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Azelie Vargas became aware of the whispers and giggles, and she looked up to see her three favorite seniors gesturing wildly toward the window. They were matchmakers, those three. They came into the coffee shop, every day at the same time, and ordered the same drinks and pastries. Sometimes Azelie treated them, knowing they were on a tight budget.


Penny Atwater had been best friends with China and Blanc Christian for nearly sixty years. They still lived next door to one another in San Francisco homes that shared a wall. None of them drove. They’d taken the bus everywhere as children growing up and then later continued to do so as adults. All three referred to themselves as widows and shared a love of dancing. Blanc had been a professional ballroom dancer and had taught in a studio with her sister, China.


Azelie loved their passion for life. She wasn’t so certain of their enthusiasm for finding her a romantic partner. Still, they made her laugh because they wore bright clothes and had such a joy for living. The three referred to themselves as “the merry widows” and then would laugh with such enthusiasm it was difficult not to join them in their merriment.


Two gentlemen, Doug Parsons and Carlton Gray, had been neighbors with the three women for over forty years. Their houses were on either side of the merry widows’ homes. They often came into the coffee shop around the same time as the three women, sitting with them and reminiscing about funny or poignant times from their past. Azelie enjoyed listening to them. She suspected most of those coming to the coffee shop did as well.


The coffee shop wasn’t a trendy one. It was a mom-and-pop organic coffee shop, so the prices were a little higher. But everyone who frequented it was loyal. Azelie went there to study for her classes or read. Sometimes she worked on the book she was currently writing. She’d been lucky enough to have three books published and had a contract for a fourth. They were moderately successful, which meant she made some money on them. Not a lot, but it helped to pay for her college classes.


The man the three seniors were all atwitter over stood on the sidewalk just outside the coffee shop. He’d come in twice before with another man. Both times the women in the shop—including her—were rendered speechless at the sheer beauty and power the two men exuded. Even Shaila Manger, the owner, came out of the kitchen to ogle the men. Her husband, David, simply laughed good-naturedly, not in the least upset that his wife of thirty-eight years found the two men hot.


Personally, Azelie did have a bit of a crush on the taller of the two men. Just looking at him took her breath away. She was careful not to stare when he had come in with his friend. In fact, she kept her gaze glued to her laptop. That didn’t stop the three seniors from gesturing wildly and giggling like schoolgirls. The men had to have noticed—they would have been blind not to—but she refused to acknowledge the matchmaking or the fact that the women had managed to ferret out the names of the newcomers.


Naturally, it was Mr. Gorgeous and Powerful that was coming into the coffee shop alone today. She would have been perfectly fine if his friend Lazar Alexeev had come in. Her body didn’t have the slightest reaction to Lazar—but Andrii Federoff, holy cow, she’d gone up in proverbial flames. That had never happened to her. Not once. It was disconcerting and just a tiny bit horrifying that without even trying Andrii could set her body on fire.


Azelie had never seen a man quite like Andrii before. He was tall with broad shoulders and so much muscle through his arms and chest she didn’t know how his shirt could contain it all. His hair was a true black streaked with silver. The silver didn’t make him look older, but his eyes did. He should have had gray eyes, but the color was lighter than gray, so he appeared to have silver eyes. When he looked at her, she had the mad desire to do anything he asked of her. Not a good thing. She wanted to be independent, and over the last couple of years she had worked hard to suppress the need in her to nurture and serve others.


Clearly, she hadn’t succeeded—yet. Not with the seniors who she bonded with. There were also the parents she helped out occasionally in the park she frequented. And now there was Andrii. She was staying far, far away from him.


She had gleaned from the conversation she’d overheard between the two men that Lazar lived close, and Andrii was visiting because he had business in San Francisco. She’d never seen Lazar in the coffee shop, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t there at different hours than she was. He was probably considered good-looking—at least the merry widows, the owner of the shop and a few other females ogled him when he was there with Andrii.


Lazar had a build similar to Andrii’s in that he had wide shoulders and a thick chest and arms, giving him an appearance of power. His hair was dark, and he wore it slicked back and neat, much neater than Andrii’s shaggy hair. His eyes were hazel and at times looked amber to her. There were freckles all over his face, which should have detracted from his looks but only seemed to enhance them—at least to the other women.


The moment Andrii entered the shop, she was acutely aware of him in the room. She didn’t have to look up to know he was there. She knew exactly where he was every minute. He had such a presence. She sat at her usual table, a small one for two people only, toward the back of the shop. She had a good view of the windows and could see two streets, as the coffee shop was on a corner. Instead of looking at the views—or at Andrii—she brought up the book she was currently reading. She hoped the novel would keep the butterflies from fluttering in her stomach.


With one finger, Azelie pushed back the glasses threatening to slide from her nose. The thick black frames annoyed her when they insisted on falling right when she was reading something exciting. She loved books and the adventures they could take her on. It wasn’t like she was ever going to be leading a wild and crazy life, so reading about exotic places and heroes and heroines appealed to her—especially ones that were monogamous. And happy endings were always important, no matter if there was murder, mystery or mayhem.


It was impossible to shut out the giggles of the merry widows. For no reason at all, color swept up her neck into her face. She was certain the women were gesturing wildly toward her. Sighing, she glanced up over the top of her glasses, blinking rapidly several times to bring her surroundings into focus. Her gaze collided with a pair of eyes more liquid silver than gray and very intense. His lashes, very black and thick, didn’t take away from his chiseled features. The fact that he wore his black hair longer, and it was streaked with fine threads of silver, only enhanced the entirely masculine vibe he had going. As far as she could tell, there wasn’t an ounce of fat anywhere on him.


Her stomach clenched. Her sex clenched. Her entire body wanted to seize. He was intimidating just because he was so gorgeous.


“Would you mind if I join you? As you can see, the shop is filling up quickly.”


She blinked up at him again, trying to catch her breath. Just looking at him made everything she had want to run. She had to look away, afraid she’d make an utter fool of herself if she tried to speak. She looked around the coffee shop. It was nearly empty.


“Zelie.”


His voice was smooth. Like the brush of velvet against her skin. She’d never heard a voice like his before. Not ever. He had the kind of voice that made her shiver in anticipation of . . . what? Hot blood rushed through her veins and under her skin, coloring her face a bright red. There was no controlling that wild blush any more than there was controlling the flutter in her sex. And Zelie? No one called her Zelie. It was always Azelie. But she liked the way he said Zelie. Still . . .


“How did you know my name?” To her horror, her voice came out small, not at all like she wanted to sound. A whisper. As if she were inviting him to be intimate with her. She never sounded like that. She might avoid men, but when she spoke to them, she was decisive.


The table was small, and he moved the chair close to her—too close. His thigh brushed along hers. Warm. No, hot. She was suddenly very aware of herself as a woman, every nerve ending springing to life. He was definitely a man.


