t get paid.”

      That’s not it.

      She’s confusing me with her words. I rake a hand through my hair nervously trying to get a grip on this unfamiliar feeling inside me.

      “Maybe I’ll take my own life then.” She pulls out the steak knife.

      Everything turns into slow motion as soon as I see the glistening silver knife in her hand. I never noticed her taking it from the table. I lunge for her, but I’m not quick enough, and she slices her wrist, luckily not badly. Grabbing the knife from her hands, I throw it away from her.

      “No. I want to die,” she screams.

      “Not tonight,” I tell her, pulling a handkerchief from my suit pocket and wrapping it around the wound.

      “I’m not going back, Maxim. Do you hear me?” she says, grabbing the lapels of my suit jacket. “I would rather die than go back to Dmitri.”

      I know Dmitri isn’t the best of people. But I’ve only heard how well looked after the jewels were. That they adore them and treat them all as if they were real precious gems. They are revered in the Bratva circles.

      “What did he do to you?”

      Grace laughs wildly. “Everything. Every depraved thing you could think of doing to a woman and then times that by ten. And I only got a small portion of it, he and his fucked-up cousin had my sister for months, and they did so much worse to her,” she tells me before breaking down again.

      I stare at a clearly traumatized woman who is willing to kill herself than ever go back to being a jewel. Does the Bratva know what Dmitri and Nikolai have been doing to these women? Have I been naïve over what goes on with them? Technically, I’m a free agent, I’m not affiliated with anyone. I’ll do jobs for the Bratva, motorcycle gangs, dictatorships, politicians, and whoever can afford me.

      Reaching down, I pick her up in my arms. She buries her face into my chest. I walk out of the powder room and down the corridor toward the staircase. I make my way up the grand stairs and turn toward her room, thankfully the door is open as I walk in. She’s still sobbing as if all the hurt, grief, and sadness is purging from her body. If what she says is true then I understand now why she was medicating herself with the drugs, trying to block out whatever Dmitri and Nikolai did to her and her sister.

      Gently, I lay her down on her bed, tucking her in under the blanket. She curls up on her side, her shoulders still shaking with her tears. It’s as if I’ve broken through a block inside her, and now everything she’s hidden is coming out of her. Staring down, I take my phone from my pocket and type out a message before placing it back.

      Then I kick my shoes off, slide my jacket over my shoulders and place it on the chair. I unbutton my dress shirt and roll up the sleeves before I do the stupidest thing I’ve ever done before and get into bed with her. I wrap my arm around her and pull her tightly against my chest. She’s so lost in her mind she doesn’t fight me on touching her.

      What have I got myself into with this woman?

      “Is she asleep?” Sergei asks, walking into my office hours later.

      I’m sitting, staring out over the estate, lost in my thoughts as I watch the stars on the horizon. Tonight has been a mindfuck.

      I’d spent the past hour in the gym trying to clear my head. A couple rounds with the punching bag usually helps me.

      “Yes, it took me a long time to get her to settle.” Grace cried for an hour as I held her, soothed her, and protected her.

      “And the cut?”

      “Only surface, it’s wrapped up now,” I tell Sergei. I can’t forget the look in her eyes when she pulled that knife out. She was done. If I hadn’t come when I did, I don’t know if she would be alive. “Something fucked up happened to her.”

      “You think we should look into her then?” Sergei asks.

      “I do. Something doesn’t sound right about this situation.”

      “I’m not willing to send a girl back to a monster, Max. She’s the same age as Anna. She reminds me too much of her.” The sadness of losing his daughter creeps across Sergei’s face. Now I understand why he’s developed a soft spot for Grace since she arrived. “Wasn’t there media coverage about Nikolai and Dmitri? That’s why the higher-ups want him dealt with,” he suggests.

      That’s right.

      I type their names into the computer, and all these searches come up. Sergei and I look at each other surprised at the coverage in the mainstream media about Nikolai especially. No wonder the Bratva is upset, they have outed them. I press play on the first video, and there’s a blonde interviewing two men. We watch the interview in stunned silence as the two men explain how they found a woman called Zoe bloodied at their gate and went on to explain how she had no memory of who she was. They spoke about how over the months of her living with them they slowly fell in love with her. That must be Grace’s sister the two men are talking about as they explain that she used to date Nikolai. He took her home to Russia under the guise of meeting the family, and instead, she was sold into a human trafficking ring. And that they had come back and found her again, but this time they had stolen her sister Grace as well. They then go on to explain every aspect of Nikolai’s operations and how he used the jewels; he traded a night with a jewel to get what he wanted.

      “We might have been naïve in believing what the jewels really were,” Sergei states.

      I think he’s right. This is not at all the reputation of the jewels as portrayed in the underworld. Anger bubbles through my veins as my fist slams down against the desk.

      “How did we miss this? It’s our job to know every detail about our marks. We let our focus slip on this one, old man.”

      He claps me on the shoulder. “We know now. She’s safe here with us. That was our one rule, we never involve the women. We broke that rule for her. We made assumptions and thought we understood the object. We were wrong, Max. Now that we know we are, it’s hard to ignore it. Let me investigate this for you. Your responsibility now is that girl upstairs.”

      I give the old man a nod. He’s right. Grace is my priority now and especially after tonight where she thinks I’m throwing her back to the monsters. I understand her desperation that she tried to harm herself.

      I stare at the video on my screen. What the hell happened to you, Grace? Next thing I know, I’m googling her name. Up pops her smiling face and information about her time at the International Court of Human Rights. What hits me is the life behind those jade-green eyes—they sparkle.

      Something I’ve only seen when she’s fighting with me.

      I promise you, Grace, I will protect you. You’re safe with me.

      Then I hear a blood-curdling scream.
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            GRACE

          

        

      

    

    
      “I like it when you put up a fight, Gracie,” Dmitri snarls at me. I’m tied to a bed, there’s nowhere for me to go.

      “It doesn’t seem like a fair fight, does it?” I sneer as I pull against the restraints, which makes him laugh.

      “True, but I like you this way. To do with as I please.” The look in

      his eyes is murderous.

      There’s no escape.

      “Now, I need you to be a good girl for me tonight. Do Dmitri proud. Show them a good time like you do for me. If you are good, I’ll reward you.”

      “There’s no reward you could give me that would make me do what you want me to do.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “Really? Not even letting you stay the night with your sister?”

      I freeze. I miss Zoe. I need her strength. I need her. I can’t keep living in this nightmare.

      Dmitri chuckles. “See, I knew there would be something. Now, behave and be a good little jewel.” Then he opens the door, and I scream.

      “Get off me!” I scream, pushing against the strong arms wrapped around me. I punch and scratch at them. I won’t do it. I won’t go and fuck those men.

      “I’m trying to help you, Grace,” a deep, familiar voice yells at me.

      But I’m too far gone in my nightmare to pull myself out. My instincts have taken over as I try and scramble from the danger.

      “Please, don’t touch me, not again, please.”

      “I would never touch you. I told you that, Grace. I made a promise, and I’m going to keep it. You’re safe. I’ve promised to protect you from these monsters. You will never have to fear them again.”

      That familiar voices words still me. I blink once, twice, and the dark fog surrounding my vision seems to lift. Maxim is standing before me, his chest bloodied from my nails. I’m huddled in a corner of the bed as far away from him as I can be.

      “I thought ...” I start trying to explain myself, but the way he is looking at me with such sadness and pity behind those black eyes embarrasses me. I burst into tears as my emotions are still running high after my nightmare.

      “Hey, Wildcat,” he says as the bed dips near me and he pulls me into his strong arms. “I promise I will never touch you like that.”

      I look at him through tear-soaked lashes, my tension slowly releasing. There’s something about the way he’s looking at me, something in the tone of his voice that makes me believe him. He’s still the enemy, but ... I trust his words. He sat with me while I detoxed, he fed me a beautiful dinner, he held me as I broke down after trying to hurt myself, and here he is again, helping me. He tightens his arm around my shoulders, and I sink in against his hard body, enjoying the first bit of affection from another man in a long time. I was jealous of the way Mateo and Tomas would scoop Zoe up into their arms when she had a moment. They would give me hugs, but it wasn’t the same. There was a fleeting fling with Enrique, but once I was back, he didn’t know how to be around me. I felt like he thought I was tainted after being violated, so whatever was once there was gone.

      But Maxim’s arms wrapped around me feels right, and I’m not going to overthink this because I need it. I’m ashamed of myself for craving his attention, but deep down in my soul, I need five minutes of someone telling me they’ve got me. That I’m not alone.

      “Thank you,” I whisper, embarrassed over how long I soaked up the feeling of being in his arms.

      Maxim looks down at me and gives me a warm smile before reaching out and pushing the hair away from my face. “It’s my pleasure.”

      A flutter tickles my stomach over his kindness. It’s not fair that he’s this handsome when he’s such a bad guy.

      But is he really that bad?

      Oh, come on, his job is killing people for a price. They are bad people, too. Maybe he’s doing a service to society. You want to get laid, and in that pursuit, you are ignoring huge red flags. He could kill Dmitri. He would be the only person with the skills and connections. Doesn’t he work for Dmitri? Shit. Yeah, he’s not coming to my aid.

      We sit in silence for a while neither one of us daring to talk to break this moment between us.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” Maxim asks.

      I shake my head. What is there to say? He doesn’t push me any further, which I appreciate.

      We fall into another round of silence until it’s me this time breaking it.

      “Maxim,” I say his name, looking up at him.

      “Yes, Grace?”

      I bite my bottom lip because what I’m about to ask is crazy and a bad idea, but for the first time since all this has happened, I’ve felt safe. I’m afraid when I close my eyes again tonight Dmitri will visit me.

      “Can you stay with me tonight?” The words tumble out of my mouth quickly.

      Maxim stiffens beside me.

      See, I knew it. Stupid of me to ask, what the hell was I thinking. This man is my fucking kidnapper.

      “Grace …”

      I jump out of his arms and shuffle away from him on the bed. “It’s okay, Maxim. It was a stupid idea. I was having a moment, and the words came out before my brain had a chance to catch up with them. Ignore me. Thank you for checking in on me. I bid you a good night.”

      Maxim’s brows pinch together. “It wasn’t a stupid idea.”

      Oh. That’s not at all what I thought he was going to say.

      “Are you sure you want me here, beside you, all night?” he asks, looking at the space between the two of us.

      “Yes. It might help keep the nightmares away. I trust you. That’s probably a stupid thing to tell you, but I do for some strange reason.” The word vomit continues to fall from my mouth.

      He gives me a smile. “I like that you trust me, Grace. Especially as I’m the bad guy here.”

      A yawn surprises me, and I cover my mouth with my hand. I know I should be worried about his words, but I’m too exhausted to care anymore. Give me one night of peace, and I can worry about how fucked up this all is tomorrow.

      “You’re safe with me now. I promise nothing will harm you ever again, even me.”

      Oh.

      Not sure how to interpret that, but I think that’s his way of saying I’m safe for the moment and I guess that’s all I can ask for, for tonight.

      I lean forward and do the second stupidest thing tonight … I kiss his cheek. The prickles of his five o’clock shadow tickle my lips. The quick inhale of his breath as my lips connect with his skin tells me how surprised he is by this gesture.

      “Don’t think it means anything other than a thank you,” I tell him.

      Which makes him chuckle. “Go to sleep, Grace.”

      Laying down on my side, I wriggle down into the bed and close my eyes. The bed dips and moves as Maxim readies himself for bed. I don’t dare turn around to see what he’s doing. He then settles back into bed, stays apart from me for a moment, and then curses something in Russian and rolls over. His large hand lands on my hip, and strong fingers dig into his t-shirt that I’m wearing to bed as he pulls me to his chest. I can feel every single muscle through the fabric against my back. Once he has me in a position he likes, his hand moves from my hip and pulls up the blanket to just under my chest, where he leaves his hand, gripping the blanket into a hard fist as if he is stopping himself from touching me.

      We stay like that in the silent darkness of my bedroom. Can he hear my heart beating uncontrollably in my chest? I open his fisted hand and let it rest against my breast.

      “Grace,” he says my name with a groan as his body becomes as stiff as a board.

      “Don’t think anything of it. Your fist was digging into my chest, and I can’t sleep all night like that.”

      “I promised I wouldn’t touch you,” he whispers against my ear.

      “And you haven’t. I’m the one who moved your hand

      there. It’s just comfort, nothing more.”

      He lets out a heavy sigh.

      Then I wriggle against him trying to get comfortable. Now I can feel something else digging into me.

      Maxim swallows a couple of times loudly but doesn’t move either.

      We both know there’s an elephant in the room, or should I say in his pants.

      “Sorry about that ... I swear it will go down in a minute.”

      “It’s fine. It means nothing. I know it’s not because of me.”

      Another groan comes from him and a couple more curses in Russian. “It’s been a long day. We need to get some sleep,” he says.

      And we do, and for the first time since I don’t remember when, I have a restful night.

      The sun is blazing through the windows, and I hear birds singing. Did I dream that Maxim was in my bed? I turn over and notice the other side empty, maybe it was a dream. Then I lean over and smell the sheets. They most definitely smell like him. I bury my nose further into them, inhaling his musky scent like some lust-filled groupie. I roll onto my back and shake my head. What’s happening to me? The man is a killer and eventually he’s going to kill me. I’m losing my mind that must be the reason.

      The smell of bacon cooking filters through to my room and my stomach rumbles. Today is a new day, I feel rejuvenated from my nightmare-less sleep. There are loads I need to discuss with Maxim, but first, bacon. I rush into the bathroom, relieve myself, and head out into the corridor following the bacon trail. I end up back downstairs and check in on the dining room first. No one is there, but the smell is close. I push through a door next to the dining room and end up in the kitchen.

      There’s Maxim, dressed in nothing but gray sweatpants at the cooker totally engrossed in what he’s doing. The kitchen’s huge, all stainless steel, it looks more like a restaurant kitchen than someone’s home. I take a moment to savor his tanned skin, which is covered in a light sheen of sweat from the heat of the cooktop. Then I notice the scars and lines across his back. Did he get them from killing someone? Shaking those thoughts from my mind my eyes fall further down to his tight ass filling out the sweats.

      “You hungry?” Maxim asks.

      His question makes me jump and pulls me from my appreciation of his fine body. How did he know I was here?

      He looks over his shoulder as he turns the bacon in the frying pan.

      “Yes,” I say, shaking the thoughts from my mind. They shouldn’t be there at all.

      I take a seat at the island bench and watch as he moves confidently around the kitchen. Not only can he kill people, but he cooks as well.

      “Would you like a juice? There’s some freshly squeezed orange in the fridge.” He tilts his head toward the fridge.

      I get up from the island and head toward the industrial-sized fridge. Opening it, I noticed it’s filled with fruit and vegetables as well as leftover pasta, meat, and cheese.

      I pull out the large jug. “Would you like one?”

      “Yes, thanks. Glasses are in the top cupboard.”

      I reach up and grab two, then pour us some juice.

      When Maxim turns around again, he sets down the bacon, eggs, and croissants on to a tray.

      Then I notice the scratch marks across his chest.

      “Did I do that?”

      He looks down at his chest. “Yes.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      He shakes his head. “You were lost between two worlds. You didn’t know who I was. It’s no big deal.”

      Maybe it isn’t, considering all the scars he has on his body.

      “Would you like a coffee?” he asks.

      I shake my head. Never been a big coffee drinker.

      “I thought we could eat breakfast by the pool this morning.”

      I raise a brow at him. “I’m allowed outside?”

      He rolls his eyes at me. “Yes, of course.”

      “You’re not worried I’m going to try and escape again?” I ask, teasing him.

      “If you could wait to escape till after I’ve eaten, I’d much appreciate it.”

      “We’re joking about my escape now?”

      “Seems like we’ve evolved.” He grins, holding the door open for me.

      I duck through and head straight outside near the kitchen garden which is filled with vegetables. We follow the path through the gardens toward the pool area. He places the plates down on the table underneath the navy umbrella.

      The sun is beating down upon us, even though it’s still early in the morning.

      “If you want to go for a swim today, I’ve organized some bathers

      for you.”

      Things have changed overnight. And if I’m honest, I could do with the exercise. “Thank you, the pool does look inviting.”

      He bites into his croissant, and I watch as the pastry falls down his bare chest.

      My eyes follow each flake, and I could seriously lick up every one of them. I shake my head. What the hell is happening to me? I take a bite into one of the pastries trying to wash away my dirty thoughts. Damn it, this tastes delicious and I start to make appreciative noises.

      “If I knew the way to a woman’s heart was through her stomach. I may have cooked women breakfast more often.” He chuckles, giving me a flirty smile before his eyes dip to my lip where I lick away some pastry flakes before they fall to my chest.

      I realize I’m not wearing a bra under the thin T-shirt and my nipples are probably saluting him. I can’t move to cover them without making it obvious. Instead, I pretend to brush the crumbs off my chest and place my arms in front while I eat.

      “Pretty sure those women aren’t thinking of food in the mornings with you.”

      That wasn’t supposed to come out of my mouth. I was concentrating on trying to cover myself that I forgot to filter my brain-to-mouth situation.

      “Really? And what do you think they have in mind, then?” he asks, resting his elbows on the table.

      Is Maxim really flirting with me? “Do you really need your ego stroked so early in the morning?” I say with a nervous chuckle.

      “Usually, I like other things stroked in the morning, but I’ll take my ego for today,” he says, giving me a wink before taking another bite of croissant.

      Don’t flirt with him. Yes, flirt with him, remember men are simple, they want one thing, and you want one thing, too, freedom. My inner voice is right, this isn’t a date. You didn’t just spend a magical night having this man do every dirty thing imaginable to you. He kidnapped you for a dangerous man. Once he’s done with you, he will hand you over to that monster. No, he promised he would protect me. Probably lies.

      I look away from my breakfast as my inner monologues fight with each other. I stare out over the impressive vineyards. I can feel Maxim watching me, he’s noticed my sudden change. Thankfully he doesn’t say anything, and we continue enjoying breakfast.

      “It’s beautiful here, isn’t it?” he says eventually breaking the silence.

      “I’ve always wanted to visit Italy,” I confess.

      “Maybe one day I might be lucky enough to show it to you.”

      I turn and look at him.

      He seems serious.

      No.

      He can’t give me hope.

      There’s no future being made here, not while I’m still his captive and not while I don’t know if he is still giving me to Dmitri.

      After breakfast, a package arrives for me, and it’s the swimwear Maxim had ordered. Does this man have a stylist on call because how the hell does he know my size and what I like? There’s a gorgeous black one-piece with a deep V which shows off my cleavage, and another in red, which seems very Pamela Anderson-esque. I decide on the black set, which has a matching sarong and flip flops in the package also, he’s thought of everything. I head down to the pool where Maxim is lying on one of the lounge chairs in nothing but a pair of black shorts. His impressive body is on display as he lays back looking relaxed, his hands behind his head exposing his large biceps. Long black lashes caress his cheeks. He hasn’t shaved in a couple of days, and dark stubble lines his square jaw. The man is a damn supermodel. He could have made it on any of the runways in Europe or the covers of magazines instead of spending his days killing people working for the world’s underbelly. I’m unsure if I should take the lounge beside him or the other one on the other side.

      “I won’t bite, Wildcat.” Maxim chuckles as he continues lying there with his eyes closed.

      How did he know I was there? His eyes were closed the entire time. With my brows pulled together, I walk over to the lounge beside him, shake out my towel, and place it over the lounge. Then I undo my sarong, fold it up, and place it beside me before kicking off my flip flops and leaving them under the chair.

      “Does it fit?” Maxim asks.

      His deep voice makes me jump. “Does what fit?” I turn and ask him.

      A lazy smirk falls across his face as those dark opens open and zero in on me intensely. There’s a slight quirk to his left brow as he stares at me. His eyes trail down over my body which lights every nerve on fire.

      I hate how my body reacts to this man. Guess I should be happy after everything I’ve been through that there’s a part of me inside that is still attracted to men, that still wants the touch of one. Or is it just this one?

      “Your swimsuit?” he says his eyes dipping to the deep V at the front. His tongue slides out and wets his lips as his eyes move up to my face.

      “I’m going to cool off,” I mumble overcome with the need to throw myself at him, especially with the hunger I see dancing across those dark eyes.

      I dive into the pool and the refreshing water slides over my heated skin. Closing my eyes, I let the water wash away everything that’s happened to me, and when I break through the surface, I’ll be brand new. When I break through to the surface and open my eyes everything is still the same. The sins of another are still tattooed across my skin. I’m still a little bird in a cage that’s made of invisible lines.

      “You feel better?” Maxim asks. His deep, accented voice pulls me from my thoughts. He’s sitting up now on the lounge and staring at me. How does this man make ordinary conversations flirty?

      “I do.” I grin before pushing my feet off the bottom and begin swimming to the other end of the large rectangle pool. My arms ache with each stroke through the cool water, but I don’t stop. There’s a tiny sense of freedom I’m getting from doing laps up and down the pool. As if by some miracle, if I keep pushing myself maybe when I stop, I’ll be back in Ibiza with my family and this entire nightmare will be over.

      Not sure how long I’ve been swimming but eventually I stop, and when I raise my hand to touch the end of the pool, there’s a large body in my way.

      Pulling up short, I stop and wipe my face. “You scared me,” I tell him.

      “Never thought you were going to stop.”

      “Neither did I,” I agree as my chest heaves from exhaustion.

      “Do you feel better?”

      I squint my eyes and hold up my hand to my brow thanks to the bright sun blazing down on us. “I do.”

      “It’s the reason I come out here every morning and swim. There’s something about the methodical beat of placing one hand in front of the other. It soothes the chaotic soul,” Maxim explains.

      Maybe he’s right. It’s the first time in I don’t know how long that my mind shut off for those moments. The continual being on edge, jumping at every movement and sound, and the constant state of anxiety I’ve been living in for months is exhausting.

      “I feel rejuvenated,” I tell him.

      “Good.”

      “Is it, really?” I question him.

      “Of course, it is, it’s what I want.”

      I don’t understand this man. I want to ask him why, but we are interrupted by a waiter bringing out food.

      “Looks like lunch is ready,” he grins before reaching out and grabbing me. He pulls me through the water, and I bounce off his chest. Then strong hands wrap around my waist, and the next thing I know he is lifting me out of the water and my butt hits the warm tiles.

      Maxim slides in between my legs and looks up at me. “I’m hungry, are you?”

      Is there a double meaning to that question?

      Why is this man confusing the hell out of me? This should be easy. I’m his captive. He’s, my captor. Those are the rules I understand but this … this game of flirtation, caring, and dare I say friendship, I don’t get.
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      Each night she asks me to lay with her because my presence helps her sleep and keeps the nightmares away. I don’t tell her that the same thing happens to me, too, each night I get into bed with her. As well as an aching dick, thanks to being nestled against Grace’s tight little ass every night and my hand on her breast. It seems something we have continued from that first night.

      I pull up the covers and lay my hand across her waist, and she moves that hand from its place to her breast. How can I say no if that relaxes her. It certainly doesn’t relax me, but I breathe through it and enjoy the quiet between us and of course the feeling of her breast against my hand. They are the perfect size for me, not too big and not too small, they sit just right in my large hand.

      And every morning when the sun rises, I leave her bed, jerk off in the shower, and make her breakfast. Then we sit and talk as if we don’t have a care in the world. It’s a perfect illusion, one neither of us is ready to shatter just yet. Then we head to the pool where she swims, and I watch her while I work. If this is what domestic bliss feels like, then consider me domesticated.

      Today, I’m distracted from my work like I am every day as my eyes focus on the beautiful creature enjoying the water. Watching her swim laps back and forth, her lithe arms gliding through the water. After thirty minutes, she sometimes hops out, grabs a book from the library, and lazes beside me reading while other days she lays back and enjoys the sun, which is beginning to tan her white skin.

      The first day after getting out of the pool, I noticed how pink her skin was at lunch and I insisted on lathering her up with sunscreen. Didn’t think that through other than I didn’t want her to burn because as soon as my hands began rubbing in the lotion, my dick was saluting the fucking sky. The moans that my fingers were pulling from her mouth had all kinds of images projecting through my mind, and most were not PG-rated. When she eventually turned around her nipples were hard peaks, so I guess I’m not the only one having impure thoughts about the other. I would never cross that line with Grace no matter how much I may want to, something terrible has happened to her, and I would never want her to class me the same as Dmitri. I would never hurt or force a woman, ever.

      My phone begins ringing, and I pick it up without looking, thinking it’s Sergei.

      “Maxim, my man,” Dmitri greets me as if we’re old friends.

      Last time we spoke he was almost pissing himself while I had a gun to his head. It takes me a couple of moments to collect my thoughts and make sure that Grace can’t hear this phone call. She’s currently doing her morning laps, so she will be done in the next ten minutes, Dmitri has five.

      “What do you want?” I’m unable to hide my disdain for the man.

      “A little birdy told me you might have captured a jewel for me.”

      I still.

      What the actual fuck? Who the hell told him that?

      I don’t answer, waiting for him to reveal more than I do.

      “Interpol is looking for her. Missing person flyers are circulating throughout the Police stations in Europe.”

      Aw. One of his police contacts has told him.

      “The heat is a little much at the moment. I’m being followed. I can’t take her yet.”

      You were never getting her.

      “I need you to look after her for like a month.”

      “I’m not a fucking babysitter,” I bite back.

      “Please, man. You know how it is? She’s high profile now. We need to stay low.”

      “Do you have any of the other jewels?”

      “I’m on a fucking goose chase around Europe. People really don’t want these bitches to be found.” He chuckles as if we are both in on the joke.

      We aren’t, and I’m not amused.

      “Where are you?” I ask, wondering if this little fucker is doing as he’s supposed to be.

      “Baby, come back to bed,” I hear a female voice say in the background.

      Is he fucking serious right now? He’s supposed to be helping my boss locate the jewels, but instead, he’s been thinking with his dick.

      “Babe, I’m on the fucking phone,” Dmitri calls out to the woman.

      “Who’s that?” I ask.

      “No one,” he says, brushing me off.

      “Time’s ticking, Dmitri. Remember that. Your dick won’t get sucked when you’re six feet under,” I warn him.

      “I’m working on it. I promise,” he says through gritted teeth.

      Having enough of this conversation I hang up on him, just as Grace finishes her laps. She turns and looks over at me and gives me a bright smile like she does every day when she’s finished. How can I let this woman go? I can’t. At least now I don’t have to come up with any excuses to Dmitri for why I haven’t delivered Grace to him.

      Grace jumps out of the pool, walks over to my sun lounger, and grabs her towel.

      “Everything okay?” she asks as she dries herself off.

      “Everything’s fine,” I reassure her.

      “You look tense.”

      “Usually happens after talking with idiots.”

      This makes her smile. “I can give you a massage if you want?”

      My eyes widen at her request.

      Then her own open as she realized how her request sounded. “In a platonic sort of way. You just looked stressed, and I thought … you know, it was the right thing to do. Because you’ve been there for me when I’ve been stressed.”

      “Any excuse to get your hands on me, Wildcat. I know your game,” I joke with her.

      Grace’s face flushes red with embarrassment and splutters to find her words.

      “I’m only teasing, Grace. If you have five minutes, I wouldn’t mind as I have some tension in my shoulders. I think it’s my sleeping position,” I add, raising a brow at her.

      “Why didn’t you tell me it was so uncomfortable?”

      “And deny you the opportunity to place my hand on your tit every night. Never,” I joke.

      Grace shakes her head. “Roll over, and I’ll grab some of that coconut suntan oil you won’t let me use.”

      “Because it will burn your skin.”

      Grace rolls her eyes at me which makes me smile. Her sass turns me on.

      Then I pull off my t-shirt and roll over onto my stomach.

      Moments later Grace is back, I can hear the padding of her feet across the pavers. She then squirts a generous amount of oil onto my back, the liquid is cool.

      “I’m going to have to straddle you, otherwise I can’t reach,” she mumbles.

      Turning my head to the side, I say, “Not going to say no to having your thighs wrapped around me.”

      A hard hand slaps my back as she begins to rub the oil into my skin, which makes me chuckle. Wow, her fingers are amazing as they begin to dig into the tension clinging to my muscles.

      “I used to work in a day spa when I was studying.”

      That explains why her fingers are magic. The more she works the heavier my lids feel, and the next thing I know, I’m falling asleep.

      I stand looking out at the swirling ocean as a storm rolls in. The waves are crashing against the beach and yet I walk toward them.

      “Elena!” I call to the sea. “Where are you?” I hope someone will reply, but no one does, no one ever does. “Let me save you!” I scream into the wind, but my words are carried away and dissolve into the nothingness.

      I step further into the waves. I need to find her, she must be here. I scream her name over and over. I’m soaked, the cold Atlantic water chilling my bones, but I don’t care, I have to find her. She has to be here, she can’t just disappear like that.

      “Elena!” I scream out into the ocean as a wave hits me, filling my mouth with salty water before knocking me over. I’m pushed deep under the water, swirling around the darkness unable to find my footing. When I eventually come up for air, I’m hit by another wave and its power knocks the wind from my chest. Another wave hits me, and the next thing I know I’m floating out to sea in the turbulent water. The angry waves pull me far away from the shoreline and further into the darkness.

      Then my feet find the sandy floor, and I’m able to stand up.

      “Elena!” I scream one last time. It is all I have left in me.

      Then I hear her voice.

      “Maxim!” She sounds like an angel calling me from beneath the water.

      “Elena, I’m coming.”

      “Maxim!”

      I’m so close.

      I follow her voice further into the ocean. She has to be here, but I can’t see anything. I swear she was there. I feel her around me, she’s close.

      I do one last sweep of the inky black ocean, and then I see her.

      “No. No. Not my Elena,” I scream as a disfigured, bloated corpse floats by. Her eyes are open staring back at me with those forest-green eyes. Her skin is white, pale, her lips are blue. There are marks on her wrists and ankles as if she’s been locked up and the metal has rubbed against the skin.

      She is dead.

      “No!” I scream.
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      Maxim is snoring away underneath my fingers. I’m proud of myself for being able to relax a man like Maxim in under five minutes. I do feel bad that he’s been suffering every night with our sleeping positions. Tonight, maybe I can be the big spoon and give his neck a rest.

      Suddenly, Maxim starts twitching violently underneath me. The once-relaxed muscles are now contorting with each jerky movement.

      “Elena!” Maxim mumbles.

      Who the hell is Elena? Is she his ex? Why is he thinking of her when I’m the one touching him?

      “No.” He sobs as he thrashes wildly about, bucking me off him.

      I land beside the lounge on the pavers with a thud. Ouch. Standing up, I shake myself off and try to wake him from a nightmare he is clearly having.

      “Maxim, it’s just a dream,” I whisper not wanting to startle him.

      “No,” he cries out again. It’s heartbreaking hearing him sound so distressed. Whoever this Elena is, something terrible happened to her. Did he kill her? Was she one of his victims and he is now plagued with guilt over killing her? He said he doesn’t hurt women, but was she the first and only time he had?

      “Maxim, it’s Grace. Please wake up,” I say, shaking him a little harder this time.

      “Grace?” Maxim jumps up and turns himself over. He rubs his face, trying to focus on me standing before him. His chest is bathed in sweat and his inky black hair is a tangled mess.

      “You had a nightmare.”

      He stares at me and doesn’t say a word.

      “Do you want me to get you a drink?”

      He nods, and I head over to the drink’s fridge in the bar area on the side of the pool and grab us a bottle of water each. Returning, I hand him the bottle, and he eagerly takes it from my hand and throws back the entire bottle in a couple of gulps.

      I notice a droplet of sweat slide down his cheek, he looks as if he’s burning up. Grabbing my bottle of water, I pour some onto my towel and then take a seat beside him on the sun lounger and reach out to wipe his face with it.

      Maxim flinches and eyes me suspiciously. “What are you doing?”

      “You’re covered in sweat. I was trying to cool you down.”

      “Oh,” he says, staring at me and then down at the towel as a confused look crosses his face.

      “Will you let me look after you this time?” I ask, holding up the soaked towel.

      Maxim seems stunned and doesn’t argue with me.

      I take this as my opportunity to help him like he has helped me as I pat his face with the towel. Then I move it down his chest and up over his arms. I shuffle forward a little more to try and reach his neck which brings his face near mine.

      His warm breath is against my neck, making goosebumps appear on my skin.

      Easy, now is not the time to jump him.

      Next thing I know, Maxim has reached out and pulled me to him, burying his face in my hair, his nose lightly touching the thin skin of my neck. I let out a gasp as my body starts to tingle.

      “Thank you,” he says huskily as I pull away from his embrace.

      “You have helped me with my nightmares. I thought it was time to help you.”

      “You might be the first person who has shown me compassion,” he confesses, looking away from me as if ashamed.

      That’s sad. You don’t become a killer if you have compassion in your life, Grace.

      “Maxim,” I call his name, but he doesn’t look at me. “Maxim, look at me.” My tone is commanding, and finally he looks up at me, his dark eyes like black swirls. He looks lost, and for the first time since my arrival here, helpless. His face breaks my heart because it’s so full of pain and loss—emotions I know well.

      Leaning forward, I press my lips against his.

      He doesn’t move nor open his mouth, he’s a solid rock.

      I let my tongue glide along his lips, but still nothing. My teeth sink into his bottom lip, and I suck on it hard. Next thing I know, Maxim picks me up and flips me onto my back against the sun lounge.

      His arms are a cage around me, tight muscles straining as if holding himself back. His breathing has increased, those dark swirls of hopelessness in his eyes are replaced by sparks of wanting.

      “Grace,” he growls, sending shivers over my body. “Please don’t tease me, not now.”

      “I’m not teasing you,” I say, looking into his handsome face. My hand strokes his prickly cheek. “I wanted to kiss you.”

      He frowns. “Why?”

      “You needed it.”

      He continues to stare at me, his body stiff as a board, every muscle

      tense.

      “You shouldn’t have.”

      His words are like a bucket of ice water in the face. I let my hand drop at his tone and try to push him away from me, but he’s as solid as a mountain.

      “Please move,” I ask as my humiliation takes hold. Such an idiot, Grace. The only men that want you are men who are fucked up assholes. You are only good enough to be a whore. No one will love you. You’re tainted.

      “Move,” I scream at him as I try not to let the tears threatening to fall have their moment.

      “Grace,” Maxim says my name softly.

      No. I don’t want soft from him. Fuck him. Next thing I know my knee is connecting with his junk.

      “Fuck,” he curses as he rolls to the side clutching his balls.

      I’m able to slip past him while he’s distracted, and I hightail it out of there. As soon as I’m around the corner, I let the tears fall as I rush up the grand staircase toward my room. Slamming the door shut behind me, I lock it and fall into a crumpled heap as embarrassment and humiliation kick in.

      There’s a rattle at my door as someone tries to get in.

      “Grace, open up,” Maxim commands.

      “Go away,” I yell back.

      “Grace, please. Let me explain.”

      “There’s nothing to explain. Now please, leave me alone.”

      “I can’t,” he says softly through the door. “I’m sorry, Grace.”

      “Nothing to apologize for,” I tell him, wiping the tears away.

      “I …” Maxim starts but hesitates. “This … you … me … it’s confusing,” he confesses.

      Oh.

      “This wasn’t part of the plan.”

      “What wasn’t?” I question him through my sniffles.

      He’s quiet for a moment before speaking again. “You captivating me.”

      I wasn’t expecting that.

      “I’ve never felt something toward a mark before,” he confesses.

      In his line of work, I can’t imagine that’s a possibility. “Is that why you don’t touch women?”

      “You think I don’t kill women because I would want to fuck them?” he questions me in an annoyed tone.

      Does that mean he wants to sleep with me? Focus, Grace.

      “I don’t mess with women because it’s the right thing to do. Most women are pulled into this life because of some scum ass man, same with children. I’m not saying women can’t be villains, but they are few and far between.”

      “Then I don’t get why me?”

      I can hear Maxim let out a heavy sigh behind the door. It’s as if he is sitting on the ground right beside me and only the layers of wood are keeping us apart.

      “You’re the first bright light to filter through my darkness. And I’m sick of standing in the darkness alone. I’m a selfish man, Grace. All I can think about is keeping you safe, and the only way I can do that is if you’re with me. I don’t think I can let you go.”

      Oh.

      Not sure if that’s a good or bad thing. Does that mean he isn’t giving me to Dmitri? Or does that mean I’m never seeing my family again?

      Silence falls between us again as I take in Maxim’s confession. Getting up on shaky legs, I unlock my bedroom door and open it.

      Maxim falls back but catches himself as the door falls away from him. He springs up and dusts himself off. A look of uncertainty falls across his face as his teeth sink into his lower lip.

      Maybe it’s unhealthy, maybe it’s crazy, but I need this man. I want nothing more than to be wrapped in those strong arms and have his plush lips all over my body. I need to feel the prickles of the stubble against my thighs. I need those dark eyes on me. My heart is beating uncontrollably in my chest, my palms are sweaty, so I drag them down along my legs as I step into Maxim’s personal space.

      “Maxim,” his name comes out in a needy whisper.

      Those dark eyes widen and begin to swirl with need, desire flecks across them. “Grace.”

      The way he says my name as if I’m the most precious thing in the world. As if he can’t quite believe I’m standing in front of him, asking for more. I reach out and place my hand on his hip, my fingers touching his bare skin. Heat radiates through my fingertips, then all over my body until it pools between my thighs. I’m still in my swimsuit and feel like I’m standing naked before him, vulnerable, exposed, and one hundred percent needy. My grip tightens, and I pull myself closer to him.

      “Grace,” he says my name again, but this time, his large hand reaches out, his fingers cup the back of my neck as his thumb slides up and down my spine, sending goosebumps over my skin.

      “Kiss me.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I nod. “Yes.”

      His hand wrapped around my neck pulls me to him. My chest hits the hard muscles of his chest, my nipples are tight little peaks pressed against the taut fabric of my swimsuit. I can feel the bulge between his legs thicken against my stomach. He wants this. And he wants me. There’s no denying the physical response he’s giving me.

      Maxim tilts my jaw as he stares down at me hungrily before leaning forward and kissing me. My mouth opens for him as soon as our lips touch, and it’s as if a match has been thrown on top of gasoline. The first swipe of his tongue is the spark, and the first nip of my teeth is the boom that comes from the ignition. He then pushes me up against the corridor’s wall, my back hitting the cool surface as he presses his hard body against me. Grinding his cock against me, pulling a moan from my lips. He still has his hand wrapped around me, controlling my position, letting me know he’s in command, and I’m okay with that.

      “Fuck, you taste like heaven, Grace,” he curses as he reluctantly pulls his lips from mine, and they descend against the sensitive skin of my throat. Feather-light nips and licks pepper my skin as his lips travel over it. “Every fucking morning, I wake with your perfect little ass against my dick. And every fucking morning I have to relieve myself in the shower to images of all the dirty things I want to do to you.”

      I gasp at these words as my breathing increases with my own dirty thoughts of Maxim jerking off in the shower over me. Why did he never tell me? I would have been happy to assist. Reaching down between us, I wrap my hand around his dick and give it a squeeze.

      Maxim curses in Russian before his teeth sink into my shoulder, probably leaving a bruise. “Don’t fucking tease me, Grace. I’m holding on by a thread.”

      “Don’t hold back.”

      Maxim shakes his head. “I don’t want to scare you.”

      Looking up at him, those dark eyes swirl with so many unanswered questions. “You could never scare me, Maxim.”

      “You should fear me, Grace. I’m not a good man.”

      “But you are to me,” I reassure him.

      “I never thought I’d …” Maxim halts his words unable to voice what is going on in his mind.

      I don’t need to hear his words. His actions have proved to me that whatever is happening between us is more than some fucked up Stockholm Syndrome. That in the darkness, two broken people may have found their light. Maybe he was sent to fix what Dmitri broke inside of me. And maybe I was sent to help fix what Elena did to break him.

      Wrapping a leg around his hip, I show him how much I want this, no, need this between us. I want Maxim to wipe away everything Dmitri and his men did to me.

      Maxim’s hand moves from my throat as both hands land on my ass, lifting me into his arms. My legs tighten around his waist. Next thing I know he is striding through my bedroom and toward my bed. Slowly, he lays me down against the soft sheets until my back is pressing against them, my legs still wrapped around his waist as he hovers above me.

      “You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen,” he says, running his thumb down along my cheek.

      My heart swells hearing his words because this man looks like a God, with his olive skin, taunt muscles, and mysterious aura around him. Women would be throwing themselves at him everywhere he went. Yet he thinks I’m the special one.

      Maxim’s fingers slide along the strap of my swimsuit, teasing me. Then they travel down the deep V, puckering my nipples even harder than they are.

      “You sure?” he asks as his hand hovers over the material.

      I nod my head because I am.

      He then slides the material to the side and exposes my breast to him, the one he spends his nights cupping. Leaning forward, Maxim captures the nipple into his mouth and sucks on it. White hot heat shoots through my veins like an intravenous drip of need. His tongue circles the puckered skin, teasing me before I feel the scrape of his teeth along the sensitive bud. My back arches pushing my tit into his mouth further which he greedily sucks. Never in my life have I felt so turned on, so needy nor so wet. I’m too embarrassed to look down to see the damp patch between my thighs that I can feel there. Maxim continues driving me crazy, working over my other breast. I feel feverish with need, and my swimsuit feels tight and claustrophobic against my skin. I need it off, now.

      “Take it off,” I pant.

      Maxim does as he’s instructed and slides the straps off my shoulders, but he doesn’t stop driving me crazy with his tongue against my skin. The material rolls down over my heated torso until he reaches my hips where Maxim needs two hands, and with skill, removes the last half in seconds.

      I’m now naked in front of this man. A chill rises through my body as it begins to cancel out the heat previously there. What’s that about? I shake that thought from my mind as Maxim stops his sucking and stares down at me, taking in my naked self for the first time. He begins talking to me in Russian, which makes me pause. Flashes of the past begin to filter through the cracks of my carefully constructed wall. No. I will not let you ruin this for me. Not with him. I need this. I need him to wipe away the touches of all those other men before him. I try and focus back on Maxim’s face. He’s still talking to me in Russian, and I have no idea what he’s saying, but by the facial expressions, it seems he likes what he sees. That’s good.

