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Zane (Allen Securities #7)

 

by 

 

Madison Stevens

 

Security contractor Zane doesn’t have time for anything but his job, let alone women. The closest thing he allows to a relationship is the occasional one-night stand.

Even when Ellen, a woman he’s lusted after for years, calls him up out of the blue, he’s reluctant to get involved. Getting too close to a woman will just create trouble, and he lives too dangerous a life to need more headaches.

After witnessing the Russian mob killing a man, Ellen is running out of options and time. Even worse, her sister is in the clutches of her abusive boyfriend: a lackey of the Russian mobsters. The desperate woman swore years ago to give up on Zane, but he’s the only man who has a prayer of saving her.

Now Zane and Ellen have to find a way to free her sister from the mob and convince the Russians not to tie up loose ends by killing Ellen.

Their growing attraction is pulling more and more of their attention. With the deadly stakes, they’ll need to fight their lust and stay focused, as even a moment of distraction could prove fatal.


Chapter One

 

 

Ellen pulled into the casino parking lot well past midnight. Despite the late hour, bright lights lit up the entire gaudy faux-gold front. Well-dressed men and women streamed in and out. It was like some sort of wacked-out Oscar party she never wanted to attend. 

She grumbled as she pulled away from the bright lights to the darker back of the building. There were far fewer lights there, and despite her feelings on the lighting situation upfront, she’d rather deal with a little gaudiness than be where she now was.

The car eased into a parking spot, and she looked around the area. No one was in sight, and Ellen wasn’t so sure that made her feel any better. At best, tonight would be unpleasant, and she didn’t even dare imagine what might happen in a worst-case scenario.

It had been a long night at the hospital. Several people had ODed on some new drug that had hit the market in recent weeks. Two patients had been admitted in bad condition, but the ER staff were able to resuscitate them.

The last patient had shaken her a bit. He wasn’t more than twenty-one and had suffered cardiac arrest. They had been able to stabilize him before she left, but it was going to be a rocky night for the next shift. 

He would be lucky to make it, and even then, without serious drug counseling, he would likely be right back at it again. She hated to think that she might see him again, and they might not be able to save him.

It was exhausting. Ellen had worked so hard to get through nursing school, and she knew death was something they all had to deal with at some point. What they never talked about was the emotional toll it took seeing the same things over and over. That saving someone didn’t mean they really got better. 

In the end, they were just treating the symptoms, not the problem. The city seemed like it was slowly sliding into hell. 

Ellen let out a long sigh and tried to clear her head. She couldn’t solve the city’s drug or crime problems. She had to focus on the thing she could fix: her sister, Zoe.

Just thinking about her sister made her want to bang her head against the window.

Zoe had always been a handful, sneaking out at night and going to parties with friends when she thought their mom wasn’t looking. As she got older, the people she hung out with only got sketchier. Not just sketchy, dangerous.

When their mother died, something seemed to click in Zoe, and things hadn’t been the same since. Now the city wasn’t the only thing sliding into ruin.

It wasn’t all that long after the funeral that Ellen started to see the signs of addiction in Zoe. The weight loss, along with the vacant look and deep circles under her eyes. It killed Ellen seeing her little sister slip away and knowing there was nothing she could do.

Her only hope was that their brother Dean might be able to do something when he got out of the Marines, but that was still a month away. At the rate things were going, she wasn’t sure Zoe would last that long. Especially now that her new boyfriend, Billy, was involved with new dangerous people. Men that even Zoe had called thugs.

With a word like thug being tossed around, Ellen knew it was serious.

Ellen glanced over at the box of Zoe’s things her sister had asked her to bring, and she sighed. It might be late and she might be exhausted, but it was a chance to help. Maybe this time she’d be able to get through to Zoe.

She stepped out of her car and pulled the box over to her side. It really wasn’t much of anything. A few trophies from when Zoe was a kid, some photos and random things she’d collected through the years. But it was what Zoe asked her to bring.

Ellen glanced around the empty lot again and held the pepper spray on her keychain in her palm. Several years of working at the hospital at night had taught her to be better safe than sorry. It only made sense that muggers might linger around a casino where they could surprise some drunk gamblers.

She closed the door. A quick press of a button on her key fob had the doors locked with a beep.

Quickly Ellen made her way to the sidewalk and was glad when Zoe opened a side door to step outside.

“Thanks for coming,” Zoe said, beaming.

Ellen couldn’t help but smile at her. Zoe had gotten their mother’s good looks. Her shiny blond hair fell past her shoulders with a bounce that Ellen couldn’t get on her very best day. She’d always been slightly embarrassed of her own dirty blond hair that couldn’t decide if it wanted to be brown or blond. 

Zoe wore a large red sweater. Her collar bone stuck out more than it should. 

As if knowing what her sister was thinking, Zoe covered the exposed skin. She took the box with ease.

“Just get off work?” Zoe asked.

Ellen nodded. “I’m on second shift mostly, but they still rotate in a few overnights.”

Zoe nodded, but Ellen could tell she really didn’t care. It was just a simple, cold fact. That was what their relationship had been reduced to.

Ellen watched as her sister searched through her things. Zoe stilled as she pulled out a framed picture. 

The picture was familiar. It was one of Ellen’s favorites. It was a picture of them in high school, standing next to their mother, all beaming at the camera.

“We were so happy then,” Zoe said softly.

A lump formed in Ellen’s throat. She hadn’t expected to have such an emotional response to such a small thing. It had already been a few years since their mother passed away. People always claimed it got better, but she’d found that it was really that she got better at dealing with the pain.

“You know,” Ellen said, “there’s always room for you at the house.”

Zoe’s eyes snapped up to her, and Ellen knew instantly it was not the right thing to say. Without a word, Zoe shoved the picture back in the box.

“Don’t start,” she said.

Ellen sighed. “I just want to help.”

Zoe narrowed her eyes. “Then butt out,” she said. “You don’t understand my life.”

Ellen opened her mouth to say something when a sickening crunch came from around the building, and a pitiful cry echoed in the air.

Their eyes locked, and Zoe dropped the box to the ground as she grabbed Ellen’s arm. Her bony fingers bit into the flesh there, and her hand shook.

“You should go.”

Ellen frowned. Another loud crunch echoed around them. 

She needed to go. She really did. Every alarm in her body was going off and screaming she should run, but the nurse in her said to walk toward the trouble. It was what she’d been trained for: to swallow the fear and keep going.

Ellen pulled her arm out of her sister’s grip and made her way over to the corner of the building. Her ugly nurse sneakers made no noise, and for once, she was glad to be wearing them.

Two men stood over another man bleeding on the ground. The larger of the two was holding a sledgehammer, and she could see blood on the head. 

Her stomach clenched as she surveyed the man on the ground and spotted the mangled mess his hands were in. They had crushed them. Her heart beat loudly in her ears as she continued to process just what she was seeing.

“Don’t think he’s going to talk,” the large man said, his voice thick with a Russian accent. “Maybe I take care of him?”

The other man shook his head. Unlike his colleague, he was very well dressed, though not exactly business like. He wore an eggplant purple shirt. The open collar revealed way more of his chest than necessary, along with gold chains. Over that, he wore a nice gray suit jacket and slacks. 

“No,” the man said and stepped over to the wounded man.

Ellen let out the breath she was holding. Maybe he owed them money or something. Beating him up wasn’t ideal, but it was better than ‘taking care of him,’ which she could only assume meant killing him. Although maybe she’d seen too many crime shows.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Before she’d even had time to process the gun being pulled out, the three shots rang out.

Ellen tried to suck in breaths, but it seemed like all the air had left her body.

“What the heck are you doing here?”

A firm hand grasped her arm from behind, but it was the man with the gun that terrified her. She could see his cold eyes in the distance as they landed on her, and he knew she had seen it all.

Ellen turned and flipped the switch on her spray. She unleashed the contents directly into the face of the man holding her.

He flailed backward for a second, pawing at his eyes. Ellen glanced around for her sister, but she was already long gone. Zoe always did seem to know when to bail.

Ellen coughed as the pepper cloud still filled the air but knew she didn’t have time. The other two men were just down the alley. Seeing what they did to the other man, she knew they would have no problem taking her out the same way.

She turned and ran. 

Someone shouted in Russian behind her. Several shots echoed in the night, and she ducked, somehow hoping that might help. One bullet hit the ground near her foot, and she was once again thankful for her ugly nurse shoes.

When she reached the car, her hands shook. She fumbled with the button on the key and ducked again as bullets struck her car door.

The lights clicked on, and she swung the door open. She slammed the door closed and put the key in the ignition. The large man slammed into the side of her car, screaming Russian at her. Ellen put the car in drive and slammed her foot on the gas. 

More bullets pelted the car, and she screamed when the back windshield shattered. 

Ellen ducked down and turned toward the front of the building. When no more bullets struck the car, she dared a glance into the rearview mirror. In the lot she spotted the large man and another scrambling to get into a car while the man in purple stood staring at her as she sped away. 

She didn’t even have to guess what he was thinking. Ellen saw something she should have never seen, and there was no way that man was going to just let it go. Now she was going to have to do the last thing she ever wanted to do. 

Call for help.


Chapter Two

 

 

The bar let out a loud clang as Zane set the weight back on the rack. He could feel the sweat on his chest as it soaked the sleeveless tank he was wearing. 

Tonight’s workout had been hard. He was sure he would feel it in the morning.

Sometimes it helped him to get in late at night when not many of the men were around. The building of Reed Allen’s security firm was always open to every employee, regardless of whether or not they were in the family, especially seeing as many worked all hours of the night to provide their services. It wasn’t like security threats kept a nine-to-five schedule.

All the guys Zane worked with seemed nice enough. Many were related in some way or another, which always made him feel like more an outsider than normal, but it was still a nice enough place to work. Thus far, it was turning into probably the best job he’d ever had.

They payed well, and no one asked him to do anything underhanded or shady like he’d seen at some of his previous jobs.

Sure, the Allens bent the law a little, but no more than necessary, and only as a last resort. The truth was, working for them made him feel like one of the good guys.

Zane grabbed the bottle of water from the floor next to him and gulped it down. His arms still burned from the number of reps he’d done. He’d been so zoned out that he hadn’t even realized that he’d gone well over his normal count.

It had been a long couple of weeks. Zane hadn’t been with the Allens long, and the most recent assignment had been mostly night stakeouts. Not that he minded, but it wore a bit. Sometimes that was just part of the job. 

He’d be glad to go home and get a good rest in his own bed. Just for good measure he yawned loudly. 

“I second that,” Cage said from the stairs.

Zane nodded to the youngest Allen brother and watched as he made his way down the metal stairs. He’d been wounded sometime last year on the job, and the leg still wasn’t totally healed. 

Not that it seemed to slow him down at all. Cage was one of the harder working in the bunch. It was like he had something to prove. Zane could understand that. 

“Heard you finished the case,” Cage said with a grin. 

Zane nodded and wiped the sweat off his face. “Bryce was going to send the report over to the restaurant owner,” he said. “Looks like one of the employees and his girlfriend were the ones helping themselves to a midnight feast.”

Cage nodded. “Good work,” he said. “You’re really fitting in nicely here.”

Zane opened his mouth to reply but stopped when his phone buzzed from the locker. He walked over to his bag and pulled out the phone. 