“The barista calls your name when your order is ready,” he said simply. “I’m Andrii Federoff. I couldn’t help but notice the beautiful woman lost in her own world.”


No one called her beautiful. She wasn’t beautiful. She was . . . ordinary. Mousy even. There wasn’t a single thing remarkable about her. Not that she was complaining. The fact that no one noticed her helped her to disappear into the woodwork, where she could observe those around her without having to participate.


“Azelie Vargas,” she managed to get out without making more of a fool of herself. She couldn’t drink her coffee; her hands were shaking too bad. She threaded her fingers together tightly in her lap, wondering why a man as gorgeous as Andrii would choose to sit with her.


“What are you reading? It must be very interesting to have you so completely absorbed in the story.”


She tried to fight the blush but was unsuccessful. “I enjoy a variety of novels.”


He remained silent, his silver eyes moving over her face like twin lasers. He looked a little moody. Disappointed. Definitely aware she’d dodged his question and not happy about it.


She lifted her chin. She didn’t know him. What the hell did it matter if he judged her? “I enjoy reading romance. Happy endings. Stories about men and women communicating and forming families. Being faithful to each other.”


Immediately, those strangely colored eyes turned to a liquid silver, approval lighting them. The change sent little darts of fire shooting straight to her sex. Why in the world did his approval of her matter so much? It made no sense when he was a complete stranger, but her entire body responded just to the look in his eyes.


“I’ve seen you typing. Do you write your own stories?”


His voice was remarkable. She’d never heard anything like it. She felt as if he were wrapping her in velvet. Azelie nodded. He continued to stare at her with his light-colored eyes, burning right through her, exposing her every secret.


“Yes,” she whispered. “I do write stories. It’s difficult to make a living as a full-time author, so I work at a local club as a bookkeeper to make ends meet.” She had absolutely no idea why she blurted out that information, but it just came flying out of her mouth. “I’ve worked there for years, but had hoped I could quit eventually. That isn’t looking too good.”


He nodded. “You’re published, then?”


“Yes. I’ve sold three stories so far—romantic suspense—and I’ve contracted for one more. I’m hoping when I turn that one in, they’ll offer me another contract. So far, the books have sold fairly well.” She took pride in that. She wasn’t a bestseller, but she was definitely midlist. That didn’t mean she could quit her day job. She just couldn’t make enough money being an author. She understood the cost of paper and ink kept rising.


She also had tried self-publishing. That hadn’t worked out for her. She wasn’t good at marketing. On top of that, a trend had started where readers returned books after they read them, and authors had to return the money. She couldn’t pay her bills. Many authors went under. She was fortunate in that she had a good-paying day job, but having that possibility hanging over her head was daunting. She didn’t have the nerves for it. She needed the buffer of a publisher.


“I find it interesting that you work as a bookkeeper and you write novels. It’s unusual to do both.”


She nodded. “I know. I think my brain is always at war with itself.” She flashed him a small smile. “What do you do?”


“I work in security. It’s not nearly as interesting.”


His voice literally sent chills down her spine. She was grateful she was sitting because she was afraid she might not be able to keep her legs from trembling and she’d fall right at his feet. She really hoped those strangely colored eyes of his couldn’t see right into her. She’d never, not once in her life, had a reaction to another human being the way she did to him.


“In novels, the man working security is always interesting.”


One dark eyebrow shot up and his lips curved into a slow smile. No teeth, but that almost smile made her stomach somersault. “Have you ever written a hero working security?”


She moistened suddenly dry lips as she shook her head. Again, there was silence, and she knew he was waiting for her to speak. “Not yet.”


That earned her a flash of his white teeth. Her heart nearly stopped. She forced her gaze to the to-go mug she had carefully picked up and now held between her palms.


“I don’t suppose you would describe him as looking like me?”


She dared to tilt her head to the side and allowed her gaze to drift over him, making certain to start from the neck down. She couldn’t look into those mercury eyes, especially if he was looking at her with that focused intensity. “Neck tattoos, broad shoulders, a thick chest, all muscle. If I described my hero like you, my readers would think I was relying on formula writing.” She laughed because she couldn’t help it. He was beautiful. A gorgeous man who had no business sitting with her.


“Why are you laughing, Zelie?”


“I’m afraid you sat down at the wrong table, Mr. Federoff.”


“Why are you so certain of that?”


She gestured toward him, from the top of his head down his chest, grateful the rest of him was hidden. She was finally getting to a place where she could speak to him without making a total fool of herself. She was fully capable of speaking her mind or speaking the truth, but only if she didn’t think too much about the rest of his body.


She pushed her glasses back on her nose. “You have to know what you look like. Even what you sound like. Men as beautiful as you are don’t give women who look like me a second glance. I have no idea why you decided to sit at this table, but it’s absurd. Did the merry widows talk you into sitting with me?”


His eyes had gone hot silver. Gleaming silver. Mesmerizing. She couldn’t have looked away if she wanted to. “Women who look like you? What do you look like?”


His voice made her shiver, as if she had said something that truly annoyed him. It didn’t show on his face, so she couldn’t exactly say what it was that made her think he was disappointed and even angry, but she knew he was. The silver eyes glittered. Moved over her face. Dwelled on her mouth. Dropped lower. He seemed to be able to look right through her boxy sweatshirt to the body she hid from the world.


He leaned toward her. “I’m going to do you the courtesy of telling you the truth since you’re so honest with me. As for the merry widows, as sweet and funny as they are, I would never sit down with a woman I wasn’t interested in.”


His voice made her shiver. Those eyes had come back up to hers and held her gaze captive. He was interested in her? She didn’t know what to think of that.


“In case you hadn’t noticed, I have scars. Not all women find that attractive. Evidently, you do, which is good for me. Your hair is unbelievable. For a man with my tastes and needs, your hair is a fucking miracle. I think you have one of the most beautiful faces I’ve ever seen. Every emotion you feel is transparent. Right there. You have incredible eyes. I would know exactly what you were thinking or feeling just looking into your eyes. I’ve been in this coffee shop numerous times and fantasized far too much about having your lips wrapped around my dick. Just looking at your mouth makes me hard. You have tits and an ass, something that I look for in a woman. You also have brains. You’re not afraid of speaking your mind, yet you’re the kind of woman a man like me needs. Women like you don’t come along that often.”


She wished she was offended by his plain speaking, but she had gone damp. Her breasts ached. Her mouth even watered. Color crept under her skin, and there was no way to slow her quickened breathing, so she didn’t try to hide her reaction to his assessment of her.


“What the hell do you think is wrong with your looks?”


He didn’t raise his voice at all. If anything, it was lower than normal, but all the same, his tone was a demand for her to answer him.


She moistened her lips. The minute she did, her gaze dropped to his lap and the heavy bulge outlined against his dark jeans. Her heart thudded a desperate beat, a wild drumming that pounded through her clit.