      “Grace?” Maxim questions, noticing the slight change in my mood. Concern crosses his face as those dark brows pull together.

      “I need you now. I’m over this foreplay, please just fuck me, Maxim. I want your dick inside me now.”

      Maxim seems surprised at my needy outburst before a smirk falls across his face.

      “My greedy little girl wants my cock, does she?”

      I nod.

      Maxim slides back onto his knees and pulls down his shorts, exposing his large, hard length for me.

      Oh wow. That is impressive. It’s long and thick. Heavy, needy balls hang low. A thick vein runs down along the shaft and my mouth waters just thinking about licking it.

      “Your pussy is getting wetter by the minute looking at my dick, isn’t it?”

      I nod because it’s the truth.

      “She wants to choke on it, doesn’t she?”

      Is he talking about my pussy? I nod again because this level of dirty talk is ten times better than anything my exes have ever given me. They picked up their dirty talk from copious amounts of porn whereas Maxim’s is natural. He’s speaking directly from his dick, not trying to impress me with his words.

      Maxim slides his fingers through my folds, and I see my slickness coating them before he rubs my arousal all over the tip of his dick and begins pumping it.

      That was hot!

      He pulls a condom out of his back pocket and rips open the packet.

      Did he think something was going to happen between us? Is that why he was prepared.

      “I was hopeful.” Maxim winks as if he can read my thoughts as he glides the latex over his dick. He reaches out, runs his fingers again through my slickness and uses it to coat his sheathed dick. “You ready for me?”

      Am I? Why do I feel nervous suddenly? Biting my lip, I nod because I want this, I want him.

      “I’ll go slow, Wildcat,” he whispers as he lines himself up.

      I try to relax, but dark images filter through my mind, and my body starts to tense.

      “No one will fuck you like I do, Grace.”

      No!

      I will not let Dmitri ruin this moment for me. Get the hell out of my head. Leave me alone. Maxim slides himself through my folds teasing me, getting me ready for his size. Then with a steady move of his hips, the tip of his dick enters, and my body freezes. He pushes in a little bit more, and I bite down on my lips to muffle my cry. Darkness begins to consume me. No. I scream at myself internally. Stop ruining this for me.

      “You’re mine, Grace. I own you mind, body, and soul.” Dmitri’s words echo in my mind.

      “You feel so good wrapped around my dick, Wildcat,” Maxim groans in my ear.

      This should be turning me on. It was moments ago, but now it feels like my body is being infested with tiny bugs crawling all over my skin.

      “Grace?” Maxim stops, noticing me withdrawing. “Grace, baby, what’s going on?” he asks, grabbing my face as the first tears roll down my cheeks. “Am I hurting you?”

      I’m frozen in the moment as my mind begins shutting down.

      “Gracie, please, what’s going on? It’s me. Maxim. I’m here with you. I’m the one inside of you. No one else.”

      Shaking my head, I try to lose the images of others in the same position as him. When I look up again, I don’t see Maxim’s face. It’s Dmitri’s, and I jerk back.

      “Get off me. Please stop touching me. I don’t want to do it. Please don’t make me go back. I can’t. I can’t do it again. Stop touching me,” I scream and yell as my hands thrash wildly, a nightmare begins to take hold of me, and my reality blurs with the past.

      Next thing I feel is the man withdrawing from me, he’s no longer inside of me, and my body instantly curls up as I try to protect myself.

      “I’m sorry, Grace. I shouldn’t have … I thought …”

      In the far corner of my mind, I know it’s Maxim talking to me, but it can’t reach me as the panic attack takes over and the nightmare pulls me under. My stomach rolls and I lean over the bed and throw up.
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      Last night I was so far gone in my panic attack that it took me all night to get back to the real world. I spent an hour in the shower earlier scrubbing off the feeling of Dmitri and those men touching me, my skin is rubbed raw, but I feel semi-normal again. Maxim didn’t come to my room last night, nor do I blame him. Dmitri’s evilness ruined what should have been a magical moment. I need to find Maxim and reassure him that it wasn’t him that hurt me, that I was so far gone in my nightmare that reality and the past were blurring together, and I couldn’t work out what was real and what wasn’t.

      I know it wasn’t his fault, and I need to make sure he’s okay because I wasn’t able to communicate that to him and he probably thinks he was the one hurting me. If I know him like I feel like I do, he will be cut up about what happened and will be blaming himself. I can’t let him think he hurt me.

      Getting dressed into a white sundress, I head downstairs to find Maxim and grab some food because all this trauma is making me hungry. When I enter the breakfast room, I’m greeted by the chef, not Maxim who would normally be there. Singing away at the cooktop in his sweatpants with no shirt on, his dark hair all messy from sleep as he cooks me breakfast.

      “Buongiorno, signora, what would you like for breakfast?” the chef asks.

      He’s new. I’ve never seen him before, but I don’t remember who the chef was before Maxim sent him away so that he could cook for me. I shake my head. “Have you seen Maxim?”

      “No, he has not been downstairs this morning.”

      “Thanks,” I say as I leave the kitchen. Where the hell is he? Is he okay? I’m getting worried. I move down the corridor and try all the rooms downstairs. I check the library, the games room, the sitting room, and the lounge room, but they are all empty.

      An unease begins to settle in my stomach as I continue to search for him. I check the pool. When he’s stressed, Maxim does laps, like me. But the pool area is empty. Where the hell is he? Maybe he’s asleep still as I’m sure he would have been up for hours pacing, his fingers running through his dark locks as he punishes himself for thinking he’s hurt me.

      Rushing back up the grand staircase, I check the room next to mine. Pushing open the door, I thank goodness it’s unlocked as I peer into the room, but it’s empty. The bed is made, the curtains are open, and I can smell the faintest hint of his aftershave, but there’s no Maxim. Where the hell is he? Worry gnaws at my insides as I head back downstairs to his office. It’s the last place to look. If he isn’t there then he’s gone. That thought makes me sick, I don’t want him to have left. I need him here, near me. He promised he would protect me. That I would be safe. How can I be if he isn’t here?

      Rushing back down the staircase, getting in my cardio this morning, I head down the corridor toward his office. The door is slightly ajar, and I push it open, hoping to surprise Maxim.

      It’s empty.

      Panic worms its way across my chest as I stare at the empty room. Where the hell are you, Maxim? Paperwork on his desk catches my attention, and I sift through it hoping he’s popped to the shop or run an errand. But all the papers are invoices for wine. Then I pull open his drawers and start searching in them, not sure what I’m looking for and not taking in anything that I do see until my hand hits something hard. It’s an old photo frame and inside it is a photo of Maxim with his arm around two gorgeous girls. They look younger than him, but they both have the same inky black hair as he does. Bringing the photo closer, I realize one of the girls looks familiar. My eyes narrow, my hands start to shake as I stare at the girl in the photo. This can’t be. I don’t understand.

      How the hell does Maxim know Emerald?

      Taking a seat as my legs shake, I stare at the photo of one of the jewels who was Dmitri’s favorite. She had more freedom than all of us combined, even Zoe. She was Dmitri and Nikolai’s little lap dog, jumping anytime they needed her. She was never whipped or beaten and got the best clothes, specially designed or chosen for her. She never shared a room with any of the other girls and she didn’t even have to sleep with some of the men.

      “What the hell are you doing in here?” Sergei asks.

      So lost in my thoughts that his voice startles me, I drop the photo frame onto the desk, thankfully not cracking it. He doesn’t look happy seeing me in Maxim’s office alone.

      “I’m looking for Maxim.”

      His eyes land on the photo frame. “You’re not going to find him in his desk drawers, are you?”

      This doesn’t look good. “Where is he? We need to talk.”

      Sergei’s eyes narrow on me. “He’s not here.”

      “When will he be back?”

      “I don’t know,” he says gruffly, folding his arms across his chest.

      “Can you call him? It’s urgent.”

      “No. I can’t.”

      “You don’t understand. I need him,” I plead with the old man.

      “Might be good if the two of you have some space, don’t you agree?” he states.

      Obviously, Sergei and Maxim talk. I don’t think he is his father as they look nothing alike, but he is a father figure to him. Is he his boss? Partner? Bodyguard? Friend?

      “Have you spoken to him this morning then?”

      He nods.

      “Was he okay?”

      Sergei shakes his head, indicating no.

      Shit.

      “If you speak to him before me. I need you to tell him last night wasn’t his fault. I had a panic attack. Some PTSD shit happened at the wrong moment, and I need Maxim to know it wasn’t his fault,” I explain to him, my cheeks burning with embarrassment that I’m explaining to Sergei that it wasn’t Maxim’s fault that I freaked out during sex last night.

      “I will pass on the message,” he says coldly.

      “I wasn’t snooping I promise,” I tell him.

      Sergei shrugs, but his eyes are still narrowed on me, and I know he doesn’t believe me.

      “Who’s Elena?”

      Sergei stills but doesn’t say anything.

      “Was she an ex? Did she die? Did Maxim kill her?”

      “Maxim did not kill Elena,” Sergei states, raising his voice.

      Judging by that reaction, Elena is dead, but thankfully, Maxim didn’t kill her.

      “He had a nightmare about her yesterday by the pool.”

      Sergei sighs as he leans against the door. “Elena is, was his sister.”

      Oh.

      Then my heart breaks remembering how he told me he lost his other sister to drugs.

      “She wasn’t an addict like Alexandria?”

      Sergei’s eyes widen. “He told you about her?”

      “Briefly, he explained why he helped me get off drugs.”

      He nods in understanding. “I didn’t realize how much he had told you about his personal life.”

      “Because I’m just a job?”

      His eyes fall back onto the photo frame. “You should put that photo of his sisters away before he gets home. It will only cause him more pain seeing it.”

      Everything in me stills. The photo of his sisters. He just said they were both dead. But I know that girl in the photo is alive, at least she was a few months ago. She looks older than she does in this photo, but I still know it’s her.

      “How long have his sisters been dead?” I ask as my heart begins to beat crazy wild in my chest because something isn’t adding up.

      “Does it matter?” he answers curtly.

      “Please, Sergei.”

      “Alexandria died five years ago, and for Elena, it’s been four,” he replies.

      Wait, four years? No. That can’t be right. She was alive and well months ago. “You sure it’s been four years?”

      Sergei frowns at me. “Of course I am. It was the same night I lost my own daughter, they were best friends.”

      Oh, shit. He lost his daughter. Is she alive too? I need to speak to Maxim because none of this is adding up.

      “I really need to speak to Maxim, please.”

      “I told you no. Maxim’s on a job. He’ll be back in a week.” Sergei bites out.

      On a job as in he’s off killing someone. My mind’s finding it hard to put the two together. Maxim the killer and Maxim the captor as the same person. That’s stupid, Grace. He ruthlessly kidnapped you. Remember the bomb strapped to Donny and the gun they pointed at Hugo’s head. Don’t forget how they beat Gabriel up. So much has happened since that night. It feels like a lifetime ago.

      “Did you kill those people you kidnapped with me?”

      “No,” Sergei answers sternly.

      “Was Gabriel okay after you hurt him?”

      Sergei shrugs. “Yes, from our reports he has healed well.”

      “And you strapped a bomb to Donny. He probably has PTSD from that night.”

      Sergei huffs. “The bomb wasn’t real. Anyway, those two little fuckers needed a lesson to stop selling drugs to people.”

      The bomb wasn’t real.

      “Any more questions for me? Or has your interrogation finished?” he asks.

      I thought Sergei was the nicer of the two, he was when I first arrived, but today, I’m seeing a different side to him. You were caught snooping in Maxim’s things. This is true. Okay, I’ll let his attitude slide then.

      “I have one last question,” I say to him, raising a brow.

      Sergei seems surprised by my comment as his fingers drum across his tanned forearms impatiently.

      “Why is one of Maxim’s sisters a jewel?”

      Sergei stills and his face pales at my question. “What the hell did you say?”

      Picking up the photo frame, I turn it around and point to Emerald in the photo. “This girl here. I knew her as Emerald. We met briefly. She was close with Dmitri and Nikolai.”

      Sergei stumbles back as if my words sucker-punched him. “What the hell are you saying, woman. That girl is Elena, and she is dead. She and my daughter drowned in the Atlantic Ocean during a party. They are not alive. How could you be so fucking cruel after everything Maxim has done for you? I was on your side, I wanted you to get better so you could go home to your family one day. And now, you repay our kindness like this,” he screams at me before launching into explosive Russian. Sergei is scary as the anger explodes out of him and directly at me.

      “I’m telling you the truth. If you don’t believe me, contact my sister Zoe. She had more to do with Emerald than I ever did.”

      “This is a cruel trick to play to get you home. You’re lucky that Maxim is away and asked me to stay and protect you, otherwise, I would be putting a fucking bullet through your head for talking this way about the dead.”

      My hand shakes as I hold the photo frame. I can see how serious Sergei is. He would put a bullet in me if he hadn’t promised Maxim.

      “I’m telling you the truth. This woman here is Emerald. She works closely with Dmitri and Nikolai,” I explain again. I know I’m right.

      Sergei pauses then the next thing I know he is pulling out a gun and positioning it on me.

      Oh shit. He’s going to kill me. I instantly drop the photo frame and hold my hands up.

      “Who the fuck do you think you are to play jokes on us like this.”

      “I’m not. I promise you. I’m telling you the truth.” I sob, waiting for his finger to slip and a bullet to pierce my skull. There’s no way in hell Sergei would miss.

      Sergei puts his gun down and then slides it away. “I needed to know if you were telling the truth. I’m sorry I had to do that.”

      He’s what? As my body collapses and falls back into Maxim’s office chair, I clutch my chest as my heart is ready to explode. I probably need a change of underwear too.

      “You seriously know this woman? You’re not mistaking her for someone else?” Sergei questions me.

      “Why would I make this up?”

      “People say and do anything to save themselves,” Sergei adds.

      “You think I’m making this up to save myself. There are a million and one other stories I could have come up with to save myself. I could have just slept with Maxim last night. So many things I could do and this is not one of them,” I scream at him.

      Sergei is quiet as tension swirls between the two of us. “I believe you,” he says quietly.

      He believes me. After putting me through hell he believes me. Picking up a bronzed globe on Maxim’s desk, I throw it at the wall beside Sergei’s head.

      He doesn’t even flinch.

      “You fucking believe me now? After pulling a gun on me?” I yell at this man.

      “Had to be sure,” he states as if it’s no big deal.

      Maybe in his world, it isn’t, but in mine it is. That is not how you communicate with people.

      “Why don’t you call your friend, Dmitri. He would confirm the existence of Emerald.”

      “That man is not my friend,” Sergei says, pointing his finger at me.

      “She is certainly his friend,” I bite back.

      Sergei then reaches for his pocket again, and I flinch, waiting for a gun to be pulled on me again. When I look back, he has pulled out his wallet and shows me a photo of him with a beautiful blonde woman with ice-blue eyes on his arm.

      “This is my daughter Anna. She was Elena’s best friend. They did everything together. Was she there? Did you see her?” he asks, shoving the crumpled photo in my face.

      Taking it, I examine the photo, but she doesn’t ring a bell. “I never saw her.”

      Sergei’s shoulders slump. “Are you sure?”

      “I don’t know her, but Zoe might. She was there a lot longer than I was. You need to take me home so we can find your daughter.”

      Sergei’s eyes narrow on me before snatching the photo from my hand. “Do not use my daughter as an escape plan,” he warns.

      “I wasn’t,” I protest, but I know it’s no good as Sergei doesn’t trust me anymore. Finding me in Maxim’s office hasn’t landed me any favors with the old man. “Are you going to tell Maxim?”

      Sergei shakes his head. “Not yet. He must concentrate on his job. Then when he comes home, I will tell him.”

      “What about Dmitri? He knows who Emerald is. She’s very close to him. She’s not like the other girls.”

      “In what way?”

      “She can pick and choose her men. Nikolai and Dmitri treated her like a Queen. She was more like a friend than a kidnapped woman.”

      Sergei frowns. “That doesn’t sound like Elena. She would never act that way if she saw injustice, she would fight for it.”

      “Maybe you don’t know her anymore.”

      “Maxim will kill you if you speak ill of his sister,” Sergei warns me.

      “He needs to know the truth. She isn’t an innocent bystander,” I argue back with him.

      “When the time is right, I will talk to him. Now, you need to get the hell out of his office,” Sergei states.
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      I can’t forget the image of Grace’s face as I slipped inside her. I was expecting to see euphoria, but instead, it was nothing but pain and disgust. She thought it was that fucking asshole Dmitri slipping into her. She thought he was back attacking her, hurting her again. She was so far lost in her nightmare that nothing could pull her from it. Seeing her look at me as if I was the most disgusting person in the world flayed my black heart open. All night I had to listen to her sobbing as she broke down by herself, locked in a memory she couldn’t escape. I can’t wait until I put a bullet between Dmitri’s eyes. He doesn’t deserve a slow death. Not for all the pain he has caused Grace. It’s been a while since I’ve tortured someone, he deserves something drawn out for what he has done to her.

      When this job fell across my desk that morning, I knew I had to get out of the house and give Grace her space. I needed to channel my anger and hurt into something more than the punching bag in the gym. I also needed to get my mind straight too. Ever since Grace has come into my world, she has turned it upside down, and honestly, I don’t know if I want it back to the right side up.

      “Do you want some company?” a stunning blonde asks as she sits at the bar beside me.

      “Sure,” I say, tipping my glass tumbler toward the waiter to get me another.

      “Are you here for work or pleasure?” she asks flirtatiously. The word pleasure comes out in a purr.

      Guess I’m an easy mark. A man in a suit, drinking alone at a luxury hotel bar, with no ring on his finger, and the weight of the world on his shoulders. She probably thinks I need a good time. The blonde’s hand slithers over my thigh aggressively. Maybe I will have a use for her after all. The bartender places my drink in front of me, and I take a large sip. Usually, when I’m on a job I don’t drink this much, but I do this time as I try and wipe away the images of Grace trapped beneath me as she thinks I’m going to hurt her, force her to fuck me against her will.

      Turning, I smile at the blonde taking in her appearance. She’s dressed in a red designer dress that molds to her curves, her overinflated breasts are like mountains pressed against the material and she’s tanned as if she’s spent the last month on a yacht in St. Tropez—maybe she has. There’s not a line on her face even when she tries to raise a questioning brow at me. Too much Botox has left her expressionless. Add in her over-inflated bright red lips and she’s the perfect plaything for some single businessman at the bar.

      She takes my smile as an opening and raises the stakes by sliding her hand down over my dick and giving it a good rub. Nothing. My dick is not coming out for anyone, especially not a woman like her.

      “Wanna get out of here, big boy?” she asks suggestively.

      “Sure, let’s go,” I say, throwing some bills on the bar as a tip before throwing back the rest of my whiskey. I motion for her to get up and she follows me through the hotel bar and into the lobby. As we cross the marble floor, the click clacks of her heels grate on my nerves. We arrive at the elevator, and it’s open ready for us to enter. She follows me in, I use my keycard to swipe to my level, and we both stand in silence waiting for the doors to close. As soon as they do, she makes her move, but I take a step back. Waving my finger at her, she gives me a pout which probably works on all the other men, but I’m not interested. The lift doors open, and I walk to my room and swipe my key across the lock, and it flashes green. Holding the door open for her, she saunters in, making sure I notice her sizeable asset as it sways.

      “Nice room,” she says, admiring the suite before walking over to the window, pretending to look coy as she tries to work out how much I can afford to pay her to suck my dick.

      “I know you’re a hooker,” I say, not wanting to beat around the bush.

      “Oh,” she says, turning around seemingly surprised. “You’ve done this before?”

      I nod. I haven’t, I don’t need to pay for sex. I take off my coat and lay it on the bed. Then I head to the mini bar, grab the small bottle of whiskey and unscrew it before making my way over to the sofa and taking a seat. “Just so we’re clear, I didn’t bring you up here to fuck you.”

      This gives the woman pause, and I can see her calculating her escape routes.

      “I want to hire you for someone else,” I state, sipping my drink.

      She looks relieved. “My rate is five hundred dollars an hour.” She walks over to where I am seated and takes the seat beside me, those hazel eyes looking over me hungrily. “I’ll let you have one free hour to test me out if you wish, make sure I’m up to scratch for your friend.”

      “No need. Honestly, I don’t care how well you do or don’t fuck.”

      The hooker’s eyes widen, surprised that I turned her down.

      “What I need from you is something so much more,” I explain to her as I reach into my pocket and pull out a listening device and earpiece.

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s a listening device and a camera.”

      “Is this so you can watch me fuck your friend?” she asks, perking up over this idea.

      “I don’t care what you do. This friend did something to me, and now I’m repaying the favor back to him.”

      The blonde’s brows pull together. “You’re seeking revenge on this friend?”

      “Does it matter the reason why?”

      “No, not really. If you want me to do more than fucking, it’s going to be a thousand an hour.”

      Ballsy, I like it. Money is really no object, so I agree to her exorbitant price. “Now,” I say, leaning over to where she is.

      Her breath hitches as I get close to her.

      “This necklace,” I say as I run my finger along the gold links, which hang against her creamy flesh, making goosebumps lace her skin. The jewel dips down between her breasts, and I let my finger follow its line till I pick up the jewel. “I’m going to need to put a tiny camera right here.” I let my finger swirl between her breasts.

      She nods enthusiastically.

      “Take it off.”

      She hesitates for a minute, trying to work out what I’m asking. Am I asking for her to take the necklace off or her clothes? She goes with the necklace and hands it to me.

      “Help yourself to the mini bar. This won’t take me long.”

      She nods and heads over to the mini bar, and I hear the glass bottles clink as she searches through them. “So, why do you want me to spy on these people? Is it corporate espionage?”

      “Yeah, something like that,” I say, looking up from my tools for a moment before getting back to the job at hand.

      A couple of minutes later I’m done, and I’ve packed my tools away. I grab the invite and the money for her before getting off the sofa and walking over toward the woman to hand her back the necklace. She takes it from me, inspects the jewelry, and seems satisfied before placing it back on herself. The necklace is a little shorter as I need the image to not be distorted by her breasts.

      “I need to add this tiny earpiece to the back of your earrings, too,” I say, showing her the tiny device.

      She nods and turns around for me.

      I place the small device right at the back of her ear, then step away from her. “This is your way in,” I explain, handing her the note to her mark which is written on a piece of hotel stationery, and a swipe key to get to the penthouse. “Once you’re in, relax and have fun, but at some stage I need you to bring this guy”—I hold up a photo—“to the window, so I can take some photos of him. You know, in a compromising position.”

      “Did this guy fuck your wife? Is that why you want revenge?”

      I nod. Sure, let’s go with that if it makes the entire charade more believable for her.

      “What a dick, and what a bitch your wife was to cheat on a man like you. You’re not with her, are you?” she says, looking me up and down hungrily.

      Ignoring her, I continue explaining the plan to her. “Once I have the photos, I’ll let you know I’ve got them and then the night is all yours to do what you like,” I say as I hand her an envelope stuffed with money.

      She takes the envelope from my hand and begins counting the money. She slows down and slowly looks up at me in surprise. “There’s ten grand in here.”

      “You’re going to need it after tonight.”

      Her smile fades.

      “Like you said, he’s a dick,” I add not wanting her to back out now when we’ve come so far.

      “This is like an asshole bonus?”

      Yeah, something like that. I nod in agreement, making her smile as she places the money into her clutch.

      “Your man is in the penthouse, but I’m going to need you to go to the lobby and get yourself a drink while I set myself up. I’ll contact you via the earpiece. Let’s try it out.”

      Ushering her out of my room, I close the hotel door. “Can you hear me?” I ask.

      “Oh my god, that’s amazing.” She giggles which makes me roll my eyes.

      “You’re going to be good. I’ll be right here, and if any funny business happens, I’ll have the police there in seconds.” Technically that’s true.

      It should take her approximately ten minutes to get to the hotel across the road, and up to the room I’m booked into that is opposite my mark’s room. Meticulously I re-wipe down this room making sure every trace of me has vanished and place any of my rubbish into my bag. I double-check my suitcase and run my hand over my baby, an M24-A3 Remington Sniper, everything is right in the world. I head toward the elevator and make my way back down to the lobby. I see the blonde in the bar, and she is having a drink while chatting with a man in a suit.

      “Do not get distracted,” I say through the earpiece which makes her jump.

      She giggles when the man asks if she’s okay, and she waves him off as she takes a sip of her champagne.

      “Good work, perfect recovery,” I tell her, but I can’t see her reaction as I’m out of the hotel and making my way over to the other side. I send a quick text to Sergei to wipe all security footage of me. He sends a thumbs-up emoji right back. I want to ask him how Grace is, but I’ve been avoiding the topic all week, and he hasn’t given me any updates either. I’m supposed to stay focused while on a job, it’s the reason I don’t do relationships. I can’t have distractions while I’m working. Also, I can’t give my enemies any leverage over me. Grace is a liability to my life. Maybe it’s for the best that I send her home to her family. I can deal with Dmitri’s wrath, he’s nothing but a thug who got lucky.

      Confidently, I stroll through the hotel lobby and directly into the elevator. I use my new swipe key to get to my floor and thankfully it’s a solo ride. I enter the new room and begin to set up. The hotel window opens just enough that I can put the end of the gun through the slit. I play with my scope and check the distance, everything looks perfect.

      Then I pull out my phone and connect to the camera in her necklace.

      “How are you traveling?” I ask the blonde.

      “Almost there. Getting into the elevator now.”

      Probably three minutes out as she is by herself and looks like she will go straight up to the penthouse floor. I stretch my fingers and loosen the muscles in my shoulders before fiddling one last time with my scope.

      “I’m on the penthouse level,” she whispers.

      “When you enter the room, you are going to have make sure you don’t react to anything I say in your earpiece, okay?”

      “Okay,” she says through a shaking breath.

      “Good girl. It’s go-time,” I say as I sit back and watch.

      Knock, knock.

      One of the hired goons opens the door. “Yes?”

      “Hi, I’m here for the party,” she purrs, handing him the note.

      The goon takes the note and reads it out.

      
        
          
        Dear Mr. Toper,

        Welcome to the Regis Hotel. Thank you for being a valued

        customer. Please accept this gift as a show of gratitude for your patronage.

        Mr. Simons, Hotel Manager

      

      

      

      The goon chuckles and I watch as he looks over the girl hungrily. “Hey, boss, the hotel sent you a pretty awesome welcome basket.”

      They took the bait. Too easy.

      The blonde walks into the room, and I get a good look at how many

      people are there. There’s Mr. Toper lying on the bed in a bathrobe. Goon One, who opened the door, and Goon Two watching TV, but I can’t see any more.

      “Spin around a little, I need to see how many people are in the room,” I whisper into her earpiece.

      “I think this is the best hotel welcome basket I have ever seen.” Mr. Toper leers at the woman from the bed.

      She giggles. “Oh, I hope that I can be welcoming enough.”

      She’s good.

      “I need the guy on the bed to be by the window, and I need the curtains opened,” I tell her.

      “Before we start the party, are they”—I see her arm raise as she points to the guards—“going to be watching?”

      Mr. Toper looks at her, then the guards. “Fuck off, will ya,” he says.

      “But boss—” the guy who answered the door begins to argue.

      “Get the fuck out, I want to enjoy my welcome gift in peace, and maybe if I’m feeling generous you can have my seconds.” He chuckles.

      The guards grumble but eventually leave.

      “Now, sugar, why don’t you come to Daddy.”

      I think I’m going to be sick.

      The blonde giggles again. “Come and get me, Daddy,” she purrs.

      I watch as she runs around the room, then stops right in front of the

      large window.  She pulls back the curtain, at the same time pulling the strings that hold her dress together and it falls. Mr. Toper’s eyes widen wildly.

      “He needs to be near the window, not you.”

      She nods in acknowledgment and starts dancing for him. The poor guy is so mesmerized he has no idea what’s going to hit him. She backs him up to the window, and I have a clear shot of his head.

      “Give him a blow job.”

      I watch as she sinks to her knees and opens his robe. This point of view from her chest sucks.

      “Oh, Daddy likes this welcome gift.”

      She giggles again before she tugs on his thimble dick trying to get it hard before she sucks it into her mouth. She’s earned that ten grand, I bet that’s what she’s thinking of while sucking on his putrid dick. I wait until he throws his head back for the perfect shot.

      “Suck me harder, princess. I want to see you gag on it.”

      Please. She sucks him harder and fakes a couple of chokes giving the man’s ego a stroke. It doesn’t take long till the man is threading his fingers through her hair and fucking her face. Then he does it just before he comes, he throws his head back, and I take the shot. Sorry, sweetheart, your night just took a turn for the worse. Bullseye, straight through, clean shot—he had no idea what hit him. Least he went out with a woman’s mouth wrapped around his dick, it could have been worse.

      The blonde starts screaming as the man slumps to the floor with a chunk missing from his head. The window is splattered with his blood. The two bodyguards come charging in hearing her screams. I take aim, and they both slump to the floor with their boss. The woman’s screams get louder as she crawls into the corner screaming.

      My work here is done. I quickly pack everything up and do a wipe-down before sending out a quick text to my client letting them know it’s all done. I close the window, draw the curtains, then pack up my gun and make sure everything is wiped down. I have probably five minutes to get down to the basement and my car. I grab my case and key and head out of the room, thankfully, the corridor is empty, and I swipe the elevator down to the basement.
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      Stepping out into the fluorescent-lit basement, I click the button to my Maserati Ghibli, and it flashes open. I throw my bags into the trunk and slam it shut, giving the metal a hard slap for good measure, then jump in and get the hell out of there. My wheels screech out of the car space, and I swipe my keycard to get out of the building. I pull out into the traffic and check my time. I still have minutes to spare before the police are called. I give the scene one last look in the rearview mirror before taking off. Easiest million I’ve made. The car’s Bluetooth picks up my phone as Sergei’s name flashes across the screen.

      “Another job done,” I answer.

      “Everything is wiped on my end. You’re sitting pretty.” He chuckles.

      “I’ll be home soon.” I took this job for its convenience.

      “Grace is fine. But we do have some things to talk about when you get home,” Sergei states seriously.

      “What does that mean?”

      “I’m not going to tell you until you’re home.”

      That sounds serious. “Is Grace, okay?”

      “Yes, the girl is fine,” he answers, irritated which is strange because he was Team Grace all the way before I left.

      “Has something happened between the two of you?”

      “This can’t be discussed over the phone.”

      This does not sound good. I weave in and out of Florence’s traffic.

      “I’ll be home in less than an hour.”

      “Good ...” Then his voice dissolves into static.

      “What did you say?”

      Nothing but static greets me and then the beep, beep, beep of a disconnected call. Fuck. I try and reconnect to Sergei, but it doesn’t connect. What the hell has been going on since I’ve been gone? I guess a lot of shit can happen in a week. I’m so distracted by what is going on between Sergei and Grace that I haven’t noticed I’m being followed out of Florence along the SS741 until it's right on my ass.

      Fuck!

      I try to swerve, but there’s another car on my side. That’s when I notice the SUV beside me is coming over while the car behind me has moved around to the other side. They are trying to box me in, motherfuckers. I press my foot to the floor, thankfully, I’m in a sports car, and it takes off. But the cars are still following me. Fuckers.

      My phone rings again, and Sergei’s name pops up on the dash.

      “Sergei, I’m being followed!”

      “Fuck. I’m on it.” He hangs up understanding the protocol. He will be logging into the car’s GPS tracker to check where I am as well as all the rear cameras on the car to get a visual on who these assholes are so that I make sure I make them pay.

      A bullet shatters the back window. Fuckers. I love this car. I pull open the glove box and grab my Glock handgun. Even though shooting and driving is a little more complicated than it seems in the movies, I take a look in the rearview mirror and aim through the shattered back window, taking out the passenger in the van, which makes the driver swerve. The other SUV is beside me, and I can see the passenger aiming their gun at me through my tinted windows. I step on the gas and lower my window down a fraction enough for me to fit the end of my gun through without shattering the glass. I shoot through the gap and take out the passenger in the second SUV.

      Oh, shit.

      Next thing I know, I’m staring at the barrel of a gun of a second passenger that I never saw. I suck in a deep breath because I know this is going to sting. My reaction time isn’t as quick from the first passenger to this next one, and I know they are going to get a lucky shot in.

      They pull the trigger moments before I do and the bullet crashes through the driver’s window and imbeds itself in my shoulder. Thankfully, I was able to take out their driver with mine, and they end up crashing into the concrete barriers of the highway. They are not ever going to see the light of day again.

      “Motherfucker,” I grunt, taking off the tie I still have on as my charade as a businessman and wrap it around my shoulder, using my teeth to fasten it. At least it will stop the bleeding, and I won’t pass out till I get home. I press my foot to the floor and pray that speed will lose anyone else following me.

      I weave in and out of the little towns along the highway, checking for them for the next thirty minutes and I don’t see anyone, thank fuck. It’s not long till the exit for my villa is coming up and the relief I feel at seeing the discreet entrance is invaluable. Squinting, I can see the villa on the horizon as my adrenaline begins to subside and my arm starts to throb like a bitch. Ten minutes later, I’m pulling up out the front of my villa where Sergei rushes out to meet me. Hot on his heels is Grace. My breath hitches as I take her in. It’s been a week but feels like a lifetime since I’ve seen her. She looks too thin, her face is pale, and there seems to be a deep scowl pulled across her brows, but she still looks like the most beautiful woman in the world.

      “Good to see you, old man.” I chuckle as Sergei opens the car door for me. He leans down, and I use him as a crutch to get out of the car.

      Grace gasps. “Oh my god, Max, you’ve been shot!”

      “You can’t get rid of me that easily, Wildcat.”

      “Let’s get you inside and sorted out,” Sergei says calmly as we make our way into the kitchen. Hopefully, the staff have all left, which is protocol. I jump up onto the large stainless steel island counter and lay down as Sergei grabs a knife and starts slashing my clothes from my body.

      “What can I do? Please, let me help.” Grace follows us into the kitchen, her green eyes wide with fright.

      “Get a bottle of whiskey, he’s going to need it,” Sergei says.

      “Close call, hey?” he says to me once Grace has left the kitchen.

      “Yeah, and they were hard to get rid of as well,” I say through gritted teeth.

      “Italian Mafia, slippery little suckers.” Sergei smiles at me as he

      starts ripping my shirt off.

      Grace returns with a bottle of whiskey. “Here,” she says, giving it to Sergei.

      Sergei pours some of the whiskey onto my wound.

      “Motherfucker,” I say through clenched teeth. Next thing I know, Grace is grabbing my hand and entwining it with hers.

      “Squeeze my hand if you need it. I want to help.”

      I look at our linked hands and electricity sizzles between us. Then I feel Sergei digging around for the bullet. Fuck, fuck, fuck. My hand squeezes Grace’s, and she winces at my strength.

      “Done.”

      I hear the bullet clang onto the plate.

      Sergei pours more whiskey onto the wound and then closes it up with surgical tape.

      I then grab the bottle of whiskey and take a big swig of it, trying to ease my pain.

      “Now, is anyone going to tell me what the fuck is going on between the two of you that it nearly got me killed?”

      Sergei and Grace look at each other.
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      Oh shit.

      “It can wait till tomorrow. You must be tired from, like, killing people and surviving gun fights and things.”

      Maxim sits up on the kitchen counter, and those dark eyes stare down at me. “We have a lot to talk about you and me.”

      Yeah, I guess we do. If only the problems between us were that I freaked out when we tried to have sex, not that your sister has come back from the dead and is working with my worst enemy. The man that wants me dead or worse, sold.

      “You must be hungry. I can make us some supper,” I say, stalling.

      “I’ll do that for you, Grace. Why don’t you take Max into the living room and sit and talk? You have much to catch up on.”

      My eyes narrow on the old man, and he gives me a satisfied grin. Fine. I reach out and help Maxim down from the kitchen bench and walk him into the living room. I know he can walk, but I don’t know how much blood he may have lost or if that whiskey went straight to his head. I help get him comfortable on the sofa and take a seat in the armchair beside him.

      “I’m sorry, Grace.” Maxim surprises me with his apology.

      Looking over at where he is laid out against the chair, his enormous body takes up the entire sofa as he stares at me intensely with those dark eyes.

      The man’s been shot, Grace, throw him a bone.

      Getting up from the armchair, I move over to his side of the sofa and take a seat beside him. I take his large hand and connect it with mine as I sit cross-legged beside him. “You don’t need to apologize, Max. I thought I was ready. I wanted to replace all the other stuff with your touch. I was sick of feeling those men on my skin every day.”

      “I thought you thought I was like them,” he says, letting a slither of vulnerability through.

      “Never. You are nothing like those men.”

      “I’m still the bad guy, Grace.”

      “Just not in my story, Max.”

      He gives me a lopsided grin.

      “In that moment I had flashbacks. They felt so real, and I couldn’t escape them. I’d been working with a therapist, and I thought I had put my trauma behind me. You’ve been the first guy since …” I tell him as I stare down at our hands linked together.

      “Wildcat, I had no idea,” he says, tugging my hand to get my attention.

      “I wanted to be okay. I wanted you to be the first since it all … but it seems that I couldn’t.”

      “You never have to explain yourself over that,” he says as his thumb caresses my hand.

      I give him a small smile. It feels right, him being back with me again. I’m surprised at how much I’ve missed him this week. How much this villa is starting to feel like home.

      “I missed you, Grace.”

      I look up and see the sincerity in his dark eyes.

      “You did? Even after I treated you horribly.”

      “Hey. I will not hear you say that about what happened. It wasn’t your fault,” he tells me sternly.

      “I missed you, too.”

      Maxim’s head lulls back as a wide smile falls across his handsome face. He then brings my hand to his lips, kisses it, and his eyes close.

      “Max. Hey, Max. Come to bed, it’s late. You don’t want to sleep down here on the sofa.”

      Maxim sits up and blinks a couple of times. He shakes his head as if trying to clear it. “Yeah, I think I might head to bed.”

      Helping him up, we walk arm in arm through the corridor toward the grand staircase. We slowly take each step as I’m worried he will lose his balance and fall back down them. We turn, and I head toward his bedroom, he probably wants to sleep there tonight. Walking in, I pull back his sheets and fluff his pillow for him.

      “You need to get changed. You can have a shower in the morning.”

      He nods like a rag doll as he sits on the edge of his bed. I grab his gray sweats and place them down beside him on the bed. I kneel and begin to undo his shoes, sliding them off then unbuckle his belt and help pull his gray suit pants off him. My heart acerates as I am face to face with his dick which is hidden behind black boxer briefs.

      “Here, first leg through,” I tell him as he slides one leg through and then the other. He then falls back against the bed. “You’re going to make this hard for me, aren’t you? I can’t lift you.” I groan as I try and lift the rest of him onto the bed.

      Maxim groans but soon picks himself up and slides onto the bed properly before getting under the covers. “I wish you could stay,” he mumbles.

      “You want me to stay with you?”

      He nods. “I never want to let you go, Wildcat.”

      Oh.

      “Let me go get my pajamas and I’ll come back.”

      “No,” he calls out with a groan. “Grab one of my shirts. I love seeing you in my shirts.” Next thing I know, Maxim is snoring away.

      He wants me to wear his tee, this is so cute. How could I ever believe this man would hurt me, not after everything we’ve been through together. I grab one of his plain white shirts, take off my sundress, and slip on the shirt. Then I creep back into his bedroom and slide in under the covers. It doesn’t take long for my eyes to flutter shut because I’ve had trouble sleeping since Maxim left, nightmares have been plaguing my dreams. I’m hoping tonight I will have my first good night’s sleep this week.
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      “Did you tell him?” Sergei asks, finding me in the kitchen where I’ve decided to make pancakes and a fresh pot of coffee for Maxim.

      “It wasn’t the right time.”

      “It wasn’t the right time to tell him his sister is alive?” Sergei questions me.

      “Maxim was shot. He could have died.”

      Sergei tsks me. “It was a flesh wound, nothing more. It’s just another scar to add to his collection.”

      “Sorry, I’m not used to this life. Usually, I’m on the other side of the law.”

      “What the hell are you two bickering about this morning?” Maxim asks, walking into the kitchen dressed in just his gray sweats that hang low exposing the deep v of his hips.

      “Nothing,” I answer.

      “Something,” Sergei adds.

      Maxim looks between the two of us. “Spit it out.”

      “Pancakes?” I ask, raising the plate of the fluffy creations toward him.

      Maxim grunts and grabs a couple from the stack I made while I push a glass of espresso in front of him. “Are you buttering me up, Grace?”

      “Good to see you made it through the night, Max. I have things to do,” Sergei says before shooting me a glare as he walks out of the room.

      “That’s the second time he has left the room and pressured you to talk to me about something. What happened between the two of you?”

      How do I explain that entire mess with Sergei?

      “Last week, I came downstairs in the morning looking for you. I wanted to apologize because I knew my rejection had hurt you.”

      “I told you that you didn’t need to,” he states, shoving a pancake into his wide mouth.

      “Hold that thought. I’ll be back in a sec,” I tell him as I rush out of the kitchen and down the hall to his office. I need to explain with the photo, that is the only way it will make sense. I open the drawer on Maxim’s desk and find the photo frame.

      “What the hell are you doing in my office?” Maxim asks his voice as deep as thunder.

      “Shit, I told you to wait,” I say, dropping the photo frame on the desk.

      “Where the hell did you find that?” he asks, snatching the frame from the desk and holding it close to his chest.

      “I came looking for you that morning after everything, but I couldn’t find you.”

      “And you think I would fit into a fucking drawer? “His lip curls up in a snarl.

      “Of course not, I just thought—”

      “Thought what? I don’t understand why you needed to go through my personal items to find me. This is why Sergei is upset with you. He found you in here, didn’t he?”

      My shoulders sink, this conversation is taking a huge left turn. I didn’t think he would get that upset about it. Guess I was wrong.

      “Were you hoping to find something to use against me so I would let you go?”

      I shake my head. “No, no! Of course not.”

      “Were you trying to find information about Dmitri? Seeing as he was the one that hired me to kidnap you.”