He furrowed his brow. The number seemed familiar, a local one, but he couldn’t place it. It obviously wasn’t one of his contacts.

He grunted as he remembered who the number belonged to. It’d been one he used to call all the time, just one he hadn’t for a good five years.

Ellen.

Just thinking about her made his chest tight. 

Zane glanced at the time and frowned. He turned to Cage. “Sorry. I’ve got to take this.”

Cage only nodded, but it was hard to miss the concerned look he was giving Zane.

Zane hit the green talk button. “Ellen, what is going—”

“They’re after me,” she said quickly into the phone. 

He could hear the quaking in her voice as she spoke. His adrenaline kicked in, and his heart picked up. “Who’s after you?”

She took in a deep breath. “I saw them shoot him. I saw him die,” she said. “There’s no way they aren’t after me. They saw me.”

He wasn’t exactly sure what was going on, but first of all he needed to get her someplace safe. “Where are you right now?”

“I’m on the highway at exit 26,” she said. “They shot out my back window, but I don’t think they followed me.”

Zane stifled the curse that threatened to erupt. They’d already shot her car. That meant they’d seen her car. If they’d seen her car, then they might have seen her license plate.

“I need you, Zane,” Ellen said.

Whatever was going on, they would figure it out. He would sort this trash out and keep her safe.

She wasn’t far from him. Another exit, and she’d be nearly to the firm. Zane turned to Cage, who was still standing there, concern etched on his face.

“Mind if I use the office for a bit?” Zane said.

Cage shook his head. “Whatever you need.”

Zane nodded his thanks. “Okay, you’re gonna get off at exit 27 and head east. I’m at work right now, and it’s the closest safe place.”

“I know where you’re working,” she said softly. 

Zane was surprised that she knew. They hadn’t talked in years. He always just assumed that once he left town she’d forgotten all about him. 

“You do?” Zane said.

“Dean told me last time we talked.”

He nodded. It made sense that her brother would mention it. With him being overseas, and there not being any responsible family nearby, he likely wanted to make sure she had someone to call. 

“I’m going to stay on the phone with you until you’re here.”

Zane could hear a sigh of relief. He couldn’t blame her. Ellen wasn’t used to dealing with people shooting at her, even if she was normally a rock. Heck, it had been no surprise to him when he heard she decided to go to school to be an ER nurse. 

“Do you think they will come after me?” she asked.

He switched ears and moved toward the door. Zane stared out into the darkness.

“Right now just focus on your driving,” he said. “How far out are you?”

She grew quiet, and for a moment he thought that maybe they had lost connection. Or worse.

“El?”

Lights flashed down the road as a car turned the corner.

“I’m almost outside,” she said finally.

Zane stepped out into the cool night air. “Just pull up front.” He hit the red button on the phone.

He looked all around. There was a chance that whoever had shot at her car had been able to follow her. The night was still around them, and he breathed a sigh of relief. 

Zane walked over to the driver’s side door and opened it for her once the car had stopped. Ellen stepped out and instantly wrapped her arms around him. Her whole body shook.

He jumped when he felt a hand on his shoulder, ready to defend Ellen.

“Take her in,” Cage said quietly. “I’ll pull the car around back inside the garage.” He nodded toward the street. “In case,” he motioned to the back window, “whoever did that comes looking.”

Zane hated to involve anyone else in this, but she was a mess, and as much as he didn’t want to admit it, he needed the help.

“Let’s get you in,” he said in as calm a voice as he could manage.

She nodded against his chest, her soft dark blond hair concealing her face.

Zane led her inside slowly and up the stairs to his boss’s office. It was the most comfortable of them and would allow for a bit of privacy. He helped her to sit on the couch while he brewed a pot of coffee. 

He watched her as she settled on the couch. She looked older than the last time he’d seen her. It had been over five years.

Ellen looked so pale and fragile sitting there. her ugly blue scrubs doing nothing to help her pallor. 

Zane brought a cup over to her and watched as a small smile filtered onto her face. “You remembered.”

He quickly turned away to deal with his own coffee. “Cream and sugar,” he said. “Some things don’t change.”

He paused for a moment wondering if she’d picked up on the sadness in his voice. There were too many things that he hadn’t dealt with, and now they were all right there, smack dab in his face.

Zane locked up his rampaging emotions. They had other things to talk about. Pressing things like people shooting at her. He turned and took a seat in a chair near her. 

“Now why don’t you tell me what happened.”


Chapter Three

 

 

Ellen opened her mouth to tell him about the men, but she couldn’t form the words. In her mind she could still see that poor man on the ground, his hands battered from being crushed. And then the blood. So much blood. 

She’d dealt with plenty of crime victims in the ER, but that was a controlled setting, with a staff of medical professionals and brightly lit, not some dingy alleyway where she felt helpless to do anything.

The more she thought about it, the more that fact bothered her. She’d gone into nursing to help people, both sick and injured. As terrified as she was, it killed her that she hadn’t been able to save that man.

She wondered if she’d called out if she could have saved him. The thought passed. The truth was, if she’d yelled, they would have just shot her and then the man. Those ruthless, evil men didn’t seem to care about hurting people.

Ellen sighed.

Zane leaned forward and placed a hand over her wrist as she held on to the mug in her lap with both hands. 

“Start at the beginning,” he said. “Tell me everything, and we’ll work up to it.” 

The soft, soothing way he said it made her feel at ease, like he would handle things. Of course that was Zane. It was five years later, but he was still the same man, reliable, handled things, handled people who hurt her.

She nodded. “Zoe had called and asked if I’d bring a box over to the casino,” she said as she stared down at the coffee in her hands. “Just some old things, pictures, mementos, nothing special in terms of money, and since I don’t see her much these days, I decided to go. After Mom…” Her lip shook, and she took in a few deep breaths to steady herself. “The problem is her new guy. You see, she got this new boyfriend a year ago.” She looked up at Zane. “He’s not a good guy. Not just that, he’s a bad guy. Really bad.”

Zane didn’t interrupt but nodded. She wondered if he was worried she might break down and just start sobbing. Heck, Ellen half wondered it herself. Lord knew she wanted to.

“So I bring the box,” she said. “We argue about things, about her life, and then I hear a noise. This awful noise.” She swallowed the bile that rose into her throat. The sickening crunching sound still echoed inside her head. “She told me not to go,” Ellen said. “It was like she knew. Like this wasn’t the first time she’d heard something like that. I can’t… how can she be used to something like that?”

Zane frowned. “And what is it that you saw?”

Ellen could already feel the tears welling up in her eyes. Her sweet baby sister knew what was going on and just wanted to ignore it. Maybe Zoe was completely gone if she could do something like that. 

“There were three men,” she said. “One on the ground, and two standing over.”

Zane leaned in farther. She knew this was the part he had been waiting for.

“They were using a sledgehammer to break the guy’s hands,” she said. “I…”

She closed her eyes and sucked in a breath, but all she could see was the way the hammer came down and the pleasure the two men took in it. Her stomach lurched, and she took several deep breaths to calm herself.

“The biggest guy was hammering, but there was another guy there. He was in charge.” She stared directly at Zane. “I thought they were going to let the guy go, but then the guy in charge pulled a gun, and he shot the guy they were hurting, three times. Shot him dead.” She shook her head. “I’ve seen a lot of people die in my line of work, but I’ve never seen someone murdered in front of me.”

Zane’s brow furrowed. She could see how serious it was just by looking at his expression.

“Did you know these men?” he asked after a moment of thought.

She shook her head. “I’ve never seen them before. They had thick Russian accents, and the one that did the shooting looked like he had expensive clothes on. Nice purple shirt, suit, lots of gold chains. They didn’t know I was there at first, but then they noticed me.”

“Idiot,” Zane mumbled.

Ellen didn’t like the sound of that. She took a drink of coffee, and the smooth warmth washed over her. It helped fight the cold that had enveloped her heart.

“How did you get away?” he asked.

She shrugged. “I always carry pepper spray. A guy came up and grabbed me from behind, so I sprayed him. The other two shot at me but missed.” She offered a silent prayer of thanks. “Well, mostly missed. You saw my car.”

“And Zoe?”

She shook her head. “She was gone when I turned around,” Ellen said. “Likely cleared out as soon as she smelled trouble. Zoe always was good about not getting caught.” A quiet and bitter laugh followed.

Zane leaned back and scrubbed a hand down his face.

For the first time, she realized there was stubble there. Something she’d never really seen aside from when they were teens, and he thought it was being cool. Which it was. Dark circles lined his eyes, and she could see the redness in the whites. 

“How messed am I?” she whispered.

He shook his head. “You’re a loose end,” Zane said. “They need to tie it up, or you can end up sending them and who knows what other people away if they were aware this guy was going to get killed.”

Ellen swallowed. “So I’m totally messed.”

He stood and placed his cup in the small sink by the coffee pot. “For now you’ll come to my place,” he said. “I need a good night’s sleep and a clear head to make any decisions.”

She frowned. She didn’t have to work tomorrow, but it would have been nice to change clothes. 

“What about my place?”

Zane turned back to stare at her. “Did they have a chance to see your license plate?”

She could still see the boss guy as he watched her drive away. The evil glint in his eye as he did so. Her heart dropped, and she let out a long groan. “Yes.”

He nodded and took the cup from her hand. Ellen stood as he did so.

“Then they will know where you live by now. The Russian mafia has ties everywhere these days. It’ll be easy for them to make a call and get your address.”

She froze. “Did you say Russian mafia?”

Ellen could feel her head start to spin as Zane nodded. She’d thought she was in deep trouble, but she hadn’t quite grasped how deep until just then.

“Your sister got mixed up in the wrong crowd,” he said. “And she’s put you in terrible danger. The Russians mean business, and they don’t forget. They don’t have a problem killing innocent people or women. We need to keep you off their radar until I can get this fixed.”

The world shifted around her, and suddenly Zane seemed like he was much farther away. Like he was shouting at her from down a dark hall. 

“El?”

Warm arms wrapped around her, and she felt all her weight being lifted. 

“El? Ellen!”

There was a comfort in those arms, and Ellen let herself slip down the tunnel until she closed her eyes completely.


Chapter Four

 

 

Ellen still lay in Zane’s bed sleeping. After all the stress the night before, she’d collapsed into his arms, her face pale from everything that had happened. 

Zane took her exhaustion seriously. She wasn’t a woman who couldn’t deal with stress. She’d helped patch up who knew how many victims of violence up in the ER. This was different. 

This wasn’t her world; it was his.

With Cage’s help, Zane had been able to get her down the stairs and into his car. It was only then that he had the chance to examine Ellen’s car. There were three holes on the driver’s side of the car and another four in the back, in addition to the broken windshield. 

They hadn’t just taken a few pot shots at her. Ellen had been lucky. With that many bullets, they had been serious about taking her out. 

He’d driven her to his small home last night and placed her in his bed. It wasn’t exactly the best situation. There was only one room in the house, and his couch was trash for a man his size, but still, it was better than trying to sleep in the car. Even before she’d shown up, he was exhausted, and if he was going to help Ellen escape the Russian mob, he needed to be well rested.