“I do have a lot of hair,” she conceded. “It’s thick and wild and isn’t very tamable. My eyes are too big for my face. My lips are too much. If I wear lipstick, especially a bright color, I look . . .” She broke off abruptly.


Sometimes when she was alone at night, she applied a bright red lipstick and wore the only club outfit she had, which she would never dare to wear in public. She would stand far back from the mirror and walk slowly toward it. She turned even redder thinking about how she performed in front of the mirror. She loved to dance. Loved dancing. It was right up there with reading.


Andrii smiled at her, his gaze on her mouth. “I can imagine how you would look and what every man seeing you would want you to do. I would love to walk into a club with you on my arm. You’re so fucking sexy. I like the idea other men would know you’re mine.”


Azelie could tell he was waiting to see if he’d shocked her or put her off with his crude, explicit way of speaking, but her entire body responded to it. That was her dirty little secret. He had evidently taken the time to study her long enough to figure her out. To realize she was the type of woman to respond to a man like him.


“By all means, Zelie, keep going. What else do you think is wrong with your looks? Why do you hide your tits behind those ridiculous shirts? And your very nice ass in those baggy pants? What is the purpose?”


She tried to stay still under his demand for an answer. She was ashamed of her desire to be anonymous. She had her reasons. She didn’t really need to share everything with him. The bare minimum would do. “I’ve been working as a bookkeeper for one of the local clubs since I was sixteen. It wasn’t exactly legal when I started because I was underage. It just sort of happened. The bookkeeper unexpectedly quit right before an audit, and the owner, Alan, needed someone. I’m really good with numbers. Really good. Really fast.”


“How did this Alan know about you?”


“My brother-in-law knew him. He told Alan about me. Quentin always called me the whiz kid. He told me to wear really baggy sweats and work during the day, to never go to the club at night. So that’s how I started wearing these clothes to work.”


She gave him a tentative smile. She was telling him the truth. Quentin, her brother-in-law, had gotten her the job, and he had been the one to insist she wear baggy sweats.


“This club owner trusted a kid to fix his books when he was being audited?” There was disbelief mixed with incredulousness, as if Andrii wanted to believe her, but the idea was so absurd, he just couldn’t.


Her smile widened. “It wasn’t like he had anyone else. He didn’t have time to find someone professional. Alan had less than forty-eight hours. I was taking classes at the college, and Quentin wouldn’t let me go. I worked nearly the full forty-eight hours straight.”


“I take it you were able to fix the mistakes his accountant had made?”


She laughed; she couldn’t help it. “The point was to keep him out of prison. I managed to do that. Alan’s accountant had a big grudge against him. He had an interest in the clubs. There are actually two clubs, and they make a lot of money. With his partner out of the way, he might have managed a takeover.”


“Was the accountant a full partner?”


Azelie shook her head. “He had been embezzling. That was blatant. Alan trusted him. He didn’t pay much attention to the books. He does now.”


“Do you ever work at night?”


“I work whenever I need to, meaning if I’m behind or the boss calls me in for something, I’ll go in at night. I don’t like to. The clubs are very popular, and both are always packed. The clubs are mostly empty during the day, so it’s easier to work when no one’s around but the security guards. They know to leave me alone. Even Alan sleeps in late. I can have the place to myself.”


“What club is it you work for?” He reached out and ran one finger down the back of the hand curled around her to-go mug, as if the temptation of touching her was too hard to resist.


“The Pleasure Train.” She rolled her eyes. “The name is so ridiculous, I laughed the first time Quentin told me about it. I can’t believe how many people go there.”


“I’ve gone there a few times with friends of mine,” he admitted.


“You have? The upstairs, the Pleasure Train, is a dance club. The floor beneath it is the Adventure Club for the much more adventurous.” She already knew which floor he’d visited with his friends.


The pad of his finger slowly stroked back and forth along the back of her hand. “Most of those men claiming to be Doms are playing roles, Zelie. They’re acting out parts, playacting. Nothing more. It isn’t a lifestyle for them or their partner.”


She nodded. “I’ve been around them enough to have learned they’re only there to have fun.”


“You haven’t ever participated at the club, have you?”


Was there an edge to that soft voice? A hint of steel? A dark thrill crept down her spine. She suddenly had the premonition that he could be very dangerous. “I’ve walked through every room many times and never once felt the slightest inclination to join in the fun,” she admitted. It was true. She wasn’t into games. She didn’t play.


“I think it would be a good idea to keep it that way.”


She wasn’t certain what he meant by that. He held a fascination for her no other man had ever managed to do. It was disconcerting and a little frightening. As a rule, she wasn’t the least intimidated by anyone. She could not care less what they thought of her.


“Full disclosure, I have met your boss, Alan Billows, on more than one occasion. However, I don’t know your brother-in-law.”


“Quentin is dead,” she said. Azelie pressed a tight fist against her stomach, where that knot of anger was, holding it in. Keeping it there. Knowing it was bright and hot and fresh as the day the murders had occurred.


“Zelie,” Andrii murmured, his tone that stroke of velvet. “I’m so sorry.”


“He murdered my sister, my nephew and my niece and then killed himself. My sister and I tried to shield the children, but he shot me three times.” She pressed her hand to her chest. She could still feel the pain and horror of those last moments with her family.


She didn’t know why she’d told him. But then she didn’t know why she’d admitted to fixing Alan’s books for him so he wouldn’t go to prison. She’d never told anyone, and she knew Alan would beat her within an inch of her life if he found out. The fact that Andrii had met him and had mutual friends with him didn’t bode well for her, yet she just kept blurting out intensely private and very personal details of her life to him. She never did that. Not even to the merry widows, and she liked them. She couldn’t say she was great friends with them because she was reserved around everyone . . . yet not so much around Mr. Gorgeous and Powerful.


Andrii was silent, his eyes going slate, then completely silver. He cupped the side of her face with one palm, his thumb sliding very gently along her jaw. “What a terrible tragedy, Zelie. Have you talked about this with anyone?”


She gave a short shake of her head because she hadn’t. She couldn’t lift her lashes to look at him. They were wet. She didn’t allow herself to cry over her family. The rage was there, and it kept her going. Kept her alert to every pitfall.


“Talk to me. I’m a good listener.”


His voice was so dangerous. Low and imperious. Gentle and almost tender. Hell. What did it matter if he knew the entire story? It wasn’t as if it were a secret.


“My sister, Janine, was ten years older than me. She married Quentin, and they seemed happy enough in the beginning, at least I thought they were. I lived with them after our mother died. I don’t remember my father. My mother drank a lot. And she was pretty violent when she drank. She seemed to forget she had children, or she just didn’t care. In any case, Janine mostly took care of me until she moved out.”


