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            A Note From Via

          

        

      

    

    
      In our country and worldwide, the business of human trafficking continues to grow in astronomical proportions. While anyone can be a victim, the majority are women and girls.

      Most of us think about trafficking as an act of kidnapping and perhaps envision the victim being brutally forced to do something against their will, and while that happens frequently, coercion is often used as a powerful weapon to ensure someone does exactly as they are instructed.

      As I wrote the Ruthless Protectors novels, my thoughts wandered to those who, under extreme duress, are pressured to do things against their will. I thought of the many scared and brave victims who are going through these types of trauma, and the scary fact is that these cruelties could be happening right under our very noses, with us completely unaware. They could be our daughters, nieces, granddaughters, neighbors or friends, people who look and act completely normal each day but, unknown to us, are being threatened with something so great, they believe following explicit directions from the people who threaten them is the only choice they have. In some small way, I hope this novel assists in our world’s human trafficking awareness efforts.

      I hope that you enjoy the romance, the hunky bodyguards, the suspense that always follows them, and the happily-ever-after in this novel.

      —Xoxo, Via

    

  


  
    
      To my husband, thank you for always believing in me, supporting my passions, and helping me make all my dreams come true.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Jay

        

      

    

    
      I rerun the security footage in the dimly lit room. I should be focused on finding a clue, any little thread that will give us more information about the man we’re looking for who turned traitor.

      Instead, my thumb slides over the keys of my laptop, rewinding it to the beautiful blonde with the accent who turns my dick to stone. Sasha’s attempt at seduction is obvious, wearing a see-through little red lace teddy that exposes her erect nipples. “Hello, lover boy,” she says in her thick Russian accent.

      It doesn’t matter that she isn’t speaking to me, or that she wants one of the billionaires I’ve recently signed on to protect, or that he doesn’t reciprocate those feelings in the slightest. I still can’t bring myself to turn away from the beautiful blonde angel on the screen.

      Maybe it’s that look in her eyes, or something about the way her voice catches when she speaks that calls to my dominance as though she were put on earth just for me.

      Brian clears his throat. “Sasha, I thought I made myself pretty clear.”

      I’m sure he tells all the woman he meets at the club that very same thing because everyone knows he doesn’t do relationships. Everyone but her because she keeps trying.

      Her red-lined lips come together in the cutest of pouts. “Oh, don’t be like that, lover. I’ll only be in the United States for a couple more weeks. I thought we could spend time enjoying each other until then. I even purchased some new toys,” she says, holding up handcuffs and a riding crop with a silver handle.

      My dick shifts against my pants, but my jaw tightens with irritation. I know what to do with that damn paddle even if the man I’m supposed to be protecting isn’t interested.

      “Are you listening to me, lover boy?” Sasha asks, pulling the top of her bodice down, and leaving those perfect tits and nipples on display for anyone with a need to scour these films to see.

      Brian shakes his head. “Sasha, we had a great time, but I told you, we’re through. Please don’t contact me again,” he says, before hitting the disconnect button and causing the screen to go blank.

      Yet, the image of her seeking out comfort or solace, unwilling to take no for an answer, even baring herself as a ploy to win him over after being rejected, and the pained look on her face runs rampantly through my mind.

      A ruthless protector, paid handsomely to ensure the billionaires and Mafia men I work for, and their families are safe, I plan to look out for the wayward angel who’s managed to captivate my attention and could benefit from a very firm hand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Jay

          

        

      

    

    
      An altercation in the seven-story glass Bel Air mansion’s sex club for Los Angeles’ most powerful and elite can’t be good for anyone. I send a message to my security team who are outside, alerting them to stand by, not knowing what we’ll encounter when we reach the playroom. Brian Carrington, my boss’ best friend and one of the wealthiest billionaires in the world, someone who our security team has been asked to protect, looks grim as he leads me downstairs in his private elevator.

      We enter the very members only lower level of his mansion, and the monitors on the screen, cause my blood to pump with rage. The angel I’ve been dreaming about ever since I took over Carrington’s security screams in anguish as the long whip cracks against her tender flesh.

      Brian’s moving fast, hearing the sound of a non-consensual exchange. He knows exactly where the weapon and key is in case something like this breaks out in his club, but my job is to protect him at any cost. I’m not about to let him hit the headlines tomorrow or go to jail if I can prevent it. I grab both the weapon and key from him, unlock it in record time, and burst through the door of the secured playroom.

