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​Chapter 1: The Wrong Place
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The numbers weren't adding up.

Elena squinted at her laptop screen, the blue light making her eyes water. Nearly midnight on a Thursday, and she was still at this godforsaken warehouse office, chasing down discrepancies in shipping manifests for a client who paid just enough to keep her from asking too many questions.

She should've gone home hours ago.

Her phone buzzed. Sofia again.

Girl, you still at work? You're gonna turn into a spreadsheet.

Elena smiled despite herself and typed back one-handed: Almost done. Promise.

A lie, but a comforting one. The truth was she had at least another hour of reconciling these accounts, and her boss had been breathing down her neck about this audit since Monday. Marcus & Associates wasn't exactly a top-tier forensic accounting firm more like the place companies hired when they needed someone to make their books look clean without looking too hard.

The kind of job that paid her student loans and her mom's medical bills.

The kind of job that made her stomach twist sometimes, late at night when she let herself think about it.

She rubbed her temples and stood, her chair creaking. The temporary office they'd set up in the warehouse administrative building was cramped and smelled like old coffee and diesel fumes. Through the grimy window, she could see the maze of shipping containers stacked in the yard, lit by harsh sodium lights that turned everything sickly orange.

Chicago's industrial corridor. Lovely at night.

Elena stretched, her lower back protesting. Her blouse had come untucked from her skirt hours ago, and she'd kicked off her heels under the desk. She padded in stocking feet to the window, coffee mug in hand, and stared out at nothing.

That's when she saw them.

Three men in the shadows between containers. At first she thought they were workers late shift, maybe but something about the way they moved made her freeze. Purposeful. Predatory.

One of them dragged something heavy.

No. Someone.

Her coffee mug slipped from her fingers, shattering on the floor.

The sound seemed impossibly loud in the quiet office. Elena's heart kicked into her throat as she watched the scene unfold below. The men didn't hear her they were too far away, focused on their victim. She should look away. Should grab her phone and hide.

Instead, she stood rooted to the spot as one of them raised a gun.

The muzzle flash was brief. Silent through the glass.

The body dropped.

Elena's hands flew to her mouth, smothering the scream that wanted to claw its way out. Her whole body shook. This wasn't happening. This couldn't be 

Movement in her peripheral vision made her turn.

A fourth man had appeared from the other direction, emerging from between the containers like a shadow given form. Tall. Broad. Moving with lethal grace.

He was on them before they registered his presence.

What happened next was brutal and efficient. Elena couldn't look away even though every instinct screamed at her to run. The tall man fought like violence was a language he spoke fluently precise strikes, no wasted movement. One attacker went down hard. Another tried to run and didn't make it three steps.

The third pulled a gun.

The tall man was faster.

It was over in less than a minute.

Elena's legs gave out. She sank to the floor among the shards of her broken mug, her breath coming in short gasps. She needed to move. Needed to get out. Needed to 

The door to the office opened.

She'd forgotten to lock it. Stupid. So stupid.

"Don't scream."

The voice was deep, rough. American, but with something else underneath an accent that softened the consonants. Italian, maybe.

Elena looked up.

The man from the container yard filled the doorway. He was even bigger up close had to be six foot four at least, with shoulders that strained against his black shirt. Dark hair cut military-short. A face that might've been handsome if it wasn't so hard, all sharp angles and cold eyes.

Gray eyes. Pale as smoke.

Those eyes locked on her, and Elena felt pinned like a butterfly to a board.

"You saw." Not a question.

She nodded, not trusting her voice.

He moved into the room, and she scrambled backward on instinct, glass cutting into her palm. He raised one hand a gesture that might've been calming if not for the blood on his knuckles.

"I'm not going to hurt you." His gaze swept the office, cataloging everything in seconds. "You're the accountant. Elena Moreau."

How did he know her name?

"How "

"Your client is one of ours." He crouched in front of her, close enough that she could smell him expensive cologne over something darker. Gunpowder. Sweat. "Or was, until tonight. Those men worked for the Volkov family. They've been skimming from shipments for months."

Elena's brain struggled to process. "Volkov. Russian mob?"

"Smart girl." Something that wasn't quite a smile ghosted across his face. "And now you're a witness to their enforcement. Which means you're in danger."

"I didn't see anything." The lie came out shaky. "I'll forget "

"You won't." He stood, towering over her. "And they'll know someone was here. Your car's in the lot. Your name's on the visitor log. They'll find you by tomorrow."

Terror locked around her lungs. "What do I do?"

"You come with me."

She stared up at him. "I don't even know who you are."

"Luca Rossi." He said it like she should recognize the name. When she didn't react, his mouth tightened. "You really don't run in these circles, do you?"

"I'm an accountant. I run in spreadsheet circles."

That almost-smile again. "Not anymore. Get your things. We're leaving."

"I can't just "

"Yes, you can." His voice hardened. "The Volkovs don't leave loose ends, Elena. You have two choices: come with me now, or I leave you here and you're dead by morning. Your call."

She looked at the window. At the bodies in the container yard. At this man who'd killed three people like it was nothing and now stood in her temporary office offering her protection.

Some choice.

Elena pushed to her feet, ignoring the sting in her cut palm. Her legs felt like water, but they held. She grabbed her laptop bag with shaking hands, shoved her feet into her heels.

"My car "

"Leave it. They'll track it." Luca moved to the door, scanning the hallway. "Phone too. Give it here."