Going straight to the police was a bad idea until they knew who specifically they were dealing with. Low-level Russian enforcers were one thing, but if they were dealing with one of the big boys, Ellen could easily have an “accident” while in protective custody. The corrupt web of organized crime had spread throughout the city.

No, he needed a chance to catch his breath before the cops got involved.

Zane yawned for about the millionth time as he sucked down his cup of coffee. Normally he didn’t like the stuff, but with the schedule he’d been keeping, there was no way he’d make it through the day on his own. 

He glanced at the clock on the wall. Six. Despite the late night, he’d still been up early. Likely from years of training himself to be up before the rest of the family. 

A scowl slipped onto his face. It had been years since he’d thought of them. Seeing Ellen only brought back all the trash he’d been trying to forget. 

She looked older than the last time he’d seen her. Her face had filled out more, and although she had always been beautiful, it only seemed like that had grown over the years.

Something tugged inside him. The same aching need that he always felt when she was around. 

Zane grabbed the coffee and slammed it back like it was a shooter.

He didn’t need to be thinking about this or dragging out all the old feelings he’d worked so hard to bury. Right now she needed his help not to end up in a grave, and that was all. She’d probably only called him because she knew he was working in a reputable security firm.

He’d do the job and roll right back into his normal life, the one without a relationship for longer than a night and no complicated feelings.

Zane stood and took a deep breath. The best thing for him was a good run. It would clear his head and get him ready for the day. He laced his shoes and grabbed a hoodie from the hook by the door.

For a moment he paused, wondering if he should let her know, but shook his head. The last thing he needed was to see her sleeping face again and besides, she needed the rest.

With that, Zane headed out into the dimly lit morning.

 

* * *

 

Ellen rolled over in the bed. She breathed in deeply and sighed. Something smelled good, but she couldn’t quite place it. Maybe she’d changed the detergent she used.

She breathed in again. Something about this smell was very male to her.

Slowly she opened her eyes and was surprised to find that she wasn’t in her own room. Her brain raced to keep up with just what was going on.

Suddenly, everything from the night before came crashing back.

Her sister. The dead man. The Russians. Zane.

He was the last thing she could remember. His concerned face staring at her as he talked about the Russian mafia. 

Even now, just the thought made her head spin a little. 

What the heck had her sister gotten herself into? Of all the nasty men she had chosen to be with, this one took the cake. She swore if she got her hands on that piece of trash Billy, she would tear him limb from limb.

Ellen jumped when something moved nearby. She turned and found Zane pulling some clothes from the closet next to the bed. The light from the crack in the bathroom door allowed just enough light for her to see in the early morning hours.

He wasn’t wearing a shirt, and for a moment, she couldn’t really process much more than that. 

Although she’d known him for years, she’d never really seen him with his shirt off. Even when they all used to go swimming in the creak, he would still wear it.

Back then she used to wonder what he looked like. It was a sort of fantasy she would play in her head. Clearly, he had bulked up over the years though. She wondered if he hit the gym every day, or twice a day.

The frame she remembered wasn’t near so wide or defined. Zane was always muscular, but this was the body of a man, full of firm muscles and hard, defining lines around those muscles.

Zane turned around, and they stared at one another. 

Heat spread to her cheeks when she realized he had totally just caught her checking him out. 

“Sorry,” he said quietly and stepped out of the closet. 

In the light, she could see the sheen of preparation on his chest and his damp hair.

“It’s the only bathroom I have,” he said.

Ellen swallowed and sat up a little. She glanced at the clock beside the bed. Quarter to seven. 

She gave a small smile. He always was an early riser. He used to show up at their house just in time for breakfast. It was likely why she’d become an early riser as well. Just so she could be ready when he came over. 

Not that Zane ever cared. Being five years younger only meant that she was invisible in all the important ways a girl didn’t want to be. To him, she was just the kid sister, and that never seemed to change as the years went by. 

By the time she’d blossomed into her own woman, Zane and her brother were already out in the world, doing their own thing. 

She told herself that it didn’t matter. That she’d long since gotten over her childish crush, but seeing him there with his shirt off only brought back all the same longing she’d once felt. And knowing that nothing had really changed just made the ache all the worse. 

“I’ll just be a few minutes,” he said. “You might try and get some more sleep.”

She shook her head and yawned. “No use,” she said. “Once I’m up, I’m up.”

Zane gave her the same half smile that always used to melt her heart and much to her annoyance, Ellen’s thumped harder in response.

“I’ll be right out then,” he said and turned to the bathroom.

It was only briefly, but she could clearly see the scar on his back.

She’d always heard the rumors that he was a rough guy when they were younger but had never seen that side of him. Still the talk was there. That he skipped school or hung out with the wrong crowds. It was a wonder that her mother let Dean continue to hang out with him. 

But she’d always had a soft spot for Zane, making sure he got seconds at any meal and inviting him to all the family events. Her mother always seemed keenly aware of everything that he didn’t have with his rougher family situation and helped how she could. 

Ellen gave a small smile. Her mother would be glad to know that Zane was doing well. They had heard he got the new job, but it seemed like he had finally gotten his life on track. She only hoped that he could leave the life he knew before behind him to make a new start.


Chapter Five

 

 

When Zane stepped out of the bathroom, a delicious smell hit his nose. He closed his eyes and breathed in deeply. He’d know this smell anywhere: French toast. Not just delicious, familiar and evocative. 

Good memories flooded back. If he tried hard enough, he could imagine Lydia, Ellen’s mother, standing in front of her old gas stove fixing French toast on the griddle. It was one of the few bright spots in his childhood that he could remember, one of the few times he could taste what familial love felt like.

Zane opened his eyes and followed his nose into the kitchen. Ellen stood there in his shirt and a pair of sweats that she must have found in his closet. He hadn’t even thought to offer her something, but it was no surprise that she helped herself.

He wasn’t annoyed. If anything, he liked that she felt at ease enough to do that. 

Ellen glanced over her shoulder, a broad smile on her face. “I hope you don’t mind, but I made use of the last of your bread and eggs. I just was really hungry. And I figured you’d be, too.”

“Yeah, I could use a bite to eat.”

Zane leaned against the counter to watch as she moved with ease in his space. There was something about the sight of her in his clothes cooking breakfast that really did a number on him. He could feel the front of his pants grow a little tighter as his cock jumped to attention. 

He cursed the thing. She’d just been through hell, and all his lower half could think about was sinking in between her sweet thighs. He needed to keep some perspective and not just think about his body’s wants.

“Sounds good,” he said, his throat a little tighter than he wanted. He hoped she didn’t notice.

Ellen placed the French toast on the plates and handed him one piled high. “It’s not as good as Mom’s, but it’s close.”

Zane glanced up to her and watched as she drizzled a little syrup onto the toast.

“You think they’ll kill Zoe?” Ellen said softly.

She handed over the syrup, this time pinning him with a stare. This hadn’t been what he expected. 

Ellen was always practical, but the matter of fact way she spoke about her sister concerned him. Things must have really gone to perdition between the two of them. It was like she didn’t think she could even do anything to help Zoe.

If Ellen thought Zoe was that far gone, then Zane wasn’t sure he’d be all that much help himself. Still, maybe he could get her to worry less.

Zane shook his head. “You know, Zo,” he said. “They might trace you to her, but if she’s in this deep, she’s likely seen worse and hasn’t talked, so they probably think they can trust her, or that they’ve scared her enough. The point is, they have no reason to kill someone who they know can keep their mouth shut.”

Her face paled, and he kicked himself for even suggesting it, despite it probably being true. Things might be bad between them, but this was her sister, and despite everything, he knew there was love between the two women.

Ellen swallowed and took a bite of her toast. “You’re right,” she said softly. “There’s no pretending that she’s the sweet innocent girl I once knew. She’s been gone a while now.” She put down her toast. “I’m pretty sure she’s an addict, too.”

While that might all be true, he doubted that Zoe had gotten in too far. There were things he doubted she’d ever do. If she’d just kept her mouth shut, that was one thing, but Zane was sure, addict or not, that she’d participated in anything too messed up.

That meant they still had some chance of saving her.

A long sigh from Ellen followed. “So what do we do now? Do we call the police?” 

He looked up from his plate as she took another bite of the toast. A bit of syrup dripped onto her chin. Quickly she swiped it off and sucked on her finger. 

A different sort of hunger burned inside him over the action. Watching her sweet lips wrap around her finger only made him think of something else. He could feel his cock react to the movement as it twitched in his pants.

Zane looked away and swallowed. Idiot, this was going to be much harder than he anticipated.

“I’m off today, but I’ve got to stop by work,” she continued on as if nothing happened at all. Likely she had no idea of the dirty thoughts that passed through his mind. “After that, maybe you could take me to the police. Or do we go to the FBI? How does this work?”

“No cops or anyone who might call the local cops,” Zane said. “Stefano has someone in the department in his pocket.”

“Stefano?”

“The current head of the local Russia mob.”

She gulped and nodded.

“There’s no telling which cops you can trust. We don’t so much as sniff in the police’s direction until we know they can guarantee your safety. By now the Russians also likely know where you live and where you work.”

Her fork froze midway to her mouth. “My work?”

He nodded. Zane hated to make her worry, but they likely knew everything they needed to in order to do what was necessary: tie up a loose end.

“So what do I do?”

 “First things first,” he said and placed his now empty plate in the sink. “We need to find out just why they wanted that man dead. Once we figure that out, then we might have a bargaining chip we can use.”

It killed him to even say it. Cutting deals with the mob was the last thing he wanted, but he would do what he needed to in order to keep her safe.

“Bargaining chip?”

He nodded. “In exchange for your life.”

She took in a small breath, and he could hear the shake as she did so. “My life?”

Hearing her small voice broke something in him. Zane stepped forward and took her plate from her hands. With ease, he pulled her hard against his chest and relaxed when she leaned into him.

It was a comfortable feeling having her close to him in this way.

“It will be okay,” he said softly. 

Ellen nodded against his chest and wrapped her arms around his middle. “What about Zoe?” 

It was the one thing he hadn’t really figured out. He honestly didn’t know if he could do anything.

Zoe was her own woman. She did what she wanted and didn’t give a hoot who it might piss off. It seemed that in recent years, she’d taken that trend to its logical conclusion.

“We’ll figure out something,” he said. “No matter what, though, I’ll keep you safe.”

 

Ellen believed Zane’s words. She’d always had faith in his ability to keep her safe. Even when she didn’t really want that. 

She could still remember the time in high school when one of her boyfriends, Brad, had decided to make out with Lauren Tucker and then proceeded to break up with her in front of the whole school. When Zane had found her crying at home, he’d done everything he could to make her feel better. 

Even kiss her.

It had been brief and likely only to cheer her up, but for weeks, it was all she could think about. The soft way their lips met and the zing of excitement that came crashing around her. The kiss haunted her, made her fall even more for him.

Not that anything ever came of it. He’d given her a small kiss and then left shortly after. 

It wasn’t until that Monday that she learned he’d paid Brad a visit and nearly broken his nose when the new couple had been spotted at the movies. 

For months, Brad used to turn the other direction when he saw her in the hall and sported two black eyes for several weeks after.

But this wasn’t a fight with a boyfriend. These were mobsters, and she’d already seen what could happen to someone who crossed them. Even though Zane was now a security contractor, these men were the worst of the worst.