      That was low. I can feel the panic beginning to rise through my body just at the mention of his name. Then everything stills. “Have you spoken to Dmitri since I’ve been here?”

      “Don’t change the subject, Grace.”

      “Answer me, Maxim,” I shout at him as my hands shake beside me.

      “Once.”

      “Once?” My insides begin to crumble. He’s spoken to the man who ruined my life. He’s kept him on as a client. How fucking stupid am I? To think that someone like Maxim would fall for a girl like me. I’m just a commodity, something to be used to bargain over. “Fuck you, Maxim!”

      “I don’t think so. I repulse you, remember?”

      “You’re a fucking asshole for throwing that in my face.”

      “Like I said before, I’m the bad guy here, you should remember

      that.”

      I pick up a vase sitting on the table beside me and throw it at the

      wall. “Fuck you, Maxim. Go find your fucking sister without my

      help,” I scream at him as I storm off. How the hell have things gone so wrong.

      “What the fuck did you say?” he asks as he grabs me. His fingers dig into my arm as he turns me around to face him.

      “Nothing, it doesn’t matter,” I scream as I rip my arm from his grasp and bolt up the stairs.

      “Grace, come back here!” he screams after me. He’s a little slower than he normally is thanks to the bullet wound.

      I slam my bedroom door shut in his face and take a couple of deep breaths until I notice the internal door between our bedrooms is open thanks to my laziness to walk around between the rooms this morning. I rush toward it, but he beats me to it.

      He stands there, hand on the door, chest heaving, eyes dark. He starts stalking me like I’m his prey as I move backward from him.

      “I’m only going to ask once more, Grace. What did you mean, “go find my sister”?”

      I move backward until my legs hit the wardrobe, then watch as Maxim advances on me. My heart is racing, and now I can see the deadly assassin I have been living with.

      “I know your sister,” I spit at him.

      Maxim freezes. “What did you say?” His voice is calm but steely.

      “I saw that picture in your office. I didn’t understand why Emerald was in it with you.”

      “Emerald?” He looks confused. “My sisters’ names are Elena and Alexandria.”

      “It was Elena. I knew her as Emerald.”

      He shakes his head, not quite believing me. “No, you’re mistaken,

      my sister is dead—dead!” He pushes his finger in my face.

      “She’s not, Maxim. She’s alive. I promise you she’s alive. If you let me speak to my sister, she will tell you that girl in the photo is Emerald. She’s a jewel.”

      His hand slaps the wardrobe, making me jump. “So, this is your plan, is it? Make up a story about my dead sister, hoping I’ll let you go. Fuck

      you, Grace Clark! Fuck you.” He storms off, slamming the internal door between our bedrooms, and I hear the lock click into place.

      I slide down the wardrobe, shaking. No, fuck him. If he doesn’t want to believe that his dead sister is alive, then that’s his choice. I told him, he didn’t believe me; nothing more I can do.

      Standing on shaky legs, I open the wardrobe, pulling out a pair of sandshoes and grabbing a jumper. I’m not staying here anymore. This time I know exactly where the cameras are—I’ve been taking walks around the property, looking for any chinks in the system. No system is one hundred percent. Brooks’s and his boys taught me that.

      I sneak out of my bedroom and creep down the stairs hoping not to alert a very angry Maxim. I’m hoping Sergei is busy dealing with Maxim’s meltdown. I’m going to try a different route. I notice off the corridor there’s an exit to the garages beside the front foyer, a route I haven’t taken before but one that doesn’t seem to be busy. This time I choose to not escape through the vines, too many variables, and my legs are not made for long-distance running. I need something more powerful than what nature gave me. Over the course of my stay, I’ve noticed that they sometimes leave the keys in the cars because who the hell would steal a hitman’s car? I follow the paved driveway that leads me to the garages. When I look inside the large building it is filled with every imaginable boy toy. But I’m not interested in the cars, I’m interested in finding one with keys in it.

      Then I spot the Maserati that Maxim drove back to the villa. The back window has been blown out and so has the driver’s window, but that’s still drivable, isn’t it? I look inside for the keys but don’t see anything. Then I notice the remote and a push-button to start the car. Of course it’s one of those fancy keyless cars, and the remote must be the key. I open the door and jump in, then press the ignition button, and the bad boy roars to life. Ignoring the dried blood on the leather seats from Maxim, I fasten my seat belt and slowly reverse the car, hoping nobody notices me. I put it into drive and make my way down the long and winding driveway. There’s a gate, shit, where’s the—it opens automatically for the car. Yes. My heart is racing. I can’t believe this is happening, that I might escape.

      I take a deep breath, look to the left then the right to make sure no one is coming, and put my foot on the gas. This bad boy takes off like a bat out of hell. As soon as I make it to the open highway, I can breathe a little. “Fuck, yes!” I yell, thumping my hands on the steering wheel.

      I’m free.

      The GPS navigator lights up, and I type in my sister’s address in Ibiza to work out how long it would take me to get from Italy to Spain. Apparently, it is going to take me eighteen hours, and I must pass through Italy, Monaco, France, and then Spain. I don’t think I’m going to have enough fuel for that. I guess I’ll just drive until I can find someone to let me use their phone. I want to put as much distance between me and Maxim as I can before I stop.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            15

          

          

      

    

    







            MAXIM

          

        

      

    

    
      “Maxim,” Sergei calls out to me as he sticks his head through my office door.

      I’m staring at the picture of me and my sisters.

      “I’m guessing Grace told you. How are you feeling?” he asks, taking a seat beside me.

      It’s been one hell of a morning.

      “Pretty fucking betrayed, Sergei.”

      “Don’t worry, Dmitri’s time is up,” Sergei reassures me.

      “I don’t give a fuck about that little weasel. I’m talking about Grace.”

      “Grace? Why? Because she was caught snooping through your drawers? I told her you wouldn’t be too pleased about that. But she didn’t care. She thinks she has you wrapped around her little finger. And I didn’t think she did. I mean, I knew you liked her, but I didn’t realize you had fallen for her,” Sergei says, rambling on.

      “Falling for her? She betrayed me and used my dead sister’s memory to do it.”

      “What are you talking about, Max?”

      “That she would use my sister to get back to her family. Asking me to call her sister to confirm her ridiculous theory that Elena is one of the jewels,” I say, shaking my head at the absurdity of her lies.

      “Max, she’s telling the truth. I didn’t think so at first then I pulled a gun on her, and she didn’t change her story.”

      “You pulled a fucking gun on her?” I say, raising my voice at him.

      “I needed to know because like you, I accused her of using Elena and Anna’s memory for something like that.”

      I look at him and see the belief on his face. “You’re serious?”

      “Of course, I fucking believe her. There’s no way in the world she

      could have guessed who she was. She asked me about the photo, told me it was Emerald, and I told her she was wrong. That that was your sister and your sister died, along with my daughter. But she didn’t believe me—she was adamant that the girl in the picture was Emerald.”

      I shake my head; I still don’t believe it. There is no way that after four years, my sister is rising from the dead right under my nose. Just no way.

      “Maxim, she’s telling the truth.”

      I slam my fist on the desk. “No, you want to believe it’s true, but it’s not, there’s just no way.”

      “Why? Why can’t it be true? There were no bodies found, Max.”

      I keep shaking my head. “I wish to God it were true, Sergei, but don’t you think it’s a weird coincidence that the girl we kidnapped knows where my dead sister is?”

      “She said Elena is a jewel.”

      “Wouldn’t we have run into her by now? We would have heard something.”

      “Grace is the first jewel we’ve met in all our years dealing with the Bratva. Do you think they would place us in the same room as her?”

      I still don’t believe it. My heart can’t cope with the thought that Elena might be alive.

      “What about Anna?”

      He shakes his head. “She hasn’t seen Anna.”

      “See, that right there is a lie. If they were alive, there is no way in

      hell they would leave each other, no way.”

      Sergei places a calming hand on my good shoulder. “You need to

      talk to Dmitri. Apparently, she’s friendly with him.”

      My stomach sinks. There’s no way in hell Elena would be friends with a man like him.

      “Call him. Clear this up.”

      I look down at the photo, remembering my last call with Dmitri and the woman’s voice. Could that be the reason I started having nightmares again?

      An uneasy feeling settles over me. Flashes of my sister Elena filter into my mind. She’s been gone for four years, and I try to keep memories of her alive, but it wasn’t until I heard that woman’s voice that I realized I couldn’t remember what she sounded like. I shake the uneasy feeling away. I would give anything to see her again, see both my sisters again. My parents were devastated by Elena’s death. They lost my youngest sister, Alexandra, to drugs. Then a year later, Elena was washed away at sea, presumed drowned. My sisters’ deaths ripped my family apart, especially happening so close together. It was cruel and unfair, and my parents were never the same again.

      They divorced a year after Elena’s death, going their separate ways, and haven’t spoken to each other since. Shit, they hardly even speak to me anymore. Dad’s still running with the Bratva in Russia, and Mom, well, she’s married some rich guy who lost his wife and now has a new family to love.

      The picture in my hands was taken not long before Alexandra died. I run my fingers over my sisters’ faces, the ache in my chest returning. I allow myself this moment to let grief consume me before I put the photo back in the desk drawer, along with their memories.

      Then I pull out my phone and call Dmitri.

      Sergei gives me a small reassuring smile as I put the phone on speaker.

      “Max.” Dmitri picks up the phone as if we are old buddies.

      I take a couple of calming breaths.

      “What can I do for you? How’s my Gracie going? Hope she isn’t causing you any problems. If she does, tie her up and spank her, the bitch loves it.”

      My body stills, my hand curls into a fist and I’m seconds away from murdering this fucker.

      Sergei places that same calming hand on my shoulder and gives me a tight squeeze.

      Focus, Max.

      “You don’t need to worry about Grace. I have her under control.”

      “That’s my man. That bitch is great in bed, isn’t she? I told you.” He chuckles.

      “We’re not here to chat, Dmitri. We have some intel on one of the jewels,” Sergei says, cutting in for me.

      “Sergei, my man. That’s great. Give it to me. These bitches are like searching for a needle in a haystack.” The fucker laughs again as if we are all old friends.

      I’m going to take great pleasure in murdering this man.

      “We’ve found the location of a jewel named Emerald.”

      The line goes quiet, but I can hear Dmitri’s breathing pick up. Then he says hesitantly, “Oh, yeah?”

      “I heard that she wasn’t far from you.”

      “Really, where?”

      Sergei types Dmitri’s phone number into my computer system and

      it takes seconds to pinpoint his location.

      The fucking little scum bag is in ... “London.”

      I hear Dmitri swallow. “Damn, I am so close. I’m in Paris. She’ll probably be gone by the time I get there. So close, yet so far.” He chuckles nervously.

      “Do you have any information on her?” I ask him, hoping he can give me something.

      “Like what?” he asks suspiciously.

      “Where did you find her? What’s her background. My ear is close to the floor, and I know many people in this world. It might help me pinpoint this intel I’ve had to see if we have the right girl. The bosses won’t be pleased if you bring the wrong one’s home, will they.”

      “Right, you’re right. I appreciate your help, man. All I know is that Nikolai found her at a party in The Hamptons one summer.”

      Sergei and I look at each other, and that is all the information I need to know that Elena is alive, and this motherfucker has her.

      “How long ago?” I ask, keeping my voice steady even though I am shaking with anger.

      “Like four years ago I think.”

      “That’s great. I’ll get on narrowing that info down for you,” Sergei cuts in.

      “Thanks, man. I appreciate it,” he says, and you can hear the relief in his voice.

      “Maybe when you’re in London next you’ll get her.”

      “Next time for sure. I’m on a hot trail of another jewel in Paris. I should have this one locked down in twenty-four hours, and then I can head to London and find Emerald.”

      “We’ll be in touch.” I hang up the phone not waiting for him to reply. “I’m going to kill him. I’m going to rip him from limb to limb. I’m going to take my time and peel his fucking skin from his body, then throw him to the fucking pigs.”

      Sergei gives me a wicked smile.

      “I can’t believe she’s alive. Elena is alive.” I feel tears fall. “Fuck, I need to say sorry to Grace.”

      Sergei arches an eyebrow at me.

      “I was a mess yesterday thinking she betrayed me going into my office and then coming up with the story of Elena being alive. I thought she wanted to escape again. I blame the fucking bullet wound for my crazy mind.”

      “I did the same thing. That’s why things are a little tense between us. Even after everything we’ve put her through, she still hasn’t escaped. I can see that she cares for you, Maxim.”

      “I like her.”

      Sergei nods. “I see that. I think she’s good for you.”

      “She’s too good for me.”

      “This life is a lonely one, my boy. If there’s a woman who understands your job and loves you nonetheless, then never let her go.”

      “She doesn’t deserve to live her life like we do, constantly looking over our shoulders. With fucking bullet holes in us,” I say, raising my sore shoulder.

      “Then maybe it’s time to hang up your guns.” Sergei smiles.

      “And what, live happily ever after? I have too many enemies.”

      “There are ways. There are always ways to get out of this business,” he explains.

      “Yeah, via a pine box.”

      “Maybe it’s time to let Grace go for the time being. The mission’s changed. We need to get Elena back and find Anna. I know in my heart that she isn’t dead, too.”

      “What happens if I let Grace go and she doesn’t come back?”

      “She will,” he adds confidently.

      A huge smile crosses my face. “I need to apologize to my girl.” I disappear out of my office and make my way to her bedroom. I take the stairs two at a time unable to hold back my feelings for this woman. I know I’m going to have to get on my knees and beg for her forgiveness as I was horrible to her this morning.

      I skid to a halt at her door. It’s closed. After the way I just treated

      her, I don’t expect her to open it for me. I have some groveling to do. I take a deep breath and knock on the door. I’m met with silence.

      “Grace,” I call. Nothing. Yep, she’s angry. “Grace, please, can I come in?”

      I put my ear to the door and don’t hear a thing, so I turn the

      Handle, and the door opens. It’s quiet in here. I move silently through her room toward her bed. I just need to see her. But the bed’s empty. I move to the bathroom, nothing there either. I check her closets, and they are still full of her clothes, so she is here somewhere in the house. I run back into the corridor and look in every single room on that floor, all empty. Then I rush downstairs and into the kitchen, surprising the staff.

      “Have any of you seen Grace?” They all shake their heads.

      “Hey, what’s going on?” Sergei asks, seeing me race around from the library into the next room.

      “She’s gone.”

      “What do you mean “gone”?”

      “She isn’t in her room, she isn’t on the top floor, the kitchen staff

      haven’t seen her.”

      “Maybe she’s gone for a walk to cool off. Check the security

      cameras.”

      We return to my office and turn on the computers.

      “When was the last time you saw her?” Sergei asks.

      “Probably an hour ago.”

      He brings up the computer security footage of the estate from

      around that time. We look at the different screens.

      “Stop.”

      On the screen I see Grace race into the garage. She’s in there for a couple of beats before my fucking Maserati rolls out of the garage.

      “Fuck!” I curse as I slam my fucking fists onto my desk. “She’s run, she’s fucking run.” I pushed her too far this morning.

      “How was she able to escape without security knowing?”

      “Gio was supposed to take the car into town to get fixed, they probably thought it was him.”

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck! Pull up the GPS locator for the car. She can’t have gotten that far.”

      “She’s just on the outskirts of Pisa.”

      “We need to get her back, Sergei. We need her back tonight.”

      He nods. “Let’s take the helicopter, we can catch her quicker that

      way. She’ll have no idea we are following her.”
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      I’ve just driven past the leaning tower of Pisa. If I weren’t running for my life, I would enjoy the moment a little more. The adrenaline is fading the further I’ve gotten from Maxim and Sergei without being detected by the two of them.

      I pull into a gas station, looking for a pay phone. I need to get in contact with my family as soon as possible. Pulling in, in a clearly damaged luxury car grabs people’s attention. Maybe they will take pity on me thinking I’ve been involved in an accident. Stopping the car, I get out and head inside.

      “Buongiorno,” I say, the only Italian I know.

      The attendant looks at me but says nothing.

      “Do you speak English?”

      He eyes me suspiciously. Totally get it as he sees the car I’ve driven in with.

      “Do you have a telephone I can use?”

      He stares at me again, and his gaze drifts to the telephone beside

      him, then back to me.

      “Please, I’m lost. I need to call my family. I have no money.”

      He looks at me blankly. “Blow job?” he asks.

      Is he fucking serious? What a fucking creep.

      “Fuck you.”

      He shrugs. “No phone.”

      I stomp out of the shop, jump into my car, and start crying. There’s a tap on the side of the door.

      A girl is smiling at me.

      “I saw what happened, what an asshole. Here’s my phone, use it, I hope it helps. It looks like you might need it.” She hands it to me, her eyes accessing the luxury car with the shot-out windows.

      I can’t believe it. “Thank you, thank you so much,” I say to her as the tears stream down my face. She is a fucking angel in this nightmare.

      She smiles, moves away to give me privacy, and waits for me to use it.

      I try to remember someone’s phone number, and when it comes to me, I press the numbers on the phone. Come on, come on.

      “Hello?”

      “Sophie?” Oh my god, it is so good to hear her voice.

      “Grace.”

      “It’s me, Soph.”

      “Oh my god. Brooks, trace this call!” she screams at the mercenary.

      “On it,” he calls out in the background.

      “I just passed the leaning tower of Pisa. I’m not sure where I am,” I tell her, looking around at the gas station but there aren’t any signs.

      “Don’t worry, Brooks will have your location in a couple of minutes. Are you okay? Did you kill Dmitri? she asks, bombarding me with questions.

      “I’m fine, I promise.” Just brokenhearted, but they don’t need to know that. They also wouldn’t understand. “Dmitri doesn’t have me. I’ll explain more when we are together. All I know is I’m in Italy.”

      “Brooks has your location. He’s getting the jet sorted, then we can

      rescue you.”

      My shoulders relax. I did it. I’m free. My family is rescuing me. A tiny twinge hits me when I think about not seeing Maxim again. Forget about him, it would never have worked anyway.

      “Are you okay?” she asks me again.

      “I promise I’m fine. I’ve been well looked after.”

      “By the people who kidnapped you?” she asks, sounding skeptical.

      “Yes, they helped me get clean. They sat beside me caring for me at some of the worst moments of my life.”

      Sophie falls silent on the phone.

      “I told you I can’t explain it, Soph. There’s too much to catch up on over the phone. But I’m safe. No one touched me. And honestly, I feel the best I’ve felt in a long time.” That bit is kind of true. I hate how things were left between Maxim and me. I hate that he thinks I would use his dead sister to escape. You kind of did. If I’m going to be accused of something might as well do it.

      “We’ll be there in two hours. Do you think you can hang on

      for that long?”

      That long. “Yes, I’ll be waiting for you.”

      The girl taps on the side of the car.

      “I must go, Soph, the girl wants her phone back, but I’ll be

      waiting for you, I promise. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “I love you, Gracie.”

      “I love you, Soph.” Then the phone goes dead.

      I hand it back to the girl. “Thank you so much.”

      She smiles and wishes me luck.

      Now I need to move this car out of sight and wait. Freedom is so close.

      I must fall asleep as I’m jolted awake by the slamming of a car door. I open my eyes and look around.

      “Hi, Grace.” Maxim smiles at me, pointing a gun at my face from the passenger seat.

      I start screaming, but he lunges and cups his hand over my mouth. I bite his hand and try to push him away. Then I turn to open the door, but Sergei is standing there, a gun trained on me as well.

      Fuck! No, no, no.

      “I’m not going back with you!”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “No, you’re too late. My sister and her security team are going to

      turn up at any moment. They know where I am. You’re too late.”

      “Get out.” Maxim’s voice is calm, but there’s a definite chill to his

      words.

      “No! I’m so close to going home. Please, I’m so close.”

      “Grace, I can’t let you go. Now get out.”

      Sergei opens the driver’s door, and I follow Maxim’s instructions.

      Hopefully, Sophie isn’t far. I glare at Sergei as I get out. I can’t believe he’s holding a gun in my face again.

      Maxim moves into the driver’s seat, and Sergei pushes me around to the passenger’s side.

      “Get in.”

      “No, please, no. Just let me go home.”

      He ignores me.

      Maxim starts the sports car, and the engine’s rumble vibrates through my body. I have no choice. I get into the car.

      “Put your seatbelt on,” Sergei tells me.

      With a huff, I do as I’m told.

      “Meet you back at the villa,” Maxim says to Sergei as he zooms out of the gas station parking lot.

      I fold my arms across my chest and contemplate my chances of surviving a jump from a car going this fast, but all my calculations lead back to not surviving.

      After what feels like forever, Maxim finally speaks. “I’m sorry.”

      This gets my attention.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t believe you about my sister.”

      I go back to looking out the window ignoring him. I don’t care that he’s sorry.

      “I deserve your silent treatment, Grace. I should have trusted you, and I didn’t. It’s hard for a man like me to trust. The only person I can trust in my life is Sergei. Everyone else in my world will put a bullet in my chest.”

      I want to put a bullet in his chest right in this moment.

      He doesn’t say anything more for a while, letting me wallow. “Did you really call your family?”

      “Yes.”

      His hand slams against the steering wheel, bumping the horn, which blasts through the quiet making me jump.

      “I’m sorry that I stole you away again.” He looks over at me, but his eyes are too intense.

      I turn back to the window and stare out at the scenery.

      “I’ll return you to your family. I promise you that, Grace. I just … I just need you for a little longer.”

      Ignoring him, I don’t want to hear it because I don’t believe him. He’s just as bad as Dmitri, he may not force himself on me, but he’s still not letting me go. I’m still a toll to be bargained with. He doesn’t see me as a human.

      Maxim gives up talking to me for the rest of the way until we eventually make it back to the villa. I hate how some portion of my heart is happy to see the villa again, and the other side wishes I never saw this place again.

      I step out of the car, slam the door for full affect, and stomp across the crushed rocks of the driveway. I march through the front door and across the marble floors, then up the grand staircase. Once at the top, I slam my bedroom door for good measure, rattling the hinges. Collapsing onto my bed, I scream in frustration at how close I came to escaping. How Sophie must be feeling finding me not there anymore. She’s probably wondering if she was too late. Did Dmitri find me? I should feel lucky that it was Maxim that found me and not Dmitri.

      Either way, I’m back in a world that I don’t want to be.
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      “She didn’t talk to me all the way home,” I complain to Sergei.

      “The fact you thought that was going to end any other way surprises me. We just kidnapped her again.”

      “I know,” I say, raking my fingers through my hair. “And she had contacted her family. She said they were on their way.”

      “Smart girl.” Sergei smiles.

      “I stole her again from her family. I’m the fucking monster here.”

      “The only monster here is Dmitri. Grace can’t be out there without protection, Max. Not with him still on the loose.”

      “Should I give her back to her family?”

      Sergei raises a brow at me.

      “Maybe I should talk to them.”

      “Have you lost your mind?”

      “It’s a risk. We would have to secure the line. I need to explain to them that she is safer with me not them for the time being.”

      “Have you explained that to Grace?” Sergei questions me.

      “Not yet. She didn’t want to speak to me.”

      “She might if you explain to her your reasons instead of waving a gun in her face again and dragging her back to your lair.”

      “You waved a gun in her face, too,” I bite back which makes the old man chuckle.

      “Guess the only way to get her to forgive you is to give her, her family.”

      He’s right. It’s the one thing she has said all along that she wants. I just know that if there was a time for her to choose between her family or me, I wouldn’t be first choice.

      “It’s been a hell of a day. Get some rest. Everything will look better in the morning,” he says, clapping me on the back before disappearing from the room.

      I make the long walk back toward my bedroom, drifting to where Grace’s door is closed next to mine. My hand itches to knock on her door, but Sergei’s right, everything will look better in the morning. Walking into my bedroom, I kick my shoes to the side and toe-off my socks. I need a fucking shower, wash this hell of a day off me. Making my way to the bathroom, I turn the shower on and test the water until the temperature is right before shedding my clothes. The hot water hits my aching body, my exhausted muscles, and my racing mind. I’m careful of my wound, trying to keep it dry. I let the water run over my back as I press my forehead against the tiles. My mind races through today’s events and how I could have handled things differently. There were so many things I could have done that wouldn’t have made Grace want to escape. It’s been a couple of months since the last escape attempt, and she’s had plenty of opportunity. She was escaping you. That’s the hard realization that I’m coming to. She was running from me. From the horrible words I spewed at her. From my poor treatment of her. This woman has suffered so much at the hands of men, and I’ve gone and fucking added to her trauma. My fist hits the tiled wall in frustration. All because of hurt ego and the inability to be honest with your feelings. How the fuck do I feel about Grace? The pit in my stomach watching the security footage of her escaping and those hours of her being out in the real world filled me with such dread that I wasn’t thinking straight. All my thoughts centered on finding her and protecting her at all costs. As long as she is with me, she is safe.

      Does she have a say in the matter? Guessing not by the way I dragged her out of that gas station against her will with a gun in her face. Another fist thump against the shower’s tiles. You know if the choice was hers, she wouldn’t choose you. Facts. How are you any different from Dmitri and his obsession with Grace? My stomach rolls at the thought that Dmitri and I would have anything in common. I pride myself on being better than Dmitri, but I’m not, I’m just a different version of the same fucked up thing. You know what you need to do. My conscious is right. Who knew I had one? I shut the water off and step out of the shower, wrapping my towel around my waist.

      “Maxim!” Grace screams.

      I rush out of the bathroom and through our shared door which thankfully is still unlocked.

      Grace is thrashing about in her bed. “Don’t kill me, please don’t kill

      me,” she pleads.

      My stomach revolts knowing I’m the reason for her nightmare. “Grace, wake up! It’s a nightmare.”

      “No. Leave me alone, you’re the bad guy! Please, don’t hurt me,” she screams, pushing me away.

      I’m probably the last person she wants to see in her bedroom right now. “Grace, wake up. You’re safe,” I whisper to her.

      “Max?” she says, sitting up, those jade-green eyes wide as she blinks at me.

      “You were having a bad dream.”

      “I know,” she grumbles as she wraps her arms around her body, hugging herself. Her eyes land on my bare chest, the water droplets from my shower still stuck to my skin. I’m in nothing but a white towel. “I’m okay now. You can leave.”

      I’ve been dismissed.

      Grace lays back down and rolls onto her side giving me her back. She pulls the blankets up over her.

      Before everything got fucked up, she would have let me slide in beside her. She would have let me comfort her after a bad dream like that. She knew I would protect her. That’s gone.

      Getting up, I make my way out of her bedroom and back to mine. I throw my towel aside and grab my sweatpants before getting back into bed. I stare up at the ceiling unable to fall asleep knowing how much pain Grace is in next door and not being able to do anything about it.

      The next morning, I wake early and send all the staff home. I don’t want anyone else in the villa except Grace and me. I decide to make our breakfast this morning like I used to do before I fucked everything up. I lay everything out, even grab a rose from the garden and place it in a vase on the table and wait for her to get up and come downstairs.

      Grace never comes.

      I give up on the cold eggs and bacon, my stomach turning at the thought of them. I slide the plates back into the fridge, maybe she’ll want something later.

      Maybe I should go check on her. No. If she wanted to, she would have come down. But I hurt her. Then you need to apologize with more than breakfast and a rose from a garden. This is true. Forgetting about the disaster that was breakfast, I head up to her room and knock on her door.

      I’m surprised when she opens it.

      She’s drying herself with a towel. “Yes?” she says curtly.

      “You didn’t come down for breakfast.”

      “Wasn’t hungry.”

      “Thought you would have come down.”

      “I didn’t realize I had to.”

      “You don’t. I had made some for you and wanted to share.”

      “I can make my own breakfast when I get hungry. Was that it?”

      I nod, not sure what else to say.

      Grace then shuts the door in my face.

      What the fuck just happened? I stomp back downstairs and run into Sergei.

      “Guessing things haven’t gone so well this morning.” He tries to hide his smirk. Asshole. “Women. They can hold a grudge.”

      “I’m off to the range, I need to shoot something,” I tell Sergei.

      I’ve built a special shooting range in one of the sheds at the back of the property which is built into the side of a mountain. It’s soundproofed, no one would have any idea it’s here. I spend the morning unloading as many rounds into the targets as I can, and I still feel anxious.

      Noticing the door open from my peripheral, letting the midday rays of light filter into the dark room, I wait for Sergei to join me. When he doesn’t appear, I turn around and I’m surprised to see Grace standing there. What the hell is she doing here?

      I take out my earplugs. “Can I help you?” I ask her.

      “Sergei told me you were down here.”

      Did he now, fucker. “I needed to let off some steam.”

      She nods in understanding. “Could I?”

      “Could you what?”

      Grace points to the targets. “Do what you’re doing. Letting off some steam.”

      I look between Grace and the targets then down to the gun in my hand. I quickly unload it and put the safety on as I place the weapon on the counter before me.

      “Have you ever shot a gun before?”

      Grace shakes her head.

      “And you want to learn how, now?”

      “If I’m stuck here, I might as well learn some of your skills,” she bites back, placing her hands on her hips. She’s in a white t-shirt pulled tightly across her breasts and black leggings. The material is molded to her body so every curve, every dip, is accentuated.

      “Should I be concerned that I might end up with a bullet in my back?”

      Grace’s eyes narrow on me. “Guess you’re gonna have to trust me.”

      She’s still frosty, but at least she wants to spend some time with me even if it is because she’s thinking about shooting me.

      “Did you do all that?” she asks, pointing to the targets.

      The bullseye on every single one has been obliterated. “Yes.”

      “Impressive.”

      And like the sucker I am, my chest puffs out like a preening peacock over her compliment.

      “Guess you would have to be, otherwise, you’d be dead.”

      And just like that, the air is sucked out of me and my chest deflates.

      Right, well, maybe a walk to the armory would be the best bet. “Follow me,” I tell her as we make our way past the lanes of targets. I wave my hand across the door, and it opens.

      “How did you do that?”

      “I have a chip in my hand. It unlocks certain things in my home.”

      Her eyes widen. “You can do that?”

      I nod and hold out my hand for her, showing the tiny lump near my thumb. Her finger runs along it which makes my cock twitch. Down, boy, now is not the time.

      “Did it hurt?”

      I shake my head.

      “That’s some Jason Bourne kind of shit.” She giggles and the sound warms me. I haven’t heard it in such a long time. I miss her laughter.

      We head on through another locked door which opens into my weapons room.

      “Holy shit.” She gasps, staring at the vast array of weapons before her. “This is all yours?”

      “Perks of the job.” I grin morbidly at her, forgetting that not everyone is excited by weapons and killing bad guys like I am. Tone your psycho-ness down, Maxim.

      “And you know how to use every single one of these?” she asks.

      “I do.”

      She nods as she takes in the firepower. “Would I be able to try those one day?” she asks, pointing to the automatic rifles.

      “One day, yeah.”

      Another smile falls over Grace’s lips. Who knew getting her to the shooting range would help her mood?

      “What gun do you think would be good for me?”

      “I think we should start with a Beretta handgun, then we can work our way up to these bad boys.” I grin, touching one of my sniper rifles.

      “And you trust me enough to not shoot you?” she asks, but I can see the smile she’s trying to hide.

      “Yes.”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t.”

      “Maybe I deserve it,” I say.

      She gives me a look but quickly shakes it away. “Okay, show me

      what you got, Mr. Assassin.”

      I take the Beretta from its case and grab some ammunition. Then we swipe back through the locked doors into the range. I set her up in the lane beside me. I explain to her about weapons safety. How she needs to load the gun. How she should keep the safety on unless she’s in danger because she won’t want to accidentally pull the trigger and hurt someone, and most importantly, hurt herself. She listens to every single word I say, nodding along until I’m finished with my briefing.

      “Now, let’s get you started. Stand here,” I tell her as she moves in front of me. “I’m going to get your stance right, your hands in the correct position as you don’t want to hurt yourself with any potential recoil,” I explain as my hands move to her hips and my fingers dig into her soft curves. My front is to her back, we are barely touching, but I can feel the electricity sizzling between us. Nothing better than shooting guns with a beautiful woman by my side, fantasy date right there. “Relax, Grace. I can feel how tense you are.”

      “It’s because you’re standing too close.”

      Oh. I take a step back.

      Grace swallows before turning around to face me. “I’m sorry that wasn’t fair. You’re only trying to help me.”

      “I don’t have to touch you, Grace. I can give you verbal instructions from a distance if it makes you comfortable.”

      Grace’s brows pull together, and she stares down at the floor, her fingers interlinking as she twists them nervously. “I want to hate you, Max. God, I want to hate you so much, but …” She looks up at me, those green eyes shimmering with emotion.

      But what?

      She shakes her head. “I think I’ve lost my mind because even after everything that’s happened, I still reach out for you in the middle of the night when those nightmares find me. And my bed doesn’t feel the same without you in it. You’re so far under my skin that I can’t breathe when you’re not near me. I don’t want to want you, Max, but I do. I’m fucked up,” she confesses.

      “You don’t think I feel the same, Grace? I’m the one that is unhealthily obsessed with the woman I’ve stolen from her family, not once but twice now. The thought of ever letting you go feels like my soul is being ripped out. I’m not a good man, and yet I want to be one for you. My mission in life is to protect you even with my own no matter what because all that matters in this world is you, Grace Clark.”

      Tears swirl against her green eyes as I confess my soul to her. “I don’t understand how this happened, Max. I shouldn’t have fallen for my kidnapper, but I did.”

      Reaching out, I cup her face between my palms. “I know I keep fucking things up between us, but this is all new to me.”

      “What is?”

      “Falling for someone.”

      Grace bites her bottom lip over my confession.

      “This may not be a normal love story, Grace, but it’s ours. I can’t let you go no matter how much I try. You are the light to my darkness. The good to my bad. The filling to my emptiness.”

      “Max,” she says my name breathlessly.

      “I’m going to kiss you now, Grace. I know these words can’t change the shit I’ve done to you in the past, but I hope it will heal some of the mess I’ve created between us,” I tell her as I lean forward and bring her lips to mine.

      Grace’s hands reach out and pull me to her as she opens her lips to mine, kissing me back. All our pent-up anger begins pouring out of us as the kiss heats up. Her kisses are searing my soul to hers as I feel her finally let me be hers again.

      “I want nothing more than to pick you up and fuck you on that table over there,” I say, tilting my head in the direction of the table in the corner of the room. “But I want my woman to know how to shoot. To protect herself. I need her to know she is a strong, badass bitch.”

      Grace chuckles as she looks up at me. “Okay then, Mr. Assassin, show me what you’ve got.”

      I give her one last heated kiss before turning her around and smacking her ass which makes her gasp.

      I place the Beretta in her hands before giving her a couple of final instructions and then stepping away from her. “Now pull the trigger slowly.”

      She aims the gun at the target and follows my instructions.

      The gun goes off, and she completely misses the target as she squeals. Grace places the gun down and puts the safety back on before turning around.  “I did it, I did it. I can’t believe I shot a gun.” She jumps up and down with a smile on her face. “Did I hit the target?”

      I shake my head.

      Her face falls. “Are you serious? How the hell did I miss that?”

      “When you squealed, you lifted the gun slightly and changed the bullet’s

      trajectory, it went off to the side,” I say, pointing at the hole in the wall.

      She frowns and studies the hole. “Let’s go again. I’m going to get the hang of this. You can’t be seen with a total newbie on your arm,” she says, giving me a grin.

      This is the hottest thing a woman has ever said to me.

      We spend the rest of the day down in the shooting range.

      “Okay, last one then we’ll need to break for some food. I’m starved,” I say just as my stomach rumbles, making us laugh.

      Now that Grace isn’t so scared, her shooting has improved.

      I stand back as she takes aim again. Her hand is steady, she’s focused, and she does it. She hits the target square in the middle of the bullseye.

      She puts the gun down and starts jumping. “Fuck yes. I did it, I did it.”

      I pull her into my arms and swing her around, enjoying the carefree moment with her. When I stop, I put her back on the ground then grab her face and kiss her. Grace lets out a groan as her lips are on mine. My hands are in her hair, tugging her to me as I move her backward. Her back hits the wall as I use it to press myself against her soft body, pulling a moan from her lips. My hands reach around her ass and lift her up. Her legs wrap around my waist nestling her hot little pussy against my aching dick. I move her over to the table in the corner placing her down against the hard wood. Our lips part at the height difference. Her cheeks are bright pink, her lips are puffy and sweet from our kisses, and her green eyes are heavy with lust. I fall to my knees and open her legs wide for me.

      “Maxim,” she gasps, looking down at me. “You don’t have to do that.”

      I still. “Do you not want me to eat your pussy?”

      Grace bites her bottom lip. “Um, yeah, I do, but …”

      I shake my head. “There is no but, now open those legs and let me peel these leggings from your body,” I say, reaching up and doing exactly that. “You can always tell me to stop, Grace. You have full control over what I am doing,” I reassure her.

      She nods in understanding as I rip her underwear clean off her body, making her gasp.

      “This room is soundproof, Wildcat, so give it your best shot,” I tell her as my hands push her thighs open, exposing her delicate pink pussy to me. It glistens under the fluorescent lights as her arousal floods my senses. My tongue runs along her creamy thighs creating a path of goosebumps against her skin. Grace falls back onto her hands as her back arches over my touch. My fingers pull back her folds exposing her to me. Leaning forward, my tongue connects with her softness as I lick her from back to front.

      “Maxim,” she groans, calling out my name as one of her hands lands in my hair and her fingers grip the short strands.

      She tastes so fucking sweet, I’m addicted. I can’t get enough of her taste as I bury my face between her thighs like a starving man. I need to show her that no one else can eat her the way that I do. I need her to know that what is happening between us is so good that she will never want to leave me.

      I slide a finger into her tight pussy and feel her walls clench around it as my tongue continues to devour her. Her fingers tighten in my hair as I curl mine, caressing her inner channel. That’s it, Wildcat, ride my face, suffocate me with your thighs. I would die a happy man between these creamy walls.

      “Oh, Max. Fuck, Max,” Grace screams out as I add a second thick finger into her, and my lips find her throbbing clit and suck on it. Her inner walls tighten around my fingers and her wetness slides down my chin as I savor her. “Oh my god, Max,” she screams as her orgasm finds her. Her tight little pussy strangles my fingers as her essence floods my mouth. I continue to lap through her convulsions until she is nice and clean. Grace’s fingers yank my mouth from her pussy. She’s panting, her skin is flushed, and her cheeks are bright pink. Her eyes are wide and are great big balls of green as she stares at me.

      Next thing she does is launch herself at me. Her lips are on mine, and she hums as she tastes herself on them. Her hands are pulling and tugging at my shirt, so I oblige and slide it off for her. Once the offending garment is thrown on the floor, her lips are back on me. Her fingernails drag down my back. I love feeling her hands all over my body. Her hands then fall to my ass, giving it a squeeze before pulling me against her bare pussy.

      “I’ve missed you, Wildcat.”

      “Shut up,” she curses, biting my lip which has my dick standing to attention. Yes, Ma’am.

      “You need to be inside me, Max. I want your cock filling me.”

      “You sure?” I ask as my lips suck along her neck.

      “Never been surer, Max.” She moans.

      Right, well, I can’t deny what the woman wants as my hands reach out and pull up her t-shirt. Seconds later it’s on the floor with mine. She’s wearing a white satin bra that cups her breasts beautifully. Leaning forward, I kiss the center of her chest and then shake my head between each breast, motorboating her. This has her cracking up with laughter, and I hope it will ease any residual stress she might have about us taking this further.

      “Not going to need this,” I tell her as my hand unhooks her bra and throws it over my shoulder. “I love your fucking tits, Wildcat,” I mumble as my mouth finds one of the stiff peaks and sucks it into my mouth while my hand gropes the other, my fingers twisting the other nipple which has her squirming in her seat. I’ll never get sick of touching her tits.

      “I need you inside me, please, Max.”

      If the woman wants my dick, then I should give it to her. Reaching into my pocket, I thank fuck I brought my wallet, and with one hand I pull it out and feel around for the foil square. Grabbing what I need, I throw my wallet on the ground.

      Grace’s hands are on my waist, pushing down my sweatpants and underwear. My dick springs free and bounces between us. She reaches out and runs her little hands over my thick dick.

      “So soft yet so hard,” she murmurs as her hands start to slide over my length.

      My teeth sink into my bottom lip as the feeling has my legs turning to Jell-O. “I never want you to stop touching my dick. Do you hear me? It’s yours. All fucking yours, Wildcat.”

      “Mine,” she hums as she jerks me off.

      I don’t want her to stop because it feels so good, but I also want to be inside her. “Babe, you want me to come all over your stomach or inside your pussy?”

      Grace stills and her tongue licks her lips as she contemplates my question.

      “Fuck it, later tonight I’ll be coming all over these fucking tits, but right now I need to be inside of you. Is that okay?”

      Grace nods and I quickly sheath myself. Seconds later the tip of my dick is slid between her folds and getting wet.

      “Take me, Wildcat, and slide me all the way inside of you. I want to watch the way your mouth falls open as my cock fills you.”

      Grace reaches down between us, takes my dick, and slowly glides me inside her. My thickness pushes past her folds stretching that pussy snuggly around me. Tiny gasps and moans fall from her mouth as inch by inch I fill her sweet pussy with me.

      “Such a good girl. You can take more. I know you can.”

      Grace shimmies into a better position, and I slide easily all the way in, both of us hissing at the connection. My hands move to her hips as I try and steady myself, her tight pussy is choking my dick, and I don’t want to embarrass myself with being a two-pump chump, but when her pussy is this fine how can my dick last when he feels like he’s fucking home.

      “I’m going to have to move, Grace,” I warn her as I slide myself all the way out, her wetness coating the latex before I slide myself all the way in again. “Watch me, Grace, watch how perfectly we fit together. Your pussy was made for me. Look at her cream all over my cock. She is a hungry little bitch, watch her suck me into her darkness. Tightening around me, suffocating me with her walls. Such a good girl, isn’t she taking my fat cock like she does.”

      Grace mumbles a moan as her teeth are embedded firmly in her bottom lip as her eyes are wide with greed as she watches me pump in and out of her.

      “You’re so fucking perfect, Grace,” I tell her as my thrusts quicken. Her greedy fucking pussy is devouring me with each hard thrust into her. My fingers tighten around her hips as I continue to fuck her.