Azelie pushed the to-go mug away from her and stared steadily out the window. “Apparently, Quentin liked to play at the club, and he played without Janine. She worked; he didn’t. He ran around on her a lot. Suffice it to say, she was sick of it.”


Bile rose unexpectedly. She hadn’t expected to be so affected by relating that terrible tragedy in her past when her life had changed forever—even though the memory was always so raw and ugly when she allowed herself to think about it.


“The night before it happened, I was studying in my room. I had a huge final the next day in one of my classes. I also had to put a couple of extra hours in on the books at work. Alan said he’d gone over them and added in income from one of the vendors he’d forgotten, but he’d done it incorrectly and messed everything up. In any case, I knew I had to get up around four in the morning. I had already set my alarm and was in my pajamas but was up studying. Janine came into my room and I could tell she was really upset.”


A huge ball of acid threatened to choke her. For a terrible moment she couldn’t breathe. Andrii transferred one hand to the nape of her neck, his fingers strong as they massaged her there.


“Take a deep breath. You don’t have to tell me anything else if you can’t, Zelie.” He indicated the bottle of water on the table. “You need to drink that. A slow sip. You’re here with me. Safe. You’re not anywhere near that man or what he did to you or the ones you love.”


Azelie was grateful he didn’t use the past tense when he referred to her loving her deceased family. She did still love them. She would always love them. She took the bottle of water he pushed into her hand and drank from it. The cool water did help ease the blockage in her throat. The fingers massaging her neck never stopped moving.


She’d felt alone for a very long time. Nobody had touched her since her sister had died. She didn’t want anyone to get close to her. She moistened her lips. “She came into my room that night.” Her voice was husky with pain. “She came in and lay down on the bed right next to me. I had my books strewn all over the bed, and Janine kind of pushed them onto the floor, and we both started laughing. And then she started crying. That’s when she told me she had to leave Quentin before her self-esteem was completely gone and she could never look her children or me in the face or at herself in the mirror again.”


Quentin had been gone again that evening, as he had so many other nights when Janine had told her she’d had enough. She had everything in place for all of them to leave. She was taking the children and she wanted Azelie to go with them. They would move out of the house to a smaller place Janine could afford on her own. She hated that Azelie had had to contribute or they couldn’t afford the rent in the neighborhood where Quentin insisted on living. Azelie had told her of course she would go.


“By that time, I didn’t like Quentin or his sense of entitlement. I despised the fact that he cheated on my sister and didn’t work or contribute financially.”


Janine was very much like Azelie—she had a personality that needed to nurture others. She enjoyed taking care of her man. She didn’t mind that she was the one earning the money or that she cooked the meals and cleaned the house. Even after the children came along, it had been Janine who took care of them. Quentin, more and more, spent time with Alan at the club. He came home drunk, reminding Azelie of her mother when she would show up belligerent and stinking of alcohol.


“He must have realized Janine was taking the children and leaving him. I don’t know if he saw the suitcases or what tipped him off.”


She pressed her fingertips to her mouth, shocked that she kept talking to him when she was so careful not to talk to anyone. It didn’t help that he knew her boss. She had a distant relationship with Alan, but she was afraid of him. After doing his books for so many years, she knew he was a criminal. Not just a common petty criminal, but he was involved in things she didn’t want any part of. She didn’t want to know about them. No one generated the kind of money he had, especially the way the payoffs came in, without being super dirty. The kind of dirty she feared could get her killed.


She never should have told a virtual stranger that she’d fixed Alan’s books. What kind of power did this man have that she was blurting out intimate details of her life to him? She wanted to run from the coffee shop and hide in her tiny studio apartment.


“Zelie.” He said her name softly, in that velvet voice that seemed to turn her inside out. “You’ve been through a lot for one your age. I can’t change the past, but I can do my best to make your future as safe and as happy as possible.”


Azelie had no idea how to respond. She didn’t believe anyone could keep her safe. If a man could kill the woman and children he was supposed to love and cherish, how could she ever believe in anyone? Her father had abandoned her. Her mother had done the same, just slower, choosing to drink herself to death. Azelie had lived with Quentin from a very young age, yet he had attempted to kill her along with her sister, niece and nephew. There were no feelings there. None. She didn’t—couldn’t—allow herself to believe in anyone. That way led to disaster. She was barely keeping her head above water emotionally as it was. Keeping to herself was the most intelligent strategy she could have.


“I’ve got work to do this afternoon and promised a friend of mine I’d go to a club with him tonight. Tomorrow, around five-thirty, will you meet me here?”


She didn’t answer him. Couldn’t. How could she agree when she wasn’t certain she could resist him?


“Let me have your phone number, and I’ll give you mine.” He already had his cell out and was looking at her expectantly.


Azelie had no idea why she complied, but she found herself exchanging information with him.


“I’d like to take you to one of the nicer restaurants. Wear a dress for me. Something short and clingy to show off your beautiful figure.” He tipped his head to one side, his eyes going silver. “With your coloring, you could pull off red. Or deep purple. Vibrant. Your hair is gorgeous. Wear it down. Smoky eyes. Silver would look beautiful on you. Surprise me.”


He stood up, towering over her. She couldn’t speak. Couldn’t make a sound. He was the most intimidating, gorgeous man she’d ever encountered, and she just wanted to stare at him forever.


“Zelie.” He leaned down. Two fingers slipped under her chin and raised it very gently, but decisively, forcing her head up. “Say you’ll meet me here tomorrow at five-thirty. I have to leave, and I can’t be late.”


His voice moved over her skin like the brush of velvet.


She wanted to shake her head and say no, but he mesmerized her. She wasn’t certain why it was important to her to please him—but it was.


“Yes.”


“Good girl.” He touched her lower lip with the pad of his index finger, turned and sauntered out.


Touching her lips with trembling fingers, she stared out the window as she watched him walk down the sidewalk. Very carefully she stood up, deliberately turning her back on the sight of him. What in the world was wrong with her? Why had she agreed to meet him for dinner? She had actually agreed to wear a dress for him. She had temporarily lost her mind.


He really was like a mythical hero in one of the books—the romance books she read. She secretly wanted a home and a man who would love her. She’d learned not to give in to her needs, and she wasn’t about to allow a man—a stranger—to shatter her hard-won feelings of independence and courage. She deserved everything she’d fought for, and she wasn’t taking one step back. Not one. It didn’t matter how gorgeous he was. Or what kind of voice he had. It didn’t matter that he affected her the way he did. She had to stay on her present course.


The moment the door to the coffee shop closed behind Andrii, the merry widows rushed to Azelie’s tiny table, the three of them giggling like schoolgirls. Penny fanned herself.


“You just struck gold,” China said. “We tried to hear what you were talking about, but he speaks so low. So do you.” She made it an accusation.


“Did he ask you out?” Blanc wanted to know.