“I don’t want you to get hurt,” she said softly. “I didn’t have anywhere else to go, but I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to you. I can hide somewhere else, a hotel or something.”

Zane stiffened in her arms, and she wondered if she had said the wrong thing.

“It will be fine,” he said. “You’re just where you need to be.”

He stepped away, and she could already feel him putting the walls back up to make sure she never got too close.

Good. She didn’t need to be getting involved with someone. There was already too much going on, and Zane wasn’t the sort of guy that settled down.

“So where do we start then?”

Ellen busied her hands with filling the sink with soapy water. She quickly started washing the dishes they had just used and was surprised when Zane came to stand beside her to rinse and dry.

“We don’t start anywhere,” he said. “You need to stay here where I can keep you safe while I do some asking around.”

Ellen pressed her lips together. “So you plan on risking yourself while I sit safely at home?”

Zane placed the dry plate on the counter and looked over to her. “That’s exactly what I plan to do. You’re in enough danger as is.”

She stopped when he placed his hands on her shoulders and turned her to stare directly at him.

“I need you safe,” he said. “If I’m going to do this, I need to know that you’re as safe as you can be, and this is the only way.”

She stared into his dark brown eyes and could see the worry there. It was something she’d never seen from him before. Zane always seemed so self-assured.

Ellen nodded. “Okay,” she said softly. “I’ll wait here.”

Zane gave her shoulders a small squeeze. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

A few moments later he was out the door.  


Chapter Six

 

 

“Well, look what the cat dragged in.”

Zane had stepped no more than five feet in the door at work, and Reece was already on him from the weight room.

After a moment of thought, Zane turned and walked into the weight room. If he tried too hard to act nonchalant, Reece would sense it and pounce. 

The last thing he wanted was for anyone else at the firm to ask too many questions. He needed to keep this situation contained. The more people involved, the fewer options he had.

Given that no one was peppering him with questions, that suggested Cage hadn’t mentioned the little late night visit.

“Out late last night?” Reece asked. The man shot him a wide grin.

Zane shrugged. “I was working out here last night.”

“Sounds like a hot date for you.”

Reece was younger than many of the other men on the team, but just as good. Although maybe a little fuller of himself than necessary. His good looks had gotten him far in many ways. Dimples, brown wind-swept hair and charm out the rear. It drove Zane crazy sometimes. 

“Screw you, Reece.” Zane frowned at him, but that only spurred the other man on more.

“Oh, that’s right. You’ve taken a vow of celibacy. How’s that working out for you? Does that extend to Miss Rosie Palm?”

Zane could deal with this kind of typical macho banter. It rolled off his back, and it’d set the other men at ease. He raised his middle finger. 

“Thanks, but you aren’t my type,” Reece said with a grin. He glanced over to Bryce, who only rolled his eyes.

“Not all of us jump on the first thing that moves,” Bryce said. “It’s called having standards.”

Reece turned to where Bryce was sitting at the weights and snorted loudly. “Whatever, you took the same celibacy vow.”

Bryce raised a brow. “Or maybe I just don’t kiss and tell. You know, being a gentleman and all.”

For a minute, the stress of the previous night faded away, and Zane allowed himself a grin.

Reece and Bryce were always like this. Going back and forth with one another. Zane suspected that was why they often got paired for work. Someone had to temper Reece, and the older contractor was just the man for the job.

Bryce was even tempered and far more methodical than he ever let on. Plus, despite being nearly forty, he was easily one of the strongest men there.

Well, besides Ryan.

The big guy on the other side of the gym was hard to miss, even though he’d been quiet and sticking to his work out, with his shaved head, bulging muscles, and tattoos on nearly every open space besides his head. He was intimidating times ten, even to a guy like Zane.

Reece followed Zane’s eyes and leaned in toward him.

“You know I heard yesterday he was special ops in the military. Some elite big shot when he was in or something.” Reece spoke quietly so only they could hear.

Zane gave him a shallow nod.

There were always a few rumors about the quiet Ryan. He was new, not quite as new as Zane, but still he hadn’t been with the firm all that long.

He kept to himself mostly and never worked with any of the other men. When it came to Ryan, he was a bit of a mystery, but he was reliable and that was all they really needed to know. 

Obviously the Allens trusted him enough to hire him to do sensitive security work.

But Zane didn’t have time for this right now, no matter how curious he might be about Ryan. With the Russians looking for Ellen, he needed information, and he needed it fast. He didn’t want his personal business spilling over too much, but he wasn’t going to not take advantage of some of the resources available to him.

“Hey, Bryce,” he said. “I got a question for you.”

“What?”

“You still got your connections with the department?” 

The older man nodded. 

Bryce had served on the police force for a number of years before quitting. Something about a case that went wrong, though no one seemed to know all the particular details.

 It wasn’t something Bryce talked about, and it wasn’t exactly something that Zane wanted to pry into. 

They all had their secrets, and sometimes it was better if they stayed that way. Lord knew he had his own dark things from the past he was still trying to outrun.

There were a few other people with police connections that people in the firm could call on, such as one of the Allen brothers, Kace, but Zane wasn’t as close to them. He wanted to deal with people he knew wouldn’t ask questions. Or at least too many questions.

“What’s up?” Bryce asked.

If he could, Zane would rather not involve his partners. There were so many directions this thing could go, and he wasn’t so sure he wanted them around to see what he might do, especially if he had to negotiate. 

He didn’t like the idea of working with the mob, but he’d do what he needed to in order to keep Ellen safe. Just asking a few questions shouldn’t be too dangerous.

“I just wanted to know how entrenched the mob is in the force.”

Zane tried to stay as nonchalant as he could, but no one offhanded mentioned the mob presence in the force without a reason.

Bryce rubbed a hand over the scruff on his face. “More than a little,” he said. “Last I’d heard, they have deep pockets and are willing to pay well for looking the other way.” He shrugged. “It’s worse now that the Kellys have stepped back a bit, and the Russians are stepping up, splashing a lot more cash around. The Kellys never needed as many corrupt cops, because they tended to be pretty specific in what they were doing and liked to stay away from law enforcement, corrupt or otherwise. You know, they stayed in their lane. These new guys though…” He shook his head. 

Disgust swept over Bryce’s face, and Zane knew that the corruption still bothered him despite having left the force.

“What’s going on?” Reece asked, his light manner from before now all gone. “Need some help?”

Zane shook his head. Better to keep his distance. Even Cage knowing something was up was already too much.

“Just a new case,” he said. “Just getting some background intel. I don’t want to be surprised by anything and step on the wrong toes if I don’t have to.”

“It’s not about that new drug out, is it?” Reece said.

Zane looked over at him and shook his head. “New drug?”

Reece nodded and leaned against a weight rack. “Yeah, it’s not made the news yet, but it will. Been a ton of this trash on the market in the last few weeks. More addictive than heroin and half the cost. The hospitals have been flooded with people on the stuff. Scourge.”

Zane hadn’t really heard about any new drug. But he had been so focused on finishing his previous case that he had barely come up for air. There could have been a nuclear war and he might not have noticed.

“Don’t think this has anything to do with that,” he said. “But you never know.”

Bryce leaned in, his gaze intense. “You’re not planning on doing anything crazy, are you?”

Zane debated asking what crazy entailed but decided against it. The last thing he needed was people worrying over him. Worried people started doing crazy things of their own.

He clapped Bryce on the shoulder. “Not if I can help it. That’s why I want to make sure I know what I’m getting into.”

He turned to leave when he saw Reed Allen signal him from the top of the stairs. As bosses went, he was one of the better ones Zane had worked for. Reed liked to take in a person’s skills and make sure they were able to use them in the best ways possible. 

Zane made his way over to the bottom of the stairs where Reed met him.

“I heard from Cage about the late-night visit,” Reed said.

Zane grunted and ran a hand through his hair. He’d hoped Cage wouldn’t say anything, but it was a bit much to ask a man to lie to both his brother and his boss, especially when his brother was his boss.

“Yeah, about that,” Zane said, holding up his hands. “She ran into a bit of trouble, and she was close. It won’t happen again.”

Reed shook his head. “No problem,” he said. “For people in our line of work, trouble seems to come knocking on the door.”

Wasn’t that the truth? Zane gave a little laugh.

He stilled when Reed placed a firm hand on his shoulder.

“I know you haven’t been with us long, but we’re a family here, whether or not your last name is Allen,” Reed said. “You need help or anything, don’t be afraid to ask.”

Family. That wasn’t really a term Zane understood. Family to him just meant the people closest to him that would idiot him over the most. He was still running from his family in a way.

He shook his head. “It’s fine,” he said. “I got this.”

Reed looked like he wanted to say more but didn’t. He gave a nod of understanding. “I’ve got a guy coming to fix the window later and another to patch up the holes in the car.”

Zane sighed. He hadn’t even thought about Ellen’s car. It had clearly been through the ringer. “Thanks,” he said. “I’ll just leave it here until things settle down if you don’t mind.”

Reed gave another nod. 

Incredible, even now he couldn’t stop others from getting involved. They were already in more than he wanted, but there wasn’t a choice. The mob was looking for her car, and if it was out of sight, it would be best for everyone.

“Just remember, we’re here if you need us,” Reed said.

Zane nodded. “Thanks.”

He couldn’t retreat fast enough at those words.


Chapter Seven

 

 

Ellen frowned down at the edge of Zane’s sink. She grabbed a paper towel, wetted it, and scrubbed furiously at the small bit of grime that dared to deny her total victory in her cleaning war.

She smiled. Victory was hers. Everything was so clean Zane could have a real estate agent hold an open house now if he wanted.

Ellen had tried to relax in the small house but instead found herself falling on the old standby of cleaning everything in sight. It was something she’d always done as a child, and as the years progressed, the coping habit had only worsened.

It wasn’t uncommon for her to rearrange the whole house until she collapsed from exhaustion at the end of the night.

But the crazy cleaning sessions always helped. She burned off all her unnecessary worries and instead sunk them into something productive.

Now every inch of Zane’s kitchen was sparkling clean as well as the large bathroom off the bedroom and his living room. She scrubbed around the base of the refrigerator and stove, along with the baseboards, plus made sure to run cleaning cycles on both the clothes washer and the dishwasher. 

She even took the time to rinse the dishwasher’s filter. There was a surprising amount of gunk on it.

Still Ellen had to hand it to Zane. Even though she was running around like a demented super-maid, she didn’t collapse in a spent heap at the end of her session. The truth was the place was already pretty clean even without her help. It was just that he probably didn’t have free hours each day to clean his place.

It was clear that Zane liked to keep his space tidy, and she could tell that he put a lot of effort into accomplishing that. It was something she could appreciate in a man, even if it gave her less to focus on during her current little attempt at relaxation.

She only hoped that he wouldn’t be too annoyed that she’d invaded his space. It had taken everything in her not to head into his closet, even though it would have helped her probably burn off another half-hour or so. 

Color coding was sort of her thing, and his clothes were just begging for a good sort. She couldn’t even understand how he found anything efficiently with the disorganization in there. Everything was hung up neatly, but she just didn’t understand his system.

Now that she was finished with the cleaning she thought Zane might tolerate, she didn’t really have anything to occupy her time. She was too distracted to try and watch anything on television or browse the internet. 