      “Harder, Max.” She moans, throwing her head back as she arches her hips which lets me sink even deeper inside her. A slew of Russian curses fall from my lips as my balls tighten and my dick starts to throb. There’s a tingle sliding up my spine as I continue to fuck her. Those perfect tits bounce in time with me as I fuck her in my secret place, my favorite place, my safe zone. I’ve never fucked a woman down here before, no one has ever gotten this close to me. They were always a means to an end, one night, no questions, no names, nothing. I’m a professional at becoming a ghost which serves me well in business and pleasure. But with Grace Clark, I’m an open book. I no longer want to hide. I want her to know all my secrets and I hers.

      “That’s it harder, Max, harder. I’m so close,” she screams as I give her what she wants. And then like an explosion we both go off together, her pussy squeezing my dick as my balls retract and I explode inside her. White hot heat sears up my spine before the world turns black and my legs shake after the intense orgasm. “Fuck, that was amazing. Can we do that again?” Grace giggles looking like a goddess before me. Her cheeks flushed, her blonde hair spilling down around her shoulders like an angel, those green eyes burning with heat as she licks her lips greedily wanting more.

      “What my woman wants, my woman gets,” I tell her, leaning forward and kissing the ever-loving shit out of her.

      “Your woman, huh?”

      “Don’t pull no feminist crap on me while my dick is still inside you, Wildcat. You’re mine. That’s the end of the discussion.”

      “Do I have a say in the matter?”

      “The way your pussy greedily sucked my dick down and the screams and moans it pulled from your lips is all I need to know,” I tell her, giving her a wink.

      “Who knew an assassin could have such a dirty mouth.”

      “Sweetheart, it’s about to get a whole lot dirtier now it knows you’re his.”

      Grace smiles widely. “Fine, I’m yours. That better mean you’re mine. I don’t share well with others. Ask my sisters, they know I don’t share at all.”

      Reaching out, I wrap my hand around Grace’s throat, giving it a little squeeze. “When I say you’re mine, that also means I’m yours. I will not share you, Grace. I don’t play well with others.”

      “Good, now that’s settled, can we grab some food because I’m starved? Then I want you to come all over my tits like you promised.”

      “Fuck, how did I get so fucking lucky.”

      “You kidnapped me, twice, that’s how.”

      Don’t think she’s ever going to let me forget it. But I’m not sorry, especially not when it led me to her. I would do it again in a heartbeat.
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      When I went looking for Maxim earlier, I didn’t think we would be ending the conversation with the best sex of my life. I had gone into the shooting range to have it out with him and demand he take me home to my family. Instead, I ended up confessing my feelings for him, and he rocked my world and declared that he was never letting me go. Not sure if that was a win or not, and I’m not sure if I’m mad. Clearly, I’m messed up. And again, I’m not sure if that is a bad thing. It has to be the post-sex endorphins speaking and creating this happy little bubble I’m finding myself in because if I really think about what has happened between Maxim and me, it wouldn’t make sense that I just let him fuck me in the middle of his shooting range. We’re going to have to talk about what this all means, and what it means for me seeing my family again, but we can save that for another day. I need food, stat.

      Maxim organized a late lunch out on the terrace by the pool. There are platters of cold meats and cheese as well as a bottle of white wine. Maxim takes a seat beside me, still bare-chested, the sun illuminating his olive skin like a Greek god.

      “Wine?” Maxim asks, and I nod eagerly.

      I could get used to this life, my days spent in bed with this gorgeous man, drinking wine, eating, and living in Italy. I sit back and let the sun beat down on my skin. I pop a couple of olives into my mouth, the wine buzz kicking in. This is what I need.

      Maxim and I eat in silence, but it isn’t uncomfortable, we’re just enjoying the endless view of vines, the rugged mountains, the blue sky, and sun.

      “You live in what I think heaven looks like,” I mumble after my third glass of wine.

      “I think it’s pretty close to what heaven would be like,” he agrees, his cheeks flushed from the sun and the wine.

      “Why did you choose Italy?”

      He turns the glass in his hand as he contemplates my question. “This location was what sold me. I am isolated enough for my job but close to everything too. Also, it’s easier to bribe people here compared to other countries.”

      His job, of course, you must think of these things. “Do you have homes anywhere else?”

      “I do.” He grins.

      I raise a brow at him.

      This makes him chuckle. “I can’t tell you all my secrets at once, Wildcat.”

      “Fine, Mr. Mysterious. I’m assuming your job is lucrative judging by this villa, the cars, and the boat.” Reminding him of the boat he kidnapped me in.

      “Yes,” he says with a shrug, “but it also has a short shelf life.”

      I still, my stomach swirls with the thought that someone might want him dead. Don’t be stupid, Grace, Maxim probably has a long laundry list of the people that want him dead.

      “Is that hard? Constantly having to have eyes in the back of your head.”

      Another shrug. “Wish I did then I would have seen you take my car and escape out of here.”

      “You deserved that.”

      “I totally did.” He chuckles.

      Are we fucked up to be joking about my kidnapping like we are? Or is it because we have cracked a second bottle of wine that I’m finding it funny.

      “Come, let’s lie down on the sun lounge. This wine is going to my head,” Maxim mumbles as he picks up the bottle of white and walks over to the lounges. I follow him, stumbling a couple of times as it’s been a while since I’ve had alcohol and this wine has gone straight to my head.

      We both slump against the soft cushions as we lay out under the setting sun, the cool breeze taking the edge off the heat of the day.

      “Can I ask you a personal question?”

      “I don’t know, can you?”

      I roll my eyes at his dad joke. “Did you grow up wanting to be a hitman?”

      Maxim stills, and the smile falls from his face as he rolls over onto his good shoulder.

      “You think someone grows up wanting to do this?”

      I shrug. I don’t know, there are psychopaths out there. Not that I think Maxim is one, but there must be something there that he can take people’s lives so easily.

      “This was not my dream, Grace. My father worked for the Bratva back in St Petersburg. I had no choice, there was no other life for me.”

      That’s sad that your own parent would want that for you.

      “Sergei was an acquaintance of my father. He didn’t work in the Bratva but was hired by them and others to do their hits. My father’s boss’s daughter took a liking to me, but she was engaged to her father’s second in charge. When my father found the two of us in bed together, he shipped me off to Sergei to study as his protégé because he didn’t want his boss to kill me.”

      Guess that’s kind of sweet. “I thought once you were in you were in for life?”

      “That was my father, but at that point I was still young, not yet eighteen. Once you turned eighteen you had to pledge. My father was very trusted in the Bratva, and when he told his boss training me to be a hitman would benefit them over any other job, they agreed.”

      “Are you still close with your father?”

      He shakes his head. “He died this year. Some upstart in a rival family took him out. I found him within the hour and repaid the debt.”

      I would, too, if someone murdered my father.

      “What about your mother?”

      “She hated this world. When we lost Elena, my parents split up. She always suspected my father’s job had something to do with it. She blamed him for Alexandra’s death as someone in the Bratva got her hooked on drugs. When Elena passed it was too much for her, and she disappeared.”

      All this pain only to find out Elena is alive.

      “Do you want to talk about your sister?” I ask, seeing as the topic has been brought up.

      He shakes his head. “Let’s enjoy tonight. Everything else will still be there tomorrow.”

      He’s right. Getting up off my sun lounge, I straddle Maxim’s hips in my sundress, the short hem riding up exposing my bare pussy for him.

      Maxim curses in Russian as he bites down on his fist when he notices. “You feel frisky again, Wildcat?”

      I bite my lip as I throw back the rest of my wine before placing my glass beside him. “Always with you, but that can wait because I want to get to you, Maxim. I want to know more about the man that lives inside of here,” I tell him, placing my hand on his bare chest.

      “Anything you want to know I’ll tell you, Grace,” he says, running his hands up my thighs.

      “Are we alone in the villa?”

      He nods. “Sergei lives in a cottage at the bottom of the vineyard, and I sent the rest of the staff home on leave so that no one could disturb us.”

      “Did you have plans for me?”

      “My plans were being on my knees groveling, trying to win you back.”

      “Are you saying I took you back too easily? I should have made you work for it more?”

      “I’ll never stop making sure you never regret your decision to choose me,” he says, rolling his hips so his dick presses against my center. He’s playing dirty.

      “Didn’t have much of a choice.” I giggle, letting my hips roll against him.

      “You saying I forced you to choose me?” He arches a dark brow.

      Moving back, I slide his sweatpants down, and his thick dick pops out slapping his stomach. Cheeky bastard went commando too. I let my hand run up and down his thickening length. “This was a big factor in my decision.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes. He is very convincing.”

      “Of course, he is. He knows what he wants.” Maxim grins.

      “Mine’s a picky bitch, too, so you’re lucky he was even let in.” I smile playfully as my hands continue to slide up and down his length.

      “I know we have a lot to talk about regarding your future. Do you mind if we add that to the list of things we need to talk about tomorrow? Honestly, I want to enjoy this bubble we’ve found ourselves in before reality pops it,” Maxim asks.

      “I agree. There is one thing though I do need from you,” I ask.

      “Anything,” he answers quickly.

      “I want you inside me while we talk?”

      “You think we’re going to do a lot of talking if that happens?” He grins.

      “I’ll make it worth your while if you do. Think you can last?” I state, daring him.

      “I’ll try, Wildcat, but your pussy feels like fucking heaven wrapped around my dick.”

      I love his dirty words. I’ll never get sick of the filth that falls from his lips.

      “Think of this game as the best kind of edging, and when it’s over, it’s going to feel so damn good.” My hands grip his dick tightly.

      “Fine. Fucking jump on, I’m over you teasing my dick.” He moans.

      Without even thinking, I sit up and slide down on his dick.

      We both still.

      “Shit.” I try to slide off him, but his hands hold me tightly around the waist.

      “Don’t you dare fucking move, Grace,” he growls, the sound reverberating through his chest and to my clit. “Your bare fucking cunt dripping over my cock is too much. Fuck, Wildcat, you’re trying to kill me, aren’t you?”

      “Sorry, it was the wine. I wasn’t thinking. Let me off, and I’ll go grab protection. I promise I’m clean, I’ve been checked. I have an IUD implanted so there’s no chance of pregnancy.” The words tumble out of my mouth.

      Maxim closes his eyes and sucks in a deep breath, his fingers dig into my hips. “Do not think about removing your pussy from my cock. Do you hear me?” His chest is moving rapidly as he tries to calm himself down. “I’m clean too, sweetheart. I was tested not long ago, and I know you are clean as we hacked into your medical records and checked when you were detoxing, and I saw them then.”

      I should feel some kind of way about that gross invasion of privacy, but all I can think about is how I can feel his dick twitching inside me. “What does that mean, then?”

      “It means, Wildcat, that I’m going to be fucking you bare from now on. I want nothing between us anymore. You okay with that?” he asks as his hips thrust up into me hitting a spot so delicious that I see stars.

      “Yes,” I say as a whimper falls from my lips.

      “Good, now, sweetheart, what about those questions,” he says with a grin.

      I’m trying to think, between the wine buzz and the dick buzz my brain is short-circuiting.

      “Were you attracted to me the first time you kidnapped me?”

      Maxim chuckles. “Yes, your sass and balls turned me on. I thought you were beautiful, but then we found out about the drugs and that changed the way that I saw you.”

      Oh. “When did it change?”

      “When you were clean and picking fights with me. You were such an unruly captive it made me hard.”

      “Did you fantasize about tying me up and having your wicked way with me?”

      “I fantasized many different scenarios. That wasn’t one of them, but now I know that’s on the table I could arrange it.”

      He didn’t fantasize about that scenario because of what happened to me. If I hadn’t fallen for him before, I did right now in this moment.

      “What we did earlier in the shooting range, number one fantasy.”

      My brows shoot up in surprise. “Really? You’ve never taken another woman in there before?”

      “No woman has ever been to my home let alone to my sanctuary.”

      Oh. Why does that bit of information make me feel giddy?

      “How many women have you slept with?”

      Maxim gives me a deadpan look.

      “I bet it’s loads. You’re fucking hot,” I tell him as my nails run down his chest making him shiver.

      “Women are a distraction in my line of work. Before you, they were a means to an end. I used them to get off, scratched an itch we both needed, and moved on with my life. Never wanted anything serious with anyone.”

      Maxim is being very honest.

      “Till you, Grace,” he says, reaching forward and cupping my face. “I don’t deserve you. I sure as hell know I’m not good enough of a man for you. But I’ll take whatever you want to give me because I’m yours.”

      Why the hell is this killer so fucking sweet? I’ve had men who are lawyers, doctors, footballers, or actors all doing jobs that hold them in high regard but this man, a man whose job it is to kill people, treats me better than any of those normal men. Leaning forward, I let him kiss me as his dick twitches inside me, waiting for me to move along him. I lift my hips up and let his dick almost fall out of me before I slam myself back down on him again making him bite my lip as he hisses.

      “Such a naughty little tease.” He chuckles darkly.

      “If you’re not going to answer how many people you have slept with will you tell me how many people you’ve killed?”

      This question makes Maxim still. “Grace, you don’t really want to know the answer to that, do you?”

      Maybe. I’m not sure until I hear the answer.

      Maxim is quiet as he contemplates answering it. “Seventy-seven.”

      “People you have killed?”

      “Or people I’ve slept with. You wanted an answer to both. And that’s it.”

      “You’ve either slept with that many or killed that many?”

      He nods.

      Right, so he’s either a womanizer or a serial killer?

      “See, this is why I didn’t want to tell you. I can see it on your face you’re disgusted.”

      “It’s a lot either way,” I tell him honestly.

      “I can’t change who I am, Grace. But I promise I will be the best I can be for you.”

      Isn’t that all we want?

      “I don’t know what the future holds for us, Max. But I’m all in.”

      Maxim grabs my hips and holds me in place as he starts to thrust into me slowly, methodically. Both of us connected, no need for dirty words or sexy promises. It’s just the two of us declaring our true feelings for each other underneath the pink-streaked Italian sky. Maxim wraps his hand around my throat as he thrusts. The way he’s looking at me as if I’m the most precious gift in the world melts the last barriers built around my heart, and they explode at the same time as my orgasm does. Maxim’s is not far behind, filling me up thanks to that missing barrier.

      “Never thought I would find someone like you,” he says softly as he pulls my lips to his and kisses me gently.

      Then the next thing I know, Maxim is picking me up and rushing toward the pool.

      No. No. No.
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            MAXIM

          

        

      

    

    
      My head hurts. I need water. My mouth is so dry it’s like I’ve eaten a mouth full of sand. Pushing my eyes to open, the bright light hits them, making me recoil. It’s been a long time since I’ve let my guard down enough to get drunk like we did last night. Grace is snoring away beside me in my bed, exhausted from the many rounds of sex we had by the pool, coupled with more bottles of wine.

      Once I felt Grace’s pussy bare around my dick that was it. Game over. There is no better feeling than feeling every nerve twitch and tighten as she comes all over my dick. After her little chat by the pool with my dick inside her, we cooled off in the pool before I picked her up, lay her spread eagle across the terracotta tiles, and ate my dessert with her fingers in my hair and her screams echoing across the hillside.

      Drying off and sitting on the sun lounge again drinking more wine, I enjoyed Grace’s mouth on my dick as she sat on my face. She swallowed me down like the good girl that she is. After one too many bug bites we moved the party inside, where I chased her around my home and ended up fucking her over my office desk. Papers were strewn all over the floor, and I hate to see the mess we made, but I didn’t care. I’ll never get the images of coming all over her back while she was bent over my desk from my mind each time I sit there from now on. I marked her body as mine as I rubbed myself all into her back.

      Not sure what was in the wine, maybe Viagra, because the night didn’t stop there. It was like the floodgates of our lust and desire for each other were finally open, and neither one of us wanted to close them again. We were desperate with each other, insatiable.

      Eventually, we brought the party back to my bedroom, and Grace asked for some role-play. We trod the line between reality and fantasy, I was her captor, and she was captive. She declared she would do anything to be set free and in some fucked up drunken state we thought this was a good idea. Maybe our subconscious was playing a fucked-up game with us, but it was hot. Grace’s sassy mouth got her in a lot of trouble, so much so that I made her lay over the bed with her bare ass in the sky and her hands tied in front of her. Her legs spread nice and wide as my hand spanked the sassiness from her mouth. It didn’t work. She was dripping down her leg with each slice of my hand across her ass cheeks that had turned a gorgeous shade of pink. My fingers slipped easily inside her because of how wet she was because my Wildcat liked the spanking so much. I denied her coming as her punishment because spanking her was not working. I spent an hour edging her, she cursed me out, her entire body shaking, she had created a soaking wet patch on the bed, but I wasn’t going to let my Wildcat win, oh no. She needed to know whose boss, so I flipped her over and pulled out my dick then fucked her. She took my dick, and you could see the relief on her face as I slid in between those creamy thighs. I warned her I would stop fucking her if she came. The colorful language that came from her mouth over this made me chuckle, but I didn’t stop fucking her, and like the good girl that she is, she didn’t come. She was close and I watched her concentrate on not letting herself fall over the edge. Even when I pulled out of her and came all over her tits, even when I made her clean up every drop from her chest with my finger and her mouth. Even when I spent the next ten minutes sucking on her nipples knowing how much it was turning her on, how much she loves it when I nip and twist those pointy peaks. She still didn’t fall over that edge, but she was painfully there, and if I pushed her any longer it would have been cruel. Then I asked her what she needed to come, and she told me my mouth and fingers, so I gladly gave them to her. She was like a wound-up spring ready to go off at any moment. Then I slid two fingers into her, curled them so that they ran along her G-spot, and let my thumb push against her rear end. She was wiggling and cursing beneath me until my tongue found its target and licked up every single drop until I sucked on her clit and my fingers found the G-spot jackpot and Grace exploded. She squirted right down my throat while I continued eating her alive. My chin was drenched, she was having convulsions from the intensity of the orgasm and one after the other she kept coming. It was as if every single time she wanted to come it had been saved up. It took her a long time to come down, and once she had stopped, I pulled her into my arms and cuddled her as tears fell. She was overcome with emotions, and I knew I had sent her way over the edge with that gameplay. I gave her a bottle of water to drink and held her tightly till she fell asleep instantly.

      Great, now my fucking dick is hard again thinking about what we did last night. Reaching over, I grab a fresh bottle of water and throw it back. Grace reaches out in her sleep for me, pulling me back to spoon her. She curls her leg around mine which has my dick right up against her entrance.

      “You must be sore from last night, Wildcat,” I whisper into her ear.

      “Not sore just needy. What the hell have you done to me?” she grumbles as she rocks back and forth against my dick.

      “What the hell have you done to me. I don’t think I’ve come so much since I was seventeen.”

      “That’s what happens when you try to keep up with a younger woman. Old man,” she teases.

      Our ten-year age gap is not that large. I’m only early thirties, still in my prime. “Who are you calling old?” I say, sliding myself inside of her. Grace hisses and moans as soon as I’m nestled into her deeply. My hand slides around the front of her and finds her aching clit, ready and throbbing for me. We are both so overstimulated that it doesn’t take long for either of us to be pushed over the edge.

      “That’s how I want to be woken up every day.” Grace hums as she closes her eyes again, curling back into her sleeping position.

      “I think I can accommodate that,” I tell her, pressing a kiss to her cheek. Reluctantly, I pull myself out and go to clean up the mess, but instead, I turn her over onto her back and shuffle down so I can stare at the mess I’ve made. My fingers push the mess back up inside of her where it belongs. Once I’ve finished making sure she keeps all of me inside her, she reaches out, takes my hand, and sucks my fingers clean. I’ll never tire of watching her do that.

      Groaning, I jump out of bed and head toward the bathroom, first relieving myself and then jumping into the shower to wake myself up and hope the hot water will cure this hangover. Jumping out, I dry myself, grab my sweats and a t-shirt and head out of my bedroom. Grace has fallen back asleep. She’s going to need her rest if we are going to keep fucking like rabbits.

      I head down to the kitchen and grab some leftovers from dinner last night—some cold meats and a bread roll—pour myself a coffee, and head into my office to clean up the mess we made before Sergei notices.

      “How did it go last night?” Sergei calls out into the office, making me jump and hang my head. Thankfully, everything is back in order before he turns up. I might have to tell him to text before he comes to the house because he could stumble upon us at any moment and I know Grace will freak out if Sergei busts us fucking anywhere.

      “Good,” I say honestly.

      “Good?” He doesn’t look convinced.

      “Great, fantastic, amazing. All the words you can think of. Grace and I are together, we’re giving whatever this is a go.”

      Sergei frowns. “What about her family? You know you can’t keep her forever no matter how much you want to.”

      The old man is right. I know this, but I’m not ready to test what we have just yet.

      “Grace and I said we would discuss all of that today.”

      “Is that code for we don’t want to talk about serious things because we are having too much fun,” Sergei teases.

      “Fuck you,” I say which makes him burst out laughing.

      “I’m happy for you, Max. Whatever happens between the two of you, I’m happy to see you relaxed and happy for once.”

      “She makes me happy, which scares the absolute shit out of me. Every single enemy comes rushing to my mind. I had those people following me in Florence. What would have happened if I had Grace in the car with me?”

      “You would have protected her. How did she go down at the range?”

      “A natural. She hit the bullseyes by the end of the day,” I tell him proudly.

      “Then you’re going to need to train her every day down there, just in case.”

      Sergei’s right. If I can train her to protect herself then I know if any of my enemies come, she will be able to fight back and will have a chance.

      “You also need to talk to her about Elena and Anna.”

      I do. It’s a topic I’ve been putting off because my mind can’t wrap itself around the concept that my sister could be alive. And that Sergei’s daughter might be too. I owe it to him to find out more from Grace.

      “I promise I’ll sort it out tonight.”

      Sergei looks relieved. “What about her family? Will you be bringing that up, too?”

      “Yes.”

      “And if she wants to go home?”

      “Then she can go home.”

      Sergei’s eyes widen surprised by my answer. “What about Dmitri?”

      “I’m biding my time with that little fucker. I can’t outright kill him just yet, not until we have found the rest of the jewels. And once we do, he’s mine.”

      “If that fucker has had anything to do with Anna’s disappearance, I’m not sure I’m going to have that same restraint.”

      “We need him to find the girls, otherwise he’d have a bullet already.”

      Sergei nods. “I’ll leave you to it.” He walks out the door.

      Moments later my phone rings and it’s Dmitri. What the hell does this fucker want?

      “What?” I answer bluntly.

      “Max, my man. How’s things? How’s my Gracie?” he asks.

      My hand almost shatters the glass I’m holding. She is not his. Never was, never will be. She’s mine.

      “Who the hell knows? I don’t bother myself with a whore. She’s alive, that’s all you need to know.” The words are like glass against my throat as I speak them.

      “As long as she’s in good enough condition for me to collect her then that’s all I care about.”

      Collect her? “I thought you said you didn’t need her for a month.”

      “Guess I miss the bitch’s mouth more than I thought.” He chuckles darkly.

      “Why do you need her? Have you found the others?”

      “Her sister is heavily guarded so I can’t get that bitch no matter how much I try. Was able to locate two who are dead so that doesn’t fucking help me.”

      My trigger finger itches to end this motherfucker.

      “I know the whereabouts of two others, but I think if I give the bosses one of the jewels it might get me an extension on the deadline. I need time, and it’s running out. Everyone who we worked with in Morocco has been arrested by Interpol. So, they are dead ends.”

      He’s about to become a dead end.

      “I don’t think the bosses will accept those terms.”

      “Oh, come on, you have to try,” he whines.

      “Were you able to track down Emerald in London?” I ask him.

      “She was gone before I got there,” he grumbles.

      Fucking liar.

      “Fine, I’ll ask the bosses if they will accept Grace as pre-payment until you can deliver more.”

      “Thanks, man. How about you drop Grace off to me first? She might be able to help me track down the rest of the girls.”

      How the hell would she help you?

      “No. I’ll be in touch after I’ve spoken with my bosses.” With that, I hang up on the fucking little bastard. Quickly I press Sergei’s number.

      “Yeah?”

      “Dmitri just called. He wants Grace back.”

      “Fuck.”

      “She’s not going back to him. It will be over my dead body.”

      “What the hell are you going to do?”

      “I’m sending her home to her family. It’s for the best.” The idea of letting her go is ripping me apart, but it’s the only option.

      “You think they are going to have adequate security. Look how easily we were able to get her.”

      “This time she will have us working for her not against her.”

      “How the hell are you going to be in two places at once,” Sergei asks.

      “I don’t know. All I know is that I need to keep Grace safe and far, far away from that fucking weasel.”
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      Every part of my body is sore from one of the most intense sex sessions I’ve ever had in my life. Never thought it was possible to black out from orgasms, but it seems like it is possible with Maxim. And then this morning when I reached out for him our bodies knew exactly what the other needed, again bliss. The hottest thing was watching him stuff his cum back inside of me. I’ve never been this kinky in my life, but Maxim brings out the bad girl in me.

      Getting out of the shower, I dry myself and get dressed into another sundress and no underwear because let’s be serious, I’m just going to end up back on his dick. Food first then dick as my stomach rumbles angrily. Walking out of Maxim’s bedroom, I head down to the kitchen and grab myself a banana—I’m going to need the potassium for recovery—then make my way down the corridor to where Maxim’s office is. I wonder if he will bend me over his desk again?

      “Book the helicopter and the jet. The safest way is if we don’t tell her family she’s coming. Make sure there is no way anyone can trace your movements on this one,” Maxim shouts down the phone angrily.

      I still at the doorway. Did he say, my family? Is he sending me home? Tears well in my eyes. Has he had his fill of me and is now throwing me away? Back to your family, like you wanted. I don’t understand the sudden change. Did I come on too strong? Am I too kinky for him? Is he disgusted by me?

      “Grace.” He gasps, seeing me standing there at his office doorway.

      Wrapping my arms around me to protect myself I ask, “Are you getting rid of me?”

      “Fuck, Wildcat, no it’s not like that. I’m trying to protect you.” He curses getting up from his desk and rushing over to me, where he pulls me into his arms and hugs me tightly.

      “I heard you say I’m going back to my family,” I ask him through my tears.

      Maxim wipes my tear-stained cheeks. “Dmitri called earlier. He wants you back.”

      My entire body stills hearing the news. No, Maxim promised. He told me he was never sending me back to Dmitri. I try and pull myself out of his arms. Was this all a lie? Did he make me fall in love with him to send me back to a monster?

      “Don’t touch me. You promised. You said you would protect me. You lied,” I scream at him.

      “Baby, what are you talking about? I am protecting you. I’m sending you back to your family.”

      Everything stills. What did he say? I try and shake the last edge of my panic from my mind.

      “I would never send you back to him. How could you think such a thing?” he says as hurt falls across his handsome face.

      “I thought ...” I look up at him.

      “Never. You are mine. Now come here,” he calls, opening his arms for me.

      I go willingly as I wrap my arms around him tightly. I’m going home. I’ll get to see my family. Hug them. I’ll be safe.

      “Wait, what about you?” I say, pulling out of his arms.

      “I’m not coming, Wildcat,” he says, cupping my face.

      “But I’ll see you again, won’t I?”

      Maxim looks over my shoulder before looking back at me, his face is somber.

      No. No.

      “I’m not going without you. Please, Max, don’t make me leave. I’ve only just found you,” I say, thumping his chest.

      “I told you I would do anything to protect you. This is me protecting you.”

      “No, please don’t leave me alone.” I sob as I slap his chest.

      “I have to. I can’t risk Dmitri finding you.”

      “Will you call me?”

      He shakes his head.

      “You were just going to send me on my way today and never see me again?” I scream at him.

      “I’m trying to keep you safe, Grace.”

      “I’m safe with you.”

      He shakes his head again.

      “Was this all a lie?” I ask, waving my hands in the air. “You made me fall in love with you for what?”

      Maxim stills.

      My hands come to my mouth as I realize what I’ve confessed.

      “I fucking love you, Grace Clark,” he says, grabbing me by the base of the neck and pulling me close to him so our foreheads touch. “And that’s why I’m doing this. You have my fucking dark heart. It’s yours. You are it for me, Grace. I never thought anyone could love a monster like me until you came along, Wildcat.”

      Tears are streaming down my face as my heart breaks into two.

      “When it’s safe. I’ll come find you,” he whispers.

      “How long will that be?”

      He doesn’t answer me.

      “Tell me, dammit,” I scream, thumping his chest.

      “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t fucking know? You’re just going to say goodbye to me and that’s it? You’re ripping my heart out, Maxim, and I don’t even get a say in it.”

      “I can’t ask you to choose me, Grace. Not against your family.”

      “I would though,” I say sadly, letting my hands fall.

      Maxim shakes his head. “I’m not worthy of that decision.”

      He is to me. Maxim’s the only one I feel that’s ever understood me. How can I go back to a life that I don’t remember? I’ve changed. I’m not the same Grace I was when I left all those months ago.

      “I don’t want to let you go.”

      “Baby, you must. Please, I need to know you’re safe, otherwise I can’t do my job.”

      His job? “You’re going to kill Dmitri?”

      “I will, but not yet. I need to find out what he knows about my sister and Anna. And I need to help find the other jewels.”

      “You’re not going to send them back to the Bratva, are you?”

      Maxim shakes his head. “Not after what you’ve told us. I was thinking of sending them back to your family. Helping their fight to find them.”

      My eyes widen at his words. “You would do that?”

      “I’d do anything to make things right for you, Grace. If I could turn back time and change the night you and your sister met those two I would.”

      “Then I wouldn’t have met you.”

      “I would have found you,” he says, giving me a wink.

      “I may not have been so accepting of your job if I hadn’t gone through what I had.”

      “This is true. I would have brought you around with my tongue.”

      My face drops. No more magic tongue. I wrap my arms around Maxim again and squeeze him tightly.

      “This isn’t goodbye, Wildcat, I promise you that. I’ll come find you when the time is right. Please trust me when I say I’m coming back for you,” he tries to reassure me, and I believe him. I squeeze him even tighter, not wanting to let him go, but I know now it’s inevitable.

      “Ready to go home?” Sergei asks, giving me a warm smile as he fiddles with the helicopter’s controls.

      Looking back up at the villa, I see Maxim’s shadow in his bedroom window. I wipe the tears from my eyes as I say goodbye to this man. A man I fell in love with in the strangest of situations. I trust that I’ll see him again; however long it takes for Dmitri to be brought to justice, I’ll wait for him. The helicopter starts, and we move away from the ground, my eyes never leaving the dark figure in the window until I can’t see him anymore. I’m going home, but I left my heart with him.

      Sergei flies the helicopter to an airport where he lands it and exchanges one aircraft for another as we step aboard a private plane. He walks me to my seat, and I take it, sinking into the buttery soft leather before curling up into a ball.

      “He’s probably drinking himself into a stupor as we speak,” Sergei states as the flight crew close the aircraft and we begin to taxi. “I’ve known that boy since he was seventeen years old, he’s like a son to me, and I’ve never seen him fall for anyone like he has you.”

      “Is that supposed to make me feel better,” I tell Sergei as my lip trembles and I try to hold in my emotions.

      “Oh, sweetheart, I don’t want to see you cry. I told you this because I need you to believe he’s not giving up on you. That he will be back, I can promise you that,” the old man reassures me.

      “You don’t think he’s going to forget me?”

      Sergei chuckles. “Never.”

      Guess that makes me feel better as I curl up into a ball and eventually fall asleep, exhausted from the emotional rollercoaster today has been.

      “Grace, wake up. You’re home.” Sergei shakes me awake. I wipe the drool from my mouth and rub my eyes. “We’ve landed in Ibiza. You’re going to have to get a move on as I have to be wheels-up again in ten minutes.”

      Oh.

      “There’s a taxi waiting for you.” Sergei points to the bright lights as he escorts me toward the car. “Here is the money for the driver.” He hands over a wad of Euros to me then gives me a tight hug. “I’ll see you again soon. I know it,” he tells me as he holds the door open for me, giving me one last smile before closing the door and walking back toward the plane where he turns and waves.

      “I’ll take you home, Miss,” the taxi driver says as he starts the car, and we leave the airport. Staring out at the landscape doesn’t feel right. I miss the rolling green hills of Tuscany compared to the rocky ones of Ibiza. It all feels wrong. The taxi pulls up at the familiar iron gates. I peel a couple of notes and hand it to him and watch as he drives away. I notice the security camera pointed directly at me and wave, hoping someone is watching and comes and gets me. The gates eventually open and I can see my family at the end of the driveway, running toward me. I do the same. My sisters are the first to reach me, pulling me into their arms. Everyone is screaming, crying, throwing a million questions at me, pulling me, touching me. They’re in shock.

      “Where’s my baby? Where is she?” Mum sobs as she pushes through the crowd and pulls me into her arms. “You’re home, you’re really home.” She squeezes me to death.

      “I can’t breathe, Mum.”

      “I don’t care, darling, I’m just glad you’re home.”

      “Baby girl.” Dad tries to pull me from Mum’s vice-like grip, and

      she eventually lets me go so I can hug him.

      “Let me look at you?” my mother says, giving me a once over. “Are you okay? Did they hurt you? Come, we must get you some food you must be starving,” she says, grabbing my hand as she drags me across the driveaway.

      “Mum, I’m fine. I was well looked after. I ate good food.”

      Everyone stills at my comment, they all have such worried looks on their faces, and here I am telling them everything is fine. Last time they found me I was a mess.

      “How did you get free?” Sophie questions me.

      “They let me go.”

      “What do you mean, they just let you go?” Brooks asks.

      “They put me on a plane, and now here I am.” I don’t mean to give them attitude, but they aren’t going to understand what I’ve been through.

      “That’s kind of weird, don’t you think?” Sophie asks.

      I shrug. Maybe in time I’ll tell them what happened or maybe I won’t. If Maxim does come back for me and they know he’s the one that kidnapped me, they won’t let me have anything to do with him and would probably have me committed.

      “Who cares how she got here, Grace is home!” Zoe yells, and

      everyone cheers as I’m pulled into the house. Zoe takes my hand and brings me into the living room, everyone is fawning over me, making me claustrophobic and giving me a headache. I’m used to the quiet and solitary noise of Maxim’s villa.

      “What happened to you? You called us weeks ago, then you weren’t there. We came for you, Grace,” Sophie says.

      “I knew you would, but they found me again and took me back home.” I don’t want my family to think that I’m not grateful for them trying to rescue me.

      “Home?” Sophie states, noticing my slip-up. She knows there’s more to the story than I’m letting on, it’s the damn journalist in her.

      “I’m confused, today has been crazy. I can’t believe I’m home,” I say, trying to switch the subject.

      “Are you okay?” Zoe asks.

      I nod, reassuring her. “It wasn’t like last time. They looked after me.”

      “They?” Sophie questions.

      “They protected me from Dmitri. The people that took me were not on his side,” I try to explain to them.

      “Oh, thank god, you weren’t held captive by that monster,” Mum says, clutching her chest.

      “Who took you then?” Sophie pokes.

      I can see she is trying to join the dots, but it’s not making sense.

      “You can interrogate Grace in the morning, Soph. All we should be caring about tonight is that Gracie is home and safe and looks well,” Zoe states, wrapping her arm around my shoulders and pulling me tightly into her side. As if protecting me from Sophie’s questions.

      “You’re right. We have so much to celebrate. It’s such a relief to have you home again, Grace. You had us all so worried,” Sophie states.

      “I’m so happy to be home too,” I say, putting on my biggest smile and hoping they all buy it.

      The celebration of my surprise arrival continues into the night, but I’ve had enough.

      “Do you mind if I go to bed, guys? It’s been a lot,” I tell the room.

      Everyone tells me to go to bed. They all give me another hug and a squeeze while more bottles of champagne are popped in my honor.

      “Come, let me take you to your room,” Zoe says, linking our arms together as she walks me down one of the corridors toward my old room. “We left everything the same, minus the drugs we found.”

      I still. I haven’t thought about my old life in such a long time, especially when it comes to my drug use. Will I slip back into my old ways now that I’m back or am I stronger than before?

      “This may sound strange, but you look better now than before all this happened. Did you get kidnapped by a day spa?” Zoe jokes.

      “I’m clean now. Have been for months and honestly, I feel so good,” I confess.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you were struggling so much that you relied on drugs? I would have been there for you,” Zoe tells me.

      “You were dealing with your own issues, babe. You couldn’t look after me too.”

      Zoe frowns at my comments before stopping outside my bedroom. “You know you can talk to me about anything. You know I would understand more than most.”

      “I will, I promise, just not tonight,” I tell her.

      Zoe nods and pushes open the bedroom door, and it feels like a stranger’s room as I stare at the bed, then the desk, and all the things I had left behind and none of it makes sense.

      “How are the nightmares?”

      “Mostly gone.”

      “You want me to stay here with you?”

      I shake my head. “No, I’ll be fine,” I tell her.

      Zoe reaches out and pulls me into a hug. “You seem stronger, happier, lighter. I don’t know what happened wherever you were, but right now all I can see is how well you’re doing. Like I got the old Grace back.” That’s high praise from the strongest woman I know.

      “I feel different but in a good way,” I confess to her.

      “Enrique will be over in the morning to ask you questions. Rest up and think about what you want to tell him,” Zoe explains.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You look like you’ve been at a day spa or rehab for the past couple of months. People are going to have questions. Just think about what and who you want to share that information with.”

      Damn her, she knows me so well.

      “I’ll never judge you, Grace. Whatever the reason is. I love you. You’re my sister, and I’m glad you are home safe.”

      I give Zoe one last hug before closing the door behind me. I suck in a deep breath and let it out. Collapsing on the bed, I stare up at the white ceiling, wondering if Maxim is doing the same thing. My hand slides into my pocket and pulls out the remaining wad of Euros Sergei gave me. That’s when I find a number written down on a scrap piece of paper. I stare at it for way too long before jumping up and urgently searching for my phone. I search my entire room and remember that I had my phone with me the night I was kidnapped, and it was smashed.

      Fuck.

      This must be Maxim’s phone number that Sergei slipped to me. Tomorrow morning, I’m going to ask Zoe to grab me a new phone. I’ll have to be careful especially around Sophie because they will wonder why I’m so desperate for a phone. I’ll have to come up with a good excuse in the morning. I get changed into my old pajamas and slide the phone number into the drawer of my bedside table where I know it will be safe and fall asleep with a smile on my face.
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      “Good morning, my gorgeous daughter.” My mother comes into my room with a plate of breakfast and a glass of juice for me.

      “Mum, what time is it?” I groggily rub my eyes.

      “It’s 9:18 a.m., sweetheart. I stayed away for as long as I could,” she says, giving me a wide grin.

      I can’t begrudge her, she’s been through hell and back with her daughters and the fact that I’m back must be a huge relief for her.

      “Thanks, Mum,” I say, digging into Vegemite on toast. Oh, how I’ve missed you.

      “The girls asked me not to say anything, but I need to know, sweetheart. You’re okay, aren’t you? They didn’t hurt you this time?” she asks cautiously.

      Reaching out, I grab her hand in mine and give it a small squeeze. “No, Mum, they didn’t hurt me. They looked after me this time.”

      Her shoulders roll back, and a heavy sigh falls from her lips. “I’m sorry I asked, but I needed to know,” she confesses, giving my hand a squeeze.

      “I’m a lot stronger this time,” I reassure her.

      “I can see that, sweetheart, you’ve changed.”

      “I promise this time things are going to be different,” I reassure her.

      “You did nothing wrong last time. Whatever you needed to do to come back to us I’m glad you did it,” she says, giving my hand another squeeze. “Enrique has arrived to have a chat. Whenever you are ready, there is no hurry, he’s waiting for you.”

      “Thanks, Mum,” I say, waving the toast in the air as she closes the door behind her. I’m not looking forward to Enrique’s questions.

      After a long ass shower, I spend even longer putting on makeup. There’s a knock at my door, and I head over and open it; it’s Sophie. I knew she wouldn’t let it go, it’s not in her nature. This will be good practice before Enrique’s interrogation.

      “Thought we could walk together,” she says brightly.

      “It’s just down a corridor, Soph. I think I can manage.”

      Sophie is a little taken aback by my attitude but recovers quickly. “Fine, can we talk then?”

      “Fine,” I say, rolling my eyes as I let her into my room.

      “You look good, well rested.”

      “Were you expecting me to be a mess?” I ask, taking a seat back on my bed.

      “Honestly, yeah. You were when you came back the first time. Now your eyes are clear, your skin has regained its color, and you seem stronger and happier. It’s strange.”

      “It’s strange that I’m stronger?”

      Sophie shakes her head. “It’s strange that you were kidnapped and now come back like you’ve been away in rehab for the past couple of months.”

      “Maybe because I have,” I bite back.

      “Where the hell were you? This is strange, Grace, you have to give me that.”

      “Fine, you’re right. They helped me get off the drugs that I had become addicted to. They fed me good food, they didn’t beat me, they didn’t touch me, but I was still a prisoner even if the cell was a hell of a lot nicer,” I explain to her.

      “I’m worried because I love you,” Sophie says.

      “I know. You all do. It’s just a lot after being away for so long and coming back into a world I don’t feel like I know anymore.”

      “You feel like you don’t know us anymore?” my sister questions me.

      I shake my head. “It’s not like that. I can feel I’ve changed, and I think everyone expects me to be the old Grace I was before I left. But I shed that skin months ago,” I try to explain to her.

      “If I’m honest, this new Grace seems a little kickass.” Sophie chuckles as she nudges my shoulder.

      This makes me smile. “I feel confident. Not as scared as I once was. They taught me how to shoot, so I could protect myself.”

      Sophie’s brows raise as I give her a small tidbit of my time away.

      “Who the hell took you?”

      I shake my head again. “I can’t tell you, I’m sorry.”

      “Can’t or won’t?” Sophie’s eyes narrow on me.

      “Won’t.”

      “Grace, come on. The people who kidnapped you are bad fucking people. You don’t have to protect them. You can’t be that naïve,” she says, jumping off the bed.

      I knew they wouldn’t understand. “I’m naïve now when seconds ago you told me I was strong. So what is it, Soph?” I question my sister as I fold my arms in front of me.