      The man looks drugged out, but I don’t give a shit what his issue is. If he hits her again, he’s going to die on the spot. I give him a chance and tell him exactly that, even though taking this fucker out right here and now would give me great pleasure. He knows he’s done; I see it in his face as he turns to glare at me, and then hear it as he yells in protest as my security team overtakes him.

      The woman of my fantasies is chained and hanging from the ceiling with angry marks on her back. In this community play gets hard. I’m fine with that when both parties want the same thing, but that’s not what’s going on here.

      Brian barks orders to call his physician and starts talking to her, trying to console her while she continues to sob. I just want her down, and after the videos I’ve seen of them together, I don’t want his hands anywhere near her.

      Brian is still talking, trying to assure her that she’s going to be okay, but I can’t wait anymore. I release her and cradle her in my arms before carrying her to the bed on the other side of the room.

      When I lay her down, she cries out softly. Her chest and back heave as she tries to inhale and hold back her sobs, gulping in large quantities of air. I know right then and there that the fucker who did this is going to pay severely for every bit of pain that she’s feeling right now. I gather her long silky blonde hair, removing it from her back, and pull the blanket up to conceal her legs and ass. The wounds on her back are too fresh to cover with anything right now, at least until they’ve been treated.

      I wish I didn’t have to leave her in the care of Brian Carrington, but he has the best physician money can buy and she will be well taken care of while I’m gone.

      I get outside, and my team has the dickwad safeguarded, ready to take him wherever I tell them to. The protocol is to secure him until the billionaire we work for decides what he wants to do with him, but this asshole isn’t getting that luxury.

      “You hit a woman, and we do the same to you,” I say, donning a pair of brass knuckles seldom used, and clocking him square in the mouth, feeling his teeth break under my fist before he screams. I grab him behind the neck and bring him down onto my knee, breaking his nose along with every other fucking rule and protocol we have as a security team.

      “Deal with him.” I leave my entire crew with mouths hanging wide open and entirely stunned to handle the mess I’ve made. I get back into the lounge, and the scene on the monitor above the bar sends me into a blind fucking rage.

      The camera is still fucking on, and the blonde is on show for everyone in the club to see. Brian is rubbing her back, stroking her before he slides his hands lower, caressing the bottom of her back right above her buttocks, and that’s all I fucking need to see to propel my ass forward. I stalk down the hallway, and hear voices in the room, and that’s the only thing that causes me to pause and listen at the cracked open door instead of bursting in as I intended.

      I’ve seen the tapes of the same blonde beauty repeatedly making advances to Brian, and time and time again he’s turned her away, and now he has his fucking hands all over her.

      Jenny is standing at the bedside with him. Her being in the room, the trust she has that her boyfriend is just taking care of Sasha’s injuries and nothing else, is the only reason I don’t knock him on his fucking ass, but she’s still being displayed all over the BDSM bar, and I want that shit turned off right the fuck now.

      The cameras are finally turned off, and I watch as the resident physician walks in. He places a mask hooked up to a portable tank on her tear-and makeup-stained face. “The oxygen will keep her from going into shock He gives her something for pain and dresses her wounds and then tells her that the injuries are superficial, and she’ll be feeling better in no time at all, but she’ll need some observation for a couple of the lacerations. I know exactly the ones he’s referencing because the bright angry red welts running the length of her back make me wish I had squeezed the life out of that fucker. Superficial my ass!

      The physician turns to Brian. “She shouldn’t go home alone. Someone should watch her through the night. It’s been a traumatic shock to her system.”

      Sasha manages to free herself from the mask, crying, “I can’t go home. I don’t have any family in the country.” She swallows, still sobbing. “I just don’t want to stay here.”

      I place my hand on her neck, under her hair, running my fingers along the rapidly beating pulse and rub her nape in an attempt to calm her.

      Brian explains to the physician her status in the country and her connection with the Russian ballet and offers his home until she no longer requires care. He’s not kicking her out and will provide her a place to stay, and while I have to admit that’s admirable, even though his new girlfriend my not like it, I respect him for making the offer to ensure her safety and have Celia, his house manager, care for her.