If anything, she was worried about seeing something else that would upset her. She couldn’t really take much more bad news.

That left only waiting, which was almost worse.

With a big sigh, she sat down on the couch and stared at her phone. Zane had to call soon, or at least she hoped he would.

It had been nearly four hours and still no word from him. Ellen wasn’t really sure what to expect considering she’d never been in a situation like this, but not knowing was killing her. Both with Zane and her sister.

The last thing she wanted was to bring all this trouble to him, but she really didn’t know where else to go. There was no one else to go to, and if he was right, the police were out of the question. She might not even have called him if she hadn’t heard that he was involved in security work.

Guilt stabbed at her. Maybe she had no business getting him involved. If he ended up getting hurt, she could never forgive herself.

Ellen had never imagined she could end up in this sort of trouble. She kept a low profile and didn’t put herself in dangerous situations, yet now she was on the run from the mob. Just bringing a box to her sister shouldn’t have led to all of this.

Zane didn’t seem to mind helping her though. He was always hard to read, but that morning he seemed more like the boy she’d grown up with: stuffing his face with French toast and joking with her.

It was strange after all this time she still felt that same pull she’d always felt with him, like the five years had only been five minutes. Ellen supposed that a crush like that always stayed with a person. 

Maybe it was something to do with first crushes. Whatever it was, she’d be glad when she could get back to her normal life and didn’t have to worry about the mob, Zane, or her sister.

Zoe. 

Had she really gotten away?

Ellen’s stomach knotted.

The question echoed in her head over and over. The Russians might try and hurt Zoe, maybe they even blamed her for bringing a witness.

Then again, Zane’s comments, no matter how disturbing, couldn’t be dismissed. Zoe had obviously known those men were hurting someone and was willing to ignore it. Ellen had to face the very real possibility that her sister wouldn’t be hurt by the gangsters because she was too close to them.

She sighed. Maybe it was wrong to be so suspicious. Zoe might have just been trapped. At least, Ellen hoped so.

There were so many things that could have happened, and she only prayed that Zoe had the good sense to escape before things got too bad.

Of course, those thoughts only brought on a whole different set of irritations. If Zoe had bailed because she knew it was dangerous, that meant that she’d left Ellen’s stupid rear behind to be shot at. It sucked either way.

Ellen turned the phone over in her hand. 

One call. Just to see if Zoe was okay. Surely that wouldn’t be a big deal.

She slid her finger across the face and tapped her sister’s name.

Ellen’s breath came in small puffs as she listened to the phone as it continued to ring. Just when she was about to hang up, the other line clicked, and she sucked in a deep breath.

“El,” Zoe said, somewhat breathless. 

“Thank goodness,” Ellen said as she let out the breath she’d been holding.

Her sister was an adult, but there was a part of Ellen that felt responsible for her. A duty to keep her safe in their mother’s stead. 

Not that she was doing all that great a job at it. Her sister was dating a mob wannabe and hooked on drugs. Yeah, real mother of the year results there.

“It’s good to hear from you,” Zoe said. 

Ellen could hear the hollow sound in her voice, like she was going through the motions with the call. As if they hadn’t just talked yesterday before all perdition broke loose.

“I’d say so, considering your boyfriend’s associates tried to fill me with holes.” There was no hiding the anger in her voice now.

Zoe sighed. “I’m sure you’re exaggerating. You can get so dramatic at times.”

Ellen huffed loudly. “Exaggerating? My car says otherwise,” she nearly shouted. “I can’t believe you. I called to check on you because I was worried, but you don’t even care that I was shot at. You don’t care that men tried to kill me.”

The tears stung Ellen’s eyes as she spoke. All the anger and frustration she’d been holding onto welled up until she felt her chest tighten with all the tension.

“Well,” Zoe said and breathed hard into the phone. “You’re fine now, so maybe you should just calm down.”

Ellen froze. She knew the breathing and the tone. She’d heard both often at the hospital.

“Are you high right now?” Her voice was low and barely held in check by the rage that bubbled just under the surface.

Zoe gave a soft laugh on the other end of the line, and Ellen could feel the hold she had starting to slip. She’d nearly died yesterday, and her sister was off getting high like it was no big deal.

“I can’t talk to you while you’re like this,” Ellen said over the line. “I just… can’t.”

“Please, don’t be so high and mighty.” Zoe snorted loudly over the line. “Like we do when I’m not?”

The question pierced Ellen square in the chest. Zoe wasn’t wrong. Ellen didn’t call, but what was there to say? They were never going to see eye to eye on Zoe’s recreational choices and boyfriends. Dean was the only one that was able to bring them all together, and currently he was serving in the military on the other side of the world.

“Whatever,” Zoe mumbled. “I’ve got a date with a designer. There’s a big party here tomorrow at the casino, and Billy wants me looking my best.”

Ellen could feel herself gag, but managed to keep the sound to herself. Zoe only cared about her drugs, partying, and boyfriend in the end.

“Bye, Ellen.”

She opened her mouth to say goodbye, but the line was already dead. 

For a few moments, she just stared at the screen, not even sure how she should feel. She loved her sister but hated her choices. 

Ellen wished her mother were still around. No matter what, she always knew what to say to make things right. And then she was gone, and they were left trying to figure out things all on their own.

Sometimes life really sucked.


Chapter Eight

 

 

The day seemed to stretch forever, and Zane was grateful when he finally stepped into his house. The second he entered, an enticing smell hit his nose, the scent of tangy red sauce permeating the air.

He picked up hints of garlic and basil, and his stomach rumbled in response. He couldn’t even remember the last thing he’d ate. As far as he could remember, that had been a protein bar several hours earlier.

He’d been too busy trying to check some files and do some other research. Eating just wasn’t high on the agenda, making him all the more grateful for the food he smelled.

Ellen popped her head around the corner of the kitchen and smiled. “Hope you’re hungry.”

Zane stepped into the kitchen and was surprised to spot a tray of lasagna sitting on the stove. He didn’t eat at home all that much, and he was pretty darn sure he didn’t have any lasagna sitting around. Honestly, he couldn’t even remember the last time he’d had lasagna.

Ellen picked up a kitchen towel and pulled a tray of bread out of the oven.

“Where did all this come from?” Zane said, his mouth watering already. 

She shrugged. “I found some cash in my wallet and decided to order from a place nearby. Russo’s.”

Concern swallowed Zane’s hunger. He frowned. “That could have been dangerous. What if the delivery guy recognized you?”

Ellen crossed her arms over her chest and rolled her eyes. “You’re right. I’m sure the kid who delivered my food from the local Italian place is out to get me, and that all local Italian delivery places are deep in with the Russian mafia. I should have frisked him for an Uzi before getting my order.” She flicked her wrist at the lasagna. “Or they may have poisoned the food.”

Zane sighed loudly and held up his hands. “Okay, okay, I’m just saying you need to be cautious.” His stomach growled again. “Well, let’s just eat for now. I’m dang hungry.”

He walked into the kitchen and pulled out a couple plates as she placed the food on the table. When he walked back over, he found Ellen standing over the lasagna cutting it into steaming squares.

“You think I don’t get it,” she said quietly.

For a moment, he almost didn’t hear her words but stilled when she looked up to him.

“But I do get it,” she continued. “I was shot at yesterday. I saw a man getting a bullet to the head and had to run for my life. I really do get it. I’m the one they’re trying to kill, but I also get these guys are the mob, not some spy agency watching me with satellites.” She sighed. “But I’ll be more careful. I promise. I do appreciate everything you’re doing for me.”

Her small body trembled, and seeing that killed him inside. Zane placed the plates on the table and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. He wanted to protect her, not make her feel more miserable than she must already feel having to hide away.

“I know,” he murmured against her soft hair. “And you’re right. We can’t jump at every shadow. Russo’s isn’t in with the Russians.” He let go of her and turned her to look up at him. “I just need to keep you safe,” he said. “It would kill me if anything…”

The words died on his lips. He couldn’t get into this. If he started down this road, there was no telling where he would draw the line. Not only was this the worst timing for anything like that, but more so he wasn’t sure there was ever a good time for it.

They’d lived different lives for five years now, and they were probably both better for it. Just because he was attracted to her didn’t mean he should be with her. He was in a dangerous line of work, and it wasn’t right to make Ellen deal with that kind of stress. And he just wasn’t the right man for a woman like her.

No. He needed to keep focus.

Zane shook himself from the path he was headed down. His heart thumped hard in his chest, but it wasn’t anything he hadn’t dealt with before. Sometimes the best thing a man could do for the woman he loved was to sacrifice his own wants.

He motioned to the lasagna. “Maybe we should eat while it’s still warm.”

Ellen nodded and sat down in the chair next to her. Zane stepped to the other side of the table. 

She placed a square of lasagna on his plate and then her own. Zane watched her as covertly as he could. He was drawn in by the way she blew on her food and tucked a strand of dark blond hair behind her ear. It curled around the lobe.

“Oh my goodness,” she groaned.

Zane clenched his fist as she moaned erotically around the bite of food. 

“I didn’t expect much because it was pretty cheap, but this is so good.” Ellen glanced up from her plate to him. “Most I can get from my house is the crappy pizza place from around the corner serving the latest in cardboard-tasting bread and sauce.”

Zane gave a little smile, realizing she still lived in her mother’s house. He always liked that her mother’s house was just at the edge of town, close enough to get anywhere, but far enough that they didn’t have to deal with idiot people going door to door.

A siren blared outside. A police car raced down a nearby road. He glanced toward the front window.

“There are tradeoffs to living where I do,” he said with a chuckle.

Ellen nodded as she took another bite.

He couldn’t help but quietly watch as she ate the food. The way she licked her lips as her eyes rolled back into her head was wreaking havoc on his resolve not to say anything about his attraction.

“I called my sister,” she said between bites.

His lust died. His eyes shot to hers. “You did what?”

Ellen set down her fork. “I needed to know if she was okay.”

Zane ran a hand over his face. He spent all day trying to figure out just what the Russians knew about her, which turned out to be pretty much everything, and she was just strolling right up to the gate for them, practically wrapped in a bow.

“Did you tell her anything?”

Ellen shook her head, and he let out a sigh. It could have been worse, but it still wasn’t ideal. 

“They have to know she’s your sister by now. We need to be careful,” he said. “As far as we know, they might be using her to get to you.”

Ellen shook her head. “Doubt it,” she said. “She was high as a kite and had to run to get fitted for a dress for some party.” She frowned. “They can just kill a man like it’s no big deal, and then have some big party a few nights later.” She shook her head. “I don’t see how she thinks any of this is right.”

Zane’s ears perked up. “Party?”

Ellen nodded. “They are having some big thing at the casino. I don’t know any of the details.”

Everything had been going the wrong way in this situation, but now he finally had a stroke of luck. The party might be the perfect opportunity for him to get in without being noticed. He’d planned on just going in as a customer, but this would be the better way.

Zane clenched his jaw. There was really only one way the situation would work out. He didn’t like it, but it was the best long-term move.

“We’re going to that party,” he said reluctantly.

Ellen’s eyes widened. “We’re what?”

Zane took a couple gulps of water to wash down the bad taste that had developed in his mouth.

She eyed him like he’d lost his mind. “You just gave me a big speech about being careful, and now you want me to go back there? Have you lost your mind?”