"What? No. I need "

He turned back, and something in his expression made her stop talking. Not anger. Patience. Like he dealt with this kind of thing every day and knew exactly how it would play out.

"Your phone has a GPS. Your car has a GPS. Anyone looking for you will use them." He held out his hand, palm up. "I'll get you a clean one. But right now, if you want to live, you do what I say."

Elena's fingers tightened on her phone. Every contact. Every photo. Her whole life.

Sofia would lose her mind with worry.

But Luca's eyes held no give, and the bodies outside were very real.

She placed her phone in his palm.

He pocketed it without looking. "Good. Let's go."

The hallway was empty, their footsteps echoing on linoleum. Elena's heart hammered so hard she thought she might pass out. Luca moved ahead of her, one hand under his jacket where she was certain he had a gun.

They made it to a service exit. The night air hit her like a slap cold for April, smelling of rain and chemicals. A black SUV idled at the curb, windows tinted dark.

"In." Luca opened the back door.

Elena hesitated. This was insane. Getting into a car with a man who'd just killed three people. A man she didn't know.

But the alternative was waiting around to die.

She climbed in.

The interior was all leather and new car smell. Luca slid in beside her, too close in the confined space. His thigh pressed against hers as the driver pulled away from the curb without a word.

"Where are we going?" Elena asked.

"Somewhere safe." Luca was texting on his own phone, his thumbs moving fast. "My penthouse. It's secure."

"Your penthouse." She almost laughed. Hysteria bubbled in her chest. "Of course you have a penthouse."

He glanced at her. "You're in shock."

"I just watched you kill three people."

"Four. The one they were dragging was already dead." Matter-of-fact. Like he was discussing the weather. "And they would've killed you too. Remember that."

The SUV merged onto the expressway, heading north toward downtown. The city lights blurred past the windows. Elena's hands wouldn't stop shaking.

"I need to call my mom. My friend. They'll worry "

"Tomorrow." Luca's hand covered hers, stilling the tremors. His palm was warm, rough with calluses. "Right now you need to stay invisible. I'll have someone check on your mother, make sure she's safe. Your friend too. But no contact until we know the situation."

His touch should've scared her. Instead, it grounded her. Solid. Real.

Elena looked down at their joined hands. At the blood still dried in the creases of his knuckles.

"Who are you?" she whispered. "Really?"

Luca's gray eyes met hers, and for a moment, something almost human flickered in them.

"I'm the man who just saved your life." His thumb brushed over her racing pulse. "And for the foreseeable future, Elena Moreau, you belong to me."

The words should've terrified her.

They should've.

But as the SUV carried them into the glittering heart of Chicago, Elena found she couldn't look away from the dangerous man beside her or ignore the heat pooling low in her belly despite everything.

She was in so much trouble.

And not just from the Russian mob.
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​Chapter 2: Locked In
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The penthouse was ridiculous.

Elena stood in the middle of the open-plan living room, her laptop bag dangling from nerveless fingers, and tried to process the sheer scale of it. Floor-to-ceiling windows wrapped around two walls, offering a panoramic view of Chicago's skyline that probably cost more than she'd make in ten years. The furnishings were all sleek leather and dark wood, minimalist but clearly expensive. Everything gleamed.

"Kitchen's through there." Luca shrugged out of his jacket, revealing a shoulder holster and the gun she'd suspected. "Guest room is down that hall, second door. Bathroom attached."

He moved through the space like he owned it. Which, obviously, he did.

Elena's brain was still playing catch-up. "This is where you live?"

"When I'm not at the family estate." He disappeared into what looked like a home office, returning without the gun. "You'll stay in the guest room. Don't go near the windows after dark without closing the blinds first."

"Because someone might shoot me."

"Because I'd rather they didn't." He rolled up his sleeves, exposing forearms roped with muscle and a few pale scars. "You hungry?"

Was she? Elena couldn't remember the last time she'd eaten. Her stomach felt like a clenched fist. "I don't think I could keep anything down."

"Try anyway. You're running on adrenaline. When it crashes, you'll need food in your system." Luca moved to the kitchen, opening the massive stainless steel fridge. "I've got pasta from last night. Sandwich stuff. Eggs."

This was surreal. A mobster because that's what he was, clearly offering her a late night snack in his fortress penthouse after rescuing her from a hit.

Elena set down her bag and forced her feet to move, following him into the kitchen. The marble countertops were spotless. Everything was spotless. "Do you have staff? Cleaners?"

"They come twice a week. Vetted. Background checks." He pulled out a container of what looked like fettuccine alfredo. "But no one's here at night except me. Safer that way."

Safer for whom, she wanted to ask. But her mouth had gone dry watching him move around the kitchen with surprising competence, heating food, pulling down plates. His shoulders flexed under his black shirt with each movement.

Stop it, she told herself. Stop staring at the man who kidnapped you.

Except he hadn't really kidnapped her. Had he?

"I didn't kidnap you," Luca said, as if reading her mind. He glanced back at her, one eyebrow raised. "You can leave anytime you want. But you won't make it forty-eight hours."

"That's comforting."

"It's honest." He plated the pasta, the smell making Elena's stomach clench with unexpected hunger. "Sit."

She bristled at the command but found herself sliding onto one of the bar stools anyway. Luca set the plate in front of her, then leaned against the counter opposite, arms crossed. Watching.