“Give us the details, girl,” Penny insisted.


Azelie found she didn’t have to say very much. She wasn’t about to tell them she’d made a total fool of herself, but she did admit Andrii had asked her out. That sent the merry widows into a fluttery frenzy, allowing her to sit back and wonder how she’d gotten herself into such a mess.









TWO
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“What do you think, Maestro?” Lyov “Steele” Russak, the vice president of Torpedo Ink, asked. “We’re under the gun with this one. You don’t have a lot of time to get the job done if Billows is holding prisoners. We don’t know if he’s gotten in a new shipment of victims, but we need to find out.”


Steele might be one of the younger members of the club, but he was highly intelligent and a skilled surgeon and, most importantly, he had developed his abilities to be able to heal with his mind and hands. Married to Breezy, he was the only member of their club besides their president with a young son.


Two hundred eighty-seven children were taken from their parents and placed in a school run by a high-powered man. He had their families murdered, and those children were to be shaped into assets for their country—taught to be assassins. The instructors were sadistic pedophiles who grew crueler as they were encouraged to treat the children any way they desired. Only eighteen survived the vicious abuses of the school. At least they believed only eighteen survived. Recently, a nineteenth survivor had joined them.


His name was Rurik “Destroyer” Volkov. Destroyer was a large man covered in prison tattoos, as he’d spent a great deal of time in one of the worst prisons in Russia. He was still learning to be a part of the Torpedo Ink world.


The club members were in their meeting room, where they often met when discussing club business. The room was large, with a bank of windows on one side allowing views of the ocean. The table was huge, oval in shape and made of solid oak.


Torpedo Ink had purchased the old paymaster’s building in Caspar to renovate into their existing clubhouse as well as the surrounding land. The compound was extremely large and was surrounded by a high chain-link fence. Razor wire on top of the fence and tall rolling gates gave the appearance of a fortress. The side yard was a full acre with views of the ocean, and held fire pits, benches and the beginning of gardens. Most of the meadow was still wildflowers and brush, but they were slowly taming it.


The common room was very spacious. A long curving bar with a gleaming oak finish was on one side of the room. Stools were pushed up to the bar. In the center of the room were tables and chairs. On the opposite side from the bar and in front of a gas fireplace comfortable chairs and couches were positioned for conversation. The bedrooms were in the back part of the building, where most outsiders were never invited.


Andrii “Maestro” Federoff shook his head at Steele. “You know these kinds of relationships aren’t built overnight. It takes time to build the kind of trust needed between us for me to get the information we want.”


“We need to find these women if Billows is holding them. We know he trains them as sex slaves,” Steele said. “If he has victims and they’re auctioned off before we can get to them, we don’t have a prayer of ever getting them back.”


Andrii was well aware. He wouldn’t have gone along with this assignment if the stakes weren’t so high.


Viktor “Czar” Prakenskii, the president of Torpedo Ink, Maestro’s motorcycle club, studied his hard features. Maestro kept his expression a mask. No one wanted Czar’s scrutiny. He had a way of seeing into a man or woman and knowing their secrets. Maestro had too many secrets he couldn’t afford to expose.


“How hard is this going to be for you?”


The question was put to him in a mild, almost casual tone, but Maestro wasn’t deceived. He’d been around the club president since they both were young children. Czar had saved his life on more than one occasion. Maestro was still undecided about whether that was a good thing. On some days, especially when he was around Czar’s children or Steele’s son, there was a lightness in him he vaguely recognized as happiness. His music gave him peace. He lived for his music. And there was his affinity with wood. At times just being in a work environment, hands on wood, gave him close to the same peace as music gave him.


“Maestro?” Czar pressed. Czar was a big man and very strong. His blue-gray eyes often could turn a liquid silver when he focused wholly on someone. His hair, worn long and usually pulled back at the nape of his neck, was black but streaked with silver.


Maestro knew he was taking too long to answer. Just thinking about Zelie sent strange waves of euphoria snaking through him. He didn’t like the foreign sensation.


Maestro lifted one dark eyebrow, a smirk appearing briefly. “Easy target. She isn’t going to be a problem. I made the approach. The connection was solid immediately.” His smirk faded. “I’ll say this much. She’s gorgeous, intelligent and the real deal. That combination doesn’t come along very often. In fact, I’ve never seen it. Not ever. Not once in all the women I’ve been with.”


There was a stunned silence. The other members seated in the meeting room exchanged long shocked looks. “You’re really attracted to her,” Lazar “Keys” Alexeev blurted out.


Keys was his best friend. Together they played in the band Crows Flying. They owned a construction business, 287 Construction, with the two other band members. Keys and Maestro guarded Steele whether he liked it or not—and he didn’t like it. They made it their business to keep him and his family safe. Keys had wide shoulders, dark hair and hazel eyes. He looked fit, his arms bulging with muscle that was more genetic than built in a gym.


“She got me hard as a fuckin’ rock,” Maestro admitted. “She didn’t do anything but sit there looking at her tablet, with the sun shining through the window hitting all that hair.”


Czar frowned. “That could be a problem for you, Maestro. Finding someone who fits with you and knowing you’re deceiving her can take a toll.”


Maestro’s gut tightened unexpectedly. He didn’t know why Zelie affected him the way she did. He didn’t trust women or outsiders. He couldn’t imagine anyone ever changing his mind. His childhood and teenage years had been horrific, thanks to the many betrayals and, worse, him losing those he cared about because they refused to listen. They refused to acknowledge anyone else’s expertise.


He’d seen that trait in a few of the women his Torpedo Ink brethren had chosen for partners. He could never—would never—be able to put up with that type of what he considered reckless and willful disobedience. He knew he was a control freak when it came to anyone he cared for. The fear of losing them was so strong that he often said and did things that even his sisters and brothers in Torpedo Ink didn’t understand. How could they, when he barely understood how he had become the way he was?


“She’s a mark, Czar,” Maestro reiterated, more for himself than Czar. “We have no idea if she’s involved. This is the first time we’ve had solid information on anyone high up in this trafficking ring. How long have we been working on it? Two years? Three? How many women and children have been lost because we couldn’t find names or places to look for them?”


All members were present as usual when they were deciding on something important. They might follow Czar, their president’s, lead, but the policy was that everyone had a voice. The original members of Torpedo Ink had been joined by two of Czar’s birth brothers, Gavriil and Casimir. Stamped with the Prakenskii looks, both had been held and trained in Sorbacov’s schools of horror. The schools they attended weren’t quite as bad as the one Czar had been taken to, but they suffered their own horrors, and more than once, Gavriil had been brought to Czar’s school as a threat.


Torpedo Ink had one newly patched member, Fatei “Rock” Molchalin. Fatei had been with them almost from the beginning. He’d gone to the same school in Russia that Gavriil had attended. He didn’t have the obvious muscle many of the Torpedo Ink members had, but he was strong and could always be counted on. They’d begun calling him Rock because he was the one they had learned over time they could count on. He was a quiet, intelligent man, and had proved his loyalty over and over.