      “This isn’t normal. What did they do to you? Did they brainwash you?”

      “What the hell is all this yelling?” Zoe asks, stepping into the room.

      “Have you spoken to her? She’s lost her mind,” Sophie says to Zoe.

      Zoe looks between the two of us with a frown on her face. “I don’t think you should be judging her on how she handled herself while being kidnapped.”

      “Are you saying because I haven’t been kidnapped, I don’t understand?” Sophie asks Zoe, raising her voice.

      “Well, have you?” Zoe asks, crossing her arms in front of her.

      “I’ve seen shit. Don’t forget I’ve worked in war zones most of my career. Things have happened to me that I haven’t shared with the family because I never wanted you all to worry,” Sophie yells at the two of us.

      “Then maybe you should understand better,” Zoe bites back.

      “You don’t think this is strange, Zo? Grace has been kidnapped and comes back looking like she’s been on a health retreat. Sign me up to those kidnappers,” Sophie jokes angrily.

      “Fuck you, Soph. You have no idea the shit I went through. I’m so thankful that the people who stole me this time were compassionate human beings who didn’t see me as a piece of property that could be used and abused. I’m so thankful that these dark angels saved and protected me from the devil. They are not the enemy, Sophie.”

      My sister’s eyes widen. “You have Stockholm Syndrome, don’t you. You have fallen for your kidnappers, that’s why you’re protecting them.”

      My chest tightens as my heart quickens at how close Sophie is getting to the story. “This isn’t a movie, Sophie. This is real life,” I say, trying to shrug off her line of questions.

      “Then tell us. Tell Enrique who they are so they can go to jail,” She spits.

      I shake my head. “They are on our side. As soon as Dmitri made a move to come get me, they sent me home.”

      Sophie frowns. “None of this makes sense.”

      “It does to me.”

      “That’s because you have all the information, and we have the breadcrumbs you’re willing to share with us,” Sophie grumbles.

      “Leave it now, Soph. Grace is back, unharmed, that is what we should be talking about,” Zoe adds.

      “Maybe you can talk some sense into her.” Sophie huffs as she throws her hands up in the air and storms out of the room.

      “That was intense,” Zoe says, turning and looking at me. “Are you okay?”

      Reaching out, I pull her into a hug. “Thank you for sticking up for me.”

      “Sophie has no right to come in here and question you like she was. I get that she doesn’t understand how you’ve come back better than you were when you left. It is out of the blue, but I trust you know what you’re doing. That whatever happened while you were away wasn’t as bad as we all think it was. That whoever held you treated you well.”

      “They did. They could have given me to Dmitri, but they didn’t They hid me away from him. And as soon as Dmitri came calling for me, they sent me home. They saved me, Zoe. They aren’t the enemy here.”

      Zoe lets out a heavy sigh. “You know we came to Pisa to grab you when you called, and you weren’t there.”

      I nod in understanding.

      “Did they hurt you when you ran?”

      I shake my head. “They were upset, but no. They taught me how to shoot instead.”

      Zoe frowns at my words. “You formed a close bond with these people.”

      Biting my lip, I contemplate if I should tell her or not. “Yes. I did.”

      “Was it more than friendship?”

      I still at her question and the color begins to drain from my face.

      “I’m not going to judge you, Grace. Look at what happened to me. Mateo and Tomas rescued me, and I fell in love with them. So, I get it.”

      Tears begin to well in my eyes, and Zoe pulls me into her side.

      “You fell in love, didn’t you? Oh, Gracie, I’m sorry,” she says, hugging me tightly.

      “It wasn’t supposed to happen.” I sob on her shoulder.

      “I get it. I truly do,” she says, hugging me tightly. “We will sort it out. Whoever the people are we will sort it out.”

      “It was one person.” I sniffle, pulling away from her. “Please don’t tell the others, they wouldn’t understand.”

      “I promise, Grace, this is between you and me. But you’re going to need to have your game face on when you go outside. Everyone is waiting for you to give them information to catch your kidnappers,” Zoe explains.

      “And you don’t hate me because of this?”

      “Never. I trust you, Grace. The proof is standing right before me. You are drug-free. You’re looking healthy and happy, and you have a glow on. If your kidnapper brought back the old Grace to me, the one before all this shit happened, I want to thank them. Because I never thought I would get my sister back,” she says, getting a little teary-eyed.

      “Thank you,” I say, hugging her again.

      “Oh my god, we are both emotional wrecks,” Zoe says with a chuckle.

      “I can’t thank you enough for being on my side at this time.”

      “Don’t be upset with Sophie. She sees the situation through different eyes. And to them it’s different. They think you should be acting another way. If you’re happy in your truth that’s all that matters.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’ve got your back. And so does the rest of the family. They just might take a little longer to come around.”

      I nod. “You’re not going to say anything?”

      Zoe pretends to zip her mouth and throw away the key which makes us both laugh. “Come on. Put your game face on and face the Spanish inquisition that is about to happen in the living room.”

      Thank goodness Zoe is beside me when I walk into the living room where our entire family is sitting. They’re all chatting away but stop when they see me walk in.

      “Morning, gorgeous. How are you feeling?” Mateo greets me first, pulling me into his side and kissing the top of my head.

      “Rested.”

      “You look good,” he states, giving me a once over.

      “Hey, Grace,” Enrique says, giving me an awkward wave from the sofa.

      My stomach rolls and I give him a tight smile. “Guess you have questions for me, then?”

      I notice Sophie is in the corner with Brooks by her side and is shooting daggers my way.

      Zoe places a reassuring hand on my shoulder as she moves me toward the sofas.

      “It’s good to have you back,” Enrique says, patting my knee but the look I give him has him removing his hand quickly.

      “Do you mind if I talk to Enrique without everyone here, except Zoe?” I ask the room.

      “Of course, my dear,” my father says, scooping up my mother who doesn’t look happy. “Let’s go for a stroll through the gardens, sweetheart.”

      “I’ll be in my studio,” Mateo says, giving Zoe a kiss as does Tomas as he leaves with him.

      I look over where Sophie is standing with her arms folded angrily across her chest, and her eyes narrowed on me.

      “Come on, Soph, we have work to do.” Brooks grunts, pulling a pissed-off Sophie with him.

      Zoe links her hand with mine and gives it a squeeze.

      “Right, do you want to start from the beginning?” Enrique asks.

      And so, I do. I explain to him how I was kidnapped. How I was taken to a boat and sailed to an island. I explain that the first two weeks of being kidnapped were fuzzy because I was detoxing from the drugs. I’m selective in what I say to him, giving him some information but not much. There’s a high probability that Interpol know exactly who Maxim is and I won’t give them anything that will put him back on their radar. He knew they were Russian because of Gabriel’s testimony. They already knew I was in Italy thanks to my phone call from Pisa, there wasn’t much else I could give them.

      “If you think of anything else, Grace, please let me know,” Enrique tells me. He stands up and shakes my hand before leaving.

      “That went well,” Zoe says.

      “You think?”

      “You answered all his questions. You gave him enough without giving anything away.”

      “Can I ask a favor?”

      “Anything,” Zoe says.

      “I need a new phone. I realized when I got home that I’d lost mine when I was kidnapped. I have no one to call, but I’d like to see what’s been going on in the world since I left.”

      “Of course. I’ll get Tomas to order one for you today.”

      She really is the best sister.
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            MAXIM

          

        

      

    

    
      Letting Grace go was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do, but it was the right thing no matter how much my heart feels like it’s being pulled from my chest. No matter how much my soul feels like it’s missing its half, it was the right thing to do. I will go to the ends of this earth to keep Grace safe from him. Seeing her tear-soaked face watch me for as long as she could told me there was no way in hell I wouldn’t go back to get my girl. That this bullshit with Dmitri needs to be over and done with so I can bring Grace home.

      It's early morning by the time Sergei returns, and he finds me sitting at my desk in my office with a whiskey in my hand.

      “I’m surprised you aren’t on the floor passed out.”

      “I need a clear head to end this,” I tell him.

      “Good, because that girl loves you,” Sergei tells me.

      “I know. I love her too.”

      Sergei nods. “She arrived in Ibiza safely. She slept on the plane, but I think that’s because emotionally she was exhausted.”

      “I did the right thing sending her away, didn’t I?”

      “You did. Having her family around her is what she needs. And you need to concentrate on taking down that little fucker.”

      “Am I being selfish thinking about a future with this woman? I can’t give her the life she deserves. Maybe sending her away permanently is wiser. That way she can meet a normal man, get married, and have children. She won’t ever have to worry about looking over her shoulder wondering if today is the day my enemies plan to strike,” I say, throwing back the last of my whiskey.

      “Is that the life Grace wants? The white picket fence, the 2.5 children, the normal guy?” Sergei asks.

      Who knows. It’s what she deserves.

      “I know I’m just an old man, but I see true happiness between the two of you even if it was fleeting. It’s the same spark I had with my wife, Natasha.”

      I never got to meet her, but I always heard Sergei talk about her fondly. She died from complications during childbirth when Anna was only two. He lost his wife and child in one night. She was the love of his life, and no other woman stood a chance against that love, not even after all these years.

      “Enough talking about our feelings and shit. We have work to do,” he says, changing the subject.

      The old man is right. We have so much to do like hacking into Dmitri’s computers and phones to find out what he knows about Elena and Anna. It’s something we should have done earlier, but I was distracted.

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown number: I have a new phone.

      

      

      

      

      

      I stare down at the text that came through on my secure phone. The only person that has this number is Sergei. Does he have a new phone?

      I press his old number, and he picks up straight away.

      “Do you have a new phone number?”

      “No.”

      “Then who the fuck is messaging me on my secure line?”

      Sergei falls silent.

      “Has the number been compromised?”

      “It’s Grace.”

      Everything stills.

      “What the hell did you say?”

      “I’m guessing she found the number when I gave her the money.”

      “What the hell did you do, Sergei?”

      “I was trying to help.”

      “By putting her in danger?” I say, raising my voice.

      “It’s your secure line. It can’t be traced. I thought …”

      “You thought fucking wrong,” I say, slamming the phone down.

      
        
          
            
              
        Maxim: Lose this number.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Grace: No.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Maxim: Yes. Before I block you.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Grace: Don’t. I miss you.

      

      

      

      

      

      I stare down at those words, and my hand reaches out and rubs the ache in my chest.

      
        
          
            
              
        Maxim: I miss you too.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Grace: See, that wasn’t so hard was it?

      

      

      

      

      

      She makes me smile. This woman.

      
        
          
            
              
        Maxim: The old man shouldn’t have given you this number.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Grace: He’s a romantic at heart.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Maxim: No, he’s an idiot. He’s putting you in danger.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Grace: I trust that you will protect me.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Maxim: Wildcat, how am I supposed to concentrate now that I have you on speed dial?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Grace: You’re a great multitasker. I’m sure you can work it out.

      

      

      

      

      

      Cheeky little minx.

      
        
          
            
              
        Maxim: You always did like it when I used my tongue and fingers on you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Grace: See you can multitask.

      

      

      

      

      

      My cheeks hurt from smiling so much.

      
        
          
            
              
        Grace: Just a heads-up. Interpol interviewed me this morning.

      

      

      

      

      

      I still at her words.

      
        
          
            
              
        Maxim: What the fuck did they want?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Grace: Chill. Enrique is Tomas’ cousin. It wasn’t anything official. I didn’t say anything just confirmed what they knew already.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Maxim: What do they know already?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Grace: That I was in Italy and that the people who took me were Russian.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Maxim: That’s all?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Grace: Yes. I blamed my detox for fuzzy memories.

      

      

      

      

      

      That’s my girl.

      
        
          
            
              
        Grace: I’m going to have a sit down with my family this afternoon in the war room, and I’ll let you know what I find out.

      

      

      

      

      

      Maybe the old man was onto something pooling both of our resources together. We might be able to find these fuckers earlier.

      
        
          
            
              
        Maxim: Be careful.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Grace: I will.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Maxim: Did you have a good sleep last night?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Grace: No. Seems I’m not used to sleeping alone anymore.

      

      

      

      

      

      I feel the same, Wildcat.

      
        
          
            
              
        Grace: But there were no nightmares. I think I was too tired for them.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Maxim: I bet your family was happy to see you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Grace: It was overwhelming. Everything is so loud here. I miss your solitude.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Grace: My sister Sophie, she’s the journalist, she has questions. She’s not buying the story I’m giving.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Grace: Zoe, on the other hand, has been so supportive. She guessed straight away that something happened between us. But she isn’t judging me. She of all people knows what it’s like to fall for someone in unusual circumstances.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Grace: Don’t worry, none of them know who you are. That is all for me.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Maxim: Whatever you need to do to make things easier for you, do it.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Grace: What happened between us is just for us. They’ll move on once the novelty of me being home is over.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Maxim: I’m here if you need me.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Grace: I’ll always need you.

      

      

      

      

      

      What the hell do I say to that.

      
        
          
            
              
        Maxim: I’m yours.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Grace: I know. And I’m yours.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Maxim: Wildcat, I have to go. I’m glad you texted.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Grace: Me too.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Grace: Can I call you tonight?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Maxim: We should just keep it to texts.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Grace: Please just one call?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Maxim: Fine. 10pm tonight.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Grace: Talk to you then. Bye.

      

      

      

      

      

      I’m so screwed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Grace: I’m alone.

      

      

      

      

      

      The text comes through. I’m sitting on my bed, nervous over a phone call. I press her number, and her gorgeous face fills the screen when she picks up. Fuck, she’s beautiful.

      “Gosh, it’s so good to see your face.”

      “It’s good to see yours too, Wildcat.” Using her nickname makes her smile wildly.

      “Are you naked in bed?” she comes right out and asks me.

      Tilting the screen down, I show her that I’m wearing my sweats and that something is starting to twitch to life thanks to hearing her voice.

      “Look, he’s happy to see me too.” She giggles and the lightness in her voice washes over me, taking the day’s troubles with it.

      “He misses you too.”

      “I miss him too.” She grins.

      “What are you wearing?” I ask her.

      She tilts the screen down, and I cover my mouth with my fist as the screen scans down her body, showing me she’s sitting on her bed in nothing but a pair of black or navy lace lingerie. Does this woman want me to kidnap her again? How dare she tease me like that when I can’t touch her.

      “Wildcat,” my tone is gruff.

      “Wanted to give you an incentive to come back for me.”

      “You never have to worry about that, sweetheart, you can’t escape me. There is no place on this earth that I wouldn’t hunt you down to make you mine again and again.” I growl as I palm my aching cock.

      “I’ve missed that dirty mouth,” she coos, running her hand down her body.

      “And I’ve missed that pretty little cunt. Now show me what I’m missing.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It takes us a week to hack into all of Dmitri and Nikolai’s networks. What I wasn’t expecting was to find years and years of footage of him with girls. Images of him torturing them, forcing them, humiliating them. I’ve done some fucked up shit, but this takes the cake, I’ve never been evilly depraved.

      What tipped me over the edge was finding the folder labeled ‘Diamond’. I knew I shouldn’t have clicked on it because now I cannot unsee the things that monster did to Grace. My fucking Wildcat. The love I feel for that woman has doubled with the fact that after everything she’s been through, all that messed up shit, she still let her walls down for me. She let me, another monster into her heart. I don’t deserve her or her love, but I am going to make sure I give her the best fucking life she deserves, and maybe one day, I will feel deserving of her love.

      The further we search on the computers and the cloud, the more images we find of the jewels. Least now we know what each one of them looks like and we are able to run their faces through the missing persons databases. We might even get lucky scanning them through facial recognition security systems of each country to get a hit on where they might be.

      There’s a folder named ‘Sapphire’. I click on it and that’s where I find Grace’s sister Zoe. Nikolai did some messed up shit to that girl, and he’s fucking lucky that he’s already dead because he would be if I got my hands on him.

      “This is fucked up, Max,” Sergei says, shaking his head.

      We were led to believe these girls were there because they wanted to be, that they chose this supposed glamourous life. Judging by these videos, these women were trained to take anything the men dished up with nothing but a smile on their faces.

      I feel sick.

      I want to kill every one of the fuckers in the videos for what they did to these women. Getting their rocks off when they knowingly knew these girls were trafficked. Did it make them feel powerful having women as gorgeous as these letting them do anything they wanted to them? I hate myself for being a part of something like this. That I didn’t investigate it more. What’s even more shocking is the detailed catalog they created for every single jewel, even down to the days and times they were kidnapped and from where. The time of death and how they died. Guess they thought encrypting the folders in a cloud meant no one could hack into them. They were so fucking wrong.

      “Max.” Sergei stills, switching his computer screen to the big screen.

      I see a folder marked ‘Emerald’. Opening that folder turns my world upside down. There staring back at me is my sister. She looks different, older, harder, but it is her. Thankfully, what’s missing from Elena’s folder is Dmitri’s depravity. There are no videos of him doing heinous things to her. That seems to be reserved for the other jewels. There’s a subfolder, and we hesitate before clicking on it. What I wasn’t prepared for was countless videos each labeled with a person’s name, and a time or date. Clicking on one of the videos, we watch as my sister seduces men and then moments later kills them. While in the middle of fucking them, she pulls a needle from her hair and injects them. Some men feel it and fight her, but they don’t last long. Others have no idea what’s happened until they have a heart attack and collapse. I watch, stunned as my sister removes herself from the men, gets dressed, then wipes the room down.

      My sister is a fucking femme fatale.

      The more we search through the videos, the more people we find she has killed, including high-profile men like politicians, opposition leaders, criminal bosses, and so on.

      I can’t believe my little sister, the one who couldn’t even kill a spider, has turned into an assassin, just like me.

      “What the hell did they do to her?” I turn and stare at Sergei in shock.

      “I don’t think the sister you know is there anymore. She’s a killing machine, Max.”

      “I’ve heard reports of a woman assassin killing people, but I never suspected it would be her.”

      “How could you have? We thought she was dead.”

      “Seems like the sister I know is dead and replaced with a cold-hearted killer.”

      We spend the next couple of hours scanning through every single folder as we collect as much information as we can from the files. Each folder is a goldmine with the girls’ full names, all their social media connections, job history, medical history, photos of them before they were kidnapped, and information on their families.

      These girls never stood a chance. They had been watching these girls for days, sometimes weeks, and even months, waiting for the opportunity to steal them. All these girls came from good families. They were smart and worked in powerful jobs, the opposite of who you’d think would be stolen by sex traffickers.

      My eyes scan down the lists with Dmitri’s latest notes on each girl. That fucking asshole lied. He does know where the girls are. What kind of game is he playing?

      
        
          
        Sapphire: Ibiza, heavily guarded, unable to recapture.

        Diamond: Captured location unknown.

        Jet: Japan, possibly Tokyo—Yakuza. Could exchange a boat load of

        dancers/prostitutes for her.

        Ruby: Possibly Croatia? But she’s disappeared, no trace.

        Jade: Dubai—Sheik Daoui. Will need $$ to buy back, may

        exchange weapons for her.

        Pearl: Mexico, probably with one of the cartels. Need contacts there

        to find out more information.

        Citrine: China. Billionaire’s pet? Need contacts there.

        Amber: No clues yet.

      

      

      

      “Do we have contacts in any of these cities?” I turn, asking Sergei.

      “Yeah, I’m on it.”

      The screen with Dmitri’s phone on it lights up as a message comes through.

      
        
          
            
              
        E: Miss you too, babe.

      

      

      

      

      

      My heart races, this is Elena. She’s alive.

      
        
          
            
              
        D: Sorry I’m missing our one-year anniversary

      

      

      

      

      

      No. She can’t be dating this disgusting man.

      
        
          
            
              
        E: I went and bought new lingerie for it too.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        D: Don’t say those things to me, baby, when I’m in the middle of a meeting. You’re making my dick hard.

      

      

      

      

      

      I’m gagging. What is wrong with my sister?

      
        
          
            
              
        E: I’ll see you in a couple of days. You can give it to me then.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        D: Damn right I will. Can’t wait to get home and fuck you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        D: Love you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        E: Love you too.

      

      

      

      

      

      This can’t be right.

      Elena can’t possibly be in love with this man.

      “We must find her, Sergei. I can’t leave her in these monsters’ arms another second.”
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            GRACE

          

        

      

    

    
      I haven’t heard from Maxim in days, but I know he’s been busy working through Dmitri’s and Nikolai’s computers.

      “A package arrived for you today,” Mackenzie, my sister tells me.

      Who the hell would be sending me a package? My heart skips a beat. No, he wouldn’t, would he? Seems like a big risk.

      “Thanks,” I say, taking it from her hand.

      I make my way to the bedroom where I’ll open it in private. Staring down at the small package with an Italian postmark, I wonder what on earth it could be. Ripping it open, a USB stick and a note fall out.

      
        
        Wildcat, give this to Interpol. Don’t watch it.

      

      

      I stare at the note for a couple of moments before ignoring Maxim’s warning, grabbing my laptop, and plugging in the stick. My screen is filled with folder after folder with the names of the jewels, including mine. What the hell is this? I double-click on the folder bearing my name and see videos, photos, and a dossier pop up. The images are confronting, and I slam the laptop shut.

      Fuck.

      My heart is racing.

      I shouldn’t have watched it. He warned me. I didn’t listen. Then I realize Maxim must have seen all of this. He’s seen videos and pictures of that man violating me. Tears fall down my cheeks as my hands shake, my stomach rolls and the dark cloud I thought I had vanquished appears as I try and steady my uncontrollable breathing, staving off the panic attack that wants to raise its ugly head.

      Once I’ve gotten myself under control, I take the USB out, making sure nothing is saved to my computer, and I head toward where Sophie and Brooks have set up a makeshift command center where they work in their pursuit to track down the jewels. It’s in the back of Mateo, Tomas, and Zoe’s garden, there’s a separate house right down the back away from everyone.

      My hand shakes as I open the door, everyone stops what they are doing, and the room falls silent as they stare at me entering. It’s the first time I’ve come down here since coming home. Sophie and I have been keeping our distance, she’s upset with me for keeping things from her, and I’m upset with her for prying.

      “I told you to trust me, Soph,” I say, handing her the USB stick.

      Her brows pull together as she stares at what I’ve given her.

      “Everything you’ve been searching for on the jewels is on that.”

      Sophie’s jaw drops as she quickly turns around and hands the stick to Damon, Brooks’ IT man.

      It takes a couple of moments for the file to open on Damon’s computer, but when it does, I swallow hard.

      “Don’t play anything while I’m here,” I say quickly before Damon has time to hit play. “There are videos of Zoe and me on there.”

      Sophie rushes over and pulls me into her, surprising me with her affection which she isn’t known to give much of. “I’m sorry you had to see that.”

      Hugging her back. “If it helps you find the other women I don’t care.”

      “They sent it to you, didn’t they?” she questions me, stepping out of our embrace.

      I nod.

      “And how did they get this information?”

      “They were able to hack Dmitri and Nikolai’s cloud and phones.”

      “How the fuck?” Damon exclaims at my comment. “Are these guys Anonymous or something? That takes some hard-core hacking skills to do that. I’ve been trying for a month.”

      “They did it in a week.”

      “Motherfuckers,” Damon curses.

      “You’re doing a good job, Damon. They know their target better than we do,” Sophie reassures her IT guy. “Who are these men?” Sophie turns and asks me.

      “Bad guys with good hearts.”

      Sophie raises her brow at me seemingly unconvinced. “If all this intel checks out and we are able to save the girls then I guess I can think of them differently.”

      I appreciate that.

      “You might want to warn Zoe and the boys, too. You don’t want them blindsided if they stumble in here and see something they shouldn’t,” Sophie asks me.

      Leaving them to it, I close the door to the cabin and walk back through the gardens. Pulling out my phone, I send off a quick text to Maxim.

      Grace: I got your parcel.

      Maxim: Glad. Did you pass it on to your people?

      Grace: Yeah.

      Grace: They are excited and say thank you.

      Grace: I think you upset one of the IT guys who has been trying to hack the cloud for the past month. I told him you did it in a week.

      Maxim: Guy? What does he look like?

      Maxim’s text makes me laugh.

      Grace: Jealous?

      Maxim: Extremely. He better not touch you otherwise I’ll cut off his fingers, and he will never hack again.

      Possessiveness is usually a turn-off, but with Maxim, it makes me wet.

      Grace: You have nothing to worry about, your dick’s bigger.

      Maxim: How the fuck do you know what his dick looks like? Wildcat!

      Grace: LOL

      Maxim: Do not LOL me!

      Then my phone rings and I know instantly it’s Maxim.

      “This is not fucking funny, Wildcat. You’re driving me crazy. He better not have fucking touched you. I’ll kill him,” he shouts angrily down the phone.

      It’s cute. “You don’t need to kill him. He hasn’t touched me and I sure as hell have no intentions of touching him.”

      “Good.”

      “But full disclosure, before I met you, I slept with Enrique the Interpol detective and Tomas’ cousin.”

      A slew of Russian words echoes down the phone. “Him, I will kill.”

      “No. There will be no killing of good men. Save it for the disgusting ones that touched me without my permission.”

      “Tell me you did not watch what I sent?”

      “I did.”

      Maxim goes off in another Russian rant.

      “I told you. Did you not read my note?”

      “I saw it after I watched it.” A lie, but I don’t want him to feel bad.

      “You weren’t supposed to see it. I’m sorry, Grace.”

      “I’m sorry you had to see it, too.”

      “It’s seared into my soul, my love. The way that I am going to dismember that man has become quite creative.”

      Good. He deserves it.

      “Did you see anything else on there?”

      “I closed it down after seeing the videos.”

      “Then you missed the profiles they had on each of the girls. Those fuckers thought they were so smart that no one would ever get this information that they laid it all out for us to see. The jewels’ real names, where they came from, and where they were stolen. They added the time of death and where they dumped the bodies. Also, Dmitri updated his most recent file with all his notes on the jewels and where they are now since Morocco.”

      “No way.”

      “I know, he’s a fucking fool.”

      “What about your sister and Anna?”

      The phone falls silent. “My sister isn’t who I think she is anymore.”

      Oh no. “What happened?”

      “We read the text messages between her and Dmitri. She’s dating him.”

      Fuck no.

      “She is also an assassin. She kills men in the middle of fucking them.”

      I gasp at this new bit of information. “Max, I’m so sorry. You must be devastated.”

      “I don’t know who she is anymore.”

      “She’s been gone for a long time. She’ll still be in there somewhere.”

      “I sure as fuck hope so.”

      I can hear the sadness in his voice. “I miss you.”

      “I miss you, too. I promise when this is all over, I’m kidnapping you away and taking you to a deserted island where no one and nothing can find us.”

      That sounds wonderful.

      “Be strong, Wildcat. I’ve got to go.”

      And with that he’s gone.

      I head on back inside to find Zoe.

      “Hey, Kenzie, have you seen Zo?” I ask my sister who has her head stuck in her laptop.

      “She’s in her room.”

      I nod and head down to my sister’s bedroom. I give the door a hard knock knowing with those three I could be walking into something I do not want to see.

      “Come in,” Zoe calls out.

      I enter her bedroom and find her lying in bed reading a book.

      “Hey, you,” she says with a smile.

      “You alone?” I ask.

      “The boys are in Barcelona for work for the next couple of days.”

      I join her on their bed and snuggle in beside her. “I have some news for you.”

      Zoe waits for me to continue.

      “I was sent a USB stick filled with everything they have found about the jewels on Dmitri and Nikolai’s cloud.”

      “Really?” Zoe sits up and gives me her full attention.

      “There are videos of us on there.”

      Zoe’s face falls. “Bad?”

      I nod.

      “Shit. Fuck. Who has the videos?”

      “I gave them to Sophie and her team.”

      “Shit. What if Sophie watches? You know she will.”

      “I think Brooks will stop her.”

      “She can’t watch them. You didn’t, did you?” she asks in a panic.

      “I saw a snippet of mine before closing the computer down. It’s fucked up.”

      “I know we lived it. I don’t need to live it again,” she says, reaching out and squeezing my hand.

      “There are notes on there with locations of some of the jewels.”

      “No!” Zoe gasps.

      “We’re going to find them,” I reassure her.

      “Whoever this person is, will you thank them for me?”

      “I will, I promise. I’m hoping one day soon you will be able to thank them in person.”

      Her brows shoot up. “Are you ever going to tell me about him?”

      “What do you want to know?”

      Zoe chuckles. “Everything!”
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      It’s been a week since I’ve spoken to Grace. Sergei and I got called out on a job, and I don’t talk to anyone when I’m away. No distraction until I get back. It’s so fucking good to be getting back to my villa. I throw my bag in the corner of the room and lie down on my bed with my phone. It’s time to hear my woman’s voice again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Maxim: You alone?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Grace: You’re home. Yes. I’m alone.

      

      

      

      

      

      I press her number, and we connect instantly. “I’ve missed hearing your voice, Wildcat.”

      “I’ve missed you, too. Did everything go okay? You’re not hurt or anything?”

      It’s weird having someone ask me how my day at work has been. “Easy, but enough about that. Tell me how you’ve been?”

      “I have so much to tell you. I spoke to Zoe the other day when you sent the stick in. Thank you for that again, everyone thinks what you did is amazing. Not sure if it’s meet-the-family territory, but we could be getting there.”

      I love hearing her rambles.

      “Anyway, I was talking to her about Emerald, I mean Elena, to find out if she knew more about her.”

      “And?”

      “Zoe was shocked that she was your sister. She also said that Elena was nice to her and never suspected this side of her. She never mentioned that she was killing the men she was sleeping with. My sister’s sad that Dmitri has corrupted her like he has. She was shocked when I told her they were in a relationship and in love. She always assumed she hated Dmitri as much as the rest of them. She would never have suspected they were together.”

      “Do you think she’s playing him?”

      “She couldn’t say either way, but maybe she is.”

      Interesting theory and one I hadn’t considered.

      “Would that change things for you if she was?”

      “Yeah, it would. Either way, she’s my sister, and I will love her.”

      “What about Anna? Have you been able to find any news about her?”

      I let out a frustrated sigh. In all the folders, there wasn’t one mention of Anna. Even when we searched the jewels’ profiles, we couldn’t find anything about Elena either and no info on where they were found or taken from. I suspect it wasn’t Dmitri or Nikolai. She’s come from somewhere else because those two detailed everything about the jewels they found.

      “Nothing. Sergei keeps searching, but we keep winding up at dead ends.”

      “Would anyone else in the Bratva know?”

      “We must be careful. Any poking into areas that are not ours will raise red flags. We could push them further underground and lose any info there might be on Anna.” It’s all a mess. “Anyway, how’s my Wildcat?”

      “Bored.”

      “I can think of a couple of things we can do to help with that,” I say, switching the mood up. It’s been too long away from her.

      “We have to be quick, my sisters are coming to get me for an old-fashioned slumber party out by the pool.”

      “Does that mean there’s going to be pillow fights in lingerie?” I tease.

      “You’re such a guy. And I will cut off your dick if you dare look at any of my sisters in lingerie. Do you understand me?”

      Biting my lip, her jealousy makes me hard. “I only have eyes for you, Wildcat.” I let out a groan as my hand soothes my aching cock.

      “Good, now let me hear how much you’ve missed my pussy.”

      Another groan falls from my lips as I throw my phone onto the bed and hit the speaker. Pushing down my pants, I pull out my dick, giving it a couple of tugs before I spit in my palm and lube myself up. Fuck that feels good. It’s not a substitute for Grace’s pussy, but it will have to do until I can get her back.

      “Fuck, Grace, I miss that wet little pussy wrapping around my dick, choking it.”

      “Max,” she moans.

      “That’s it, Wildcat. Remember the way my fingers used to slide into you. How thick they were stretching you open for me. Never tasted anything as sweet as that fucking pussy, Grace. Every morning I wake with your taste on my lips as if your essence has imbedded itself on my skin, in every single pore. It drives me crazy, and every fucking morning, I’m stuck in this bed alone wishing your bare fucking cunt was wrapped around my cock instead of my fucking hand.”

      “Oh, Max,” she pants. I can hear how wet she is, her fingers sliding inside of her, hitting that spot that makes her see stars the one that’s designed for me.

      It’s not fair that we are reduced to touching ourselves through the fucking phone.

      “That’s it, Wildcat, I can hear how dripping wet you are for me. I promise you it won’t be for long that you have to make yourself drip instead of me. I will make up for lost time, my love. Your pussy will never be far from my fucking mouth. I will demand that you live on my face.”

      “Fuck, Max. I’m so close,” she groans.

      “Good, let me hear you scream, Wildcat. Imagine that it’s all over my dick, my tongue, my fingers. Just like it used to be. No one in this world can make you cum like I do.”

      “It’s you, it’s always been you,” she moans.

      “And it will always be me, Grace.”

      Next thing I hear Grace coming which pushes me over the edge and I cum all over my hand. My chest’s heaving and my breath is labored, and I’m not nearly as satisfied as I am when she’s in my arms.

      “You need to hurry up and kill the bad guys, Max. Because I’m sick of riding my fucking fingers every night.”

      “I promise it won’t be long, Wildcat. Dream of me.”

      And with that I end the call.
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      “Who’s ready to party?” Zoe squeals, barging into my bedroom with all my sisters.

      In my panic, I pull up my pants and throw my phone. They all stop and stare at me. My cheeks are flushed, my chest is beating wildly, I’ve been caught with my hand in the cookie jar.

      “Did we just walk in on you …?” Mackenzie doesn’t finish her question.

      “Were you on the phone with someone?” Sophie questions me.

      “No.”

      “Liar. You were having phone sex with a mystery man?” Sophie presses.

      I look over at Zoe whose eyes are wide.

      “Why are you looking at her?” Sophie asks.

      “No reason,” I answer.

      Zoe shakes her head. “I have no clue.”

      “Who was on the phone?” Sophie asks as she lunges for the phone lying on the ground.

      What a bitch. No. I try to lunge for it, too. I try to push her out of the way and give her an elbow to the ribs.

      “Bitch,” she screeches.

      “I got it, I got it!” Mackenzie jumps up triumphantly.

      I sit on the floor, huffing and puffing as panic grips me. “Please, Kenzie, don’t read my phone.”

      Mackenzie tilts her head, looking at me. Then she holds out the phone to me.

      Thank fuck.

      Until Sophie snatches it out of her hand and chuckles.

      “Hey!” Mackenzie screams at her.

      “We love you, Grace, but we’re just trying to protect you,” she says, holding my phone to her chest.

      “Fuck you, Sophie, you wouldn’t understand. You’re such a judgmental bitch.” I pant as the tears fall down my cheeks.

      Sophie stills, shocked at my outburst.

      “I’m not judgmental,” Sophie whines.

      Kenzie and Zoe look at each other.

      “You all think I’m judgmental?” Sophie asks, her voice going high in shock.

      “Maybe not judgmental, it’s more righteous,” Zoe adds.

      “You think I’m self-righteous? That’s even worse,” Sophie screams.

      “Okay, wrong word. You’re not very flexible if it doesn’t fit how you would treat a situation,” Zoe suggests.

      “Not flexible? I didn’t think I was ridged in my thinking.  I thought I was a progressive thinker,” she grumbles.

      “What Zoe is trying to say is, sometimes you think you know what’s best for us that you won’t listen to us when we tell you, you’re wrong. Your stubborn,” Mackenzie explains to her.

      “I’m stubborn. That’s a family trait. You three are just as bad,” she says, pointing at us.

      “True. But we’re talking about Grace right now and the fact that you have something of hers. Something she doesn’t want to share with you even though you think you know what’s best for her,” Mackenzie states.

      “I’m worried about her, that’s all,” Sophie says, softening her stance as she throws me my phone.

      “Sometimes your worry is suffocating,” Zoe adds.

      Sophie looks hurt by her words. “Grace has been closed off with us since she’s gotten home. You’ve told us nothing happened, but clearly something has as you’re hiding it.”

      “Not from me she isn’t,” Zoe pipes in.

      Sophie turns and looks at her, and I can see the hurt clearly on her face. “I suppose you know too, Kenzie?”

      “I don’t. None of you tell me anything, anyway,” Mackenzie adds.

      This was not at all how I thought our night would go. “I didn’t tell anyone because you wouldn’t understand.”

      “Because we’ve never been kidnapped?” Sophie asks.

      “You’re fixated on that,” I grumble at her.

      “Then tell me what it is?” Sophie asks.

      “I don’t want to disappoint you all.”

      “Is that why you haven’t said anything?” Mackenzie asks.

      I nod as I hold my phone to my chest.

      “You could never disappoint us, Gracie. We are so proud of you. For everything that you’ve been through. For getting into law school and then the internship in The Hague. Proud of you for calling that night when you escaped. Kicking a drug addiction. The list could go on,” Mackenzie states before falling to her knees and joining me on the ground. Zoe follows and sits on the other side. And Sophie is the last as she takes her seat in front.

      “It’s hard for me to tell you all. I’ve changed. Everything’s changed.”

      “Sophie, do you agree to no judgment if Grace tells us what she’s hiding?” Mackenzie questions our sister.

      “Of course. Circle of trust. Sister bonds and all that crap. I would never judge you,” Sophie adds.

      Take the risk, Grace. You know you’re dying to tell them. “If you say a word to anyone. Zoe, that means your boys. Sophie, that means anyone who is on the case. And, Kenz, do not tell Mum. If you do, I’m gone. One phone call and I can disappear,” I warn my sisters.

      Zoe gasps as does Mackenzie, and Sophie’s eyes narrow on me.

      “I was sent home for my own safety. If you talk about it then I’m no longer safe.”

      “Dramatic much?” Sophie pipes in.

      I throw my hands in the air.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Sophie, shut the hell up. This is what we’re talking about,” Mackenzie snaps at her. “Grace, you can tell me another time if you don’t want this one to hear.”

      “Sorry, I was trying to lighten the mood, but now I see I was wrong,” Sophie mumbles, looking well chastised.

      “I’ve fallen in love with the man that kidnapped me.”

      You could hear a pin drop in the room.

      “What the fuck, Grace?” Sophie is the first to speak, and her reaction is exactly what I thought it would be.

      “Shut the fuck up, Sophie,” Zoe pipes in.

      Sophie’s jaw drops, and she crosses her arms defensively.

      “How? I don’t get the mechanics of it?” Mackenzie asks.

      “It wasn’t instant, it happened gradually. First, it was the way he held my hair every single day as I threw up in the toilet and all over him as I detoxed. Then it was the little things like making me breakfast in the morning. It wasn’t really one defining moment, it just grew organically in a weird way. It also helped he looks like a fucking God.”

      “Seriously, you get kidnapped by a supermodel, and I can’t get a man to take me on a second date?” Mackenzie grumbles.

      “I fell in love with two bisexual men who found me half dead at their gate. I think falling for your kidnapper isn’t that far of a stretch from my story,” Zoe adds, giving me a reassuring smile.

      We all turn to look at Sophie who is twitching in her spot. “Is he really hot or did you have Stockholm Syndrome glasses on,” Sophie jokes as she bursts out laughing breaking the tension in the room.

      “Yeah, I want to see this kidnapper, and does he have a friend?” Mackenzie jokes, which makes us all groan. “What? That’s too far, but Sophie’s joke wasn’t?”

      I take my phone and swipe through the photos. There is only one that is safe to share with them. Before I turn the phone around, I give them all one last warning, especially Sophie. “Please do not use this to track him down or do any detective work.”

      “I promise. I truly do mean it, babe.”

      Then I flip the phone around and show them.

      “This is a joke, isn’t it? That isn’t the guy that kidnapped you?” Mackenzie asks.

      “He’s hot,” Zoe adds.

      “High five, Gracie,” Sophie says.

      “Seriously, that guy is real?” Mackenzie questions me.

      “Yeah.”

      “I’m destined to remain single. Real men don’t look like that,” she says, shaking her head which makes us all laugh.

      “Does he feel the same way?” Zoe asks.

      “Yeah, he does. It was his idea to send me home. He wants to keep me safe until Dmitri is found and taken care of.”

      “You mean sent to jail,” Sophie adds.

      “Okay.”

      “What does he do?” Sophie’s eyes narrow on me.

      “He’s a professional kidnapper, duh, Soph,” Mackenzie adds, shaking her head.

      “Does it matter?”

      “Who does he work for?” Sophie pushes.

      “Himself.”

      “He’s a freelance kidnapper,” Mackenzie adds.

      “Where does he live?” Sophie questions.

      “One of his places is in Italy.”

      “One of his places? I keep getting men still living at home or with their girlfriends.” Mackenzie groans.

      “You know being with him will put a target on your back, Grace,” Sophie stresses.

      “Like I don’t have one now?”

      “We all do. And we all will with the charity,” Zoe pipes in.

      “Exactly. Especially once we start reuniting the girls and we make progress dismantling all those sex trafficking rings,” Mackenzie explains.

      “You’ll want him on your side.”

      “Seems you have it all figured out.” Sophie shrugs.

      “Hey, no judgment,” Mackenzie warns her.

      “I promise there is none. You’re right, I hadn’t thought about what happens when we start making waves with our charity.”

      “What did you say?” I tease.

      “You’re right. You are all fucking right. Okay. I was wrong. It’s rare so enjoy this moment,” Sophie says with a chuckle as we all begin to tease her.

      “Well, I’m ready for a drink after all that,” I say.

      “Good, because I have wine and champagne and other stuff the boys organized,” Zoe says as we all head out of my room.

      “I can’t remember the last time we did something like this,” Mackenzie contemplates.

      “We must have been kids,” Sophie adds.

      “Maybe that’s the silver lining in this fucked up situation that we are all together again,” I add.

      “Hell, yeah,” Mackenzie squeals as we arrive at the pool area where everything is set up for us. “Look, there’s popcorn, wine, and chocolate. Why don’t we start there?”

      “Here,” I say, handing Zoe a glass of wine.

      “She can’t have that,” Mackenzie scolds me.

      “Why not?” I look between my sisters.

      “Because she’s pregnant,” Mackenzie states.

      “You’re pregnant?” I turn to Zoe.

      “Shit,” Zoe mumbles.

      “You didn’t tell her?” Mackenzie turns to Zoe.

      “She has a lot on her plate,” Zoe adds.