“I’ll be with you.” Zane sighed. “Believe me, this is the last thing I want to do, but this all needs to stay between us,” he said. “Getting anyone else involved will be messy. And I’ll need you to point out any trouble and the people who shot at you. Plus, it might give you the chance to convince Zoe to leave.”

He could see his words being replayed in her head. Zane watched as her expression went from horrified to fearful and eventually settled on skeptical. 

“You’re forgetting, they’ve seen me,” she said. “I know they got a good look at me.”

He shook his head. “In a dark parking lot with poor lighting,” he said. “You got the chance to watch them where they only had a few brief moments to see you.”

“If they know where I work and all that, I’m guessing they’ve seen things like my driver’s license picture or my Facebook.” She sighed. 

She was still shaking her head in disbelief when he reached across the table to take her hand.

“Yeah, but I know someone who can fix that,” Zane said. “Someone who can make you look like a new person.”

He waited. This was risky. Zane knew it was, but at this moment they didn’t have trash to go on. If they could at least find out who the mobsters killed, that would be something. Nothing had come up in the news, and the missing persons reports didn’t seem to fit.

“I promise that I won’t let anything happen to you,” Zane said.

Ellen eventually squeezed his fingers. “Okay,” she said. “Let’s do this.”


Chapter Nine

 

 

Ellen lay awake in bed. Zane’s little house was still as she listened to the sounds of the busy traffic on the nearby road. More than a few horns squealed in the night.

Zane might have a better delivery place nearby, but she missed the quiet of her little street and the fact that no light filtered into her bedroom. She could just lay there in the dark listening to the insects outside. No horns. No sirens.

So many nights she’d drifted off to sleep doing just that, her heart at peace.

But this wasn’t her house. Instead she was once again in Zane’s bed. Even the shower and clean clothes hadn’t eased the tension in her body.

They had talked a bit more after dinner about what they would do the next day. She still didn’t quite get how his friend Tanya was going to make her unrecognizable without making it obvious she was wearing some sort of disguise.

A bit of irritation had bubbled in her chest when she heard the other woman’s name. It was hard not to imagine all sorts of things about this other woman and who she was to Zane, but Ellen had no reason to even care. 

It wasn’t her business. Zane wasn’t her boyfriend. Heck, they hadn’t even talked in years. But the feeling lingered. She wanted to know what relationship they had. 

Maybe Ellen was stepping into his life only to cause trouble in a different sort of way. Her heart ached as the thought settled over her. 

Everything about her current situation sucked. She was being hunted by the Russian mob, and now she was being tortured with a chance of love she could never have, something she accepted five years before.

Or at least she thought she had.

Ellen sighed and sat up in bed. 

None of it was doing any good. If she kept thinking about everything, she was just going to dig herself into a hole she wouldn’t be able to get out of. And that wouldn’t do a blasted bit of good the next day. 

She couldn’t be exhausted. Whether she had some sort of disguise or not, she was still going to be walking into a place filled with mobsters who wanted her dead. Anything that might make them suspicious could cost her life, or Zane’s.

A groan escaped her lips. She needed sleep.

Warm milk. It was the only trick that seemed to still work on her when she couldn’t sleep. Maybe it was just psychosomatic. She didn’t care as long as it worked.

Ellen crept toward the living room where Zane was sleeping on the couch. She could hear his deep, steady breaths and smiled at how soundly he slept. Of course he wouldn’t let something like a few murderous mobsters keep him from getting to sleep.

Danger had never been something to worry him. Even as kids, Zane and Dean had always been the ones to go at everything full speed, even if it ended in a spectacular bang, or an injury or two.

The light filtered into the room from a streetlight just outside the house. It was just bright enough that she could make out the details of the room around her. Ellen moved over to where he was and watched the steady rise and fall of his chest. 

Zane had always been such a mystery to her. He would come over and was always so polite, but there just seemed to be a wall built up around him, like he was doing his best to never let anyone get too close. Still, the hints from his true heart always leaked through when he was around her, when he could allow himself to relax.

Maybe that was what drew her to him. Knowing that she got to see through the crack in his wall and that the person there was worth knowing. 

For the first time, she realized that Zane had taken his shirt off before crashing on the couch. This close she could see the deep contours of his muscles as they shifted in his sleep.

She couldn’t help but lick her lips. He really had an amazing body. Not that it was the only thing that mattered, but it sure didn’t hurt. 

A car drove past on the street, its bright headlights filling the room for a moment. The illumination allowed her to see Zane’s chest in greater detail.

She frowned at an odd spot on his chest. Moving a little closer, Ellen stared.

It didn’t look like something you’d get from a fight. She’d stitched up plenty of small lacerations. No, the skin was puckered in such a way that she was sure that it had to be a burn. Her gaze drifted to his arm, and there she found another mark. And then another.

The areas were faded and old, like this had happened years ago, and they had long since done their best to heal.

Surely, that wasn’t right though. If he’d gotten those years ago, she would have seen them. Or he would have said where they came from.

It just didn’t make sense with what she knew. She knew he could get in some rough scrapes, but this didn’t look like something you got from a fistfight.

They had seen each other every day. This wasn’t something she would have missed. Even if she hadn’t seen him without his shirt off, he would have mentioned it. 

At least she thought he would. Now she couldn’t be so sure.

Ellen moved her hand forward to run across the spot on his chest.

A firm hand grasped her wrist and gave a hard tug. She yelped as she fell onto warm, hard flesh.

“Incredible,” Zane mumbled, his eyes flicking open. “I thought…”

They moved at the same time to detangle. This only seemed to make matters worse when he sat up, and she fell forward into his lap, nearly doing a face plant square in his boxer-clad lap.

Her face flushed, and she sat up between his legs on her knees.

Clearly this wasn’t much better, but Zane was already flipping on the lamp next to him.

When he turned her way, they stared at one another for moment, she between his legs and more than a little embarrassed.

“I was just…” she began.

The words died on her lips. What was she supposed to say exactly? That she was going to just touch him a little as he slept? Yeah, that didn’t sound creepy or stalkerish at all.

“Warm milk,” she said quickly. “I wanted warm milk. To help me sleep.”

Zane stared at her for a moment, and she wondered if he was rethinking helping her. She might if the situation was reversed. 

He gave a firm nod and then helped her sit down on the couch next to him. “I’ll get a glass.”

Ellen sighed on the couch and tried to calm her racing heart, but she wasn’t sure that was possible with him walking around in just his underwear.

“I should have just stayed in my bed,” she muttered.


Chapter Ten

 

 

Zane popped the milk in the microwave and leaned against the counter. He was supposed to be keeping his distance, not ending up with her in his lap.

He grunted. It was a miracle that Ellen didn’t see the raging boner he was sporting. Waking up with someone next to him, only to discover it was Ellen after the fact, was killing his resolve to be a good guy. 

Idiot, he wanted her, especially when her face came just an inch from pressing fully against his cock. 

He groaned. Even just thinking about it made him hard all over.

Zane could still her with her cheeks flushed, lips red, and chest rising and falling in the t-shirt he had given her to wear. 

Hot. That was the only way to describe it. Hotter than hell.

Zane pulled the mug out of the microwave and gave the milk a little stir. It was warm enough but not too hot.

He smiled as he carried the cup into the other room. At least some things never changed, even after so many years.

“Still drinking milk when you can’t sleep?”

She watched him over the back of the couch. Her gaze wandered down his mostly unclothed body.

Zane gritted his teeth. She had no idea what she was doing to him, he told himself. He was only helping her out because she was in danger. 

He wasn’t going to give into his urges. He couldn’t. It’d be bad for both of them in the end.

Besides, she might not even be interested in him. She’d moved on and only come to him because she was in danger, not because she was looking for a boyfriend. Then again, she had been checking him out.

Ellen smiled when he handed her the mug. “Thanks,” she said quietly. 

She took a few drinks and set the mug next to her on his end table. When she turned back around, he could see that her eyes were still fixed on his chest.

After a moment, he realized her obsession with his body was probably not about his pecs or abs.

Zane cursed. He’d forgotten about his scars. He’d always been so careful when he was younger never to let her see them, even going so far as to wear shirts when they went swimming. 

It had been too long and so much of that part of him was in the past. He’d gotten lazy and sloppy, and now she could see the harsh truth of his younger life.

“Are they burns?” she asked quietly.

He shouldn’t have been surprised really. She was a nurse after all. Not just that, she was an ER nurse. Likely it wasn’t the first time she’d seen burns.

Zane nodded.

She swallowed. “How?”

He thought about lying. It’d be easy. He could make up so many stories. Why not keep it a secret like he had during all those years they knew each other?

Zane stared into her sea green eyes and knew it was over. He was tired of hiding the truth. It was so long ago it didn’t even matter. And it wasn’t like the people responsible had any power over him now.

“Stepdad,” he said. 

Ellen’s brows knit together. 

Zane shrugged. “Typically there was alcohol involved, but there didn’t need to be. Sometimes just the look of my face used to piss him off. And so he’d teach me… lessons, he called them.”

“Your stepfather did that to you? Oh my goodness.”

Ellen leaned forward a little and traced the faded mark on his chest. He looked down and watched as her finger skimmed the spot.

“He didn’t burn me often,” he said. “It was too noticeable, but there was always a good beating at least. Mercy wasn’t something he really thought was a good idea.”

A sort of choked sound barely escaped Ellen’s mouth, and her eyes filled with unshed tears. “And beating you wasn’t noticeable?”

He shrugged. “Just sort of blended in with all the other cuts and bruises. If someone saw me messed up, they just assumed I was out causing trouble.”

He had spent his whole childhood fighting. Both at school and at home. Wasn’t much a wonder he found a way to use that strength to make a living. At least now, he could use it to help people instead of just hurting them.

“What about your mom?” she whispered.

He shook his head. “She loved him, and I wasn’t important. So what he did wasn’t important. I was just leftovers from her past failed relationship. Same sort of guy, just a different day.”

The warmth of her palm spread out against his chest. “Why didn’t you say anything? We would have helped.” Tears streamed down her face.

A lump formed in his throat. What was he supposed to say? That if he did, the state might have taken him away from the only people to care about him? Take him away from her? 

He couldn’t risk CPS sending him off to some foster home far away. There was no guarantee they would have let him stay with Ellen’s family.

And now he couldn’t admit the truth of how he felt to Ellen, couldn’t draw her closer to him. He’d help her escape the mob, and she could go back to her safe life, a life without him.

“It wouldn’t have mattered,” he said quietly. “Besides, I made it out okay.”

He tried to give a small smile, but she clearly wasn’t buying it.

“We could have still helped,” she said, this time with more fight behind her words. “The idea you were suffering like that, and we just… we should have realized it. We were blind.” More tears came out. “We should have known!”

Zane pulled back, and she dropped her hand to his leg. 

“Look, I didn’t want you getting involved,” he said. “I did what I had to do. Sometimes you just deal with the trash that’s in front of you, and it is what it is. My stepdad was the mongrel who did this to me, not you.”

She wiped away the tears. Her sadness seemed to have been swallowed by rage.

“It’s not your fault,” Zane repeated.

Her hand on his leg balled into a small fist. “Oh, you make me so idiot—”

For a moment, he thought she might just slap him as she lurched forward. He wouldn’t fight it. If she needed to hit him in frustration, he’d let her get it out.