“Unfortunately, he’s right,” Code said. Code was their main source of information. He could handle computers the way race car drivers drove on a speedway. When Code had been brought into the basement of the school where the other children were, he had been thin and frail, his eyes weak. Czar had recognized the genius, tenacity and loyalty in him. Code was a survivor and extremely valuable to Torpedo Ink. He was anything but thin and frail now. He had developed the physical strength to match his enormous intelligence. It didn’t take much for him to get on the scent of a trail and track down whatever the club needed. But the hierarchy of the trafficking ring had eluded them. They were able, at times, to stop auctions and free the women and teens used for prostitution against their will, but those successes seemed few and far between.


“If we can’t utilize this information and get to Alan Billows before he sends out the next batch of sex slaves he could be training, they’ll be lost. We won’t be able to get any of them back,” Code added.


“But we don’t know if this girl—woman—is involved,” Alena “Torch” Koval objected. “Shouldn’t we get more information on her before we destroy her self-esteem? We’ve learned the hard way that we should be more careful of how we handle human beings.”


That was Alena. She tried to be tough, but she was soft on the inside. She’d given Maestro the premature silver streaks in his hair. Alena, like all of Torpedo Ink, had been trained to be an assassin. She was good at her job but lacked the toughness the rest of them had. She had compassion and empathy. Unfortunately, that could get her killed.


Alena was a beautiful woman, in Maestro’s opinion, both inside and out. With her curvy body, platinum hair and icy blue eyes, she was striking. Coupled with her fast thinking and compassionate heart, she was extraordinary. Maestro thought of her as a younger sibling, a sister he protected even though she didn’t believe she needed it. Younger birth sister of two Torpedo Ink members, Dmitry “Storm” Koval and Isaak “Ice” Koval, she owned the Crow 287 restaurant. Alena’s ability to cook was undisputed.


Maestro tried to be fair. “I believe we need to act on the information we have. It took us too long to get it, and if we miss this opportunity, we may not get another one.” If he was being honest with himself, he wanted to spend time with Zelie. He also wanted to do the right thing if Billows was holding prisoners.


“I watched her pay for two different orders for a couple of women who clearly needed it and couldn’t afford it. She didn’t make a big deal of it and did it anonymously. She often treats the older women who refer to themselves as the merry widows,” he conceded.


“I looked into her financials,” Code said. “She doesn’t have much, but she’s still generous to others. We’ve had eyes on her for three weeks, and she consistently helps the homeless, seniors, new mothers, and single dads. Most of her money goes to pay for her school, and living in San Francisco is expensive, even in a small studio apartment like hers.”


Maestro found that last bit of information regarding single fathers irritating, which made no sense. “On a different day, I saw her help an older lady when the woman was confused, and two teenagers were laughing at her. Zelie gave them a look that said ‘back off’ and took care of the woman, making certain she had her purse, glasses and food.”


Alena sighed as she drummed her fingers on the end table beside the comfortable chair she occupied. “She doesn’t sound like the kind of woman who would be involved in a human trafficking ring.” She tilted her head to look up at the president of their club. “You tell us all the time that we need to find a way to fit into society. That we should keep learning to be better people. Taking this poor girl’s life apart and destroying all trust, to get information she may not even have, doesn’t sound like we’re progressing to me.”


“Alena.” Maestro spoke as gently as possible. “I know you’ve experienced betrayal time and again. It hurts, but it can also make you strong. I’m not going in with a bulldozer. We know she has information that could be vital to us. She’s central to getting inside the underground rooms situated below the nightclubs. She has keys to those rooms.”


Maksimos “Ink” Korask, their resident and extremely popular tattoo artist, weighed in. He had wide shoulders and dark hair. His body was covered in tattoos, mostly of animals and birds. Ink was a phenomenal artist and had an affinity with the animals tattooed on his body. He owned Black Ink Tattoo, a popular tattoo parlor in the small town of Caspar.


“We’ve spent more than two years trying to get names, anything at all, to help us find a way to break this ring. If Billows has women trapped in those rooms below his club, we need to get them out of there. We also need answers from Billows.”


Savva “Reaper” Pajari and his younger brother, Savin “Savage” Pajari, were the sergeants at arms for the club. Savage rarely spoke, but when he did, they all listened. He shaved his head to keep his blond curls away. He had shockingly blue eyes, and his very appearance often was enough of a deterrent when other bikers wanted to cause fights in the Torpedo Ink Roadhouse, a bar the club owned and operated.


“We can’t interrogate Billows until we know where those keys are kept. Breaking into the underground rooms hasn’t been a viable solution. Too many risks. We need the keys. Hell, we don’t even know where the entrance is. Maestro, do you believe you can get them from her?”


Maestro had no doubt that, given time, he would be able to search for the keys and make a copy when he found them. Zelie would have to trust him enough to allow him to roam freely in her studio apartment. They’d already searched her living space multiple times when she was out but hadn’t found the keys to the rooms below the club.


“I told you, give me the time and I’ll get everything we need from her. She’s extremely susceptible to me.” He didn’t add that he was also susceptible to her, but somehow, he must have given it away.


Steele gave him a hard look. “You need me to send Keys in?”


Maestro allowed himself to appear a little disconcerted. “Why would you do that?”


“You reacted to her. You’ve never reacted to any woman.”


“She’s a fuckin’ mark, Steele. For all we know, she could be the brains behind this operation. I’d be shocked, but she’s smart enough. She’s into their books. I don’t see how she could see their books every day for all these years and not know what’s going on. Maybe not the trafficking, but she knows this owner is dirty. She actually told me that the first time she ever did the books for Billows she kept him out of prison, and she was only sixteen.”


There was silence for a moment. Czar shook his head. “Sixteen years old and she’s cooking the books for one of the worst criminals we’ve come across.”


“I think she’s a genius when it comes to numbers and patterns,” Maestro admitted. “How else could she manage those books at such a young age?”


Steele sighed. “That’s one more strike against her, Maestro. She’s intelligent enough to keep Billows safe from IRS scrutiny, and she’s worked for him for at least seven years. It seems a little far-fetched that she doesn’t know.”


“I disagree, Steele,” Alena objected. “She’s looking at numbers. She doesn’t necessarily know where the money is coming from.”


“There has to be some accounting.” Kir “Master” Vasiliev was their treasurer and a genius with numbers and making money. Code would steal it from the targets they chose to go after, and Master invested it, making them even more money. He was tall with dark hair and ripped the way most of them were. He’d recently married Ambrie, and that, Maestro had to admit, had turned Master’s life around. “You don’t just have numbers without some explanation.”