      “Not so much that I couldn’t handle finding out you’re pregnant,” I tell her before pulling her into a hug which sloshes the glass of wine over my hand.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. I just didn’t know when the right time would be. It was a surprise. We weren’t trying to get pregnant.”

      “It was inevitable with the amount of sex the three of you have,” Mackenzine says, rolling her eyes.

      “I’m going to be an Aunty.” I squeal. This is the most amazing news. “Wait a minute, whose baby, is it?”

      Mackenzie gasps beside me. “You can’t ask those things.”

      Zoe chuckles. “We don’t know, and it doesn’t matter whose DNA it is, Mateo and Tomas are the baby’s Daddy.”

      “I bet Mum is ecstatic.”

      “That’s why they have retired. After you went missing, Dad quit being an ambassador and they moved here full-time,” Sophie explains.

      “How far along are you?”

      “Four months.”

      “You were pregnant just before I left.”

      “When you were kidnapped. You haven’t come back from a fricken holiday,” Sophie grumbles beside me.

      Zoe shakes her head. “I didn’t know. I thought I was sick from losing you. It was horrible having something as amazing as this happen at a time like that.”

      “I’m sorry, I ruined it.”

      “Please don’t think that. It gave me hope to keep going. To fight even harder to find you because this little one needed its aunty to come back safely,” she says, rubbing her stomach. Now I notice the bump.

      “Do you know if you’re having a boy or a girl?”

      Zoe shakes her head. “It’s too early, but we are going to wait to find out.”

      “Which is annoying for us who want to buy her baby presents,” Mackenzie states.

      “Can’t you tell from her scans what she’s having?” Sophie asks.

      “Don’t you dare,” Zoe warns.

      “Fine. I’ll make sure not to peek,” Mackenzie says with a grin. She’s so not keeping that promise.

      “I can’t believe you’re having a baby.”

      “Bet you didn’t think anyone could top you falling for your kidnapper, hey?” Mackenzie jokes.

      She’s not wrong.

      After piling our plates with food and pouring ourselves more glasses of wine we set ourselves up on the outdoor lounges around the pool.

      “Tonight, it’s all about us. Like Gracie said earlier, the silver lining in this fucked up mess is that we all get to be together instead of scattered across the furthest ends of the world. We are sitting and chatting and having an old-fashioned gossip session. I want us to get back to how we used to be when we were young before careers, relationships, and monsters got in the way,” Sophie states, holding up her glass of champagne.

      “Okay, I’ll go first. Zoe.” Mackenzie looks at her. “How does double penetration work?”

      We all choke on our drinks as we burst out laughing.

      “I can’t believe you just asked that!” I cry.

      “You’re a fucking doctor,” Sophie exclaims.

      “Come on, I can’t be the only one who’s curious. Like, my baby

      sister gets to sleep with two gorgeous men every single night. Most women’s fantasies are having two men love them,” Mackenzie grumbles as she takes a large sip of her wine.

      “We don’t do it often because it hurts,” Zoe says sheepishly. “You need a lot of lube. But the orgasms are amazing.” She giggles.

      Mackenzie groans in frustration. “It’s so not fair. I’m going to die of sexual frustration.”

      “I’ve seen you flirting with Damon,” Sophie says.

      Mackenzie stills. “What? No I haven’t,” she says, sounding flustered.

      “And he flirts back, too.” Sophie smiles, teasing our oldest sister.

      “He does?” Mackenzie asks seemingly surprised.

      Sophie nods. “He’s single, too.”

      Damon may be an IT geek, but he also looks like a GI Joe version. Tall

      maybe six-foot-three, and his body is ripped, especially for someone who sits behind a desk all day. He has a blond buzz cut, blue eyes hidden behind dark reading glasses, and a chiseled jaw. He looks like a Ken doll that got lost in the desert and was trained by Navy Seals for special ops missions, which is probably what happened. If Maxim heard me talking like that, Damon would be a dead man.

      “He’s hot,” Zoe grins, elbowing Mackenzie, who seems to be lost in a Damon fantasy.

      “Fine, he’s hot. But I doubt he’s interested in me.” She glares at us. “Next, subject.”

      “How did you and Brooks meet?” Zoe asks Sophie.

      Good one, that seemed like such a mystery.

      Sophie rolls her eyes. “It’s not romantic or anything. He was my bodyguard when I was working in the Middle East, and as you can guess, I used to get into lots of trouble following a lead.”

      We laugh, and she flips us off.

      “My bosses wanted to keep me safe because they didn’t want our family to sue them for working in dangerous situations or whatever. Brooks and I had been working closely for probably six months. You’ve seen him, he’s so serious.”

      Brooks is huge, like a giant and Sophie is tiny, the smallest of all of us. I think that’s why she’s the feistiest, like a Chihuahua. Seeing the two of them together is hilarious, she doesn’t even make it to his shoulder. He may be a tough guy, but when it comes to Sophie, you can see he’s a big old pussy cat.

      “Anyway, we were in town. I was following a lead, and of course Brooks was with me. Next thing I knew, my contact took a sniper’s bullet between the eyes. Brooks scooped me up and took me to safety. I was in shock—I’d known my contact for years. She was a good friend.” Sophie’s eyes glisten with unshed tears. “He took me back to the hotel and got me drunk. Next thing I know we were ripping each other’s clothes off.”

      “And you’ve been fucking ever since?” Mackenzie asks.

      “No. It was just one night. We were friends, plus we worked together, anything more would complicate things,” she explains.

      “He was the contact you called in the Middle East when you needed help. And he dropped everything and came here for you. He stayed for you,” Mackenzie adds.

      “And you don’t have feelings for him?” Zoe asks.

      “We’re better off as friends.” Sophie shrugs.

      “Friends that bang?” Mackenzie chuckles.

      Sophie shakes her head. “It’s been a while since I’ve been laid so maybe I need to rethink my stance on just friends.”

      The conversation continues, catching up on stories from us

      growing up, reliving past arguments, filling each other in on our lives after we all left home. Then we played a very heated game of Never Have I Ever, and I found out my sisters are way kinkier than I thought. This is exactly what I needed. Finally, it’s late, and we’ve had an intense 90s jam session and are exhausted and drunk.

      “Now that we’re drunk enough, are you going to tell us more about your sexy kidnapper?” Sophie asks.

      I’m drunk enough so probably. “What do you want to know?”

      “What does he really do for a living?” Sophie presses.

      “You’re not going to let it go, are you?”

      She shakes her head.

      “Do you all promise to not freak out?” I look at all my sisters.

      They all drunkenly nod their heads.

      “He’s an assassin.”

      My sisters’ faces say it all.

      “He kills people for a living?” Sophie shrieks.

      “And Brooks doesn’t?” I bite back.

      Sophie stills. “He’s protecting his clients. Not taking money from the highest bidder to knock someone off.”

      “That sounds judgmental, Sophie,” Mackenzie says drunkenly waggling her finger.

      “He doesn’t kill women or children,” I argue.

      “And that makes it all right?” Sophie yells.

      “He’s an assassin with a moral compass,” Mackenzie adds.

      Sophie frowns. “This isn’t one of your romance books, Kenzie.”

      She flips her off.

      “It’s bad guys he’s killing. Scum of the world’s underbelly,” I explain.

      “He’s like Robin Hood,” Zoe chimes in.

      “He could have killed you at any moment, Grace,” Sophie stammers.

      “But he didn’t,” I try to reassure her. “You have no idea how many times I tried to escape once I was better. One day I ran through the vineyards …”

      “Vineyards?” Zoe asks.

      “Yeah, we were in Tuscany …”

      “Wait a minute, are you telling me that fine assassin looks like he does, probably fucks like a God, owns a vineyard in Tuscany, and can cook?” Mackenzie states.

      “And?”

      “And nothing. Now I get it, that’s all, carry on with your fight,” Mackenzie mumbles as she takes another sip of wine.

      “Kenzie, not helping,” Sophie scolds her.

      “The point is, I gave him so many opportunities to kill me and he didn’t. He could have given me up to Dmitri at any moment and collected the money he was going to pay him to hand me over. But when he found out my nightmares were because of Dmitri he couldn’t let me go.”

      “Ahh,” Mackenzie sighs.

      “Sounds like maybe underneath his armor there’s a good man. He gave you all that intel, Sophie,” Zoe says softly, sipping her champagne.

      “You’re right, he didn’t have to,” She agrees, slurring her words.

      “Maybe we should have him on our team. Seems he’s the one with the contacts we could use,” Mackenzie mumbles as she hiccups to herself.

      “What? Have him move in here?” Sophie sneers.

      I flip her off.

      “We promised we would save every single jewel, that’s our mission, remember,” Zoe reminds Sophie. “Look, it wouldn’t be easy because Brooks and the boys aren’t going to like it, but he has links in the Bratva that we don’t have access to. We need him just as much as he needs us.”

      “That is crazy,” Sophie says.

      “Makes perfect sense. You’re being judgy,” Mackenzie adds.

      “Would you stop saying that,” Sophie yells at her. “What about Enrique? He works for Interpol. He is probably on their most wanted list.”

      Zoe stills. “Okay, that might be a problem. We’re smart girls, we’ll think of something.”
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      “Do you think this is a good idea?” Sergei asks me as we board our private plane to Paris.

      “I’m not sure, but I want to see Grace again.”

      “Do you think it’s a trap?”

      I shake my head. I don’t think Grace would set me up like that. She told me how she had finally told her sisters about us and that they wanted to meet me on neutral ground. They wanted to talk to me about something. If that means I get to see Grace, damn the consequences. I understand Sergei’s reservations especially as one of her sisters’ fiancé’s cousins works for Interpol. If they knew she was meeting me, someone on their most wanted list, there would be a hundred agents surrounding us. I can’t believe how nervous I am about meeting Grace again. Or maybe it’s the prospect of meeting her family. Does her request mean something? Or does she just need my help?

      Finally, we arrive in Paris, and a town car is waiting for us at the private airport to take us directly into town to the private apartment of her sister’s fiancé. Again, Sergei isn’t happy about going to a private home, especially the home of the cousin of the Interpol agent, but there are only so many times I can reassure the old bastard until I’m over it.

      “I trust Grace with my life,” I tell the old man, who gives me a disgruntled huff and stares out the window.

      The town car slows to a stop outside a luxurious townhouse in the Saint Germain area.

      “Are you ready?” Sergei asks.

      “I think we can handle four women, don’t you?”

      “If they’re like Grace, I’m not sure.” He shrugs.

      I clap him on the back as we get out. “Come on, old man, I guess there are worse ways to go than at the hands of four beautiful women.”

      This makes him laugh as we stride toward the wooden door and press the buzzer. Moments later the video screen appears, and murmurs are heard through the intercom because we are buzzed in.

      “Relax,” I tell him through gritted teeth as we make our way up the foyer staircase. He shakes himself out before we turn the corner.

      “Maxim,” Grace squeals as she stands across the luxurious room, with three beautiful women standing around her. She cuts her conversation short, rushes across the parquet floor, wraps her arms around my neck, and then pulls me in for a kiss. As soon as her lips are on mine the entire room fades away and I kiss the ever-loving shit out of her. Like a man dying of thirst, I’ve found my oasis.

      Hoots and hollers filter through the room, pulling me from Grace’s kiss.

      “Forget about them,” she says, pressing her forehead against mine.

      “I’ve missed you, Wildcat,” I say, running my hands down her body. She’s dressed in a pink dress that clings to her incredible body. My hands land on her peachy ass and I give it a squeeze which makes her giggle.

      “Sergei, it’s good to see you,” she says, unwrapping herself from my arms as she greets the old man.

      “Grace, we meet again.” He grins, giving her a wink and a hug.

      Reaching out, I pull Grace back into my arms, wrap my hand around the back of her neck, and pull her to me again to give her another kiss, not believing she’s here. Her makeup is minimal, I notice her glossy lips, and I just want another taste, so I do.

      Then I hear a man clear his throat and I push Grace behind me.

      Sergei is beside me, ready to protect me, to protect Grace if need be.

      “Stand down, Brooks,” a petite blonde, who doesn’t even make it up to the man’s shoulders, chastises him. “You didn’t see Grace pushing him away.” She turns and smiles at me, holding out her hand. “I’m Sophie, Grace’s older sister.”

      I shake her hand. “I’m Maxim, and this is Sergei.”

      Sergei shakes her hand as well, but both of our eyes never leave the man standing behind her.

      “Come in, come in. We have much to talk about.” Sophie smiles, welcoming us into her living room where an assortment of French sweets is laid out before us.

      Grace takes my hand, and I enjoy the feeling of her skin against mine again. It’s the only way I’m staying calm right now. Sergei is on full alert.

      “He is so handsome,” another blonde mumbles, winking at Grace. “Hi, I’m Mackenzie, the oldest sister,” she says, introducing herself to me.

      I give her my hand, but she pushes it away and gives me a welcoming hug instead. I stand there stiffly.

      “Ignore her. It was probably an excuse to feel your muscles. We can’t take her anywhere. I’m Zoe.”

      I turn to the other woman, the one I’ve heard much about, the one I watched on video during her darkest hours. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “Who wants champagne?” another male voice calls out into the room. That must be Mateo, I’ve seen him on the covers of magazines. And the other man walking in with the champagne glasses, his eyes narrowed on me must be Tomas.

      Mateo pops the champagne, and the cork goes flying which makes him chuckle and Mackenzie whoop.

      “These are my fiancés,” Zoe says, introducing the two men to me. Tomas places the glasses on the table and holds out a hand for me to shake. He gives it a good old squeeze which makes me smile.

      I’m on his shit list.

      Then Mateo comes over after passing the bottle of champagne to Mackenzie to pour for him. “We’ve heard so much about you,” he says, shaking my hand nicely. “He is so hot,” he whispers to Grace behind his hand, but it’s more like a stage whisper and everyone can hear him.

      “No hitting on my man, you understand me,” Grace warns with a smile.

      Which eases my tension. I wasn’t expecting all these people.

      “Sorry, they all come as a package deal,” Grace leans into me whispering as if she can read my mind. “That’s Brooks, the big guy. He’s ex-special forces, military, you name it, he’s done it. And the other guy who’s just come out of the bathroom is Damon, the IT guy.”

      I turn and look at Grace who snickers. That is the IT guy she was teasing me about. Wait till I get her alone, she is going to get it.

      “You’re the guys that hacked that cloud,” he says with a big smile on his face and an open hand for Sergei and me. “That was impressive as fuck,” he gushes.

      Not sure why everyone is here, but I’m hoping Grace has a plan. Mackenzie hands around all the champagne glasses to us.

      “Thank you, everyone, for coming to this meeting. I know this is strange, but we are doing this for Grace and all the jewels that need to be found. We wanted to meet you, Maxim and Sergei, because you both mean so much to Grace. And because of that you get us. We wanted to formally welcome you to the crazy house,” Zoe says, raising her glass.

      I think this means everything is okay? I’m still unsure.

      “Welcome,” everyone mumbles as they raise their glasses at Sergei and me. We do the same back before Grace breaks away and hugs her sister.

      “They don’t look happy to see us,” Sergei says in Russian.

      “Do you think you’d welcome your sister’s kidnappers with open arms?”

      Sergei shrugs. “Probably shouldn’t have gone for the kiss straight away, they seem overprotective.” He tries to keep a straight face as he teases.

      Grace comes back and wraps her arm around my side. “Sorry, this turned into something bigger than you were expecting.”

      “I don’t care. You are in my arms, that is all that matters,” I tell her as I kiss the top of her head which makes her sigh.

      “If everyone could take their seats, we can begin the meeting,” Sophie says.

      “Meeting?” Sergei asks in Russian.

      Not sure what’s going on, but I follow Grace’s lead and take a seat on the sofa with her, and Sergei takes a seat beside me.

      Once everyone has stopped fussing about, Sophie begins again. “Thank you both for meeting us today. I know it wasn’t the warmest of welcomes, but I can assure you both, nothing untoward is going on.”

      “Firstly, thank you for the intel you provided,” Brooks says sharply. “It’s helped us immensely in our investigations. Regarding this information, Grace has brought to our attention that a jewel named Emerald is your sister. Is that correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “He thought she was dead. It wasn’t until I was snooping that I found an old photo of Max and his two sisters, that I realized I knew her. But I knew from our conversations that he had lost both of his sisters,” Grace adds.

      Brooks nods as if checking the information was correct.

      “Sergei’s daughter, Anna, disappeared that day, too,” Grace explains.

      I feel Sergei tense beside me.

      “There’s no mention of an Anna in the information you’ve provided?” Brooks questions me.

      “We haven’t been able to find anything on her,” I answer.

      Brooks nods. “We wanted to meet with you today to discuss

      working together to help find the jewels, your sister, and Anna.”

      Sergei and I turn and look at each other, surprised by the turn of events.

      “You want to work with us? Why?”

      “Because of Grace,” Sophie adds.

      I turn to Grace in confusion.

      She smiles at me. “I thought it would be better if we joined forces,

      since we’re all after the same outcome.”

      “And everyone is okay with me?”

      Grace stands up and stares down at her family. “You all better get over how we met because I love this man. He’s mine, and I’m not giving him up.”

      The room erupts in nods and head shakes and grumbles and cheers.

      “Yeah, they’re fine now,” she says, flopping back in the chair beside me.

      This woman. How the hell did I ever let her go.

      After that the apartment turns into a party. The men in the room haven’t one hundred percent accepted me, but at least they aren’t glaring at me.

      Sergei excused himself earlier to go check on our safe house in Paris while I stayed and played nice with Grace’s family.

      “When do you think we can be alone?” I whisper against her ear.

      Grace’s cheeks are flushed from one too many glasses of champagne. “Downstairs there’s a bathroom I think we can use.”

      “How will we escape all these eyes.”

      “Fuck it. Zoe, which room is mine?” she turns and asks her sister.

      “Down the corridor and to the left.”

      “Great, let’s go,” she says, grabbing my hand and dragging me down the hallway while her sisters and Mateo call out obscenities after us.

      “That wasn’t very subtle, Wildcat.”

      “Please, Zoe and her two men are constantly having sex that the entire house can hear. We are all used to it.” She grins, walking backward as those green eyes look over me hungrily.

      She stops at the last door, and I can’t wait any longer, and my lips are on hers as we fall into the bedroom. We slam the door behind us as we rip each other’s clothes off. Grace kicks her shoes off, and they go flying in opposite directions. I do the same. Her hands are pulling off my suit jacket and throwing it behind her. I hop on my foot as I try and take off my socks, but I fall back against the bed. Kicking off the last sock just in time for Grace to straddle me.

      “I need you inside of me. No foreplay. Nothing fancy. Just your dick in me now,” she commands.

      I unzip my suit pants and pull my aching cock from its restraints. Grace then pushes me backward, and my hands grab her ass. She’s wearing a G-string, and the palms of my hands meet her creamy flesh. Pushing her underwear to the side, she then slides right on over me, and I’ve never felt more at home in my life. We both hiss at the connection, I’ve missed her this past month, never again. I’m never leaving her.

      “Fuck, Max, has your dick always been this big?” She groans as she begins to buck wildly against my cock.

      “He’s been waiting to come home, Wildcat.” I moan as she slides forward, her hands landing on either side of me which lets me fuck her deeper.

      “You promise to never leave me again.” She pants as I thrust up into her.

      “I promise. Never. How the hell have I gone this long without your cunt?”

      “You were trying to do the right thing,” she squeals as my dick hits the spots that I know are going to have her screaming this fucking building down.

      “Fuck, I was an idiot. I could have been doing this every single day for the past month.” I curse myself as we lose ourselves in each other. It doesn’t take either of us long until we scream our releases.

      “I missed that dick.” She grins, looking down at me.

      Reaching up, I pull her mouth back down to mine and kiss her. I don’t think I will ever get sick of the taste of her lips.

      “Not quite how I saw the day going?”

      “You didn’t think you would end up inside me?”

      “Wildcat, that was a given, but what happened out there …” I say, sitting up but not ready to let her go just yet, not until my dick is soft and falls out of her. “You sure about us working together with your family?”

      “Not saying it’s going to be easy because of your history with them, but just remember, at the end of the day, you get to be inside me,” she says, giving my dick a squeeze with her pussy.

      Fuck, woman, you’re going to kill me.

      “Fine, I think that will compensate me well for all the pain and suffering your family will give me.”

      “What can I say, I’m a giver.”

      “You certainly are,” I say as I nuzzle her chest. In my haste to be inside her, I hadn’t stripped her of her dress so my face can’t motorboat her tits. “Does that mean we’ll be living together?”

      “Yep.”

      “And what about Sergei?” I ask her.

      “He can too.”

      “Sergei doesn’t play well with others,” I explain to her.

      “Oh,” she says her mouth forming the perfect O.

      “I’ll buy him something in Ibiza. We don’t have a place there yet.”

      “You’re just going to buy a house, just like that?” she questions me.

      “Yeah, just like that,” I tell her as my lips connect with her neck. “I’m rich, Wildcat. I’ve invested my money wisely. Say the word and I’ll give it all up for you.”

      Grace stills. “You would give up killing people for me if I asked you?”

      “Yes. I don’t need any more money. I was doing it as I had nothing else in my life, but now I have you,” I confess to her.

      “What about Sergei?” she asks.

      “He’s getting old and probably wouldn’t mind retiring.”

      “You’re serious?”

      “Deadly,” I say with a grin.

      “Will you miss it?” she asks.

      “Miss killing people?”

      “Yeah. I don’t know. There must be enjoyment in it for you to do it.”

      “Wouldn’t call it enjoyment, but I’m good at it,” I explain as my tongue slides down her neck making her shiver.

      “And just like that, poof, no more killing people?” she asks.

      “Well, there are some people on my hit list that I want to get rid of. I’m doing those for free. But yes, no more killing people for money,” I say, leaving that caveat in.

      “You forget I’m a lawyer, Max. I can read between the lines,” she states, raising a brow at me.

      “Then you know exactly what I meant.” Rolling her onto her back my dick twitches inside her, he’s contemplating a second round.

      “Can I take you out for dinner?” The words tumble out of my mouth.

      “Like a date?”

      “Yeah, like a date,” I say, running my hand through her hair.

      “I’d like that.”

      Smiling down at her, I lean forward and give her a kiss. “Go get ready. I need to head to my apartment and get changed.”

      “You have an apartment in Paris, too?”

      “There are still so many things you don’t know about me, Wildcat.”

      “Can’t wait to find out all your secrets.”

      Leaning down, I kiss her again. “See you in an hour,” I say as I reluctantly pull myself from her.
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      Sergei is driving me back to Grace’s apartment so I can pick her up for dinner. Ever the romantic, he got me a dozen red roses for me to give her when I picked her up.

      “I think tonight is the start of your new life, Max.” The old man grins, looking at me in the rearview mirror as I straighten my suit.

      “I’m ready for it. And you’re still okay about packing up and moving to Ibiza?” I know he was equally as shocked as I was when Grace’s family suggested it.

      “It’s time that you move out of home. You’re a grown-ass man,” he jokes which makes me smile. “Of course, I’m fine with that. This old man is surprised he’s lived this long in the profession. Don’t want to push my luck.”

      “You’re like a cockroach, not even an atomic bomb would take you out.”

      “There’s a compliment in there somewhere I think.” The old man smiles. “I’m proud of you, Max. Your father would be, too.”

      “When the hell did we get so fucking sentimental?”

      “When you fell in love.” He chuckles.

      “Glad I’m getting out of the business, I’ll probably start giving people chances,” I say, with a shudder.

      We arrive back at Grace’s apartment, and I’m buzzed in again. Her entire family except her parents who are in Kiribati are waiting for me to arrive.

      “Wow, you went all out there.” Mateo grins.

      “Looks like he’s trying too hard,” Tomas adds.

      “Would you stop it?” Zoe says, hitting Tomas in the stomach. “She’s going to love them.”

      “Where are you going for dinner?” Sophie asks.

      “George V.”

      Brooks whistles. “Guess there’s money in killing people then?”

      Sophie throws a cushion at him which makes him laugh.

      “I invested my money wisely,” I tell them.

      Grace enters the room while fixing her earring. She looks incredible dressed in a green stain wrap dress that hugs her curves and then dips down the front giving me the perfect view of her cleavage. Her blonde hair is pulled into a slick ponytail, and she has killer heels on that accentuate her long legs. She takes my breath away.

      “These are for you,” I say, handing her the bouquet.

      “Max, they are gorgeous,” she says, grabbing them, then inhaling their scent.

      “Let me take those for you,” Mackenzie says, grabbing the bouquet from her sister and walking into the kitchen.

      “You look beautiful,” I say, finally able to greet her as I place a kiss on her cheek.

      “Thank you.”

      “Are you ready to be wined and dined?” I whisper into her ear.

      “For sure. You’re off to a good start with the flowers. Wondering what other kinds of romantic tricks you have up your sleeve. Never thought an assassin could be romantic.”

      Is she sassing me? “Just because I kill people for a living, it doesn’t mean I can’t be romantic.”

      Grace chokes on a cough. “I can’t believe you just said that.”

      “It’s the truth.”

      “Don’t let my family hear you say that. They are still weird about your job,” she whispers.

      “Did you not tell them I’m quitting?”

      She shakes her head. “You can still change your mind. I want to make sure you are comfortable with the decision.”

      “Excuse me, everyone, I have an announcement,” I address the room.

      “Is he proposing?” Mateo whispers loudly.

      Not yet, but soon I think to myself.

      “This afternoon I informed Grace that I was retiring from my job.”

      The room erupts into clapping and congratulations for both of us.

      “Good move,” Tomas says, clapping me on the back.

      “I want to help you all full-time with finding the jewels.”

      “Welcome to the team.” Sophie smiles.

      “Can we all discuss this when we get back? I want my man to take me out on a date,” Grace grumbles to her family.

      We make it out of the apartment, and this time, I pull her to me and kiss her properly. “I couldn’t be happier in this moment.”

      “Me either,” she says, linking her hands with mine as we walk down the stairs to where Sergei is waiting for us.

      “You’re a vision, Grace,” Sergei says, greeting her with a kiss on the cheek. He holds open the car door for her to get in while I walk around the other side.

      “I love Paris.” Grace sighs as we watch the city pass by from the car. “What’s your favorite city?”

      “I’m not sure. I’ve never really had a vacation and explored a place before. Usually, I am there to get a job done.”

      “You’ve never had a vacation?”

      “Never.”

      “We will need one as soon as this mess with Dmitri is sorted. Find that island you said you wanted to take me to where I could sit on your face all day.”

      Sergei coughs and Grace’s cheeks burn with embarrassment.

      “Ignore him,” I say, squeezing her knee. “I like the sound of that. One day soon when everything has settled down. You and I are disappearing to a tropical island.”

      My phone buzzes in my pocket and I ignore it as I’d much rather use my lips to taste Grace. But then it rings again.

      “Must be urgent,” Grace mentions.

      Pulling my phone out of my pocket, my stomach sinks when I see who’s calling me.

      “Dmitri, what the fuck do you want?” I answer in Russian.

      As soon as Grace hears his name, the smile falls from her face, and an invisible tension slide across her skin. Sergei’s eyes find me in the rearview mirror, and I can see the fury written across his.

      “I’ve obviously caught you at a bad time by your tone, but I won’t be long. Do you still have my Gracie?” he questions me.

      Grace gasps beside me, and I hold up my finger to my lips indicating for her to stay quiet which I know will be hard.

      “Yes, I still have her.”

      “Good. I wanted to let you know I’ll be coming to collect her at the Russian Ball in Moscow next week.”

      “I wasn’t planning on attending.”

      “And now you are. Make sure Gracie is wearing something nice for me, will you? I like seeing her in red, my scarlet woman. Because I’m coming to collect what’s mine, Maxim. I don’t want to be delayed anymore. My patience is running out.” With that, he hangs up on me.

      That motherfucking asshole. Thankfully Grace can’t understand Russian, but she heard his voice, and that was enough for her to start to shut down.

      “Max?” Her voice wobbles.

      Reaching out, I cup her face. “It’s going to be okay. I’m here, and I’ve got you.”

      I tell Sergei in Russian to head back to her apartment.

      “You’re safe with me, Grace. He will never touch you again.”

      She nods, but the tears welling in her eyes tell me that she’s not okay.

      Reaching out, I grab and pull her into my arms so I can cradle her to my chest as I stroke her hair, telling her that she is safe until we make it back to her apartment. Picking her up in my arms, I carry her inside and up the stairs.

      The entire room falls silent.

      “What the hell is going on?” Tomas roars.

      “Dmitri called Max and Grace heard,” Sergei explains.

      “Let me take her to her room and I’ll explain.”

      “I’m coming,” Zoe says as she follows me down the corridor. “I’ll stay with her while you tell the others what’s going on.”

      I place Grace down on the bed, and Zoe wraps herself around her as Grace sobs into her chest.

      Reluctantly, I leave Grace’s room, and I’m met with a hostile room.

      “What the fuck happened?” Brooks questions me.

      “He’s requested Grace’s attendance at the Russian Ball in Moscow.”

      “Fuck,” Brooks curses.

      “What does that mean?” Sophie questions him.

      “It’s a ball the Bratva organized so that they could do business while appearing to be legitimate businessmen to the outside world,” he explains as he looks to me for confirmation.

      “He’s right. It’s where you go when you want to do an arms deal, buy drugs, hire a hitman.”

      “This is something you go to every year?” Tomas asks.

      “No. I don’t need to advertise my services.” Not to sound cocky.

      “But you could go, and no one would notice,” Mateo adds.

      “Yes.”

      “We need to talk to Enrique. This might be our only chance to find the jewels,” Brooks states.

      “What will Dmitri do if you don’t bring her?” Brooks asks.

      “Hunt me down and drag her back kicking and screaming.”

      “Are you saying he won’t stop until he has her?” Sophie asks.

      “Exactly.”

      “We need to do something,” Mateo states.

      “I’m not risking Grace.”

      “This is our biggest chance at getting him once and for all. I think we need to think about it,” Brooks suggests.

      “No. Grace is not going anywhere near that psycho, and I can’t understand how you can suggest that,” I yell at her family. “We need to come up with a better plan than using Grace as bait. I won’t let her do it.”

      “Guess it’s going to be a long night then,” Sophie states.
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      “What’s going on here?” Grace asks, walking into the living room and seeing us all half asleep as we go through a million and one scenarios.

      “Come here, my love,” I say, pulling her onto my lap and cuddling her. “Did you sleep well?”

      “Zoe kept me company all night,” she says, her voice sounding groggy from crying all night. “Have you not gone to bed?” she asks, noticing I’m still in the suit I was wearing for our dinner date, minus the jacket.

      “This was more important.”

      “What is?”

      “We are trying to come up with a plan to get to Dmitri and destroy that motherfucker for all of eternity without putting you in the firing line,” Sophie explains.

      “What are you talking about?” Grace stares at her sister as if she has no recognition.

      “Baby, do you not remember why you went to bed last night?” I ask her gently.

      “You had a phone call from him, and it triggered me,” she says softly.

      “How do you feel now?”

      “Better. I think it was a shock. It caught me off-guard and something about that moment triggered my panic attack,” she explains. “What are you planning?”

      “He wants Maxim to bring you to the Russian Ball, which is like the Superbowl for the Bratva,” Sophie explains to her.

      “Why do you think he wants me there?”

      “Probably to show his bosses that he has a jewel, so they won’t kill him,” I tell her honestly.

      “Will Elena be there?”

      I brush the hair from her face as I kiss her cheeks, then her nose.

      “Probably. She’s a jewel, so that would be two for him to barter his life with.”

      “Has he found any other jewels?” she asks.

      “He hasn’t updated his notes list in a while,” Damon adds.

      “He would be hoping someone on that list might bring one of the girls. Some of them would be attending especially the guys buying weapons.”

      “We need to go to the ball.”

      “No. I’m not risking you, Grace. We will find another way,” I tell her.

      “You’ve been up all night trying to find other plans, and you have nothing. This is your only chance to find Elena and Anna. I won’t take that away from you and Sergei.”

      “Grace, I can’t let you do that,” Sergei argues.

      “This is not up for discussion, Grace. I forbid you to go,” I say angrily.

      “You fucked up,” Mateo whispers to me.

      Grace jumps out of my lap and stands in front of me with her hands on her hips. “How dare you tell me what I can and can’t do.”

      “When it comes to saving your life, I don’t care how it sounds. You’re not going. We will find another way.”

      “Let me help. I want to help. This is going to be our only chance,” she pleads.

      “I can’t risk you, Grace. Do you understand? I can’t lose you.”

      Grace falls to her knees in front of me as she places her hands on my legs. “I trust you with my life, Maxim. Please let me do this for you.”

      “Wildcat, I can’t. Please don’t make me. Just hearing his voice last night gave you a panic attack. What will happen if you see him in the flesh? I will start shooting up that ball if he lays a finger on you and that means none of us will be coming out alive.”

      “Maxim. Let me do this,” she says sternly.

      “Grace, I think you should really think about this. I’m with Maxim. How are you going to be facing him?” Sophie asks gently.

      “I have to go. You said they are expecting a Jewel and Zoe can’t go, can she, not with the baby,” she states, looking between Mateo and Tomas.

      Oh, shit. Zoe’s pregnant.

      “I can do it. Just because I’m pregnant doesn’t mean I’m an invalid,” Zoe says, walking out into the living room.

      “Sweetheart, come. You know you can’t go. We won’t risk it,” Mateo says.

      “But you’ll risk my sister?” she asks her fiancés. They don’t say a thing.

      “Zoe, you can’t go. I will not let you sacrifice your happiness to save me,” Grace tells her sister.

      “Zoe, you’re not going, period. Grace, it would make this easier for us as Dmitri is expecting you, but Maxim is a liability if you do go,” Sophie explains.

      “We need to take Dmitri down once and for all. I’m sick of this one little man having so much control over me and my family. Enough is enough. We need to save your sister, and we need to find Anna.”

      “It’s too dangerous, and I’m not just talking about Dmitri. He is only one person you need to watch,” I tell her.

      “You’ll be there and so will Sergei.”

      Sergei nods.

      “I have two of the world’s best assassins protecting me. I think I will be safe.”

      “No,” I say, digging my heels in.

      “My sister is very strong-willed and stubborn. It will take a miracle for her to change her mind once it’s been made up,” Sophie tells me.

      “I won’t allow it. Dmitri isn’t the idiot you think he is. He’s pure evil. He did way worse stuff to me than Nikolai ever did,” Zoe says, breaking down. Mateo and Tomas pull her into their arms.

      “Exactly. I can’t let you do it,” I tell her.

      “What if Grace wasn’t alone?” Damon interrupts.

      “Keep talking,” Brooks says.

      “If we could guarantee no harm would come to her, would that help?”

      “Yes,” Grace says.

      “No,” I say.

      “You can’t guarantee that, Damon,” Sophie says.

      “Maybe not one hundred percent, but ninety-eight or ninety-nine.” His face lights up, excited by his plan.

      “What are you talking about?” Brooks asks.

      “We have access to the latest technology, thanks to Tomas. I’m sure Maxim has some stuff too. We’re talking next-level James Bond kind of stuff. I could also create something specifically for Grace to keep her safe.”

      “We don’t have time to test the tech, the ball is next week,” I tell him.

      “We can stay here and work on the tech. I’ll work around the clock if this means we can destroy Dmitri,” Grace says enthusiastically.

      “I can get what the kid needs,” Sergei says to me in Russian.

      “You’re honestly thinking about this plan?”

      “It’s the only plan that makes sense. You want to build a future with Grace always looking over your shoulder for Dmitri?”

      “We won’t have a future if he fucking touches her.”

      “Look at all these people in the room. Do you seriously think they would let anything happen to her?”

      “I can’t believe you’re considering it?” Zoe pipes in, surprising Sergei and Me.

      “You speak Russian?”

      “Yes. I was a language major,” she answers in perfect Russian.

      Huh. Didn’t know that.

      “Would you all stop speaking Russian, please? It’s rude,” Grace complains.

      “Is there a way to get us into the party too?” Brooks asks, changing the subject.

      “There’s no way in hell you can go. They know your face and same with you Damon and Tad,” Sophie reminds them.

      “They would shoot you on sight,” I tell him.

      “What about me.” Sophie stands up.

      “Fuck, no, sugar. There’s no way in hell you’re going in there, plus Dmitri already knows your face from the interview you did with Mateo and Tomas when Zoe was missing,” Brooks reminds her.

      “Fuck,” Sophie curses as she sits down.

      “I don’t think any of my family should go. They would distract me,” Grace states.

      “They can’t distract you if you’re not going,” I bite back.

      “Fine, let me call Enrique then and see what he thinks,” Grace pushes.

      How fucking dare she bring up that man. She knows that’s going to make me react.  “If you want me to shoot him then certainly give him a call.”

      “No shooting my cousin,” Tomas calls out.

      “What about me? No one knows me,” Mackenzie adds softly.

      “No way in the world,” Sophie says.

      “They would eat you alive,” Grace tells her.

      “I’m a fucking doctor, I’m not useless,” she argues.

      “We’re not getting anywhere, and we are wasting time on semantics. Maxim. I love you, but this is my fucking life. That man took so much from me, and I think it’s only fair that I do the same to him. Eye for an eye and all that. I’m the only one who can stop this. You know he won’t stop until he thinks he’s won. This time we are on the front foot instead of always being on the back with him. We only have one chance, don’t miss your shot.”

      “Did she just quote Eminem?” Mateo asks.

      “She’s lost it,” Sophie adds.

      She’s right.

      “You will be there. She is strong. You have a week to train her to be the best. She can do this,” Sergei says in Russian.

      I look over at where Zoe is sitting nestled between her two men, I know she understood what Sergei said. I see the tears fall down her cheeks as she nods her head.

      “I don’t like it. But if I get a hint of something going sideways, I’m pulling you, Grace, no matter what.”

      “Of course.”

      “I don’t like it, but it seems like the only plan that might work. This plan must be worked out to the nth degree. We need backup plans too. I have a home in Moscow that the Bratva don’t know about, a safe house. I can give you coordinates, Brooks, Damon. We can meet forty-eight hours before to start recon. But the rest of the family need to stay here.”

      “Hell no,” Sophie says.

      “Soph, it’s for the best.” She glares at Brooks.

      “There’s a chance Dmitri has eyes on you already. It would be too risky to take this many people with us and try to stay under the radar.”

      “I agree with him,” Brooks says.
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            MAXIM

          

        

      

    

    
      I’ve spent the past week with Brooks, Damon, and Sergei going over every detail of the Russian Ball. This plan must work. There is no Plan B or C, or even Z. Grace has been having a hard time with her sisters. Zoe isn’t happy at all and has gone back to Ibiza, but Grace thinks it’s her pregnancy hormones making her act out. Sophie is pouting because she wants to be part of the action in Russia, and Mackenzie is in her own world doing her own thing.

      Tonight’s the night. There’s no going back now. I’m nervous as I get dressed. Damon has fitted me with plenty of James Bond gadgets all over my body. My designer watch has a listening device inside it and a GPS locator so the guys will be able to listen in from a van not far from the ball. The knot of my tie is fitted with a pinhole camera, which will be Brooks and Damon’s eyes as well as a microphone for me to communicate with them. Damon has also prepared a pair of black-rimmed reading glasses for me that are capable of facial recognition and will transmit back to the van. They’ll be able to identify all the criminals at the ball and some of the world’s most wanted will be present. It will be great intel. Damon has also given me the tiniest earpiece so they can help instruct me if needed.  My tuxedo has inbuilt holsters for my firearms as well as a knife holder strapped around my calf. My cufflinks have switch blades in them. Damon has created some epic shit, now I just have to save the world, get the girl, and my night will be complete.

      “You’re all set,” Damon states, walking over to where all of Grace’s gadgets are set.

      “Wish they had this kind of stuff in my days,” Sergei says in Russian with a smirk, eyeing off the goods.

      “I could have used some of this shit in Iraq,” Brooks adds.

      “Wait, you understand Russian?” I still and look at Brooks.

      He shrugs, giving me a wide grin. That motherfucker.

      Grace arrived in Moscow as late as she could so as not to raise suspicion. She’s getting dressed in my bedroom, and when the door opens and she walks out, she takes my breath away. She’s a vision dressed in a gorgeous white evening gown. I instantly imagine her in something similar walking down an aisle, her hair falling all around her face, looking like an angel. Maybe the aisle is made of sand, the blue horizon behind us, or maybe we’re at my Tuscan estate, and she’s walking through the vines. If we don’t survive tonight none of that is going to matter. She’s nervous as she approaches me, her hand reaching out for me to be her anchor. I drop to one knee, and Grace’s eyes widen as she’s not sure what’s going on. The rest of the room disappears, and it feels like it’s just the two of us.

      “The moment I met you, Grace, you turned my world upside down. I never thought I would find someone to love in this fucked-up world until you stepped into my life. As much as I hate what I have done over the years, I don’t hate it as much as I used to because it led me to you. Everything that is wrong in this world led me to what is right—you. I love you, Grace. No matter what happens tonight, I love you. Marry me!”

      She throws her arms around my neck, knocking me over. “Oh, my god. Yes, yes, yes!” She laughs, hugging me and kissing me all over.

      I help her up, not wanting to get her beautiful dress dirty. “I wasn’t prepared, it was a spur-of-the-moment thing. I don’t have a ring.”

      “I don’t care. I just need you,” she tells me.

      “Sorry to interrupt, but I do,” Damon says, handing me a red box.

      I open it and see a stunning diamond ring. I look at him and back to the box.

      “Sorry. It’s not real, it has a wire cutter in the band, so if you get tied up, you can easily escape rope, zip ties, or metal,” he explains.

      That’s cool, but Grace deserves better.

      “I promise I will get you a proper ring and propose in a better location when all this is over, Grace.”

      She bites her bottom lip as I place the temporary ring on her finger.

      I should be freaking out. Who the hell proposes to a woman this quickly? For the first time in my life, I’ve found something good. And like I told her, I’m never letting go of that.

      Sergei claps me on the back and gives me a manly hug, then he welcomes Grace into our fucked-up family.

      Brooks clears his throat. “Sorry to break up the happy moment, but we have things to do.”