      I may respect him for how he’s handled this, but she’s not staying in this house with him if I have anything to say about it. My mouth opens before I have clearly thought things out. “I’ll take Sasha and your house manager to your condo in the city.”

      I lean down next to her. “Is that okay with you, Sasha?” She nods slowly before putting her face back into the pillow, starting to drift from the pain meds.

      Brian asks Celia a question that I don’t fully catch, something about her taking care of Sasha because he needs time with Jenny, and thanks me for taking Sasha to his condo to care for her.

      As soon as Chase asked me to take over as head of the Carrington security in addition to Prestian Corp, I researched everything there was to know about Brian. A billionaire with more money than he could ever spend. An inheritance handed to him when he was too young to do anything with it, kept in trust until he turned of age, but he earned my respect spending five years working with Chase Prestian, my boss and the most acclaimed entrepreneur across the globe, learning the industry from the ground up.

      A player, through and through, and while I don’t hold that against him, the pictures of him and the blonde angel with deep blue eyes, the woman now lying on the bed in front of us, the one who keeps me awake at night, and that he used to date, make me see red.

      “Yes, go. I’ll get Sasha dressed and situated at your condo,” Celia says to Brian as the physician packs his bag. He turns to me and hands me a bottle of meds and gives me instructions.

      I take note of what needs to be done. “Will do. Thanks, Doc,” I say, taking the bottle from his hand as he removes her mask and rechecks her vitals. Once she’s cleared, Brian and Jenny say goodbye and head out for the night.

      “I’ll help her get dressed, Jay. The pain meds will hit her shortly,” Celia says.

      “Thanks, Celia, I appreciate that,” I say, stepping out of the room and closing the door to give them some privacy. She’s dressed and sitting up in bed when I return, and I scoop her sleek body into my arms carefully. “This okay with you, angel?” I ask, looking down into her deep blue eyes.

      She nuzzles into my chest, and her arms tighten around my neck in response, and something in my chest expands, at the same time my balls tighten, and that’s all the confirmation that I need. I pull her lithe little body against me and walk her out the private exit and toward the awaiting limo. The driver opens the back door, and the grimace on her face as I settle her into the back seat makes me want to go back and pummel the asshole who hit her with that bullwhip all over again.

      “Drive slow, and don’t hit any bumps,” I say to Chase’s driver as Celia settles into the front seat. Sasha’s holding herself ramrod straight, trying not to lean back against the leather, and her jaw is tightly clenched.

      I hit the privacy glass and turn the audible off. “You’re in pain,” I say, and her head nods in confirmation, ever so slightly. I undo my seat belt and shrug off my jacket before releasing her buckle. “Lay across the seat, use my jacket as a pillow,” I say, repositioning her and hoping the material creates enough of a barrier that she’s not uncomfortable with the fact that her face is now in my lap.

      She nuzzles into my jacket, and her body visibly relaxes once she’s lying down. “What’s your name,” she says, so softly that I barely hear her.

      “It’s Jay,” I say, pushing her long blonde hair to the side so I can take a good look at her in person. She glances up at me sideways, and the deep blue of her eyes mesmerizes me.

      “You don’t even know my name, and you’re helping me,” she says, drowsily.

      “I knew your name from the moment I saw you. It’s angel,” I say, and am rewarded with a bright wide smile, a perfect set of shiny white teeth framed by naturally pink heart-shaped lips.

      “You don’t know me, or you wouldn’t call me that,” she says, and I see a flash of emotion in her eyes as she begins to chew her bottom lip.

      “You let me be the judge of that. In the meantime, close those baby blues and get some sleep before we get to the condo.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Sasha

          

        

      

    

    
      The pain meds are making me groggy, but not so much that I’m not entirely aware of the man who saved me. The very tall, lean, and muscly man who burst through the door threatening the man hitting me with the whip, demanding if he didn’t stop that he was going to take him out, and I have no doubt the gun in his hand would have done just that. Never once in all my life have I had a man stand up for me, defend me, or take care of me. All I know is that I feel safe nuzzled against his lap as I drift off to sleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I wake in a haze, cradled in Jay’s arms, hanging on to his neck as he walks us into an elevator.

      “Where are we?” I ask, glancing at the men around us in embarrassment.