“Before Billows has her come in to work on the books,” Lana “Widow” Popov backed up Alena, “it would be easy enough for him to make shit up.”


Lana was gorgeous; there was no getting around her looks. Tall, with a curvy body and shiny black hair like a raven’s wing, she had a way of walking and talking that was pure seduction. She was tougher than Alena, although the same age. Her birth brother, Kasimir “Preacher” Popov, was older than she was and extremely protective of her, not that Lana ever wanted any of his protection.


Czar sighed and swept a hand through his hair. “There are good arguments for both sides. Maestro, you’re the one who will have to put in the work and be with this woman day and night. You’re the one setting her up. There’s always a danger in that. If there’s anyone in this room who understands the damage betrayal can do, it’s you. No matter how many times you tried to save the girls in that school, it was impossible. That took its toll on you as well. I don’t want you taking this assignment if it will make things worse for you.”


Maestro shrugged. “I don’t feel I’m in jeopardy in any way.”


He honestly didn’t know if that was the truth. He knew it would have been true in any other circumstance, with any other woman. He believed they needed to find where the kidnapped women and children were being taken. He wanted to find out how to get to them before they were sold if Billows was holding prisoners. He absolutely believed in what they were doing.


He’d been imprisoned for years, from the time he was a child, at the mercy of sadistic pedophiles. He knew what the life of a sex slave would be. He’d seen it. Lived it. The purpose of Torpedo Ink was to eliminate as much trafficking as they could. They found pedophiles, took back their victims, returned them to families or took them in if they had nowhere to go. The pedophiles were eliminated, sometimes in not-so-nice ways.


Maestro wasn’t a man to take an interest in outsiders, particularly women. He partied hard at times but walked away quickly from any entanglements. He didn’t feel. That was the bottom line. He’d never met a woman who got under his skin—until Azelie.


Shadowing Zelie these past few weeks, watching her closely, hearing her soft laughter as she teased the merry widows and their gentlemen friends, gutted him. She had slipped into his veins, the fire burning slow until he found himself thinking about her night and day. That was unlike him, and anything out of the ordinary raised an alarm. He didn’t trust emotions—not his anyway, not when it came to women.


Maestro gave the president of Torpedo Ink a look of complete confidence. He felt confident in his ability to manipulate the situation. Zelie was younger than him by a good ten years. He was very experienced when it came to women. She had no experience when it came to men. A man like Maestro could chew her up and spit her out.


When he thought too much about this job, a tiny nagging emotion he couldn’t identify but didn’t like surfaced. Was it shame? He knew betrayal. He had lived a lifetime of betrayal. Women weren’t to be counted on. Neither were most men. He told himself this woman wasn’t any different from the ones who had betrayed him over and over. She deserved whatever happened working for a slime bag like Alan Billows. He knew she was intelligent. He couldn’t get sucked into feeling sympathy for her because she’d lost her family in much the same way he’d lost his and the others in Torpedo Ink had lost theirs.


Young women and children were being ripped from their homes, trained as sex slaves and sold to the highest bidder. Torpedo Ink had to find them. Maestro believed that. It was the vow they’d taken together. Yeah, they had a code they lived by, but that code was between the club members. Anyone involved in trafficking of any kind was fair game.


Czar pinned Maestro with his piercing gaze. “You’re willing to see this through.”


“No problem.” He did his best to sound casual when that weird emotion nagged at him. “I’m looking forward to it.” That was the truth. He wanted a chance to spend time with Zelie. Really get to know her in every sense of the word. “I haven’t been around a true submissive in years. I’m sure that’s the only reason my body responded to her the way it did. It gave me a rush like I haven’t experienced since I was a kid.” He didn’t think she was submissive, more a woman who needed to care for her man, to please him. That was even more intriguing to him.


Steele and Keys exchanged a long look. Maestro noted both expressions held apprehension. Even alarm. The others knew him, but not like Keys or Steele. Keys and Maestro guarded Steele and his family, which often meant they stayed in his home and interacted with him on a regular basis.


“Explain, please,” Fatei “Rock” said.


Maestro exchanged a look with Savage. Savage knew exactly what he was talking about. “I can spot a submissive a mile away, even if the woman isn’t aware she is one. In Zelie’s case, she must know she’s a pleaser. A nurturer. She’s too intelligent not to recognize those traits in herself. She doesn’t think of herself as submissive, and she doesn’t mind pleasing the people she loves or even likes.”


“Would it follow that if she liked Alan Billows, she would please him by assisting him with his trafficking ring?” Fatei asked.


“Not necessarily,” Savage denied. “A submissive isn’t necessarily passive or docile. Oftentimes they are very intelligent and don’t go along with just anyone. They might avoid confrontation, but they don’t give their submission easily.”


Maestro continued the explanation when he read confusion on Fatei’s face. “A submissive doesn’t just turn over their trust to anyone. One has to work at earning it.”


“So, what you’re saying is you would get this woman to fall in love with you?” Fatei asked.


“Not necessarily,” Savage denied. “It’s possible for a submissive to spend time with a dominant, give him her trust, but neither falls in love. They can have a long-distance relationship where they meet up every month or two and both are satisfied because their needs are being met.”


“A sexual relationship only?” Fatei pressed.


“For the most part,” Maestro agreed. Instinctively, he knew Azelie would never turn over her trust to any man without being in love with him. He felt it prudent not to mention that.


“In your school, with all the training they put you through, you must have seen submissive girls,” Savage said.


It was Gavriil who answered. “Our school wasn’t exactly the same as the one you attended, Savage. There was training in sex, admittedly all kinds of sex, but it was simply part of the curriculum and not the central theme. We weren’t subjected to pedophiles on a daily basis, female or male. We had instructors who enjoyed inflicting pain, but it wasn’t necessarily sexual. We weren’t exposed to submissives long enough to learn about them or why they are the way they are.”


Savage again answered. “It’s rare to find a true submissive, one willing to give her trust to you more than sexually. It’s even rarer to find someone truly competitive and have that woman give you her complete trust. If she falls in love with you and you’re like I am, you know you have gold. The treasure. You do whatever it takes to keep her and give the best of you in return.”


Maestro wouldn’t have revealed so much information to everyone, but then he tended to keep his mouth shut most of the time. He came alive when he played his music or when he worked with wood. Sometimes, when he was around Czar and Blythe’s children, he found a way to be much more forthcoming, but it was never with information he felt was personal.


He had no trouble sharing his opinion and did so often. He just felt like there was no place for emotions in discussions. When others felt passionate about subjects, he knew he wasn’t going to change their mind—so what was the point of expressing his opinion?


“Do you believe Azelie would be open to having a sexual relationship without any commitment on your part?” Lana asked.


Maestro’s heart dropped. That was the last question he wanted to answer. The policy had always been the members of Torpedo Ink didn’t lie to one another. They didn’t use their gifts on one another, only for one another.