      “Right,” Damon says, grabbing a gunmetal grey suitcase and opening it up on the coffee table. He pulls out more jewels and Grace’s eyes widen with delight. “This is a diamond choker, inside is your microphone.”

      I help her put the necklace on and kiss her bare shoulder, making her shiver.

      “This is similar to the choker Dmitri made me wear,” Grace explains.

      I freeze. “What?”

      “When they sent us out on jobs, each girl had a jeweled necklace

      to correspond with their name. I had diamonds, Zoe had a sapphire, and so on. What I’m trying to say is, Dmitri will be happy seeing me in this, it will remind him of my place in the world.” She takes my hand and gives it a squeeze, and I try to calm down. “With this, he won’t suspect anything is wrong.”

      Even though I understand what she’s saying, it doesn’t mean I like it.

      Damon hands Grace an earpiece. “We’ll be able to speak to you through this, and you can respond via your necklace,” he says, pulling out the next bit of kit. “Here are your contact lenses. They will let you see in the dark and also have a telescopic lens.”

      “Oh wow, those are weird.” Grace gasps as she plays with her lens.

      Damon then passes Grace a diamond tiara. “This has a camera and built-in facial recognition software that will feed back to us in the van.”

      “Let me help you,” I say, stepping forward. I place the tiara on her head and position it. “My queen,” I whisper into her ear, and she shivers again. “You okay with all this?”

      “It’s all very ... you know, what you would see in the movies. It doesn’t feel real.”

      “If only it was a movie, I would have paused it by now.”

      “There’s no way they can find out what I have on me?” she asks.

      I shake my head. “Technology is so advanced nowadays; things are microscopic. They are also hard to detect with bug machines.”

      “If they suspect anything you can take off the tiara or accidentally catch your necklace and break them. Easy way to get rid of any evidence,” Damon suggests.

      She lets out a small sigh. “You make this look easy.”

      “I’m as nervous as you and I have years of training under my belt.”

      She gives me a worried look. “I just don’t want to let you down.”

      “You could never let me down,” I tell her, kissing her forehead. “I know all this is scary. You don’t have to go through with it. We can go with plan B.”

      “I didn’t think there was a plan B.”

      “We can find one. It will be okay.”

      “As long as I have Damon and Brooks as my eyes and ears and I have you by my side. With Sergei as backup. I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

      I kiss her lips again.

      “Here, Grace.” Damon hands her a jeweled clutch. “You will feel

      extra safe with the cool shit in here.” He pulls out a lipstick and opens it up. “This is a one-round gun. There’s only one bullet in here, so use it with caution.”

      Grace smiles, putting the lipstick back in the bag, and her shoulders relax a fraction.

      “This perfume is mace.” He gives it a quick shake before passing it to her. “Now, see this innocent credit card?” He waves it. “If you slide it open, it’s a lock-picking set.”

      “Um, Damon, I don’t know how to pick a lock,” Grace informs him.

      “Okay, that sucks. I can give you a quick demo before you go, it’s pretty easy.”

      “Why do I need a lock-picking kit?”

      “In case you’re captured,” Brooks says.

      Grace’s mouth forms an O of understanding.

      “Which won’t happen,” I try to reassure her.

      “Here’s the last of the gadgets,” Damon says, giving Grace a diamond-encrusted watch. “Inside is a listening device and recorder with ten hours of space. We’ll monitor you from the van. Just press the button on the side to start it.”

      “I think you’re all set,” Brooks says. “Damon will give Grace a quick lock-picking demo and then you’ll be good to go.”

      “The limousine is ready for you downstairs,” Sergei tells us as Damon shows Grace how to pick a lock using my bedroom door.

      I guess it’s go-time.

      Damon and Brooks give Grace one last pep talk before she leaves. She nods and says her goodbyes.

      I hold my hand out for her, and she takes it. I can feel the tiniest of tremors.

      “I promise, Grace, nothing is going to happen to you,” I tell her as I bring her hands to my lips.

      I hope I can keep that promise.
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            GRACE

          

        

      

    

    
      Maxim proposed.

      I can’t believe he went down on bended knee and proposed. Does he not think we’re going to make it? Positive thinking, Grace. You’ve got this. You are strong. You can conquer anything especially with Maxim by your side. My knee keeps bouncing uncontrollably the whole way to the ball. Even Maxim’s hand on it hasn’t been able to make it stop.

      “Grace, I know you’re scared. But you’re going to have to calm down otherwise they’ll know something’s up. These people are the worst people in Russia—if not the world—they can sense when something is off.”

      I take a couple of deep breaths. “But Dmitri knows I’m scared of him. He thrives on it.”

      “You’re right. He would probably suspect something is off if you weren’t.”

      “Here.” Sergei passes something through the partition. “Suck on this.”

      “I don’t think candy is going to calm her down,” Maxim says dryly. “It will when it’s pot candy.” Sergei laughs.

      “What! Are you crazy? Don’t eat it,” Maxim yells at me, but I’m

      too quick and pop it in my mouth.

      

      “Fuck, Grace. Seriously, spit it out. Now!”

      I shake my head.

      “If I didn’t need you right now, old man, I would fucking shoot you. She’s a recovering drug addict.”

      “Shit.” Sergei looks at Grace apologetically. “It’s not strong stuff, but it will take the edge off, so she isn’t so … you know, fucking freaked out.”

      “I was addicted to prescription drugs, Max. Not this stuff,” I say.

      The candy tastes funny, and I’m not sure if it’s working, but my knee has stopped shaking so that’s a good thing.

      “Grace.” Maxim looks at me, and I can see the pleading in his eyes—he’s worried.

      I take another good couple of sucks of the candy and grab a tissue from the limousine door, wrapping the candy up in it. He’s right, I need to keep my wits about me.

      “Thank you,” Maxim says.

      “It’s showtime, kids—we’re here,” Sergei says. “I’ll be with the car, listening in on everything, okay? Good luck, be good, save the day.”

      Sergei gets out and opens the door for me. “Good luck, princess.” He kisses my cheek while holding the door open for us and turns and gives Maxim’s hand a stern shake. Even though Sergei is joking around, I can see the worry in his eyes.

      “You ready?” Maxim asks.

      I can do this, I can do this, I chant to myself.

      “Yes.” I link my arm with his.

      “Now remember, tonight we are not Maxim and Grace. We are

      master and jewel.”

      I take a deep breath. I understand what he means. I need to act the

      part of a slave.

      I take in the imposing palace before us. The marble columns shoot up to the sky, and the gold leaf wraps around the building, showing off impressive wealth. I could imagine back in the day people would attend balls here, but instead of the palace being filled with criminals, it would have been filled with aristocrats. I watch as people arrive, women in jewels, furs, and couture gowns, and men dressed in tuxedos worth tens of thousands of dollars.

      Maxim urges me up the grand staircase. Security is tight as we enter, men with M16s standing at the entrance guarding it. We stand in line as they mark off everyone’s name. The doorman looks up and nods at Maxim, obviously recognizing him, then looks at me. There are a few moments of silence before he lets us pass.

      “My heart is racing. I thought he was going to stop us,” I whisper to Maxim.

      “It’s okay, the guy just wanted a few moments to check out your tits.”

      I turn to him, shocked, which makes him laugh.

      “Did you not notice? He was pretending to look for your name while he stole glances at you. I was ready to punch him, but we needed to get into the ball.”

      We stand at the entrance and before us is a grand ballroom with hundreds of people mingling and dancing. There are tables set up for dinner, floral centerpieces dominating each.

      Maxim takes my hand, and we walk down the staircase.

      I already feel the eyes of the ball on me. I forget how powerful Maxim is in this world.

      I hear Damon’s voice in my ear. “Grace, you’re doing good.”

      I’ve forgotten they’re listening in on everything. Luckily, there was no dirty talk between Maxim and me in the limousine.

      “Thanks,” I say, walking down the stairs, hoping I don’t fall down them.

      “Everything is working perfectly. We’re scanning people’s faces as you go and getting hits left, right, and center.”

      “I need a drink,” Maxim says, so we head toward the bar.

      I can see people eyeing Maxim as he walks; the men instantly part and let him pass, and the women, well, they are eye fucking him. Then they notice me, and the daggers come out. Everyone is talking Russian, and I realize I don’t understand a thing.

      We stop at the bar and Maxim orders.

      “Grace,” Damon whispers in my ear, which makes me jump, but thankfully no one is looking at me, they’re too busy chatting with Maxim. “I forgot to turn on the translator in your ear. When you’re within two meters of someone it will translate for you. You’ll be able to hear it in one ear, and me in the other. Is it working?”

      I take a couple of deep breaths and try to listen in on what the men are saying.

      “How are things going with Dmitri?” the larger guy asks Maxim.

      “I believe he’s making some progress with finding the jewels,” Maxim answers the man seriously.

      “Do you think he’ll find them?”

      Maxim shakes his head.

      “Fucking little shit. The six-month deadline still stands—if my nephew hasn’t found them by then you have my permission to kill him.”

      I try not to flinch at that statement. Dmitri’s own uncle wants him dead.

      Then I notice the man’s eyes on me.

      “Who’s the girl?” he asks.

      “That is my ... pet.” Maxim lets the words hang between us as he rubs my cheek with his thumb.

      “Is this a pet you share?” the older man asks.

      I hate the way he looks at me.

      “You know I don’t play well with others,” Maxim jokes, slapping him on the shoulder in a friendly way.

      “True. That’s why you’re the best.” The man smiles at him. “Well, if you change your mind or get sick of her, you know where I am.” The man smiles at me and walks away.

      Maxim picks up his glass of whiskey from the bar, throws it back, and then asks for another.

      “Maxim.” I tug on his tuxedo jacket.

      He ignores me, knocking back the second shot of whiskey. He seems agitated.

      “Maxim,” I try again, and he finally looks at me. “Are you okay?” I whisper.

      He brings his lips to mine and kisses me. He tastes like whiskey as his tongue twirls with mine. Then he moves away but pulls me close, his lips against my ear.

      “That was Dmitri’s uncle,” he whispers.

      “I know.”

      He looks at me strangely.

      “Damon turned my translator on.”

      “I just lied to his face, Grace. If he’d found out you’re a jewel, you would have been taken right then and there. He is the Pakhan, one of the big bosses—you don’t say no to him and live to talk about it.” Maxim turns to the barman. “Glass of champagne for the lady, please.”

      Moments later, he hands it to me.

      “Thank you.” I take a sip to calm my nerves.

      “Like I said, Grace, I will protect you. Now, maybe we should find our table and sit.”

      We take a couple of steps away from the bar, but Maxim is stopped by a beautiful blonde.

      “Maxim,” she purrs, and my hackles stand to attention. I don’t like the way she is looking at my fiancé as if she is about to sink her teeth into him.

      I move around and link my arm with his.

      Her eyes flare in anger.

      “Mrs. Smirnov, how are we this evening?” Maxim says politely in Russian.

      Then he introduces us in English. “Grace, this is Mrs. Smirnov, the wife of one of my bosses.”

      She gives me a fake smile, but her eyes tell me all I need to know— she isn’t happy about me being Maxim’s date. I hope he hasn’t fucked her.

      “So nice to meet you. Maxim rarely brings a date to these things.” Her English is laced with a thick Russian accent.

      “Well, I feel honored to be on his arm,” I reply, giving her an equal

      measure of fakeness. I turn my hand over and make sure the light catches the stunning diamond ring.

      Her eyes catch the glittering stone, and she looks shocked. “Are you engaged?” she asks in Russian.

      “Yes, I am. I’m a very lucky man,” Maxim replies in English, looking at me adoringly.

      “Congratulations. Never thought Maxim would settle down. He likes variety too much,” the woman says.

      My fingers dig into Maxim’s arm. “Lucky I’m multitalented then,” I reply. I cannot believe the gall of this lady.

      Her eyes narrow at me, but she ignores my barb.

      “Call me when you get bored,” she whispers to Maxim in Russian.

      He looks at me and can see I’m about ready to blow my stack.

      “She is all I need. No one could ever compete,” he says back in English.

      Good man.

      Mrs. Smirnov turns on her heel and disappears into the crowd.

      “Please tell me you did not sleep with that woman?”

      Maxim gives me a look.

      “Seriously? Her?”

      “Um.” He looks around. “Her husband gave her to me.”

      “What?” I don’t mean to raise my voice, and a couple of people turn to see where it came from.

      Maxim glares at me for creating a scene.

      “And you took him up on it?”

      “He likes to watch her fuck other men.” Thankfully he looks suitably embarrassed by his confession. “It’s a lonely business, doing what I do. It had been a while since I’d been laid, so ... you know.”

      “How many times?” I can feel a pit of jealousy sinking in my stomach.

      He lets out a sigh. “A couple. But that was before you, Grace.” He looks at me seriously.

      “I know you had a life before me. Just tonight, I wasn’t prepared for it.”

      “I’m sorry, my love,” he says, taking my hand and kissing it.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, dinner will be served in the ballroom. Please take your seats.”

      I take Maxim’s hand, hating the fact that I ran into one of his ex-lovers as if tonight isn’t a huge mind fuck already. No one likes to know that another person has been intimate with your partner. I shake off the feeling and follow him to our seats. He pulls out a chair for me and takes the one beside me. He then pours me a glass of wine and we wait to be joined by the rest of the table. I look around the room, hoping this stupid tiara is picking up everything. I try to take in as much as I can.

      A bowl of red soup is placed before me for the first course.

      “This is borscht, traditional beetroot and red cabbage soup,” Maxim explains to me.

      Okay, that seems fine to eat. I’m not that adventurous when it comes to my food. I take a couple of mouthfuls, and it isn’t too bad, but then I lose my appetite altogether as the devil appears at our table. My spoon clatters against the bowl. My heart is racing; this cannot be happening to me. You knew it was going to happen, Grace. This is the entire point you are here.

      Maxim’s hand finds my knee under the table and gives me a squeeze.

      The devil sits down as if he doesn’t have a care in the world and starts to chat animatedly with everyone at the table. He soon has them cracking up with some stupid joke in Russian, but I don’t hear it because I’m freaking out.

      Maxim knows he cannot comfort me the way he wants to, not in front of Dmitri.

      Tonight, I’m his mission, his job, not the love of his life.

      “You’re looking as beautiful as ever, Diamond.” Dmitri grins from across the table.

      Of course, he would use my jewel name, taunting me, telling everyone sitting here where my place is among them, which is on the bottom.

      “Diamond?” one of the men says, looking intrigued.

      Maxim squeezes my leg again. There’s probably going to be a bruise tomorrow, but I don’t care. He needs me to be Diamond for him, otherwise it will blow everything.

      Dmitri is watching Maxim and me intensely. He smiles. “Yes, she is one of the famous Bratva Jewels.”

      The table falls into a hush as they stare at me.

      “I’m surprised that Maxim did not tell you all about her. I know if I had a jewel on my arm, I would be very proud.”

      He probably thinks Maxim has kept me locked up in a cell somewhere, waiting for his instructions.

      I decide to make it known to him that we have been intimate. I put on my most flirtatious voice and say, “Maxim doesn’t like to share,” as I run my hand up and down his arm, feeling the tension radiate through him.

      “Oh, really now?” Dmitri’s attention turns to Maxim. He’s looking at him differently. “He’s a lucky man. I know if you were mine, I wouldn’t want to share, either.” The meaning of his statement comes through loud and clear—he thinks I am his, not Maxim’s, and he’s going to stake his claim over me.

      “I think I remember our time differently then.” I rub myself along Maxim’s arm. “You liked to share me with many.”

      Maxim tenses at my words, but only I notice it.

      Dmitri is glaring at me, his lip curling as he stares. He clearly doesn’t like me calling him out.

      An older gentleman turns to me, missing the tension that is radiating between Maxim and Dmitri. “I can’t believe you’re one of the famous jewels.” He no longer sees me as Maxim’s respectable date, all he sees are the parts of me that he wants. I’m just anatomy to him.

      “I’m excited to be here. It’s rare that I’m let off my leash.”

      The men all chuckle at my joke, but the women just glare.

      I suspect they know exactly what their disgusting husbands get up to. I mean, these women are half the men’s ages.

      “Diamond was always very fond of the leash,” Dmitri says.

      Maxim jerks beside me at that comment. I grab his arm again, letting my fingers dig into his bulging bicep, hoping to calm him down.

      “Maxim is a very good master, and I’m thankful every day that he found me.”

      I’m hoping he can read between the lines. I need him to calm down.

      “Wow, Maxim, you’re going to have to tell me your secret. I could never tame her the way you seem to have. Maybe I need to learn from the master.” Dmitri says the words slowly, his lip curling over the word “master”.

      Maxim growls under his breath.

      “That might be a good idea, your skills are lacking in that department, Dmitri,” I say, adding fuel to the fire.

      Dmitri’s hand has turned white from gripping his glass too hard, and his face is turning a nice shade of red, but he’s trying to contain himself.

      Then I hear Maxim gasp as if he has seen a ghost.

      And he has.

      It’s her.
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      Holy shit!

      This can’t be happening.

      No!

      The chair beside Dmitri scrapes as she pulls it out. My heart is thumping in my chest. I feel like I’m looking at an apparition. She seems so familiar, yet she isn’t. Her raven hair is cut in a severe bob, her face is thinner, her skin is tanned, but her eyes, those emerald-green eyes are still the same, even though there’s no life behind them.

      Grace’s hand tightens around my arm, and I hear a tiny gasp beside me.

      “Be calm, Maxim,” Sergei says in my ear, but everything around me has disappeared, and all I see is my dead sister. She looks beautiful, dressed in an elegant strapless gown, looking more like a woman than the girl I remember. Then I see it—she’s sporting a similar choker to Grace, but in her name’s sake gem, Emeralds.

      Dmitri notices my interest in the woman sitting beside him, and he smirks. He thinks I’m looking at her as a sexual conquest, but he couldn’t be more wrong. He obviously has no idea at all who she is. He turns and looks at my sister, and his tattooed hand wraps around her neck, pulling her to him. His lips meet hers as he kisses her, and we’re not talking about a peck. He’s claiming her, letting the men at the table know she is his to do with as he wants. My trigger finger is becoming very twitchy.

      “Easy, Maxim, he’s showing off,” Sergei says into my earpiece. “Don’t react, he wants you to cause a scene.”

      I take in a deep breath and try to calm myself down. I pick up my glass of wine and take a sip, an air of indifference coming over me as I channel all my training into dealing with this situation.

      “Your lips taste as sweet as your pussy.” Dmitri smiles at Elena.

      I notice her blush as she looks at him adoringly.

      My hands fist under the table. No, she can’t want him. This isn’t right. Then she looks away from Dmitri and directly at me. There’s no flicker of recognition in those emerald eyes—nothing—and she turns her attention to Grace and gives her a sweet smile before turning back to Dmitri.

      “Let me introduce you to everyone, sweetheart,” Dmitri coos.

      Deep breaths in, deep breaths out, I chant in my head, trying not to murder Dmitri.

      “I’m actually blessed to have my own jewel. This is Emerald.” He looks at the other men at the table, who all nod and smile at him, wishing they were in our shoes, even though they have beautiful women on their arms. They’re used to getting what they want when they want. They’re not used to the word no and tonight they are looking at both Grace and Elena with want in their eyes.

      “She’s mine,” Dmitri states.

      “It is a pleasure to meet you all,” Elena says confidently.

      How can she ignore me?

      “I cannot believe we have been graced with two jewels at our table,” Igor Ivanov, an arms dealer, says.

      I don’t like the way he’s looking at Grace. I know he’s thinking of a way to get me to share, but it will be a cold day in hell before he touches a hair on her head. I feel Grace’s hand under the table, squeezing my leg in support.

      “And like Maxim, I don’t like sharing,” Dmitri adds, warning Igor, who laughs. “Unless Maxim is willing to swap for the night?”

      “Or maybe together,” Grace says, shocking Dmitri and me.

      “Really, now?” Dmitri looks very interested indeed.

      I turn and look at Grace. What is she playing at?

      “It’s up to my master what he would like me to do. I follow his

      rules.” She gives me a wide smile before turning back to Elena and looking at her.

      Elena nods as if they have an agreement.

      “Maybe this is something we should talk about in private,” I say, not liking the interest our conversation is creating at the table. I also need to work out what Grace’s plan is.

      “Good idea, Maxim,” Dmitri says, his attitude changing at the thought of maybe having Grace again.

      It will be a cold day in hell before I let him touch her.

      “Eat up, sweetheart.” He points to Elena’s entree, and she does as she is told.

      The table continues its small talk around us, but I can’t keep my eyes from Elena. I can’t believe she is so close, yet so far.

      “I’m just going to freshen up in the lady’s room,” Grace whispers to me as our entree bowls are cleared. “It’s going to be okay.” She kisses my cheek.

      I nod, distracted by my sister.

      “I might join you,” Elena says to Grace, giving Dmitri a kiss on the cheek.

      I watch as they make their way through the crowd to the toilets.

      I’m not sure if leaving Grace alone with Elena was a smart or stupid decision.

      “Guess the saying is true, women can’t go to the bathroom by themselves.” Dmitri laughs, and the table joins in, except for me.

      “Can you please excuse us, ladies? Maybe you all need to powder your noses as well?” Igor says to his wife. “We have some business to discuss.”

      We watch as the wives do as they are told.

      “Now, how much do I have to pay to have a taste of your jewels?” Igor asks after the wives leave.

      I’m about to wring his neck, but Dmitri beats me to it.

      He grabs Igor’s shirt. “Don’t you ever talk about my jewel like that, ever.”

      Igor looks shocked and splutters his apologies.

      I’m surprised at Dmitri’s outburst, but I’m also a tiny bit thankful.

      “These women are ours to do with as we see fit. If you want a common whore to fuck, there are plenty here tonight. I would be happy to find one for you.”

      Igor looks at me then back to Dmitri. “Thank you, that would please me.”

      “Perfect, now could you please leave Maxim and me for a moment? We have business to discuss.”

      The men jump out of their chairs and scurry off into the night.

      “Fucking cunts,” Dmitri says as he takes Grace’s seat beside me, swirling the vodka in his glass. “It’s been too long. Looks like you and Diamond are getting along well.”

      “Yes, she knows her place,” I say through gritted teeth.

      Dmitri studies me. “She’s hard to resist, so I guess I shouldn’t be shocked that you’ve had her. She’s a bit of a wild one, isn’t she?” He chuckles.

      I need to get myself under control before I start acting like a jealous fiancé́ instead of a fearsome assassin.

      “I like the challenge,” I say, finishing off my whiskey. The amber liquor tastes bitter as I discuss Grace with him.

      Dmitri slaps me on the back as if we are old friends. “We have more in common than I thought.”

      I want to break every single bone in his body. I want to string him up and drain every drop of blood from him, but instead, I joke with him as if we are friends.

      “I’m surprised you walked in with a jewel yourself.”

      “I’ve told you I’ve been working hard, trying to find the jewels.” He grins.

      “You two look close.”

      He chuckles to himself. “I could say the same about you and Diamond.”

      “I guess I had the right skills to tame her.”

      “The same could be said about Emerald and me.”

      Fucking liar, I want to scream, but I hold it in.

      “So, was Diamond serious about what she said before?”

      “What?” I try to pretend like I have forgotten.

      “About the four of us taking this party somewhere else.”

      Don’t kill him, don’t kill him.

      “I think that’s something that could be arranged. I’m surprised Diamond mentioned it.”

      “She’s a good girl. She saw the way you were looking at Emerald, and she realizes you want a taste of her. That was her way of letting you know it would be okay.”

      I want to laugh. Dmitri really thinks I want Elena for a one-night stand. I think he would be very shocked if he knew the true reasons for my interest.

      “Also, Diamond and I ...” He hesitates. “We had something together for a while, it was ...”

      Rape! I want to scream.

      “I would like to say goodbye to her.” He seems sad, almost nostalgic about her, which is surprising.

      “Say goodbye?”

      “You know you’re not going to be able to have her for much longer, Maxim. You must give her back. She belongs to the Bratva, not you.”

      “This is true, but she is mine—until you find the rest of them.”

      Dmitri looks at me, shocked.

      “I spoke to your uncle. He doesn’t trust you with the jewels. After

      everything that’s happened, he believes they should stay with me as collateral until you find the rest of them. That way I know you’re doing what he has asked of you.”

      I can see Dmitri is upset by this news. I don’t think even he would go against his uncle, not again, not when he has a target on his back.
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      Elena links her arm with mine, and we walk toward the bathrooms as we make our way through the tables. She’s humming as if she doesn’t have a care in the world. My heart is beating out of control—I need to relax.

      We reach the bathrooms, and I go into a stall and lift my gown to sit on the toilet. Then I remember the spy shit I’m wearing. The boys will hear me pee.

      “Cover your ears, you don’t need to listen to me pee,” I whisper into my diamond collar.

      I can hear chuckling in my earpiece.

      “You have thirty seconds of going dark that’s it, pee fast,” Damon says.

      I let out a breath and quickly pee before they turn the audio back on.

      “Time’s up, princess,” Damon declares.

      I step out of the stall and start washing my hands.

      Elena joins me moments later.

      “It’s so good to see you,” she says, pulling me in for a hug.

      I tell myself to relax as I put my arms around her and hug her back like I would an old friend. Once the hug is over, she steps away and looks me up and down. “Can I ask you a question?”

      She can probably hear the thundering of my heart and is wondering why I’m so nervous.

      “Sure.”

      “I don’t understand why you’re back here. I thought Sapphire rescued you?”

      “Tell her the truth,” Brooks whispers in my ear.

      “The man that I’m sitting with, Maxim.” I watch carefully to see if she reacts to his name, but there’s nothing. Has she been brainwashed? Is she suffering from amnesia, like Zoe did? How does she not know who Maxim is?

      “He kidnapped me.”

      Elena sucks in a gasp. “I’m so sorry, Diamond.”

      “Actually, I’m not.”

      She looks at me, confused.

      Then the wives from our table walk into the bathroom and glare at us.

      “Maybe we should go somewhere else to talk about this?”

      “Whores,” one of the women says in Russian.

      “We’re no different from you,” Elena says. “At least we aren’t stuck

      with those men like you all are. Did you not see the two handsome men we have on our arms? I think we whores did good with them.”

      The wives’ eyes flare with hatred.

      “Come on.” Elena grabs my arm and pulls me out of the bathroom before the wives can retaliate.

      “Well, that was kind of intense,” I say as I follow Elena down a corridor, not sure where we’re going.

      “They’re just jealous, they settled for the first rich guy they met and now they’re stuck with bald jumbos for husbands.” She giggles, and it feels genuine like I’m hanging out with a girlfriend. “Come, let’s talk out here where we won’t be interrupted.” She opens the French doors to the gardens.

      I have an uneasy feeling about this like I should be going back to the table, but I follow her, hoping the boys will look after me if anything happens.

      Elena points to a stone bench nestled in the manicured gardens, and we take a seat. Silence swirling around us.

      “The man you are with …” she starts, staring out into the darkness. “Does he treat you well?”

      If I didn’t know who she was, I’d think she was a friend concerned for me. But maybe she does know exactly who Maxim is.

      “Maxim is a good man.”

      “Even though he kidnapped you?”

      “Yes. After everything that happened with Nikolai and Zoe, sorry—

      Sapphire. I went and saw someone, you know, to deal with everything that happened to me, to us. I was having nightmares every night, thinking Dmitri would come and take me again, bring me back into this nightmare.”

      “And he did, didn’t he?”

      “He sent Maxim because we would know Dmitri’s face. I—” I take a deep breath. “I was addicted to Xanax, and when Maxim took me, I went into withdrawal. This stranger, he sat with me for a week while I detoxed from the drug. He may have stolen me, but he saved me as well.”

      Elena’s eyes widen, and I can see pain cross her face. A single tear falls down her cheek.

      “Are you okay?”

      She nods. “I’m glad he didn’t hurt you.”

      “He would never hurt me.”

      “You care about him.”

      “I love him.”

      “You love him?”

      “Shut up, Grace!” Brooks screams in my ear, but I ignore him.

      I lift my hand and show her my ring.

      She grabs it and stares, taken aback, but I need her to understand that … I don’t know, that she can trust me and tell me who she really is. It’s right there on the tip of her tongue.

      “Oh my god, Diamond.” She pulls me into her arms, hugging me tightly. “I can’t believe you’re engaged; this is—this is amazing.”

      When she pulls away, she is crying.

      “Hey, what’s the matter?”

      “I’m so happy for you, after everything.”

      “Thank you,” I say, unsure.

      “But how are you going to leave the jewels? The Bratva is not going to let you go.”

      “I know, we haven’t thought that far yet, not until ...” Fuck it, I’m telling her. “Not until you come with us.”

      She looks shocked, and her emerald eyes narrow.

      “Why would I come with you?” Her voice is tense.

      “Because I know who you are, Elena.”

      “What the hell are you doing, Grace?” Brooks growls in my ear.

      Elena stands up abruptly and starts pacing. She looks anxious.

      “How? How do you know about me?”

      “I saw your photo at Maxim’s place.”

      She roars in frustration. “Shit, shit, shit!”

      I don’t mean to laugh because it’s not a funny situation, but how

      can she not realize Maxim knows who she is?

      “You haven’t changed that much.”

      She looks at me, and I can see the confusion on her face.

      “He knows it’s me, doesn’t he?” I nod.

      “Fuck.” She paces again. “I thought he wouldn’t put two and two together.”

      “He knows who you are and seeing you with Dmitri ... it’s killing him.”

      “There’s so much going on, Diamond, so much.”

      “My name’s Grace, and you can trust me. I mean, we’re practically family.”

      She stops her pacing and looks at me. “You are, too.” A smile widens across her face. “I’m glad that in this fucked-up world, he was able to find someone.”

      “I’m glad I found him, too.”

      Elena grabs my hands. “I can see that you love my brother. I want to tell you, Grace, I do, but ...” She lets go of my hands and paces again as though she remembers something. She digs in her bag and pulls out a notepad and pen. She starts scribbling on it, turns the notebook over, and points to her chest as I read the paper.

      CIA.

      Oh, shit!
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      Grace and Elena have been gone for a while, and I feel uneasy about this. Dmitri is thinking the same from the way he is looking around the ballroom. The wives are back from the bathrooms so should Grace and Elena. Where the hell are they?

      Our main course has arrived, which makes the girls’ absence more noticeable.

      “They’re in the garden, talking,” Damon says in my ear. “Oh, shit!”

      I cover my mouth with my serviette. “What?” I hiss behind it.

      “Your sister is CIA,” Damon says quickly.

      What the hell?

      “Can you excuse me for a moment? I seemed to have lost my date,” I say, leaving the table, not caring if they think I’m being rude. I make my way through the tables and head out to the gardens. Opening the French doors, I see Elena and Grace talking animatedly.

      “What the hell is going on?”

      “Maxim, what are you doing here?” Grace asks, looking nervous.

      “I could ask the same thing of you both.”

      “We were just grabbing some fresh air before going back inside.”

      I know Grace is covering for Elena, and if I wasn’t so confused by Damon’s comments, I would be proud she’s protecting her.

      “Grace, it’s okay.” Elena steps closer to me. “I know you know. Grace told me.” Elena smiles over at my girl, the camaraderie already there between them.

      My body relaxes as if this stupid charade can finally be over. “Elena?” My throat is dry saying her name out loud, the emotions of finally being able to acknowledge that my dead sister is alive hitting me.

      “Maxim.” Her tears begin to fall as she stares at me.

      “How? I don’t understand.”

      “I have so much to tell you, but I don’t have time, Dmitri is probably wondering where I am.”

      “I’ve missed you,” I tell her.

      “And I’ve missed you.” She rushes to me, pulling me into her arms. She wraps herself tightly around me as if she doesn’t ever want to let me go. “I’m so sorry.” She’s crying, her face buried in my chest.

      I pat her hair. “Ssh, it’s okay. I don’t care—you are alive; my sister is alive.”

      “Your sister?” Dmitri’s voice echoes through the still night.

      I push Elena away, shielding her. Then I pull my handgun from my side holster and point it straight at Dmitri.

      “Don’t give me an excuse to end you right here, right now.”

      “Fuck you, Maxim,” Dmitri spits at me. “Is this true?” he asks Elena. “Is it fucking true?”

      “Yes.” Elena steps out from behind me.

      Dmitri is shaking his head in disbelief. “No, there is no way.” He looks stunned. “Who the fuck are you?”

      Is that hurt on his face? Does he have feelings for my sister?

      He takes a step toward her.

      “Don’t move, fucker.”

      “Fuck off, Maxim. If you kill me now, there will be a bounty on

      your head, and I bet there are tons of people who would love the scalp of the Shadow of Death.”

      “Like I give a shit.”

      “Maxim!” Grace screams.

      I turn and see a man holding a gun to her temple.

      Motherfucker.

      Where the fuck did he come from? I turn the gun on the man.

      Dmitri smirks. “Which one is it going to be, Maxim? Your sister or

      your lover?”

      “Don’t you fucking touch her.” I can see the fear in Grace’s eyes.

      “Sergei is on his way!” Brooks yells into my ear. “ETA five minutes.”

      I need to stall them until he arrives.

      “You do realize I can shoot both of you in the time it takes him to

      release his trigger?” I growl.

      “True, but there’s the chance that the bullet could hit Grace, and I

      have a feeling you don’t want that to happen. She may be your pet, Maxim, but I bet there’s more to it. I think you have feelings for this woman.” He steps toward us. “I know the feeling, falling for a pet.” He looks at Elena.

      “I’m sorry I lied to you, Dmitri. But I thought he was dead,” Elena says, making Dmitri pause.

      “Who told you he was dead?”

      “Your uncle.”

      Dmitri stops. “My uncle? What does he have to do with it all?”

      “He’s the one who stole me. I was a ballerina. He watched me

      dance at school. I guess he wanted me, so he took me.”

      Dmitri rakes his hands through his hair. “Did he touch you?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      Dmitri lets out a roar that echoes through the gardens. “That mother

      fucker. He always has to take my things.”

      I’m shocked that Dmitri is so upset over his uncle touching Elena,

      and fuck, I really hope it isn’t true.

      “I’m going to fucking kill him. Why, why does he always have to

      touch my things?” he mumbles to himself as he stomps across the grass.

      “Let Diamond go, and I will kill your uncle,” Elena says.

      “No.” The word comes out of my mouth before I have a chance to think it through.

      “Max.” Elena looks at me, and that’s when I see it. The same look I get when I’m working a job: the assassin’s stare. She’s gone dark. She’s moved into the zone.

      “I can’t let Grace go, she’s a jewel,” Dmitri says.

      “Ask your man to put the gun down, and we can go back inside, finish our meal, and work out our next step.”

      “Tell Maxim to put his down first,” Dmitri counters.

      Elena looks at me.

      “No, he’s a madman,” I say, shaking my gun.

      “Trust me,” she pleads.

      I frown. I want to but ...

      “Please, Maxim.”

      Slowly, I lower my arm and watch as the other man takes the gun away

      from Grace’s head. She rushes to me, and I open my arms. She’s shaking.

      “We’re all going to walk back into that ballroom, finish having

      Dinner, and then I’m going to kill Dmitri’s uncle,” Elena says.

      I shake my head. “No, you can’t. Do you have any idea who he is?” I look at Dmitri for support, but he has this crooked smile on his face.

      The power he is about to collect if his uncle dies is enormous.

      “I know who he is, Max,” Elena says through gritted teeth. “But I

      owe this to Dmitri.”

      I watch as she walks to him. Dmitri looks into Elena’s eyes.

      “You know I love you.” Her words are tender.

      “I know.”

      “I will do this for you, but you need to let Grace and Max go.”

      Dmitri looks over her shoulder at us, and I can see his hatred

      clearly.

      “No, Grace is a jewel. I need the jewels.”

      Elena shakes her head.

      “If your uncle is dead, you don’t need to find them anymore. He’s

      the one who put the hit out on you.”

      Dmitri’s eyes widen. “Excuse me?”

      “If you don’t find the jewels, he’ll have you killed,” Elena explains to him.

      He’s shaking his head in disbelief.

      “He wouldn’t. I’m like a son to him.”

      “No, babe, Nikolai was. He blames you for getting him killed.”

      I see the realization on Dmitri’s face—he knows what Elena is saying is true.

      “How do you know this?” he asks.

      She reaches out and runs her hand over his cheek. “Because I’m his mistress, too.”

      If Dmitri had a heart, I think it would be breaking in this moment. “You’ve been sleeping with my uncle?”

      “I had to. It was the only way to keep you alive.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Elena steps closer to him, cupping his face. “I would do anything to

      protect you, Dmitri. He made me an offer, my body for your life.” She leans forward and kisses him on the lips, trying to calm him.

      My trigger finger isn’t happy, and neither am I.

      Elena sounds so convincing, telling Dmitri that she cares for him, and it’s confusing.

      “When did he ask you?”

      “Just after Morocco.”

      “And he told you that if you slept with him, he wouldn’t kill me?”

      She nods.

      “Is that why he sent Maxim to Morocco to rough me up?”

      She turns and looks at me.

      “It’s true,” I say.

      “I’m so sorry, baby, I had no idea,” Elena tells Dmitri.

      “Thank you for trying to look out for me, babe, but my uncle

      played you. Maxim’s mission is to kill me in six months if I don’t find the jewels. That’s right, isn’t it, Maxim?”

      “That is correct.”

      “At least he gave you six months,” Elena says. “You know what your uncle is like, especially after losing Nikolai. He was training him to take over. He was devastated when he was killed. He would have killed you then, but the jewels are worth more to him. Having them in his pocket means he can control almost anyone.”

      “You’re right. He must die and, Maxim, I’m going to need your help to do it,” Dmitri says.

      Walking back to the table after the revelation in the garden was hard to do. I had Brooks and Sergei screaming in my earpiece about what Dmitri had just suggested, telling me to get out of there, that we’re putting ourselves in more danger, but I’m not going to leave my sister.

      “Sorry about that.” Dmitri smooths his tuxedo jacket as we sit at the table. “It was such a beautiful night, we just had to enjoy it.”

      Elena flirtatiously slaps his arm, pretending to be embarrassed.

      One of the men chuckles at Dmitri while his wife glares at Elena and Grace.

      “Sometimes you just can’t help it when beautiful women are around,” Dmitri boasts.

      We sit down and fall into a comfortable silence as we eat dinner.

      I lean over and kiss Grace on the temple. “I promise I will get you out of here.”

      She doesn’t say anything, just picks at her food. Conversations go on around us while I try to work out a plan to get us out.

      “Let’s dance,” Dmitri says to the table once dessert is finished.

      I take Grace’s hand and follow them onto the dancefloor.

      Tonight has been surreal. It’s also not working out how I planned. I pull Grace into my arms as we sway to the orchestra’s music.

      “What do you think Dmitri has planned?” she whispers into my ear. “I’m thinking he’s going to knock off his uncle. How do we fit into all this?”

      That’s what I’m trying to work out.

      “You need to get Grace out of there,” Brooks says through my earpiece.

      “No shit,” I hiss. “But all eyes are on me.”

      Grace wraps herself tightly around me. “I’ll be okay.”

      She looks up at me and I can see the pure, blind faith she has in me. She knows that I will protect her. I lean down and kiss her, showing her the feelings swirling inside me.

      Dmitri interrupts our moment. “Wow, by the looks of things, Maxim has fallen for his pet.”

      “Fuck off,” I sneer, which makes him laugh.

      “Not just yet, I won’t.” He turns Elena around to the music. “If you help me tonight, I’ll make a deal with you. I’ll let Grace go. I won’t come for her or her family.”

      I don’t believe him. That deal seems too good to be true.

      “And what about the other jewels?”

      He shrugs. “They are long gone. I’m not wasting any more time on them, not when I can create new ones.” He smiles, and I want to wipe it off his goddamn, motherfucking face, but Grace’s touch calms me.

      “What about my sister?”

      “She has a choice, to stay or to leave.” He looks at her, and there is love in his eyes, but there’s also an equal measure of hate.

      “Let’s see how the night goes, shall we?” Elena strokes Dmitri’s chest, placating him.

      “What do you think she’s playing at?” Grace asks.

      “I have no idea.”

      “Guys, I have some intel,” Brooks’s voice comes through our earpieces. “I called a buddy of mine over at Langley to find out about Elena. He has high-security clearance and found out that she was recruited before she left Russia—her and Anna.”

      Before she left.

      “Where’s Anna? Is she alive?” If she is, Sergei will be beside himself.

      “She is, but I don’t know where. I’ve passed the information on to Sergei. Their deaths were a cover so they could go into training.”

      My heart is thumping, and Grace gives me a smile. “But why?”

      “The CIA is training new kinds of weapons and these weapons are femme fatales.”

      The oldest fucking trick in the book. Men will always be swayed by a beautiful woman, and no one suspects a whore to be a killer.

      “They told Elena about what you and your father did in the Bratva, they said they would arrest you if she didn’t cooperate with them.”

      “Those motherfuckers.”

      “You know the drill,” Brooks says.

      I shake my head because I know that’s how they recruit people, but when it’s your own flesh and blood, it’s bullshit.

      “She has needed to stay near the top for access to the players in whatever way possible. She has her latest hit tonight.”

      Grace and I stop dancing as we look around for Dmitri and Elena.

      Thankfully they are still here. “Who is it?”

      “Dmitri and Ivan Petrov.”

      “She’s going after both of them?”

      “Yep. My guess, from what she said in the garden, is she’s going to

      make it look like Dmitri killed Ivan, then she’s going to kill Dmitri and make it look like revenge from the Bratva. Perfect really.” Brooks laughs.

      “And what are we meant to do—let her do it? Do they want us to stop it?”

      “I’m pretty sure you don’t want to get in the way of a CIA mission, especially with your reputation,” Brooks adds.

      “Then what the fuck are we meant to do?”

      “I have a feeling she wants your assistance,” Damon adds.

      I look over at my sister. Maybe she does. We can do this together and then escape with her.

      Grace shakes her head. I know she’s worried, but this is what I’m trained to do.

      “If we do this, Elena is coming back to Ibiza with us,” I say.

      “Kind of assumed that,” Brooks states.