It didn’t even dawn on him that she was continuing to move forward until her body was flush with his and her hot lips pressed against his mouth. 


Chapter Eleven

 

 

Passion blew away all of Ellen’s frustration. The minute their mouths met, her mind settled on her desire, all but forgetting everything she’d been worrying about just seconds before.

Zane’s mouth was hungry under her own. She hadn’t really expected to kiss him, but she was just so frustrated in so many ways her body had moved to act on its own.

She had no regrets. If anything, it was the opposite.

Now that she could think, though, Ellen didn’t want to stop. No, she couldn’t stop, not without regretting it every day for the rest of her life.

She was tired of running away from her feelings and playing it safe. Tired of denying that she wanted him. She’d liked to pretend she’d never thought about him these past five years, but she’d never let herself forget Zane, always asking Dean for scraps of information on him. 

For years, she’d hoped Zane would notice her as a woman. Her kiss had accomplished just that. She wasn’t just some childhood friend, but someone who wanted him, and hoped he wanted her.

Now, with their mouths pressed together, she finally had Zane. She continued to pour all her feelings into the kiss.

“El,” he mumbled around her lips. 

She shifted and moved from the awkward position of part-way sitting on his lap and straddled him. When she had launched herself at him, Zane had wedged himself into the corner of the couch, leaving just enough room on either side for her knees.

She could feel the hard length of him pressed against her thigh. That was the proof. His body couldn’t lie. He wanted her just as much as she wanted him. 

She bit her lip, and her panties grew wet with the feel of him, especially with just a few scraps of fabric separating them from one another. So close to bliss, so close. She wanted more. 

Ellen threaded her fingers into his hair and kissed him with a new fervor. She had yearned for him for so long now. Years and years of her need bottled up inside had poured out, its dam destroyed by her frustration.

Running away from her feelings wouldn’t do any good, and there was no containing this even if she wanted to fight it. She needed him that badly. 

With more confidence than normal, Ellen teased and explored the edge of his lips with her tongue.

She gasped with surprise when Zane opened his mouth and invaded her own with his skilled tongue. His actions destroyed any lingering doubts she had about him wanting this just as much as she did.

Maybe he’d want a long-term relationship, maybe he wouldn’t. At that moment, she didn’t really care. The tiny spot in her thoughts that whispered for her to slow down vanished. 

A moan grew from deep inside her as Zane worked his magic, his tongue twining with hers in the most erotic kiss she’d ever experienced.

It wasn’t like she was a virgin or anything, but the way he kissed her made her wonder just what she had been missing out on with the few men she had been with. Too many dang wasted years.

His strength, intensity, and skill made her shiver. Pressure was already building in her, and all they’d done was kiss. More, she needed more.

He stroked the sides of her body and stilled when he reached her hips. Slowly he slipped under her t-shirt and wrapped his fingers around the skin of her hips, an eager glint in his eyes.

She shivered as he teased the small scrap of lace on either side of her hips. She was thankful that she’d washed her thong from the day before. They were really doing this.

With one swift move, Zane jerked her hips forward until her heat was just over his hard, though still covered, cock.

Ellen pulled back from his mouth and slipped her hands onto his shoulders. Her hips moved of their own volition. 

Zane’s mouth moved down her neck. The stubble from his chin scraped against the tender skin there as he placed hot kisses on her rapid pulse. 

Ellen moved a little faster over him. Her clit throbbed with each move she made. Warmth radiated through her whole body.

“Idiot,” she groaned. She was going to lose it before he was even inside of her.

Zane brought his mouth to her ear. She could hear how hard he was breathing and knew he felt the same burning desire she was feeling, even without considering his rigid cock.

“That’s it, baby,” Zane said.

His fingers skimmed up her ribs, all the while pulling the shirt up as he went. 

Ellen panted hard when he touched the sides of her breasts. His thick calloused fingers offered just the right amount of contrasting roughness to her softness.

Zane pulled on the shirt, and she lifted her arms over her head. She was ready to shed every last piece of clothing that came between them. Ready for every part of him.

He dropped the shirt on the other side of the couch. His hot eyes stared at all the exposed skin.

Normally Ellen might have covered herself, but she was too far gone. His hard length pressed so hard against her clit that she knew it wouldn’t be long before she was crying out her release and demanding more.

“Beautiful,” Zane said, his voice low.

Her hands slid down his chest, and their eyes locked as she did so. Ellen let her fingers trace all the lines she’d been staring at before. The hard planes of his pecs and the rolling hard abs. 

She trailed her nails over the ridges there as she made her way back up his chest and then stopped. One finger ran lightly over the faded burn she’d found. 

“I agree,” she whispered.

For a moment she could see the fear flash on his face, and he opened his mouth to say something, but Ellen wasn’t giving him the chance. 

This was as close as she’d ever been to him, both physically and emotionally. There was no way she was letting him build back up the wall she’d been able to bust through.

Ellen leaned forward and kissed the spot. She trailed her tongue over the slightly raised flesh and then continued up to his neck where she grazed the hollow near his shoulder with her teeth. 

Below her she felt his cock respond and gave a small smile. There was something amazing knowing she was able to excite a man like this. 

She couldn’t wait for him to be inside her.


Chapter Twelve

 

 

Zane palmed Ellen’s heavy breast. He had always known she had great belly. Even when they were teens, she had a great body. Although back then, she tried to cover it anyway she could, the outline was always there driving him crazy.

He never let himself act much on that, but that didn’t change anything. All the desire he’d felt for Ellen had burst out. He’d thought he’d buried it, thought he was just helping a friend, but his body screamed the truth: this was about planting himself in a woman he’d wanted for years.

Her pink nipple pebbled under his touch. He rolled it against his palm as she continued moving against his now throbbing toe. He wondered if he’d come just from her touching and rubbing him.

“Idiot,” he grunted.

The pressure of her on his lap was killing him.

A slim hand reached between them and slipped inside the band of his boxers. She gripped him in her palm and stroked him a few times. Her fingers were not quite long enough to grip him fully.

He let out a loud groan, as his toe twitched under her touch.

Ellen trailed a finger over the head, rubbing the few droplets of cum that had seeped out around the sensitive head. 

His breath now came out in short bursts. She was drawing him to the edge, and if he didn’t do something, she’d have him coming like a teen before the real fun even started. His avoiding her for five years would be wasted.

Zane leaned forward and placed his mouth over her right nipple. He pinched the left as his mouth moved over the right, sucking, biting, and licking the peak as she continued to stroke him, the pressure building to almost unbearable levels.

Cool air passed over his throbbing cock as she slipped him over the band of his underwear. The sensation didn’t last long before she was pressed up against him again. Her panties pushed to the side as her wet pussy slid over him.

“Goodness,” he groaned.

Zane pulled back from her breast as he tried not to swallow his own tongue. 

She was so wet. He hadn’t even touched her much, but he could feel her juices dribble over him. It was such a turn on.

He took a deep breath, trying to keep himself under control. No. Not yet.

Zane brought his mouth back down to her chest, this time giving the left breast the same attention. 

Ellen bucked hard against him, his need for her only increasing with each move.

He had to have her. To be inside her sweet body. The growing clamor of need pulsed through him. 

He brought his hands back to her hips and moved in time with her. The head of his cock bumping against the tender bundle of nerves on her sweet pussy.

“More,” she groaned.

Zane watched as she reached down between them and stilled her hips for a moment before sinking down on him.

His hands gripped her hips as he tried to breathe through the pleasure created by her tight vice wrapping around him. He gritted his teeth, still trying to keep his control, even though he was perched on the edge.

She felt amazing. Better than he could have ever imagined, and it only made him want more. But he waited. He could feel her body settle over him and knew she was stretched to the max inside.

“El?” His voice croaked out as he struggled to maintain some control. He wanted to ask if she was okay, but he couldn’t find the words.

Her beautiful sea green eyes opened and stared directly at him, as if staring right into his soul, and for a moment he felt stripped and bare to her in ways he had never felt before. Why had he resisted this? Why had he run away?

Ellen gave a little nod.

Slowly she moved on top of him. Her sweet pussy slid up nearly all the way off before sliding back down.

Zane hissed with each movement. This was a slow sort of torture that he wasn’t sure he ever wanted to end. 

Her fingers dug into his shoulders as she increased her pace, his hands still on her hips to help guide her back again over and over.

His own hips started to rise to meet her. Each time he grew more desperate to keep himself buried deep inside her.

She sped up again. Her belly bounced in front of him. Her nipples puckered into two hard pink buds, and if there was any sense still left in his brain, he might have leaned forward to suck them in his mouth, but instead all he could think about was his need to go faster, to see her come as he thrust inside her.

Zane slipped his hands around to her rear and stood without a word. His toe remained rooted deep inside her.

 

Ellen moaned as he stood. The new angle only pushed him deeper inside her. She could feel his thick head as it rubbed against her cervix. Her body shuddered around him, and she only wanted to feel more. Every single nerve burned, her body soaked in pleasure.

She moved over him as he remained standing with her in his arms. His hands were firmly on her rear, and his arms supported her weight.

Zane grunted as she continued to move, and she felt his cock swell even more, filling her.

She gave him a little smirk when he stared at her with his dark stormy brown eyes.

“Behave,” he said.

Ellen nibbled her bottom lip. “Make me.”

She was surprised when he was the one to smirk next, and it made her heart race seeing him this way. This playful side of him. 

The air whooshed around her as he quickly lowered her back to the couch. Zane slipped out of her, and she frowned at the empty feeling. 

No. She was so close. Why was he pulling out? Had she misread his face?

Before she had time to answer that question, he was on his knees between her legs, his thick length stretched out in front of him.

She glanced back to Zane. Smirk still in place, he jerked her hips forward until she was aligned with him. 

With one quick thrust, he was back inside her, filling her aching pussy to the brink of what she could handle. 

She let out a loud moan, almost a scream, really.

After feeling him before, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to handle him, but the more she had stroked him, the more she wanted to feel him. Having him inside her now was heaven. 

Zane reached between them and thumbed her clit. His hips slapped against hers in a steady pace that only added to her excitement. 

She huffed as her orgasm started to flutter slightly inside her. It wouldn’t be long before she was coming hard over him. 

“That’s it, baby,” he mumbled.

She loved the little pet names he used, and the fact that he was right there with her, pushing to reach the same blissful goal. 

Ellen slid her hand down her body and pushed back his for gentle circles of her clit. He watched her hand. His eyes widened as she moved him out of the way. 

With two fingers she slid past her clit and spread them over her pussy where his cock was pumping into her. She could feel him slapping into her where they were joined.

Fire lit behind his eyes, and something seemed to snap inside him. 

“El,” he moaned loudly.

His hips slapped hard against her. She pulled her hand from between them and placed it on his chest. She could feel the hard muscles at work as he hammered into her.

The low flutter in her stomach intensified. She could feel her own muscles as she gripped him, her need for release burning inside. So close. So close.

As if he knew, Zane slammed hard into her. His strokes possessed more force than she thought she could take, but feeling him so deep inside was all she needed.

Ellen arched her back and moaned loudly as her body exploded with her climax.