Silence stretched out and tension rose. Maestro finally sighed and shook his head. “I doubt that she’s capable of a relationship only involving sex. I don’t know for certain; that’s just a gut feeling. I only just made contact with her.”


“When are you seeing her again?” There was concern in Czar’s voice.


“Tomorrow night. I’ve made reservations for dinner at a romantic restaurant with a view of the Bay. It wasn’t easy to get that reservation. I had to throw quite a bit of money their way to be first in line for a cancellation. Fortunately, one came up and I was able to get us in.”


“Do you know what kinds of food she eats?” Alena asked. “Is she vegetarian?”


Code answered. “No, she does enjoy fish, and the restaurant is renowned for its fish menu. I gave Maestro all her preferences.”


“We went over the most romantic restaurants with the best menus that she might enjoy,” Keys added. “We didn’t leave anything to chance.”


“Although I almost blew it,” Maestro admitted. “I asked her out and told her what I’d like her to wear and realized after that if she wasn’t spending money on extras, she wouldn’t have a cocktail dress and shoes for the occasion. That would just give her an excuse to get out of going to dinner with me. I’m certain she’s looking for one.”


“How did you handle the problem?” Fatei asked.


“Sent her an apology and bought a dress and shoes and asked Ice to provide jewelry. The dress will look killer on her. Very feminine, silver, clingy, but good taste. She’ll look sexy in it, but I’m hoping she won’t feel on display.”


Lana’s eyebrow shot up. “You aren’t testing her right off the bat?”


“Everything is a test with a submissive, Lana,” Maestro said. “If she chooses to wear the dress and heels for me, she’s passed the test. She doesn’t dress this way as a rule. In fact, she covers up her figure. Asking her to wear the dress and heels is going to take her out of her comfort zone. If she wears them for me and doesn’t cancel, I think I have a very good chance with her. She’s a pleaser. She should want to do the things I ask because she wants to make me happy. That’s how it works.”


“It’s bullshit,” Alena protested.


“It has to be done if we want the information,” Czar said. “I don’t think any of us like it, but that doesn’t mean we aren’t going to do it. We’ve had to do much worse things in order to survive or to take back women and children.”


“That’s true,” Alena agreed, “but I thought the point of moving here and putting down roots was to learn to be better people. How does destroying this young woman make us better, Czar? Do we have the right to decide, before we know whether or not she’s involved, to potentially destroy her? We know she lost her family and how. We know she was shot several times. After what we put Anya through with an interrogation, and Seychelle, not accepting her the way we should have, haven’t we learned anything?”


“Babe,” Maestro said gently. “You know we need this. I’ll do my best to handle her with kid gloves.”


Alena shook her head and looked down at the table. “You have strong opinions when it comes to what a woman’s place should be. You’re like Savage when it comes to meting out punishment. Forgive me for being blunt, Maestro, but your past with women is horrific. I wouldn’t want to believe that you might take out your very justified anger on a woman who did nothing to any of us.”


There was silence again. Alena continued to stare at the gleaming oak that made up the top of the table.


“Honey, look at me.” Maestro’s voice was velvet soft, but compelling.


Reluctantly, Alena’s gaze met his. She looked miserable, and he could see the guilt in her eyes over her all-too-real fear.


“I swear to you, I’ll do my best to handle this situation right. I’m not looking to hurt anyone, especially this woman.”


Alena swallowed and nodded.


“That’s it, then,” Czar said. “If you need any help, let us know.”


“If I get in with her, we’ll need a club to go to, one we can control,” Maestro said.


“I’m working on that,” Code assured him.


Maestro stayed for a short period of time visiting with the others before he walked out. He was already packed to make the ride back to San Francisco. Keys would be going with him. They would have backup from Mechanic and Transporter. Eventually, when needed, the others would come.


Keys was already outside, leaning against the chain-link fence, regarding him with exasperation. “Cut the crap, Maestro. I’ve been on this mission with you for the last few weeks studying this woman. We both know she’s more than a mark for you. If you do this, you’re going to lose her, and you can’t afford to do that.”


“We don’t know if she’s involved or not.”


“We’ve watched her for three straight weeks helping little kids and old people nonstop. She’s generous and caring. You really think she’s involved in human trafficking? And why is she taking college classes the way she is? She’d have money if she was involved, wouldn’t she? She’s barely getting by, even writing her books,” Keys pointed out.


“Maybe. And maybe she’s smart enough to hide her money. I’m telling you, just talking to her, she’s far more intelligent than Alan Billows,” Maestro said. He rubbed his jaw with the pad of his thumb. “She’s scary smart. Soft and sweet and scary smart.”


“Listen to you. I’ve never heard you like this. Or seen you like this over a woman. You can’t blow this, Maestro. You know how it is for us. Women just don’t come along for the kinds of people we are.”


“I’m not about to get led around by my dick like Czar and Player and, hell, even Savage,” Maestro declared. “I know women can’t be trusted. I’m not going to be the mark here.”


“Is that what you think?” Keys asked. “You need to really think about this before you take it any further.”


Maestro sighed. “I did think about it. We both separately went into the coffee shop several times. She didn’t react when you went in. She nearly dropped her coffee and couldn’t stop looking every time I went in. At no time did she show interest in any other man. It’s me or it’s no one, Keys. It’s my job because she reacts to me. And as much as I don’t want to admit it, I wouldn’t want you or anyone else to seduce her. I don’t think I could take it, and that’s me being real.”


“Maestro, she told you very personal details about the night her family was murdered. Those are things she wouldn’t have told to someone else. You know that. You can’t seduce her, betray her and then think you can have the kind of relationship you need with her after it’s all over. If you want this woman, you’re going to have to come clean with Czar and Steele and tell them the truth.”


Maestro pushed off the fence. “What the fuck is the truth, Keys? That I expect a fairy tale? I think I’m getting a happy ever after? I don’t believe it for a minute. I’ll do the job, and the only way I can do it is to go all in.”


“Czar has the happy ever after,” Keys pointed out.


“I’m not Czar.” Maestro stayed silent, letting the ice in his veins make its way to his heart. He couldn’t afford to think too much about the sound of Zelie’s voice when she told him about her family being murdered. He had glaciers surrounding his heart. It had to stay that way while he worked. “Tell me what you would do, Keys. Women and children are being trafficked. No one’s looking for them. Someone has to stop these people. This is our first real lead. We don’t know whether she’s part of the pipeline or not, but we know her boss is.”


“You saw her. You heard her,” Keys persisted.


“Yeah, I did,” Maestro admitted, trying not to sound as bitter as he felt. The taste of blood was in his mouth. He felt the sharp blade of the knife as it retreated from his body. The hot lash of the whip as it tore strips of skin from his back. The burn of shame and humiliation for once again trusting a female. Betrayal tasted bitter.
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