      “Heading to Brian’s penthouse, and these men are part of my security team. They’ll keep you safe and secure, and you know Celia, right? She’s Brian’s house manager, and she’ll make sure you have everything you need tonight,” Jay says.

      I nod, but the night’s events are too much to deal with, and my stomach churns with the reality of what transpired.

      “I think I’m going to throw up,” I say, swallowing hard past the lump in my throat just as the elevator opens to the penthouse.

      “Hold on, angel. Let me get you there,” Jay says, carrying me quickly through the living room and into an adjacent bathroom. He lowers me gently and pulls my hair from my face as I embrace the toilet bowl and start vomiting violently, round after round until there is nothing left.

      I’m still strung out over the toilet bowl, with Jay rubbing the back of my neck, trying to soothe me through it when finally, about a half hour later, the dry heaves subside.

      “Let’s get you cleaned up. Come on; up you go,” Jay says, lifting me from the floor into his arms and carrying me past the living room, through a bedroom down the hall, and into the bathroom that has a sleek black marble and chrome shower and matching whirlpool in the corner.

      “I just want to sleep,” I say, the effects of the medication and my nausea leaving me wiped and just wanting to lay down and rest.

      “You need a shower, and it will help your back.”

      I scowl up at him, really wanting nothing more than to rest, and Jay’s eyebrows raise in response. “Angel, you can do this alone, or I can do it for you,” he says, leveling me with his dark hazel eyes as he settles my feet onto the ground.

      He is six-feet-two of raw manpower, and my sex clenches with desire at the way he just takes control. “You are such a bossy man,” I say, narrowing my eyes at him.

      Jay shrugs, and his lips turn upward in a smirk as he looks down at me. “I’ve been called worse. Now are you going to get into that shower?” he says, gesturing with a nod of his head toward the glass and steel enclosure.

      “I don’t want to be alone,” I say, looking into his eyes.

      “You won’t be on my watch, angel. I’ll step out of the room and let you undress, but I’ll be right outside in case you need me,” Jay says, turning the water on.

      “What if I want you to help me wash,” I say, looking into his eyes, sliding my dress up my waist with a medicated smile. Something shifts in his eyes, and before it’s halfway over my belly button, Jay has pinned my hands in place above my head.

      “Don’t try topping from the bottom with me, angel, or you’ll find your ass on fire in short order.”

      His husky voice and the sexy threat send an electric thrill down my body that ends and pulses right between my legs.

      “I just wanted to have a little fun!” I huff, pouting, trying to tug my wrists free from the muscular arms that hold them above me.

      “I think you’ve had more than enough fun for one night. You need to get cleaned up and heal,” Jay says, releasing my wrists and turning to adjust the temperature of the water.

      “Shouldn’t I be the judge of that, lover boy?” Every muscle underneath that skin-tight gray t-shirt he’s wearing tenses and then flexes as he turns from what he’s doing in the shower. In two steps he’s hovering over me again, his eyes narrowed, allowing me to feel the intensity of his darkened stare.

      “Lover boy? Don’t test me, or the next time those two words come out of that delectable little mouth of yours, you’re going to find out what an incredibly luxurious bar of soap tastes like. Now get in the shower, angel.”

      What the hell is wrong with him? Most men take me up on my offers of sex. They may not want to hang around long afterward, but they usually always want to play.

      “Fine!” I huff.

      “We’ll talk about your attitude later, but for now you’ll find the shower on the gentlest spray. Let it wash over the wounds on your back. When you’re done in the shower, I’ll take care of the rest,” Jay says, turning toward the door.

      I strip when I hear it close, and even before the soft pelting drops of water rain down on my hair or skin, the tears begin to flow. Nobody wants me. Am I that unlovable? The embarrassment and shame of yet another rejection burn through me like fire.

      How could I have come on so strong to Brian in the club tonight? It was pretty clear that he only has eyes for Jenny. I don’t know why I thought I could make him want me or why I even tried to get his attention. He couldn’t have been more honest with me after a few nights of fun. I had held out hope, for what I don’t really know; maybe that he would change his mind and suddenly want me in a way that I longed to be desired? Seeing the ankle lock Brian gave his new girlfriend at the club tonight was just too much. Why doesn’t anyone ever want to love me and keep me for their very own?