      “Good. I’m going to have to get Elena alone and work out a plan.”

      “Good luck,” Brooks says before going silent.

      Grace looks at me. “You’re doing this, aren’t you?”

      “It ends tonight, Grace. Do you believe Dmitri’s bullshit about never coming after you?”

      “No.”

      “Then maybe we should follow the CIA’s plan.”

      “Okay.”

      “No, you’re not coming. I need you safe.”

      “Dmitri’s not going to let me leave, not until his future is secure.”

      Grace is right.

      

      She reaches out and taps Dmitri on the arm. “Shall we change

      partners?”

      Dmitri’s eyes open wide, and a genuine smile forms on his face.

      “Grace,” I hiss, but she ignores me.

      Elena looks at me and then at Grace. She knows what Dmitri has put her through and yet here she is sacrificing herself so I can talk to my sister and plan how we’re going to kill this fucker. If I wasn’t already in love with her, I would be now. I watch as Dmitri pulls Grace into his arms, and she stiffens against him. My blood boils as he whispers into her ear.

      She smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes.

      “I’m sorry, Maxim.” Elena steps into my arms, but my eyes never leave Grace.

      “We have time to catch up later once all this shit is over with.” I don’t mean to sound abrupt, but I can feel my blood pressure rising. “What’s your plan? You do have one, don’t you?”

      “Of course, I do, I’m not an amateur. I’ve been trained for this.”

      I can see the killer behind those emerald eyes. “Then tell me.”

      Elena takes an unsteady breath. “You’re not going to like it, Maxim, as I need Grace.”

      I shake my head. “No, leave her out of it.”

      “Ivan wants the jewels, and he knows I’m one of them, but having two—no matter the risk, he would take it.”

      I keep shaking my head. I will not use Grace as a pawn, luring some madman to his death. She’s already escaped one, and now I have sent her back into his arms. I watch as Grace tries to put on a strong front while dancing with Dmitri, but I can see she’s dying, little by little, inside. I can’t do this to her.

      Elena stops and stares at me. “Maxim, she will be safe. It will be quick. She’ll get out. I know who you are, I’ve heard the stories. I’m just like you, Max, I’m as good.Please trust me when I say I will end this, and Grace will never have to fear Dmitri or the Bratva ever again.” She says it with such conviction that I find myself agreeing with her.
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      I want to be sick.

      Being in Dmitri’s arms again makes my skin crawl, but I can sense Maxim’s eyes on me, letting me know that I’m okay, that he has me covered.

      “I’ve missed you, Grace,” Dmitri whispers into my ear.

      “Shame the feeling isn’t mutual.”

      He laughs. “I guess that’s fair. Nikolai, he was very ... you know, convincing.”

      “You needed no convincing, Dmitri.”

      He shrugs. “So, you and the assassin, hey?”

      “Yes, what did you expect, placing a whore with a man like him?”

      Dmitri’s fingers dig into my arm. “I didn’t expect that you would

      fall for him.”

      I look into the devil’s  eyes.

      “You don’t think I know you, Grace? Remember, I have been

      inside of you.”

      I stiffen at his words. “Only by force.”

      “You don’t remember the night in Barcelona when we met?”

      “My mind seems to have wiped that traumatic experience.”

      This makes him laugh again. “I have missed your fiery temperament, Gracie.” He curls my hair around his finger. “Emerald is, well ... too accommodating. I miss the fight, the spirit of you.”

      “What, because you found a woman who loves you and wants to fuck you, she isn’t good enough?” I will not be intimidated. I will not be intimidated.

      “No, the difference is she isn’t you, Grace.”

      I shake my head; I’m not listening to these things.

      “Things were great between us until ...”

      “Until you raped me,” I say.

      “I know what I did was wrong, but I had no choice.”

      “We all have choices. You chose to degrade women.”

      Dmitri sucks in an angry breath, but calms himself down before he

      speaks again. “I remember seeing you across that bar in Barcelona. Nikolai and I were taken from the moment we saw you and Zoe, and not because we thought you would make the perfect jewels, but because you were the most beautiful women in the place. You were laughing and having fun. There was no pretentiousness surrounding you. It was nice.”

      I will not get sucked into walking down memory lane. “Fleeting moments of humanity do not erase what you have done to me, Dmitri.” I dare to look at him and see that I have hit the tiny spot of humanity left in him. “You destroyed me once, but it wasn’t enough, you had to bring me back here, to this world again, and watch it destroy me a second time.”

      “Yet, among the chaos, you seem to have fallen in love. I mustn’t have broken you enough.” His fingers dig into me, his tone menacing. That scrap of humanity has vanished.

      “No, Maxim put me back together again, but this time, I’m stronger.”

      “Then I look forward to breaking you harder next time.”

      Before I know it, I’m being ripped from Dmitri’s arms and pulled back into Maxim’s.

      “He won’t always be able to save you, Grace,” Dmitri says, grabbing Elena’s hand and pulling her onto the dancefloor.

      “I need a drink.”

      Maxim takes my hand and heads toward the bar where he orders a glass of champagne and a whiskey.

      “Are you okay? What did he say to you?”

      I can see the concern on his face, but I wave him away. “I’m fine, I can handle him now.” I take my glass of champagne and finish it quickly.

      Maxim doesn’t look convinced.

      “Please, one day, can you kill that fucking bastard for me? Maybe even as a wedding gift?”

      This makes Maxim roar with laughter. He pulls me into his arms and kisses me. “You are an extraordinary girl, Grace.”

      “Are you okay?” Elena asks, meeting us at the bar.

      “Not a fan of your boyfriend, that’s all.”

      “I know,” Elena says quietly. “And I hope you will forgive me for what I am about to ask you to do for him.”

      I turn and look at Maxim and he gives me a weak smile.

      “I need you to help me seduce Dmitri’s uncle and drug him,” Elena states before explaining in detail what she needs me to do. It’s incredibly risky, I’m not an expert assassin like these two.

      “I can’t believe you’re asking me to do this?” I glare at Maxim.

      “I wouldn’t ask if there was any other way, Wildcat.”

      “You won’t need to do anything I promise you,” Elena explains.

      “I don’t think I’m strong enough to do it.”

      “You’re so much stronger than you think you are,” Elena states.

      “And there’s no other way?” I question them both.

      They each shake their heads. Thought so.

      “It will be all over soon,” Elena adds.

      Maxim leans over and whispers in my ear as his lips meet my cheek. “You will be okay, don’t forget you have, you know ...” He taps my ear.

      Yeah, what good is a man in my ear going to be when I’m locked in some bedroom with a scary-ass Bratva.

      “It’s go-time,” Dmitri states as he reaches us at the bar. Dmitri must see something written on my face. “Suck it up, Grace. Be a good little jewel one last time.”

      God, I hope Maxim puts a bullet in his head.

      “Uncle.” Dmitri grabs Ivan’s attention as he walks past the bar. “Do you have a moment? I need to talk to you.”

      Ivan looks at Dmitri, and there is hatred flashing in his eyes. He then looks over his shoulder and notices Elena and me standing behind him.

      “And what do we have here?”

      “I have two gifts for you, two of the jewels.”

      Ivan’s eyes widen. “I saw you with Maxim earlier. He never said …”

      “That’s because I asked him not to. I wanted it to be a surprise.”

      “And it’s a very good surprise, two jewels just for me.”

      I can see the filthy things that are running through his mind.

      I shiver with repulsion.

      “I’ve organized a room above for you for tonight,” Dmitri states.

      “I hope that you can accommodate us,” Elena purrs.

      And I give him a weak smile. Being here is all they are going to get from me.

      Ivan looks over at his guards and then back to us. “I think I have time. Lucky you caught me on my way out as now I have two good reasons to stay.”

      We follow the men down a back corridor, up a staircase, and then down another corridor.

      “You, okay?” Elena whispers to me.

      I nod, even though I’m not.

      “I promise you won’t have to do a thing.”

      “Maxim is following but keeping his distance,” Brooks says in my ear.

      Knowing he is there helps me to continue down the corridor.

      “Grace, there are exits at either end of the hall. If you escape you need to run for them, they’ll take you to the next level and back to the gardens. When you make it to the gardens, we’ll be able to collect you. Okay?” Brooks explains to me.

      I hum my answer. Hoping I don’t have to run at all.

      Dmitri and his uncle are chatting in Russian, but I’m so nervous that I’m not concentrating on what they are saying.

      Elena grabs my hand. “Grace. Do you remember the plan?”

      I nod. Yes. The plan where I pretend to be happy about flirting with this old man whose family has tried to destroy mine, who has destroyed so many lives. I also remember that Elena will start off the seduction. She will ask me to pour Ivan a drink. That’s when I put the drug in and hand it to him. He will pass out before he does anything physical. Elena will use her famous heart-attack formula, injecting it into his heart. He should be dead a minute later. That plan—oh yes, I remember it.

      “Ladies, welcome.” Ivan smiles hungrily at us both.

      The door closing behind us makes my heart thump through my chest.

      Elena gives me a reassuring smile.

      Dmitri is standing guard outside. Ivan’s two bodyguards have been dismissed, but as an added precaution, Maxim will be taking care of them. I know exactly what that means and while I’d thought knowing my fiancé was going to murder those two people would upset me, here, now, the knowledge doesn’t bother me in the least.

      “Grace, why don’t you get Ivan a drink so he can relax while I warm him up?” Elena purrs as she reaches for Ivan.

      I walk over to the bar area and pour him a vodka. Elena giggles and Ivan murmurs behind me. I take the small vial from my bra and pour the contents into his glass, using my finger to stir it. The powder dissolves quickly until the liquid is clear again. I turn around, and there’s Elena on her knees, giving Ivan a blow job—not at all what I was expecting.

      “Stay calm, Grace,” Brooks says through my earpiece.

      I keep forgetting they can see what I see. Ivan looks at me, and his hand reaches for the glass, so I give it to him. His other hand pulls me to his side.

      “You are so beautiful, Diamond.”

      I smile shyly, hoping he thinks this is part of my act. “Thank you.” I try to block out the noises coming from Elena on her knees beside me.

      Ivan throws back the glass’s contents.

      Yes.

      Then he reaches out and grabs my breast, making me squeal, then stand still frozen in fear.

      “Don’t be shy, Diamond. You have amazing tits,” he says as he gropes them. I watch his eyes start to become unfocused, and his legs sway. “Suck hard, Emerald,” he mumbles, his hand falling away from me to grab the chair, trying to hold himself up.

      “Emerald is doing a good job there,” I say, hoping he thinks it’s Elena’s wicked blow job skills that are making him woozy. “Why don’t we move this to the bed? You might be more comfortable.”

      He nods, and Elena moves away from his hard dick. Which is something I didn’t want to ever see. We shuffle him onto the bed, he is almost a dead weight, but he manages to get on to it.

      “You always take me to heaven, Emerald.” He smiles as she crawls up the bed and straddles him.

      “That’s because I love your dick, Daddy,” she says, leaning over him and kissing his cheeks.

      He lets out a happy sigh, then closes his eyes.

      I watch as Elena pulls a small needle from her bra. She pumps it once and then injects it into his heart. She places the syringe into her bag.

      Suddenly Ivan sits up, clutching his heart.

      I scream.

      I watch as his eyes widen and realization sets in, then he slumps back and doesn’t move again.

      Elena tests his pulse.

      “He’s dead.”

      Holy shit, that was quick!

      She picks up her phone, types something into it, and places it back

      in her bag. “We need to go,” she says, grabbing my arm as she hauls me out of the room.

      Dmitri is waiting outside with the biggest smile on his face. “Have fun, ladies?”

      “Always.” Elena pulls him in for a heated kiss.

      Dmitri pushes her up against the wall. It’s as if they’re on an adrenaline high. The situation becomes kind of awkward.

      “Maxim is on his way up the stairs,” Brooks tells me.

      Moments later, I see his black hair, then his handsome face. I run to him, and he picks me up in his arms, holding me tight.

      “I’m so sorry, baby. It’s time to go now.” Maxim stills when he sees the make-out session between Elena and Dmitri. “It’s time to go!” he calls to them.

      Elena disentangles herself. She fixes her hair and pulls her dress back into place.

      “You guys go and get a head start. I’ll meet you by the car,” Dmitri says and smiles at Elena before kissing her cheeks one last time.

      It’s not until we get halfway through the garden that we hear the commotion behind us.

      “There they are!” Dmitri’s voice yells. “Maxim Vasiliev just killed my uncle and is stealing my jewels.”
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      “Fuck. Run,” I scream at Grace. That motherfucking, two-timing snake.

      “Sergei will meet you at the gate to your west about one hundred feet from your location,” Brooks says into my earpiece.

      I pull my handgun from its holster and fire at Dmitri and his guards. Fucking double-crossing scum. What the hell kind of shit is he playing at?

      Elena pulls a small handgun from under her dress and starts firing, too.

      They’re gaining on us. All I can hear is Grace screaming as the bullets fly past her. When Grace stumbles and twists her ankle, I grab her as she starts to fall and hold her with one arm.

      “Keep going, Wildcat,” I scream at her.

      Then I see Sergei through the clearing, waiting with a town car, thank fuck—a limousine would never get us out of here in time. The door is open, and I throw Grace into it with Elena.

      I dive in last and slam the door shut.

      Sergei puts his foot to the floor and gets us out of there as bullets hit the side of the car.

      “What the fuck just happened?” I say through labored breaths.

      “Dmitri fucking double-crossed us,” Elena says.

      “No shit,” Grace says angrily. “I could have told you he would, but no one listens to me.”

      “He’s pinning this on you, Max.” Elena looks at me, worried.

      “I know. We made it too easy for him.” I punch the seat in front of me.

      “The entire Bratva is going to be after you,” Elena says as she leans back against the leather seats, her chest heaving.

      I click my seatbelt in and try to calm down.

      “You need to kill him,” Grace says

      “He has protection now,” Elena adds.

      “I want that man dead! We were supposed to be safe if we helped him. My family was supposed to be safe.” Grace bursts into tears.

      I pull her against my chest, trying to soothe her. Tonight has been too much for her.

      “The jet is on standby. We are leaving now. Rendezvous in thirty minutes,” Brooks says into my earpiece.

      We’ll be in the dark now until we make it to that plane.

      “Sergei, is the car fully stocked?”

      “Of course, like you asked.”

      I pull open the drawer underneath the seat, which houses an array

      of guns.

      “Holy shit!” Grace gasps.

      “Yes.” Elena smiles, picking up my SIG handgun and cocking it.

      I hand my Beretta to Grace, who looks horrified.

      She shakes her head. “I can’t shoot this.” She points to the gun, not

      touching it.

      “We trained at my range, remember? You were a good shot with it.”

      “And then we fucked. That’s what I remember about the day.”

      Elena and Sergei try to stifle their laughter, but Grace is still freaking out.

      “You’ve got this, Grace. I need you to be armed,” I say, trying not to

      freak her out, but a shit storm is about to come down on us, and I need her to be ready.

      “Okay,” she says hesitantly, taking the gun from me.

      I remind her to take the safety off. At the sound of the click she transforms, and I see her get into kick-ass mode.

      I pull out my M24 and have my trusty Glock sitting in its holster. I take off my jacket so it doesn’t get in the way.

      Sergei looks into his rearview mirror. “We have company.”

      “Grace, move into the middle. Take your heels off in case we have to run.”

      She crawls over me.

      I reach over and rip her evening dress.

      “Oh my god, what did you do? That was couture,” she squeals.

      “That means shit when you have to run.”

      I watch as Elena does the same, kicking off her heels.

      “You seriously think we’re going to have to run?” Grace says.

      “Be prepared,” I tell her.

      “Incoming!” Sergei shouts as we hear the rumble of something

      behind us.

      I turn and look through the back windscreen and see three G-wagons barreling toward us.

      “Shit.” I aim my sniper rifle at them.

      “Elena, shoot out the window for me. I need a clear shot.”

      She nods and does just that.

      Grace screams beside her as we’re showered with glass.

      I get to my knees, resting my gun on the headrests, and take my time lining up the shot. A boom fills the night air, and one of the cars wobbles as it deals with having a front tire blown out. I watch as the windows come down, and hands go out, holding guns. I turn around and drop over the top of Grace as the bullets hit the back of the car.

      Grace is screaming.

      And Elena returns fire.

      I sit up and steady myself as best I can, lining up the face of the driver in my scope and pulling the trigger. His head slumps to the side, his hands turning the wheel, and the car takes a sharp turn and rolls a couple of times.

      “Yes!” Elena screams, giving me a high five as we congratulate each other.

      “Two more coming up,” Sergei says.

      I line them up again and take a shot, putting a hole in the first car’s engine, then blow another tire out. The second car speeds closer to us, but Elena returns fire and takes out a couple of guards.

      “ETA to the airport is twenty minutes,” Sergei says as he weaves in and out of late-night Moscow traffic.

      “Shit, shit, shit.” My eyes catch movement in the distance.

      “Fuck, Max. That’s a helicopter,” Sergei says. “We’re stuck on the fucking freeway—I can’t get off. We’re sitting ducks.”

      The whoop whoop of a military-grade helicopter gets closer as the tiny black object in the distance moves toward us.

      “Max.” Grace sounds fearful.

      I look over at Elena, and she’s pale.

      We both turn around and buckle up.

      “Sergei, you need to run this car off the bridge,” I tell my right-hand man.

      “What the fuck, Max?” Grace screams at me.

      The fear in her eyes breaks my heart. “Babe, I promise we’ll be safe. It’s not far, put your seatbelt on tight.” She’s shaking her head, so I do it for her. “You’d better message whoever you report to and let them know the situation has turned south. That you are starting your exit strategy,” I tell Elena.

      She nods and pulls out her phone. “This is Agent Vasiliev. I’m compromised, deploying exit strategy A, going dark.”

      I hear a voice on the other end of the line and then she hangs up.

      Sergei relays the situation to the guys on the phone, and I can hear shouting before he hangs up. “ETA to the bridge, five minutes.”

      The car is quiet, except for Grace’s sobbing.

      I wrap my arms around her, whispering to her, letting her know everything is going to be okay.

      “ETA two minutes.”

      I look up. The helicopter isn’t far now, then I hear it, the machine guns sound like a freight train. The back end of the car crumples as the bullets hit it.

      Sergei turns the wheel as we reach the start of the bridge. That’s when we crash through the barrier and fly. Everything happens in slow motion. My arms stay tight around Grace while her screams fill the car. We freefall for what feels like minutes but is only seconds. The murky water of the Moskva River comes into view, and we hit it with a thud. The car slowly sinks, pulling us under, then everything goes black.
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      Darkness.

      All I can see is darkness. And it’s cold. I’m freezing, my body is shivering. I think I’m turning into ice. Maxim, Maxim! I call, but my ears feel like they’re full of water. I can’t hear anything.

      “Grace, Grace.” A voice in the distance. “You’re safe now.”

      Where are they? They sound so close. I force my eyes open but see only blurs. I shake my head, trying to get the water out of my ears.

      “Don’t move,” the voice commands.

      I’m exhausted and my limbs are like Jell-O. Bit by bit my eyes open, but it’s still dark.

      “Grace.”

      “Sergei?” I look up into his blurry face. He has blood dripping down his face, there’s a cut along his forehead. He uses his forearm to wipe off the blood, but it just keeps coming back.

      “Oh, thank god you survived.”

      “You’re bleeding,” I say.

      “I’m fine. How are you?”

      “Cold.” My teeth begin to chatter.

      “I know, I know. Look, help will be here soon. We need to stay out

      of sight, it’s still dangerous out there.”

      “Maxim.” I suck in a breath, looking around for him.

      “Grace, relax, you have injuries.”

      “What? Where is he?” Panic rises through my body. I

      look around the muddy bank.

      “I don’t know. They were supposed to meet me at this rendezvous

      point, but they’re not here.”

      “What do you mean they’re not here?” I try to sit up again, and Sergei pushes me back down.

      “Brooks and Damon will be here any moment. Maxim has a GPS

      locator on his watch—we will find him.”

      I settle a little because I remember all the equipment Damon set

      us up with. Sergei curls up around me, our cool body temperatures mingling enough to stave off the cold. I drift in and out of consciousness, my eyes trying to focus on the bridge above and the sounds of the traffic going past us.

      “What happened to Dmitri?” I ask, wondering how we are safe.

      Sergei’s arms wrap around me tighter. “I’m not sure, maybe us going over the bridge was enough for them to think we didn’t survive so he gave up.”

      “Were we chased by a helicopter, or did I imagine that?”

      “I wish that was your imagination, but we really were chased by a Black Hawk.”

      “How did we survive? Why aren’t they looking for us?” A terrified shiver goes through my body. Fear grips my aching bones.

      “I’m not sure, Grace. Luck? God? Not our time? I just don’t know.”

      Silence descends between us as we fall asleep.

      “They’re here!”

      Voices wake me with a start.

      Sergei pulls me close, trying to work out if they are friend or foe.

      “Grace! Sergei!”

      “Brooks!” Sergei looks toward the voices. “Over here.” We hear footsteps thundering along the muddy bank.

      “Thank fuck,” Brooks says. He throws a blanket over us. “Grace, I thought—” His voice hitches in his throat, the fear and worry etched on his face.

      I wrap myself around the giant, and he holds me tight, his face buried in the crook of my neck. He’s warm, so warm, like a furnace, and I burrow myself into his hard chest, which makes him laugh.

      “Thank fuck you are alive. Sophie would have fucking killed me.” He tries to lighten the mood. Brooks isn’t one for showing emotions. He picks me up and carries me off the muddy bank, and Sergei follows. “Damon is looking downstream where the last ping of Maxim’s GPS was.”

      I see the van sitting beside the road, and Brooks places me inside it. The heating is on full, and Sergei and I rub our hands together, trying to warm our bones.

      “Where’s Dmitri?” I ask again.

      “He left once you guys ...” Brooks can’t say it.

      I can hear the tremor in his voice.

      “Once you guys crashed through the bridge. He shot into the water a couple of times, but as the car sank to the bottom and no one floated to the surface, he fled away.”

      I keep rubbing my hands. The feeling is coming back to them.

      “What about Max and Elena?”

      Brooks shrugs. “Damon will stay and search for them, but my orders

      are to take you back to the plane, make sure you are safe and secure, and on the way out of here. The longer you stay, the better chance of being captured.”

      “No, you can’t leave Maxim here!” I yell at him, my voice hoarse after struggling to breathe.

      “There’s a second jet on standby, but my orders are to get you back to Ibiza.”

      “We can’t leave them, Brooks, we can’t,” I sob.

      “I know and we won’t—Damon is searching for them. Don’t forget Max is wearing the GPS. We will find him. But you need to leave. You won’t do Max any good if Dmitri captures you again.”

      Sergei stands up but stumbles. “Let me stay.”

      “Sorry, old man. You have a nasty gash, and the doctor needs to see you. He’s waiting on the plane. You can’t do anything if you can’t stand up straight. How many fingers?”

      I watch as Sergei squints and stares at Brooks’s fingers.

      “Three.”

      “Wrong, I had four up.”

      Sergei grumbles at Brooks in Russian, and I don’t need the fancy

      translator to work out what he’s saying. Brooks slides the van’s doors closed and jumps into the driver’s seat. Sergei and I sit in our seats quietly.

      When we arrive at the airport, we’re shuttled directly to the plane.

      “Here.” Brooks hands me a bag. “Go get changed out of those wet clothes and have a shower, then the doctor will look at you.”

      “Thanks.” I take the bag and head to the back of the plane, where there is a bedroom and shower. I lock the door behind me and undress, my fingers shaking. I turn on the shower and perfectly hot water comes out. I let the warm water run over my body, washing off the mud. Brown water swirls down the drain. I hear the rumble of the jets as the pilots get the plane ready. I wash my hair, getting the sticks and grass out of it. I dress in the airline sweats, and if I’m honest, I do feel better, warmer. My heart is still missing its other part.

      I walk back into the main cabin.

      Brooks smiles at me. “Feel better?”

      I nod, I don’t have the energy for anything else.

      “Here.” He places a cup of hot chocolate beside me. Sergei has one too. “Once we are up in the air, you can use the shower, and the doctor will stitch you up,” Brooks tells him.

      Sergei just nods and sips his hot drink.

      “Can’t we wait five more minutes in case Damon finds them?”

      Brooks shakes his head. “I just spoke to Damon. He hasn’t found them yet. We must go, Grace.”

      “No!” I scream. “No!” I get up and head to the door, but Brooks’s strong arms catch me, and I’m no match for him. “Please don’t leave them. I

      can’t lose him. I can’t lose him, Brooks. We just found each other.” Tears fall down my cheeks as I crumple against him.

      “I know, Grace. I get it, but our priority is to get you home safe and sound, okay?”

      I thump his chest. “Damn it, Brooks. Find him.”

      “We will, I promise. No matter what, we will.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two whole weeks I’ve been wandering this earth without my soul mate. Two bodies were found further downstream from where Sergei and I washed up, one male, and one female. The only way they could be identified was by dental records, and they were apparently a match for Maxim and Elena.

      I don’t believe it.

      I never saw his body. Not till I see his cold dead body will I believe that Maxim is gone.

      I’ve spent the past two weeks in my bedroom, not talking to anyone, wanting to be left alone. Apparently, the intel Enrique has on Dmitri says he’s taken his uncle’s place in the Bratva as the new boss of Eastern Europe. He has given up his search for the Bratva Jewels now that his life is no longer in danger and has started to collect new ones.

      I have no strength to continue fighting Dmitri. He has taken so much from me—he has taken everything—and yet he seems to have gotten everything he has ever desired.

      How does evil win against good? How is that fair?

      I really wish I had a little white pill to take away this pain,

      but my family is watching me, worried that I will relapse.

      And I want to, I want the pain to go away.

      But I won’t for Maxim.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            36

          

          

      

    

    







            MAXIM

          

        

      

    

    
      Two fucking weeks I’ve been sitting in a cell in Langley, being interviewed by agents one after another. I need to get back to Grace. She has no idea what’s happening, she probably thinks I’m dead. I need to tell her I’m not. She needs to know that I’m alive. I can’t lose her. I hope and pray that she doesn’t turn to drugs again. I hope she is staying strong.

      I need her to be strong for me.

      “Let me the fuck out.” I slam my foot against the steel door. “I told you what you wanted to know.”

      “Mr. Vasiliev, please stop kicking the door,” the voice booms over the speaker into my cell.

      “Where’s Elena. Where is my sister?”

      “She is safe, and you will be reunited soon,” the voice tells me.

      It’s not fucking good enough. I slink back against the door and

      hang my head. I need to get back to Grace. My poor Grace, she has been through too much for it to end like this. I’m destroying her. They are killing her slowly by keeping me here.

      I must save her.

      I have to get home.

      I don’t even know if she’s hurt. No one will tell me anything.

      I was supposed to make the fall. I don’t know what happened. We all survived, but the next thing I know, Sergei and Grace floated off in one direction, and Elena and I went in the other. I hit my head on the way down, I think against Grace as I was trying to protect her. I remember Elena helping me, calling out for me as the current pulled us along. Then hands were pulling us out of the water. Elena seemed to know who they were.

      I must have passed out because the next thing I knew, I was waking up in the back of a Hercules, surrounded by boxes of bottled water. From what I’ve been told, we took a private plane out of Moscow to the closest American military base in Germany, then were transported to Langley on a humanitarian flight.

      I rub my eyes. There’s light shining into my cell.

      “Mr. Vasiliev.” A female voice filters into the room.

      “Who the fuck are you?”

      “My name is Laura, and I have been assigned to your case.” She

      enters the room. She has brown hair, black-rimmed glasses, and is wearing a lab coat. She’s tiny; I could totally overthrow her and escape. “You have been cleared after your debrief, Mr. Vasiliev. But the higher-ups would like to talk to you before they release you.”

      “I’m going home?”

      She gives me a tight smile. “Yes, once your new papers have been produced, you will be able to go home.”

      Home. I’m going home. I’m coming for you, Grace, please hang on. I’m coming for you.

      I follow Laura to a meeting room, where she tells me some people

      are waiting to meet me before I leave. She says she’ll return with my papers.

      I step into the glass room and am greeted by men in black suits with stony expressions on their faces.

      “Mr. Vasiliev, please take a seat.”

      I sit. I have a feeling I’m not going to like what they have to say to me.

      Moments later, the door opens, and Elena enters. She looks pale but healthy.

      “Are you okay?” I ask her in Russian.

      She grabs my hands. “Yes, are you?”

      “I need to get back to Grace.”

      “I know. I promise you will.”

      One of the men clears his throat, getting our attention. “Thank you

      for coming today,” he starts. It’s not like we had a choice. “I just wanted to say firstly that, on behalf of America, I thank you for your cooperation in regard to the Bratva and the information you have shared with us.” The other men in the office nod.

      I wasn’t expecting that to come out of his mouth. Maybe I’m wrong about this meeting?

      “Your sister has been an invaluable contributor to our Russian Department.”

      I look at Elena, and she seems a little uncomfortable with the attention.

      “Agent Vasiliev was compromised on her last mission, and because of that, she had to initiate exit strategy A.”

      Okay, I’m confused, but then again, I don’t speak special agent.

      “And she brought you along as she believed you would need our help. Elena.” The man offers the floor to her.

      I look at my sister with confusion.

      “I hope you don’t hate me, Maxim,” Elena whispers.

      “I could never hate you.”

      “You might after this,” she says, giving me a tight smile. “Because we’re dead.”

      “What!” I roar at her, making everyone jump.

      “It was the only way to save us,” Elena states.

      “Oh my god— Grace. Why? Why would you do this to her—to us?”

      “Your funeral was yesterday. Dmitri had eyes on the event. So, I knew I made the right decision. If you were alive, you would never have been safe. Dmitri would keep coming after you. You and Grace would never have been safe. It was the only way.”

      I think I’m going to be sick. I sit down and hang my head between my legs as a panic attack begins.

      “It was the only way to keep her safe. Now that your funeral is over Dmitri and his men have gone.”

      “You think my death is going to stop that man. Never. He hates Grace and her family.” How does she not get this?

      “What Elena is saying is true. We’ve been monitoring Dmitri since your deaths,” one of the agents explains.

      “Our deaths. She’s dead, too?”

      “Yes, I’m dead too. We drowned in the river. Dmitri’s so wrapped

      up in his new role as the boss of the Eastern European region. He’s given up on the jewels and ordered all tracking to be stopped. He’s set up a new branch of the jewels—he’s starting over again.”

      I stare at her. I won’t allow him to torture and torment these new girls.

      “This is why we had to do this, Maxim,” Elena states.

      “We’ve been keeping an eye on Grace in your absence. She’s safe,” another agent adds.

      “How is she?” I ask the table.

      No one answers.

      “She’s devastated.” Elena lets her tears fall. “I’m so sorry, brother. You deserve a chance at happiness and Grace deserves a life without looking over her shoulder.”

      My heart feels like it’s being ripped out of my chest. “You really believe Dmitri is over Grace?”

      “Yes,” Elena says confidently.

      “Thanks to your hacking, we have been able to monitor Dmitri’s phone, emails, and computer,” one of the older men states.

      “And there’s no mention of Grace?”

      “The only mention was to leave the jewels alone. Let them stay dead. His words.”

      “Grace is truly free?” I don’t want to get excited yet.

      “We will continue to monitor him, and if there is any mention of Grace or her family, you will be the first to know.”

      Fuck, maybe there is a silver lining to this mess. As long as she’s safe that is all I can hope for. I hate that it had to come at the cost of a broken heart for her. I can watch her from afar. It will kill me to see her fall in love with someone else. Get married, have children, but the fact that she can do that, that’s all I need. This is my karma for all the lives I’ve taken. Having to watch my soulmate from a distance and never being able to touch her again.

      “Mr. Vasiliev, we do have a favor to ask. More like a proposition.”

      I stare at the table of suits.

      “We would like you to work with us.”

      “Excuse me?” They must be joking.

      “Your skills would be an asset to this department.”

      “What, that I kill people?”

      “Among other things,” the man says, clearing his throat. “Your sister has indicated that you might not necessarily want to do that line of work anymore?”

      “She’s right. I gave that up for Grace.”

      “Then we would like to offer you a job as a hacker. None of our men have been able to get into Dmitri’s systems.”

      “Sergei helped me,” I say because it was not all me.

      “That’s something we’d like to talk to him about, too, maybe in the future.”

      “You’re being serious? You want me to be a hacker for the CIA?”

      “Yes. We understand that you also work closely with Damon Denim, he works with us, too.”

      My head explodes—Damon is CIA?

      “Freelance mostly. We have assigned him to look after the Russian Department, specifically the Bratva. We would like you to join him. He’s already been informed of the situation with regard to your death.”

      “He knows I’m alive?”

      “Damon is actually the one who found us and brought us to safety,” Elena tells me.

      I shake my head. How the hell are we all connected so closely without even knowing it?

      “Agent Vasiliev will accompany you home, and Damon has been advised that she will join the team when you get back to Ibiza.”

      “Wait a minute. I’m going back to Ibiza? You said I was dead. That I had a funeral.”

      “All true. But we have given you a new identity.”

      “That’s great, but you can’t change my face. Won’t Dmitri be suspicious?” I question them.

      “We will have to make some changes, nothing drastic. No social media. You will have to lead a quiet life. Keep your head down just until Dmitri is captured,” the agent explains.

      “Are you saying I can go back to Grace?”

      “Yes. That’s what we are saying, but only if you agree to our terms,” the agent advises.

      “Sold. I’m in. I will do anything and everything you need me to do if that means I get to go home to my Grace.”

      “We are happy you want to join the team, Mr. Vasiliev.”

      “Won’t everyone freak out that I’ve come back from the dead?”

      “At first maybe. But we have cleared it that they all have low-level clearance. This will help with their charity work in rescuing these girls and bringing them home. Brooks Campbell has been given a higher clearance. He’s a decorated Navy Seal. He’s an honorable man, and a man who is duty-bound to his country. He will run point with the family letting them know things when they need to know.”

      “What about Grace?”

      “She has a higher clearance as your fiancé. You’re able to tell her who you work for, but there will be information that is on a need-to-know basis,” the agent explains.

      That’s if Grace doesn’t kill me for faking my death.

      “You still in?” the agent asks.

      “Guess I’m one of the good guys now.”
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            GRACE

          

        

      

    

    
      Yesterday was Maxim and Elena’s funeral or memorial or whatever you call it. I haven’t moved out of my bed all day, and my family keeps coming in to check on me. I guess they’re making sure I haven’t done something stupid, even though I want to. Maxim would haunt me if I did, so I don’t.

      It’s late, and everyone else has gone to sleep. I pull myself out of bed and go for a walk in the garden. It’s the only time I can get out of the house without someone hovering over me. There’s a beautiful full moon tonight, and all the stars are bright, lighting up the sky. I follow the well-worn path from the house and stand against the stone wall to look out over the shimmering dark water of the ocean.

      “I miss you, Maxim.” The words are carried away by the breeze.

      “I’ve missed you, Grace.” I still, hearing his voice. He sounds so close, yet so far. I’m imagining things.

      “I wish I could hold you one last time. Kiss you, tell you how much I love you,” I confess to the moonlight.

      “You can,” he says.

      I hear the crack of a stick behind me, and I turn around and gasp. There, bathed in the moonlight, is Maxim, dressed in a pair of jeans, a white T-shirt pulling across his hard chest, and wearing a smile that makes my broken heart thump against my ribs. His dark hair had been peroxided blond. There’s no scruff on his face, and his once-dark eyes are now green. Is this an angel version of Maxim? It looks like him but not quite.

      Tears fall as I stare at the apparition in front of me. Obviously, this is what my mind needs to say goodbye to him, to let him go. To try to return to the land of the living. I let out a happy sigh, soaking in everything that is Maxim one last time. He moves closer to me until he’s standing right in front of me. His hand touches my cheek, and I lean into his touch. It feels so real. I have missed it so much.

      “Hearing your voice again ...” I say.

      “I’ve missed you so much, Grace.”

      I look into those once-dark eyes, swirling full of emotions as a single tear falls down his cheek.

      “I didn’t mean to hurt you, Grace, but it was the only way to keep you safe.”

      “It’s not your fault, it was an accident. You can move on to the other side. I forgive you.” Don’t they say you’re supposed to forgive a spirit so they can move on and be at peace in the other life?

      He shakes his head. “Grace. I’m alive.”

      What the hell did he just say?

      Maxim’s other hand cups my face, bringing it to his.

      I can feel his warm breath over my skin—or was it just a breeze? His lips touch mine, and it feels real. His tongue pushes my mouth open for me as it slides in. It feels real. It feels the way it always did when he kissed me. Our lips press against each other’s, our tongues moving in a well-rehearsed dance, and I let out a moan. I have wanted this—no, I’ve craved this for the last two weeks, knowing I would never get a chance to kiss him again.

      My hands grab for his body, pulling him close. If I’m dreaming, I’m going to take every single thing the dream is giving me one last time. I want his touch seared into my soul. My hands pull up his T-shirt and throw it to the ground. His body feels so warm under my fingers. I let my fingers run circles over his chest, along his pecs, and down his abs. My fingers find the button to his jeans and snap it open, eliciting a growl from him, which makes my pussy throb with need. His large hands move from my face to my waist. He picks me up and takes a couple of steps to place me on the stone wall, which is cool under my heated skin. I am wearing an old threadbare T-shirt. He steps between my legs.

      “I never thought I would be able to kiss you or touch you again, Gracie.”

      I can feel his hardness pushing against the restrictive denim, and the gorgeous ache between my legs builds with every press against the bulge in his jeans.

      “I need you, Maxim. I need you so much.” I push his jeans and underwear down. He helps me lower them further, then his hands slide up my bare thighs, and his thick fingers slip under the edge of my underwear to pull them off. His hand returns to my T-shirt and pulls it over my head. The cool breeze dances across my peaked nipples. His head leans down and takes one into his mouth, his hot tongue rolling it around, his teeth nipping, making my eyes roll back into my head. He sucks my nipple into his mouth, making my pussy clench. I am already so wet for him.

      “Don’t make me beg, Maxim,” I plead as he teases my nipples.

      I can’t stand it, I need him, I have missed him too much to take things slow. I need to feel something, anything other than sheer devastation. This is the closest to Maxim I have felt in weeks, and I am going to take it.

      “I love you, Grace,” Maxim murmurs into my neck, his teeth sinking into my shoulder.

      I freeze. Then I’m pushing him away from me.

      “Grace.” He stands naked in front of me, the moonlight highlighting every sculpted inch of his magnificent body.

      “You’re not a ghost?”

      Maxim frowns at me. “No, I’m alive.”

      I shake my head. No, Maxim is dead, we had a funeral for him

      yesterday, this is a dream, this must be a dream.

      “You’re dead. This is not real.”

      Strong hands cup my face again. He stares at me, and I blink a couple of times trying to make the apparition disappear, but it doesn’t.

      “Grace, I’m alive.”

      “You’re alive?” I still don’t believe it, there’s no possibility he could be in front of me.

      “Yes.”

      My hand comes up and slaps him across the face. The sound echoes through the night. I watch as the red mark rises on his skin. I keep shaking my head because I don’t believe it. This is some horrible dream—or a joke some sick bastard is playing on me.

      Maxim shakes me by the shoulders. “It’s me, Grace. I had to fake my death so Dmitri wouldn’t come after you.”

      I hear the words, but my mind is not translating them quickly enough.

      “And Elena?”

      “She’s alive too.”

      “But, but—where have you been?”

      “Langley.”

      I frown. “As in the CIA Headquarters in America?”

      “Yes, hold on.” He bends down, rifling through his jeans and

      pulling out an American passport. He hands it to me.

      I read the name. “Max Clark?”

      “Yes, I decided I would change my surname to my wife’s. Because I’m a modern man and all.”

      I keep blinking at him, my brain still not computing what’s happening.

      “Elena is now Ellie Clark—you have a new sister.” He gives me a

      playful smile.

      That’s when I scream. My mind has finally caught up.

      Maxim’s hand covers my mouth. “Ssh. Please, don’t scream again.” As he takes his hand away, I start slapping him.

      “You fucking bastard, I thought you were dead, dead. I thought I

      had lost the love of my life. You broke my heart, Max. You fucking ripped it into two.”

      “I’m so sorry; I couldn’t do anything. I was locked in a cell until this morning when they let me go. I came straight for you.”

      I stop slapping him but start sobbing. “I thought I’d lost you.” I wrap my arms tightly around him, pulling him close to me. I can feel his heart beat rapidly against my chest.

      He’s alive, he is alive.

      “Never do that to me again or I will kill you myself.”

      This makes him chuckle as he kisses my forehead. “I promise to never fake my death ever again.” He places his hand on his heart like some kind of boy scout. “Now, can we finish what we started? I can pretend to be a ghost if you want. That seemed to make you hot.”
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DMITRI

        

      

    

    
      Everything I have always wanted is now in the palm of my hand. I’m the most powerful man in all of Eastern Europe, and men who thought I was beneath them now bow and scrape to me. I have my pick of fresh pussy any time I want, and the women beg me to take them. My mind turns to Elena, and for a moment, I let myself miss her. She was the closest thing to a partner I could ever have hoped for—none of these bitches who suck my dick could ever come close. Elena was the whole package, but fucking my uncle was most definitely a betrayal. Even worse, she was Maxim’s sister—that fucking complicated things.

      But as they say, two birds, one stone.

      Knowing that I have ripped Grace and Maxim apart makes me losing Elena somewhat bearable because I know Grace is at home grieving for a life she can never have. It’s the perfect revenge. I’ve decided to leave the jewels behind, they are Nikolai’s legacy, and I need to create my own path. The men can keep their jewels, wherever they are, they are no longer needed here.

      Ding

      An email appears on my screen, it’s late, but I click on it anyway. There’s no sender name, which is strange. It’s a voice recording.

      “My uncle needs to die,” my voice echoes through the speaker.

      I scramble to turn it down and quickly scan the room. Thankfully it is empty. I press play again.

      “I don’t care how you do it, just make sure nothing leads back to me.”

      How the hell did someone get this?

      Another anonymous email comes through to me.

      
        
          
            
              
        Let the games begin.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
        THE END
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