"Aren't you eating?" she asked.

"I ate earlier. Before I went to check on our shipment." His jaw tightened. "Before everything went to shit."

Elena picked up her fork. The pasta was good really good and once she started eating, she couldn't stop. She was starving. Hadn't realized it until now.

Luca's mouth quirked. "Told you."

"Don't be smug." But there was no heat in it. She was too tired.

He poured her a glass of water, set it beside her plate. His fingers brushed hers in the exchange, and Elena felt that touch like a shock of static electricity. She pulled back too quickly, sloshing water.

Luca noticed. Of course he did. Those gray eyes missed nothing.

"You're safe here," he said quietly. "I meant what I said. I'm not going to hurt you."

"You killed four people tonight."

"Four people who would've killed you without blinking." He straightened, his expression hardening. "I don't hurt civilians, Elena. I don't hurt women. And I sure as hell don't hurt women under my protection."

"Your protection." She set down her fork, appetite suddenly gone. "What does that mean, exactly? How long am I supposed to stay here?"

"Until the Volkov situation is handled."

"Which will take how long?"

"Days. Maybe a week." He paused. "Maybe longer."

Elena's hands clenched into fists. "I have a job. A life. My mom needs "

"Your mom is in a care facility in Rockford. I already have two of my men stationed nearby, making sure she's safe. No one will touch her." Luca's voice gentled slightly. "I told you I'd take care of it."

"When did you " But of course he had. Probably while she was zoning out in the SUV. "You looked into me."

"I look into everyone." Not apologetic. Simply fact. "Elena Moreau, twenty-eight. Forensic accountant at Marcus & Associates for three years. Student loans. Medical debt. Your mother has early-onset Alzheimer's. You visit her every other weekend. Your best friend is Sofia Chen, marketing coordinator, lives in Wicker Park. You drive a 2015 Honda Civic that's overdue for inspection."

Ice slid down her spine. "You're kind of terrifying, you know that?"

"I'm thorough." He pushed off the counter. "And right now, thorough is what's keeping you alive."

Elena watched him move to the windows, pulling heavy blackout curtains across the glass. Shutting out the city. Shutting out the world.

"So what now?" she asked. "I just... sit here? For days? Weeks?"

Luca turned back to her, backlit by the dim kitchen lights. God, he was big. All hard muscle and contained violence. But he hadn't hurt her. Hadn't even raised his voice.

"Now you rest," he said. "Tomorrow, we figure out next steps. I need to talk to my family, see what the Volkovs know. But tonight, you sleep."

"I don't think I can."

"Try."

It wasn't a suggestion.

Elena slid off the bar stool, her legs unsteady. Exhaustion was crashing over her in waves now, pulling her under. Luca was right about the adrenaline. She'd been running on fumes and fear, and now that she was somewhere warm and relatively safe, her body was giving out.

"The guest room," she said. "Second door?"

"Yeah." He moved closer, and Elena's breath caught. He smelled like cologne and something darker, something that made her pulse kick stupidly. "Clothes in the dresser should fit you. My sister left some things here."

"You have a sister?"

"Two brothers. No sister." A ghost of a smile. "But my sister-in-law uses this place sometimes. She's about your size."

Elena nodded, not trusting herself to speak. Up close, Luca was overwhelming. Tall enough that she had to tilt her head back to meet his eyes. Broad enough to block out everything else.

And those eyes. Gray and cold and watching her with an intensity that made her skin prickle.

"Elena." His voice was low. "I know this is a lot. But I need you to trust me. Just for now."

"I don't know you."

"No. But I know you." His hand came up, and for a second she thought he might touch her face. Instead, he reached past her to flip off the kitchen light. "And I know you're smart enough to understand the situation you're in."

"Trapped."

"Protected." The word was firm. Final. "There's a difference."

Was there? Elena wasn't sure anymore.

She found the guest room exactly where he'd said. It was smaller than the master she'd glimpsed that massive space through an open door down the hall but still nicer than anywhere she'd ever stayed. King bed with charcoal-gray sheets. Abstract art on the walls. An attached bathroom with a walk-in shower that probably cost more than her car.

Elena closed the door and leaned against it, her heart pounding.

What the hell had her life become in the space of a few hours?

She checked the dresser and found women's clothes, just as Luca had promised. Yoga pants, soft t-shirts, even unopened packages of underwear in her size. How had he known? Had he guessed, or had he really looked into her that thoroughly?

The thought should've creeped her out.

It did creep her out.

But underneath the fear was something else. Something warm and dangerous that she didn't want to examine too closely.

Elena changed into borrowed sleep clothes and brushed her teeth with a new toothbrush she found in the bathroom. Everything she needed was here. Like he'd been preparing for this. For her.

Ridiculous.

She climbed into bed, expecting to lie awake for hours. Instead, sleep pulled her under almost immediately, dragging her into restless dreams of smoke-gray eyes and bloodstained hands.

Elena woke to sunlight streaming through a gap in the curtains.

For a disoriented moment, she didn't remember where she was. Then it all came flooding back the warehouse, the bodies, Luca's cold eyes and warm hands.

She sat up, her heart racing. The clock on the nightstand read 9:47 AM. Late. Later than she'd slept in years.

Voices drifted from somewhere in the penthouse. Male voices, low and intense.

Elena climbed out of bed and crept to the door, pressing her ear against it.