      I went to the club to make him jealous, but as soon as my date saw the hot young male cover model with tousled black hair, tight jeans, and a white t-shirt, I became entirely invisible. The man who flirted with me after that made me feel better, made me feel wanted, so I accepted his request to follow him into the playroom. Anything to ease the feeling of being rejected and alone.

      “Angel, I’m keeping track of your time. I want you out of the shower in three minutes. Otherwise, I’m coming in,” Jay says from outside the door, bringing me out of my reverie a short while later.

      I’ve barely finished washing my hair, so I quickly lather in a deep conditioner before rinsing off, which will ensure I can get through the long tresses with a wet brush.

      I step out of the shower and wrap a large cashmere towel from the warming station around my body, cringing as the material rubs against the wounds on my back, before tucking the ends between my breasts.

      Jay opens the door to the bathroom. “Time’s up, angel,” he says.

      “Why do you think you can just barge in here? I invited you, and you said no,” I say, still smarting from his rejection, and suddenly feeling completely exposed, although thoroughly covered.

      “Your time was up a few moments ago, and I wanted to make sure you were safe and not passed out on the floor,” Jay says, looking at his watch.

      “Why are you still even here? I’m not interested in security trying to ensure that my safety and well-being is attended to,” I say, standing tall but even my five-feet-six-inch height is dwarfed by his presence.

      “Well, that’s a damn shame because I intend to immensely enjoy that part of the job. Now behave yourself and take this,” Jay says, handing me a pill, his eyes sparkling, as he daringly clutches the towel in the middle of my breasts and pulls me toward him.

      I’m about to sound off, but the look in his eyes is blazing into my own, and it stifles my initial retort; instead, I end up swallowing the capsule and allowing him to guide me into the bedroom. “Face down on the bed,” Jay says, pushing me gently against its downy softness.

      “I’m going to pull your towel down so I can treat your wounds,” he says, and for some unknown reason I listen to that husky, velvety voice. My head nuzzles against the pillows, and he pulls the towel down, halting right above my ass, and begins softly stroking my bare back gently with something calm and soothing.

      “You showered, but I want to clean the superficial wounds with Hibiclens. These two stripes, we’re going to let heal a little, though,” he says, trailing the liquid over my heated skin.

      “How’s that feeling?” Jay says.

      “It feels better; it helps,” I say as I start to relax.

      “Good, now lay still so I can apply an antibiotic cream. We don’t want an infection to set in,” Jay says, his heavy hand lying against my waist, keeping me firmly pressed against the bed while he gently applies the cool cream to my damaged skin. “I’m going to get you dressed, feed you, and then you’re going to get a good night’s sleep. Stay right where you are, and let the cream soak in while I get you something to wear,” Jay says.

      My core heats at his words. The thought of him wanting to dress and feed me excites me, but he thinks that I am his responsibility, and doesn’t have any real interest in me. He’s made that clear. He’s only interested in taking care of my security because he’s being paid to, and I’ll be damned if I’m anyone’s paycheck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Jay

          

        

      

    

    
      I rummage in the dressers, finding no clothes in the drawers of the guest room, and move to the master suite a few doors down. I quickly look through the contents of that dresser, finding cotton t-shirts that are soft enough for her back, but there’s no fucking way I’m dressing her in Brian’s clothes. I shut the drawer with a thud. Brian had his chance with her, and from what I can gather he dumped her after a few quick fucks. She still clearly wants him after he gave her the boot, and I can’t get the vision of him and her together out of my mind, and it continues to piss me off.

      As soon as Brian’s head of security went rogue, Chase Prestian asked me to take over the head of security position for Brian Carrington. I went through the taped conversations between the two after he called it off, her trying to get him back, repeatedly. I still can’t comprehend why a beautiful woman like her would waste her time, sacrifice her dignity, calling and messaging him time and time again, even showing up on his Skype account in a hot red teddy, baring her small pert breasts to him, only to be rejected yet again.

      I hastily open the next two drawers and find what I’m looking for. Stretchy camis in a multitude of colors. Pure white cotton and spandex ones that look like they will fit, and picturing in my mind the lace around her little tits along with the lace on the bottom of her undergarments covering just the top of her firm ass makes my dick hard.