"...can't keep her here indefinitely." That was a voice she didn't recognize. Younger than Luca's, with a teasing edge. "Even you have to admit this is extreme."

"She saw the hit, Matteo." Luca. Definitely Luca. "The Volkovs will come for her."

"So put her in a safe house. Use the place in Lake Forest."

"No." Flat. Absolute. "She stays here."

A pause. Then a low whistle. "Oh, this is interesting. You like her."

"I'm protecting a witness."

"You're protecting a witness in your personal bedroom sorry, guest room. Very close to your personal bedroom. And she's exactly your type. Curvy, smart mouth, probably drives you crazy "

"Matteo."

"I'm just saying." The younger voice was definitely laughing now. "When's the last time you brought a woman here? To your actual home?"

Silence.

Elena's cheeks burned. She should not be listening to this. Should not be feeling a flutter of something stupid in her chest at the idea that Luca might 

No. Absolutely not.

She was a hostage. A witness under protection. Nothing more.

"The Volkovs will expect us to move her," Luca said finally. "They'll watch the safe houses. Here, I control every variable. No one gets past building security without me knowing. No one gets to this floor without the elevator code."

"And what's she supposed to do? Sit around looking pretty while you brood?"

"She can help."

"Help how?"

"She's a forensic accountant. Good one, apparently. Our books need auditing Papa's been after me to clean up the legitimate side. Elena can do it. Give her something to focus on, earn her keep."

"You're going to show her the family business." Matteo sounded incredulous. "You know that's insane, right?"

"She already saw the violent side. Might as well see the paperwork."

"Luca "

"It's decided. Now get out. I need to brief her."

Footsteps approached the door. Elena scrambled back to the bed, diving under the covers and squeezing her eyes shut just as she heard the guest room door open.

"I know you're awake." Luca's voice was dry. "You're a terrible actress."

Damn it.

Elena opened her eyes to find him leaning in the doorway, arms crossed. He'd showered since last night his hair was damp, and he'd changed into a fresh black shirt and dark jeans. Still devastatingly large. Still watching her with those unnerving eyes.

"How much did you hear?" he asked.

No point lying. "Enough."

"Then you know I have a proposition for you."

Elena sat up, pulling the blanket up to her chin. "You want me to audit your books."

"I want you to work for me. Temporarily." He moved into the room, and suddenly the space felt much smaller. "You're stuck here anyway. Might as well make yourself useful."

"And if I say no?"

"Then you sit around bored for however long this takes." He perched on the edge of the dresser, looking oddly at ease. "But I don't think you will. You don't strike me as someone who likes being idle."

He was right, and she hated that he knew it.

"What exactly would I be auditing?"

"The Rossi family has legitimate businesses. Import-export. Real estate. Nightclubs. Papa wants everything clean, documented properly. But the last accountant we hired couldn't keep up." A pause. "Or got too curious about the wrong things."

"What happened to them?"

"Nothing. I paid them well and sent them on their way." Luca's expression was unreadable. "I don't kill accountants, Elena. Just Russian enforcers who threaten my territory."

"How reassuring."

His mouth twitched. "You have a smart mouth. I noticed that last night."

"Is that a problem?"

"No." Something heated flickered in his eyes. "I like it."

The air between them felt suddenly charged. Elena's pulse kicked up, and she cursed her traitorous body for reacting to him. To his size, his intensity, the way he looked at her like she was the only thing in the room.

"So?" Luca prompted. "Do we have a deal? You audit my books, I keep you alive?"

"Do I have a choice?"

"There's always a choice." He stood, towering over her. "But I think you're smart enough to pick the right one."

Elena looked up at him at this dangerous, confusing man who'd killed for her and now wanted her to cook his books. Or clean them. Whatever.

She should say no. Should demand he take her to the police.

But the police couldn't protect her from the Russian mob. And sitting around doing nothing would drive her insane.

Besides, a traitorous voice whispered, you're curious. About him. About this world. About what it would be like to stay in his orbit for a while longer.

"Fine," she heard herself say. "I'll do it."

Luca's smile was slow and satisfied. "Good girl."

The praise hit her like a physical touch, sending heat pooling low in her belly. Elena's thighs clenched involuntarily.

His eyes tracked the movement. Noticed. Of course he noticed.

"I'll have Matteo bring up the files," he said, his voice slightly rougher. "You can work in my office. More secure than out here."

"Your office."

"My office." He moved to the door, then paused. "And Elena? Don't go snooping. I'd hate to have to punish you."

He left before she could respond, but the door clicked shut on his dark promise.

Elena sat frozen in the bed, her breath coming fast, her skin flushed.

She was in so much trouble.

And the worst part? A reckless piece of her wanted to find out exactly what his punishment would look like.
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​Chapter 3: Numbers and Threats
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Luca's office was exactly what Elena expected: dark, masculine, and designed for control.

A massive desk dominated the space, its surface clear except for two monitors and a sleek laptop. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves lined one wall, filled with leather-bound volumes that looked more decorative than functional. The opposite wall was all windows, currently covered by those heavy blackout curtains. A leather sofa sat in the corner, looking like it had never been used.

"Make yourself comfortable." Luca gestured to the desk chair. "Password's on the sticky note. Files are in the folder marked Rossi Enterprises."

Elena settled into the chair, which was still warm from his body. The thought made her shiver. She pulled her borrowed laptop from her bag, then hesitated. "My files. Everything I was working on last night "

"Already retrieved." He produced a flash drive from his pocket. "Had someone grab your work laptop from the warehouse office this morning. Cloned the hard drive. You'll find everything here."

"You broke into my work computer."

"I had someone break into your work computer. I was busy making breakfast." He set the drive beside her keyboard. "Which you missed, by the way. But there's coffee in the kitchen if you want it."

"You made breakfast." She couldn't picture it. This dangerous man in his pristine kitchen, cooking eggs or whatever.

"I make excellent French toast." He said it without irony. "My nonna insisted all her grandsons learn to cook. Said we'd never keep a woman otherwise."

Elena blinked. "Your nonna sounds terrifying."

"She was." Something softened in his expression. "Died five years ago. Best woman I ever knew."

The glimpse of humanity threw her off balance. She'd been prepared for cold mobster, not a man who spoke about his grandmother with obvious affection.

Luca must've seen her confusion because his mouth quirked. "I'm not a monster, Elena. I'm just very good at my job."

"Your job being...?"

"Enforcer. Problem solver. Whatever the family needs." He moved to the window, checking the curtain edge with practiced efficiency. "Matteo handles collections and new business. I handle threats."

"Like me."

"You're not a threat." He glanced back. "You're a complication. There's a difference."

Before she could ask what he meant, his phone buzzed. He checked it, his expression hardening. "I need to make some calls. You good here?"

"I'm a big girl. I think I can manage spreadsheets without supervision."

That earned her a genuine smile, brief but devastating. "Smart mouth."

"You said you liked it."

"I do." His voice dropped an octave. "Remember that."

Then he was gone, pulling the door closed behind him with a soft click.

Elena sat very still, trying to get her breathing under control. What was she doing? Flirting with a mobster who'd killed four people last night like it was nothing?

Clearly the stress was breaking her brain.

She forced herself to focus on the computer. Work. Numbers. Things that made sense.

The password was exactly where he'd said. She logged in, found the folder, and opened the first file.

Holy shit.

The Rossi family's financial network was massive. Import-export companies, nightclubs, restaurants, real estate holdings scattered across Chicago and the suburbs. Millions of dollars flowing through dozens of accounts. And from what she could see in the first fifteen minutes, most of it was actually legitimate.

Most of it.

There were gaps. Inconsistencies that made her accountant senses tingle. Money moving in ways that didn't quite track. Not blatantly illegal whoever had set this up knew what they were doing but definitely creative.

Elena lost herself in the numbers, the way she always did. Hours passed without her noticing. The puzzle of it consumed her, each spreadsheet revealing new layers of complexity.

She was deep into a particularly tangled series of offshore transfers when the office door opened.

"You need to eat."

Elena jumped, her hand flying to her chest. Luca stood in the doorway holding a plate with a sandwich and fruit. He'd rolled his sleeves up again, and she could see more of those scars on his forearms. Old knife wounds, maybe. Or something worse.

"What time is it?" she asked.

"Almost three. You've been at this for five hours." He set the plate beside her, then leaned over her shoulder to see the screen. "Find anything interesting?"

His proximity made her skin prickle with awareness. He was close enough that she could feel the heat radiating off his body, smell that dark cologne mixed with clean male skin.

"Your shell companies are clever," she managed. "But they're not as well-hidden as whoever set them up thinks. The IRS could find these if they looked hard enough."

"Could they now." Luca's breath stirred her hair. "And what would you do about it?"

Elena pulled up another file, hyperaware of him looming behind her. "Restructure. Use different tax jurisdictions. Route through more legitimate holdings first. And for God's sake, stop using sequential account numbers it creates a pattern."

"You're good at this."

"I know." She risked a glance up and found him watching her with an expression she couldn't read. "That's why Marcus & Associates kept me around even though I asked too many questions."

"Is that what happened? You asked questions?"

"I had concerns about some clients. My boss told me to drop it." Elena's jaw tightened. "I should've quit. But the money..."

"Your mother's care."

"Yeah." She looked back at the screen, uncomfortable with how much he already knew about her life. "So I stayed and did my job and tried not to think too hard about where the money came from."

Luca straightened, moving to lean against the desk edge. Facing her now. "And what do you think about where my money comes from?"

"I think some of it comes from legitimate businesses that need better accounting." Elena met his eyes. "And some of it probably comes from places I shouldn't ask about."

"Smart girl."

There it was again. That praise that made heat pool between her thighs.

"Stop calling me that," she said, more sharply than intended.

"Why?" His head tilted, predatory and curious. "Does it bother you?"

"It's condescending."

"Is it?" He leaned forward, bracing one hand on the desk beside her. Caging her in. "Or does it make you feel something you're not ready to admit?"

Elena's breath caught. He was too close. Way too close. She should push her chair back, create distance, but her body wouldn't cooperate.

"I don't know what you mean."

"Liar." But there was no heat in it. Just dark amusement. "You're not as hard to read as you think, Elena."

"And what exactly do you think you're reading?"

"Interest." His gray eyes pinned her. "Attraction. Even though you know you shouldn't be attracted to someone like me."

"Someone like you," she echoed. "You mean a criminal?"

"I mean dangerous." His free hand came up, and she thought he might touch her face. Instead, he tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, the gesture almost tender. "But you're not afraid of me. That's what's interesting."