      The next drawer contains a variety of undergarments, all thongs with diamonds, pearls, and other glitz sewn into their design, but I’m not about to put her into the panties of the new girlfriend of her previous boyfriend. Besides, I like the fact that if I keep her bare, I’ll have easy access to that luscious little ass if she gives me any more difficulty tonight. I grab a couple different colors of the cute little camis, along with a pair of stretchy looking pants and a hoodie that are hanging in the closet, and a pair of low top sneakers that are slide on style and should work; at least to get her home tomorrow.

      I walk back into the room expecting to find her where I left her, where I told her to stay, where I planned to dress and feed her, but she’s fucking gone.

      I hit the group message on my phone, alerting my entire security team that something has headed south, instructing them to begin a search of the condo, leaving nothing unturned.

      I stalk my way through room after room and eventually run into Celia in the kitchen. She’s stirring a pot of chicken soup and looks up in surprise at my unexpected arrival.

      “Have you seen Sasha? She’s not upstairs; we can’t find her,” I say.

      “That girl is hurting, Jay,” she says, seemingly calm and collected when offering her advice. “Check the lower level,” Celia says.

      I send a gesture to the security team, and in less than three minutes I’m at the door that will open into the lower levels of Brian Carrington’s penthouse. I turn the handle, and as the door swings forward, I hear little sobs in the distance. Sasha must be in the playroom off to the side of Brian’s safe room. “I’m going in alone; stay at the top of the entrance, and I’ll text you if I need you,” I say.

      “You’re breaking protocol again,” one of my security team reminds me.

      I raise my eyebrows in question, but then just as quickly give him a nod because I respect him for both acknowledging it and calling me out on it. “I know, Cole, but I need to do this alone. Go upstairs and take the team with you. I’ll be okay,” I say, perfectly aware it’s the second time tonight that I’ve broken our rules, the protocols my men and I usually hold sacred. Cole nods, and they head up the stairs while I venture forward, following the soft sobs that are emanating from the corner of the room.

      I find the blonde-haired beauty sitting against the headboard of an ornate styled bed, atop a deep purple bedspread, her knees pulled against her chest and her chin resting against them. I walk toward her slowly, careful not to scare her, but something makes my chest beat hard as I get close to her. She’s sobbing, and the tears flood her eyes and run down her cheeks. The fact that she’s sitting in this room filled with memories of her and Brian, bawling her eyes out, makes me want to hit something right the fuck now, but I need to focus on what she needs, so I tighten my jaw instead.

      “You gonna stay down here all night, or you wanna go back upstairs?” I say.

      “You’re not interested, and I get that. What you Americans say, loud and clear,” she says, raising her hands and gesturing quotes. “And I don’t need or want your help,” Sasha says, looking at me with those sky-blue fuck me eyes.

      I let her comment settle. She’s not crying over Brian. She’s pissed at me because she thinks I’m not interested. I try hard not to smile, but I need to turn momentarily so that she does not see my upturned lips. She has no clue how seductive she is, and I have no intention of letting her know how much I want her, have desired her since the very first time I saw her, or how relieved I am that her anger is directed at me and not Brian.

      I turn back around, taking in every inch of her disheveled appearance, and damned if the hurt in her eyes and those tears don’t make me feel like a bastard. “I turned down the sexual advances of someone who’s been hurt tonight, on medication, and may not be thinking straight, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want you, angel,” I say, lifting her chin so she has no other option other than to look at me.

      It’s clear the medication has taken hold of her as the tears continue to spill from her gorgeous eyes. “When I decide our time is right, I’ll take care of your little pussy, but you should know your ass is going to be on fire for your disobedience tonight,” I say, wiping her tears with my fingers.

      Her eyes widen, and her pupils dilate, turning hazy with lust. I watch as her breathing alters, her body physically softens, and her eyes lower so I can’t see her desire. Fuck, she couldn’t be more submissive if she tried. “Angel, why did you run, and before you answer, I want the truth,” I say, lifting her chin so I can see her eyes again.

      “I just needed to be alone for a while. I didn’t think it would matter, or that you would look for me.”

      “The truth, Sasha, that’s what I want right now,” I say, knowing  this goes much deeper and that she’s much more likely to confide in me in her medicinal haze. She doesn’t respond; instead, her head bows.

      “Tell me,” I say, lifting her face again with the tip of my finger.