"Maybe I should be."

"Maybe." His thumb brushed her cheekbone, just once. "But you're not."

The air between them crackled with tension. Elena's pulse hammered in her throat, and she knew he could see it. Could probably feel it.

This was insane. Twenty-four hours ago, she'd been a normal accountant with a boring life. Now she was trapped in a penthouse with a mobster who looked at her like he wanted to devour her.

And God help her, part of her wanted to let him.

"Luca "

His phone rang, shattering the moment.

He pulled back with obvious reluctance, checking the screen. His expression darkened. "I need to take this."

"Of course."

He moved to the window, turning his back to her. "Matteo. What?"

Elena tried not to eavesdrop. Really, she did. But his voice carried, and the office wasn't that big.

"How many?" A pause. "Fuck. Where?" Another pause, longer. "No. Absolutely not. She stays here... I don't care what Papa says. This isn't up for debate... Because she's my responsibility... Yes, I'm aware of how that sounds. Matteo, I swear to God "

He switched to rapid Italian, his free hand cutting through the air in sharp gestures. Elena caught maybe one word in five, but the tone was clear. Anger. Frustration.

Protectiveness.

When he finally ended the call, his shoulders were tight with tension.

"What happened?" Elena asked quietly.

"The Volkovs know your name." He turned back to her, and his eyes were cold again. Locked down. "They hit your apartment an hour ago. Trashed it looking for information."

Elena's stomach dropped. "My apartment."

"No one was hurt. You weren't there." He moved back to the desk, gripping the edge. "But they're not going to stop looking."

"What about Sofia? My mom?"

"Both safe. Sofia's staying with her boyfriend I have someone watching their place. Your mother's facility has extra security." His jaw clenched. "But the Volkovs are pushing hard. Harder than I expected."

"Why?" Elena stood, needing to move. "I'm just a witness. Why do they care this much?"

"Because you're under Rossi protection now. They know I'm hiding you, which means you're valuable." He straightened, his expression grim. "And because one of the men I killed last night was Ivan Volkov's nephew. This isn't just business anymore. It's personal."

The room felt smaller. Colder.

"So what does that mean for me?"

Luca was quiet for a long moment. Then he closed the distance between them in two strides, his hands coming up to frame her face. Gentle despite his size.

"It means you don't leave this penthouse. Not until I handle this." His thumbs stroked her cheekbones. "It means I need you to trust me, Elena. Can you do that?"

She should say no. Should demand he call the police, the FBI, someone.

But his hands were warm, and his eyes held something she hadn't expected to see there.

Concern. Real concern.

For her.

"I don't have much choice, do I?" she whispered.

"There's always a choice." He echoed his words from earlier. "But I'd really like you to choose to stay."

"Why?"

"Because " He stopped himself, jaw working. "Because I don't trust anyone else to keep you safe."

It wasn't what he'd been about to say. Elena was sure of it. But before she could push, he stepped back, breaking contact.

"Finish up here. I need to meet with my father and Matteo tonight." He headed for the door. "Don't wait up. I might be late."

"Luca."

He paused, hand on the doorknob.

"Thank you," she said. "For... all of this."

His expression softened fractionally. "Eat your sandwich, Elena. You need your strength."

Then he was gone, leaving her alone with a half-eaten meal and a laptop full of financial secrets.

And the ghost of his touch still burning on her skin.

Elena worked until her eyes burned, throwing herself into the numbers because it was better than thinking about gray eyes and gentle hands and the way her body reacted every time Luca got close.

Around eight, she ventured out of the office to get more coffee. The penthouse was quiet. Eerily so. She hadn't heard Luca leave, but the space felt empty without his presence.

In the kitchen, she found a note on the counter in sharp, angular handwriting:

Leftovers in the fridge. Code for the TV is 5599. Don't answer the door for anyone. Back by midnight.  L

Elena stared at the note, something warm unfurling in her chest. He'd left her instructions like she was staying here voluntarily. Like this was normal.

Like she was his to take care of.

The thought should've annoyed her.

It didn't.

She heated the leftovers some kind of pasta primavera that was absurdly good and settled on the leather couch with her laptop. More work. More numbers. The familiar comfort of spreadsheets and equations.

But her mind kept drifting.

To Luca's hands on her face. His voice when he'd told Matteo she was his responsibility. The way he'd looked at her like she was something precious that needed protecting.

Elena had been taking care of herself for years. Since her dad left, since her mom got sick, since she'd realized no one was coming to save her. She'd learned to be strong. Independent.

But the idea of someone else carrying that weight, even temporarily...

It was dangerous. Tempting.

Stupid.

She was saved from that spiral of thoughts by her own exhaustion. The stress of the past day caught up with her all at once, dragging her under.

Elena woke hours later to the sound of the elevator doors opening.

She sat up on the couch, disoriented. Her laptop had slid to the floor. The penthouse was dark except for a single lamp she must've left on.

Footsteps. Heavy. Male.

Luca emerged from the elevator hallway, and Elena's breath caught.

He looked exhausted. Hair mussed like he'd been running his hands through it. His shirt was untucked, the top buttons undone. But it was his expression that stopped her raw and unguarded in a way she hadn't seen before.

"You're awake," he said. His voice was rougher than usual.

"I fell asleep out here. What time is it?"

"After one." He moved to the kitchen, poured himself two fingers of whiskey from a crystal decanter. Downed it in one swallow.

Elena stood, her accountant brain cataloging the tension in his shoulders, the tightness around his eyes. "What happened?"

"Nothing you need to worry about."

"Luca."

He poured another drink but didn't touch it. Just stared at the amber liquid like it held answers. "The Volkovs want a meeting. Tomorrow night. To discuss terms."

"Terms for what?"

"You." He finally looked at her. "They're willing to let this go if I hand you over."

Ice flooded Elena's veins. "And?"

"And I told them to fuck off." He moved around the counter, closing the distance between them. "You're under Rossi protection. That's not negotiable."

"Even if it means war with another family?"

"Even then."

The certainty in his voice made her knees weak. He would fight for her. Actually fight. Risk his family's safety for a woman he'd known less than two days.

"Why?" The question came out barely a whisper.

Luca's eyes searched hers. "You really want to know?"

"Yes."

He reached out, his fingers tangling in her hair, tilting her face up. His other hand settled on her waist, spanning it easily. Holding her.

"Because you're mine now," he said, voice low and rough. "The moment I pulled you out of that office, you became mine to protect. And I don't give up what's mine, Elena. Ever."

"That's insane."

"Probably." His thumb traced her lower lip, and she gasped. "But you feel it too. Don't you?"

She did. God help her, she did. This pull between them, magnetic and undeniable. Chemistry that made no sense and every sense at once.

"This is a bad idea," she breathed.

"Terrible idea." His head lowered, his mouth hovering just above hers. "Tell me to stop."

Elena's hands came up, resting against his chest. She could feel his heart pounding under her palms, as fast as her own.

She should tell him to stop. Should push him away.

Instead, she fisted her hands in his shirt and pulled him down.

The kiss was explosive.

Luca's mouth crashed against hers, all heat and possession and barely leashed hunger. His hand tightened in her hair, angling her head for better access. His other hand slid down to grip her hip, pulling her flush against him.

Elena moaned into his mouth, her body igniting. He was everywhere his size, his strength, his taste. Whiskey and want and something darker she couldn't name.

He kissed like he fought. Controlled but devastating.

His tongue swept into her mouth, and Elena's knees buckled. He caught her easily, walking her backward until her back hit the wall. Then his body pinned her there, all that muscle and heat caging her in.

"Fuck," he groaned against her lips. "You taste even better than I imagined."

"You imagined this?"

"Since I saw you in that office." His mouth moved to her jaw, her throat, finding her pulse point and sucking hard. "In your little business skirt, looking terrified and furious at the same time."

Elena's head fell back, giving him access. "That's ah that's messed up."

"I know." He nipped her collarbone, soothing it with his tongue. "But I've wanted you from that first moment. Wanted to know what you'd feel like. Taste like. Sound like when you come."

Heat flooded her core. She shouldn't want this. Shouldn't want him.

But her body didn't care about shouldn't.

Luca's hand slid under her borrowed shirt, finding bare skin. His palm was rough with calluses, and she whimpered at the contact.

"Christ, you're soft." His fingers traced her ribs, moving higher. "Tell me to stop, Elena. Because if you don't, I'm going to touch you everywhere. And I won't be able to stop at just touching."

Reality crashed back in.

Elena pressed against his chest, and he froze immediately. Pulled back enough to meet her eyes.

"Stop," she whispered.

He released her instantly, stepping away. His chest heaved, his eyes wild, but he'd stopped the second she asked.

"I'm sorry," she said. "I can't this is too fast. Too much."

"Don't apologize." His voice was strained. "You're right. This is..." He dragged a hand through his hair. "Fuck. I shouldn't have done that."

"I kissed you too."

"I started it." He moved to the windows, putting distance between them. "It won't happen again. Not unless you want it to."

Elena's body screamed at her to tell him she wanted it. Wanted him. But her brain knew better.

"I should go to bed," she said. "It's late."

"Yeah." He didn't turn around. "Good night, Elena."

She fled to the guest room, closing the door and leaning against it.

Her lips still tingled from his kiss. Her body still ached with want.

And she could still feel the imprint of his hands on her skin, like he'd branded her.

Mine, he'd said.

And the terrifying part was how much she wanted that to be true.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter 4: The Club
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Elena avoided Luca for most of the next day.

It wasn't hard. He left early for meetings, leaving another note on the counter about food and security codes. She threw herself into his books, finding more inconsistencies, more patterns that needed fixing. Work was safe. Numbers didn't have gray eyes and rough hands and a mouth that had ruined her for sleep.

By four in the afternoon, she'd reorganized half his offshore holdings and drafted a memo on tax optimization strategies. Her eyes burned. Her neck ached. She needed a break.

The penthouse was still empty when she emerged from the office. Elena wandered to the windows, carefully pulling back the curtain to look out at Chicago stretching below. The city looked almost peaceful from up here. Hard to believe people were trying to kill her down there somewhere.

"You're not supposed to stand by the windows."

She spun around. Luca stood in the living room, having appeared from nowhere. He'd changed into different clothes since morning dark jeans and a black button-down that stretched across his shoulders. His hair was still damp like he'd just showered.

"The curtains are closed," Elena said, hating how defensive she sounded.

"Not all the way." He moved toward her, reaching past to adjust the fabric. His arm brushed hers, and she felt that touch like electricity. "Sniper could see your silhouette."

"That's a cheerful thought."