      “Nobody wants me,” she says, so softly that I barely hear her.

      The fact that this beautiful woman thinks no one wants her makes my blood boil and at the same time makes me want to pummel every man who has ever made her feel that way, and right now Brian Carrington is at the top of that fucking list. “I told you to stay where you were, that I was going to get you something to wear. I was planning to dress you, feed you, and then let you get a good night’s sleep,” I say.

      “That’s your job. You have to do that, but you turned me down,” Sasha says, wiping her nose on the back of her hand.

      It takes an extreme amount of effort to keep my lips from turning up in a smile. Fucking adorable. My angel thinks it’s just part of my job to take care of her, doesn’t recall me volunteering, and has no clue that I’ve thought of nothing but her, night after night, since seeing her video, but tonight is not the time to deal with this. She may not even have any recollection of what happened or even this conversation in the morning, and I want her fully conscious when we have that discussion.

      “We’ll talk tomorrow. Tonight, I’m taking you back upstairs, and we’re going to get you dressed and fed. Then, angel, you are going to sleep,” I say, wrapping the blanket around her and placing my hands under her knees and behind her back. She nuzzles into my shoulder, her blonde hair falling over my chest, and that’s all the fucking consent I need as I lift and carry her upstairs into the guestroom.

      We get to the top of the stairs, and the security team is ever present and hovering. “Sasha’s okay. Have Celia send food to her room,” I say, walking past them with her tight in my arms, ignoring the stupid fucking grins of my men as I do.

      I lay her on the bed and offer her a cami I secured earlier. “Here, put this on. The material is soft; it won’t hurt your skin,” I say, turning to allow her privacy, although what I really want to do is dress her myself.

      “Tell me when you’re done, angel,” I say, allowing her time at the expense of my sanity and my dick’s raging disagreement.

      “I’m finished,” she says a few moments later, and I turn around, seeing the dainty lace of the white cami peek out over the blanket just as a rap on the door lets me know our dinner has arrived.

      I ignore the smirk of one of my men as he hands me the tray. I close the door in his face with the toe of my boot and place the tray on the dresser before removing the silver dome from the matching platter. The selections are perfect, including small chunks of beef, vegetables, and fruit that are cut into bite-sized pieces.

      I move the tray to the bed and pick up a morsel of the marinated tip, holding it to her mouth. “You need nourishment,” I say as I watch her eyes dilate, and her heart-shaped lips encompass the piece of meat I’ve offered. She takes it into her mouth and chews slowly, and fuck if that isn’t the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen. Until now, I don’t know if I even knew just how much ensuring the basic needs of a submissive meant to me.

      I offer her a piece of grilled sweet potato, and she shakes her head. “Take a bite,” I say.

      “Too many carbs,” she replies.

      “I decide what you need tonight,” I demand, raising the vegetable to her mouth again.

      Her eyes widen, and the pupils in her lovely blue eyes turn dark and hazy as her naturally pink heart-shaped lips encompass my offering, taking the delicious piece of potato into her mouth. She chews leisurely and moans softly, causing my dick to instantly harden. I feed her the rest of the meal, watching intently as she drives me crazy with each piece that graces her perfectly parted lips.

      “I haven’t eaten this much in a very long time. I’ll seriously need to fast for a couple weeks after all that food,” Sasha says.

      I feel my eyebrows raise, and my protective instincts kick in. The thought that this woman believes she needs to deprive herself of essential nutrition to meet some fucking ballet industry standard of weight pisses me off. She can barely weigh over a hundred and ten pounds soaking wet.

      I realize she’s not mine, and I have no right to demand she change her eating behaviors regardless of the almost primitive desire within me to do just that. I pull the down comforter around her after she’s fed, watching as she snuggles into the softness and finally drifts to sleep in her medicinal haze. I sit by her bed, continuing to observe her for the next hour, reflecting on the night while I follow the emails and intel coming back from one of our best security agents out in the field. They believe they are close to finding Matt, one of our team members, a previous Chicago Mafia enforcer, who is now undercover, but according to our intel his cover’s been blown. If we don’t find him fast, he won’t live another day.

      A message hits my cell, and I read, and then reread it, looking at the angel who has finally managed to fall asleep in front of me.

      Sasha is Bernatelli’s daughter. We have an in, a way to get Matt out.
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