"It's a realistic one." He stepped back but didn't move away. "How's the audit going?"

"Your accountant was either incompetent or deliberately creating vulnerabilities. I'm leaning toward incompetent." She crossed her arms. "You're hemorrhaging money through poor structuring. I can fix it, but it'll take time."

"How much time?"

"Weeks. Maybe a month if I'm thorough."

Something flickered in his expression. Satisfaction, maybe. "Good. That works."

"Works for what?"

"For keeping you busy. And here." He gestured to the kitchen. "You eat today?"

"I had a protein bar."

His jaw tightened. "That's not eating. Come on."

"I'm not hungry."

"Elena." He turned to face her fully. "You barely touched your food yesterday. You need to eat properly."

"Stop telling me what to do."

"Someone has to." He moved into the kitchen, pulling things from the fridge. "You're running yourself into the ground. When's the last time you took care of yourself?"

The question hit harder than it should have. Elena's throat tightened. "I take care of myself fine."

"Do you?" Luca started chopping vegetables with surprising efficiency. "Because from what I can see, you work yourself to exhaustion, skip meals, and put everyone else's needs before your own."

"You don't know me."

"I'm learning." He glanced up, and his eyes were too knowing. "Your mom. Your friend. Your job. You carry everyone, Elena. Who carries you?"

No one, she wanted to say. No one had in a long time.

Instead she said, "I don't need carrying."

"Everyone needs someone." He slid the vegetables into a pan, the sizzle filling the silence. "Even me."

That surprised her into asking, "Who carries you?"

"My family. When I let them." A slight smile. "My nonna used to say I was too stubborn for my own good. That I'd work myself to death before asking for help."

"Sounds familiar."

"Yeah." His eyes met hers across the counter. "I thought it might."

The air between them felt heavy again. Charged. Elena wanted to look away but couldn't.

"About last night," she started.

"We don't have to talk about it."

"I think we do." She took a breath. "I'm attracted to you. Obviously. But this situation is already complicated, and I don't want to make it worse by "

"Fucking me?"

Heat flooded her cheeks. "That's not what I was going to say."

"But it's what you were thinking." He plated the stir fry, slid it across to her. "Eat. Then I have something to show you."

"Show me what?"

"A different view of my world." He poured her water, then leaned against the counter. "I need to go to Il Diavolo tonight. Family business. You're coming with me."

Elena's fork paused halfway to her mouth. "The club?"

"Yeah. Can't leave you here alone, and I need eyes on some things." His expression hardened. "The Volkovs want a meeting there. Neutral ground. I want you where I can see you."

"Is that safe?"

"Safer than leaving you here without me." He straightened. "Besides, you've been cooped up for two days. You need to get out. Even if it's just to a nightclub filled with criminals."

"How thoughtful."

"I have my moments." He checked his watch. "Finish eating. We leave in an hour."

The dress appeared on her bed thirty minutes later.

Elena stared at it. Black, obviously. Fitted but not obscene. Designer label she recognized from window shopping she could never afford. Matching heels in her exact size beside it.

How did he keep doing that?

She should refuse to wear it. Should insist on her own clothes. But everything she owned was at her trashed apartment, and the borrowed yoga pants weren't exactly nightclub appropriate.

The dress fit like it was made for her. Hugged her curves, made her waist look smaller and her breasts look fuller. The heels added three inches, though she'd still barely reach Luca's shoulder.

Elena stared at herself in the bathroom mirror. She looked different. Dangerous. Like she belonged in his world.

The thought should've scared her more than it did.

Luca's expression when she emerged from the guest room made every minute of preparation worth it.

He stood by the elevator, checking his phone. When he looked up and saw her, he went completely still. His eyes darkened, tracking over her body with obvious appreciation.

"Fuck," he said quietly.

"Is it okay?" Elena smoothed the dress self-consciously.

"It's perfect." He moved toward her, predatory and intent. "You're perfect."

"I'm really not."

"You are to me." He reached out, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. The gesture was becoming familiar. Intimate. "You ready?"

"To walk into a mob-owned nightclub? Sure. Happens every Thursday."

His laugh was low and genuine. "That smart mouth is going to get you in trouble."

"Promises, promises."

Something hot flashed in his eyes, but he just offered her his arm. "Let's go."

The SUV was waiting in the private garage. Same driver as before, silent and efficient. Luca helped Elena into the back seat, his hand warm on her lower back, then slid in beside her.

"Ground rules," he said as they pulled into traffic. "You stay with me at all times. Don't wander off. Don't talk to anyone I don't introduce you to. And if I tell you to do something, you do it immediately. Understood?"

"You're very bossy."

"I'm very serious." His hand found hers in the darkness. "The Volkovs will be there. They see you with me, they know you're under my protection. But they might try something stupid. I need to know you'll listen."

His thumb stroked over her knuckles, and Elena's breath caught. Such a simple touch. It shouldn't affect her like this.

"I'll listen," she promised.

"Good girl."

There it was again. That praise that made her core clench with want. Luca's eyes tracked to her thighs, watching them press together, and his smile was knowing.

"You like when I call you that."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Liar." He leaned closer, his breath warm against her ear. "Your body tells me the truth even when your mouth doesn't. You like my praise. Like being good for me."

Elena's pulse hammered. "Luca."

"I know. Too fast." He pulled back, releasing her hand. "But I wanted you to know I see it. See you."
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