Zane pumped a few more times before slamming into her once more. She felt the hard jerk of his cock inside her as he came.

They breathed hard for several moments, both still wrapped in the high of their orgasms. 

When Zane finally pulled away, she opened her eyes to watch him. A small smile remained on her lips until he sat down on the couch next to her. His body sagged in a way that she didn’t expect after what they had just shared.

“We didn’t use a condom,” he whispered.

Her mind blanked as she processed his words. They hadn’t used protection. Oh idiot.


Chapter Thirteen

 

 

Stupid, so stupid.

Zane didn’t know what the heck he had been thinking last night. Well, he knew what he was thinking with, but that was no excuse. 

Letting himself getting carried away was one thing, but then to be so stupid after that. He hadn’t even thought about the repercussions of what they were doing, only how much he wanted to sink into her sweet body, like some dumb teenager, not a grown man who was supposed to be concentrating on protecting a woman from the Russia mafia.

Zane grunted. Just the thought of her even now made him half hard with need for her. Curse his body.

He shook his head and glanced over to Ellen next to him in the car. 

They hadn’t said much after he sat with her on the couch. She’d said she was tired and gathered her clothes before heading off into the bedroom, where she closed the door behind her.

The way she’d rushed out, she likely wanted to forget what had happened between them. It was clearly pity sex. 

Zane remembered the way she looked at him, the way she touched his scars. She just felt bad for him, felt bad he had to go through it. There was no deeper connection. He was sure of it.

He should have understood that the night before, but he had been so caught off guard by her being next to him. At the time, it seemed like somehow telling her his story was the right thing to do. 

Even now, despite what had happened, he still didn’t regret that part. A huge weight had left his soul now that he’d told his secret. It didn’t matter if he never told another person, it felt like he’d started to finally truly put his past behind him.

At least now it was out there. He didn’t have to continue hiding that part of his life. It sucked rear but whatever, so did a lot of things, and at least it’d make future conversations less awkward.

Ellen shifted in her seat, and hints of the vanilla shampoo he’d picked up for her drifted into his nose. He hardened.

Zane shook himself. 

It was not going to happen. He’d already messed up by being with her. She didn’t need a piece of trash like him in her life. El was better than that. Better than him.

He’d known that for a long time. He knew it when they left each other’s lives five years before. She deserved more than what a piece of trash like him could give her, and he was sure he’d never be able to make her happy. Not for any long period of time anyway.

Sadness weighed down his heart. Being with her had been the happiest moment he could remember until it all came crashing down on him because of his own lack of planning. 

And despite how much he cared for her, it likely would have been better if he never knew just how amazing she actually was in bed. Now, every time he saw her, that would be all he’d be able to think about. 

Zane cleared his throat. He wanted to say something, but he couldn’t think of anything. Maybe it was better if things were awkward and uncomfortable. That’d keep them both focused on figuring out how to save her from the mob.

Of course, after all this was over, they wouldn’t really have a reason to see one another again. That was it. 

They could just part ways, and things could go back to the way they were, with him focusing on work and not taking any woman too seriously. 

It was a perfectly fine way to live. No mess. No trouble. Most of all, no risk for anyone but him.

The one thing he promised himself was that he’d never let himself be like his stepfather. He liked to think he wouldn’t ever be like that man, but he’d never been in a long-term relationship. Maybe he’d turn into a worse piece of trash eventually. The best way to make sure that didn’t happen was to never get too close. It would kill him if he ever hurt El. 

Loving a person meant protecting them. Even if it meant protecting them from yourself.

The truth was Zane knew what he was capable of. He didn’t get into his line of work because he was good with computers. Using his fists was a way of life, and one he was good at. It just didn’t make for very good boyfriend or husband material.

Sure, he’d never hit a woman in his entire life, but he still worried that living surrounded by violence for so many years had stained his soul in a way that even the love of a good woman couldn’t fix.

All of that would have to wait. They had a job to do, and that involved getting into that casino party. Unlike last night, a lack of preparation could get them killed.

It was time to focus.

They pulled up just outside their destination, a beauty shop, and he peered into the glass.

“Now Tanya doesn’t know what we’re going to do,” Zane said. “Her brother works with me, and I don’t want him getting involved. If he smells something dangerous, he’ll try and help us out.”

Ellen nodded quietly.

“I’ve told her you want a new color, something really different, and that we’re going to a fancy party,” he said. “She picked out a few things for you to wear.”

She looked over at him, a blush on her cheeks. “How did you know what size I wear?”

He averted his eyes. “I looked at your tags so I could tell her.”

Zane didn’t wait for her to reply and jumped out of the car. He hurried over and opened the passenger’s side door before holding out his hand to help her out.

The moment they touched, sparks raced down his spine. A deep hunger burned inside him, and if they weren’t out in public, he was fairly certain he would have tossed her over the nearest object and harassed her raw again. 

All the reasons he knew it was a bad idea didn’t seem to matter. His body craved her like a drug. Lust consumed his rational thoughts.

As soon as she was out of the car, he yanked his hand back. It was that exact sort of thinking that he needed to stop. He couldn’t be thinking about how much he wanted to harass her when they were planning on facing down the Russians later. If he didn’t bring his A game, Ellen might end up hurt or worse.

Zane threw open the shop door. The bells overhead rang so loudly he thought they might fall off with the strength of the movement.

“Goodness.” Tanya jumped. “Trying to take the door off?”

He sighed. She was right of course. He was frustrated, and the door was the nearest thing to abuse.

“Gust of wind,” he mumbled.

Tanya gave him a wry smile. One well-manicured brown brow arched on her heart-shaped face. He hated when she did that. The small young woman might look sweet and innocent, but he knew her to be anything but that. 

“Didn’t know your own strength?” She smirked.

Zane sighed. He didn’t have time for her games today. She seemed to enjoy annoying him, and he wasn’t in the mood.

“This is Ellen,” he said and nodded at the woman beside him. “I’m kind of on a tight schedule, so are you going to help her out or not?”

Tanya rolled her eyes. “When did you get to be no fun?”

Zane shook his head and refrained from rolling his own eyes. “I’ve never been any fun.”

“Ain’t that the truth,” Tanya mumbled.

He ignored the comment. She flirted with all the guys, and he knew she didn’t mean anything by it when it came to him. He’d been around her enough times to know that there was only one guy that held her attention, but unfortunately for her, there was no way that was ever going to happen.

Either way, it didn’t matter. It wasn’t his problem.

Zane turned to Ellen. “You’ll be safe here,” he said as quietly as he could. Although Tanya looked like she was busy setting up, he knew that woman was all ears.

Ellen nodded. All day she had been quiet, and although there were about a million things he’d like to say, they just didn’t have the time for it.

He could see the worry on her face, and his heart sank that he needed to leave. Normally he wouldn’t have, but he needed to see his old friend Charlie about some tickets to the party. 

Zane would have preferred not to get Charlie involved, but he was one of the few friends from his old life that he stayed in contact with. 

If he knew any other way, he wouldn’t ask, but at the same time, Charlie knew the score, so this wouldn’t be involving someone who didn’t know what was at stake.

Zane figured just looking the part wasn’t going to be enough, and Charlie was the best way they had at getting an all-access pass. 

“I’ll be fine,” Ellen said quietly.

Her voice was so small and weak, and for the first time, he could see just how pale she looked. 

Something in him broke. Without thinking he pulled her hard against his chest and sighed when her arms went around him. His heart beat hard in his chest.

Ellen looked up to him, and he placed a soft kiss against her lips. With anyone else it would mean nothing, but with her, it meant everything. 

He pulled away slowly, already kicking himself for giving in again, but he tried to convince himself he’d only done it to make her feel better.

The lie didn’t sit well with him. He did it for himself, and he was likely going to perdition for how much he needed her, but the truth was there.

Ellen stared up at him, her eyes still somewhat sleepy from the kiss.

He gave her a small squeeze and a nod before stepping back. Better to get away before he decided to do anything else.

Without another word, he strolled out of the shop.


Chapter Fourteen

 

 

“Well, I’ll be darned,” Tanya said.

Ellen turned to stare at the other woman. She wasn’t at all what Ellen had been expecting. Tanya looked to be no older than twenty max with a sort of rocker chick vibe. She had brown hair with a red streak on one side, a few tattoos on her arm, and a nose ring. 

Whatever else she might have thought, Tanya didn’t at all look like she was Zane’s type. Given how little else he changed the last few years, she doubted that sort of thing would be different.

Not to mention he gave Ellen a kiss before stepping out.

She still couldn’t wrap her mind around that. Zane had pretty much shut her out after they’d had basically the best sex ever, and he’d stayed the same all that morning. She’d busied herself with cleaning the kitchen and a quick call to work so they knew she would be out sick the next few days.

Good thing she did, too. Apparently, some men had come in asking about her. She could only guess who that was.

She had basically resolved that whatever had happened between them was just adrenaline, and she shouldn’t expect a repeat. 

Then, bam! Out of nowhere he gives her the sweetest kiss possible. She just couldn’t make heads or tails out of him. 

Though, they hadn’t used protection. It might have been that Zane didn’t mind a little one-night stand, but was worried about fathering a child. 

Of course, just because they hadn’t used protection didn’t mean she was pregnant. She’d have to talk to him about it later, once everything was over. Neither of them could afford to be distracted by extra stress, not when they were planning to jump feet first into the lion’s den.

Tanya eyed Ellen. “So the big guy said you wanted to try a change but don’t want to go to your normal salon because you didn’t want them messing up your hair.”

Ellen nodded. That actually sounded just about right. 

The other woman patted a salon chair. “Well, take a seat and let’s take a look at what we’ve got.”

Ellen stepped over to the maroon chair and sat down. For the first time, she took in the surroundings. It wasn’t a big shop. Four chairs with two wash stations. There were two dryers and various products lined the walls.

She smiled as she looked at all the postcards on the walls. Thailand, Egypt, the UK, Japan, France, Australia, and Mexico, among others.

“Did you visit all those places?” she asked, nodding to the cards on the wall.

Tanya got a sort of far-off smile on her face. “My dad,” she said softly.

The way she said it made Ellen think of how she talked about her mom. “I’m sorry.”

Tanya shook her head and shrugged. “They are from when he was in the Navy. Used to send mom cards from all over,” she said. “He’s been gone a while though. It’s just nice to have a piece of him here.”

Ellen nodded. She pulled a locket off her neck. “My mom,” she said. “It was her mother’s and now it’s mine.” She opened the locket, revealing a picture of her mother.

Tanya stared at the little picture and grinned. “Your mom was a hottie.”

Ellen chuckled a little. Her mom would have liked that. 

“Unfortunately, my sister got all her good genes.” Ellen frowned at herself in the mirror.

Tanya turned the chair and stared directly at Ellen’s face. She pulled out a few strands of hair tucked behind Ellen’s ears and held them out a bit, her eyes narrowed, her expression intense.

A small but firm hand held Ellen’s face and tilted it from side to side. After a moment, Tanya stood back with an amazingly bright smile. “I’ve got it.”

Ellen stared at her skeptically. Although she liked the other woman’s hair, it was a bit out there for her.

“Auburn,” she said. “Something a little deeper than usual. You’ve got the skin tone for it, and if we darken your brows a bit, it will look all sorts of natural.”

Red? She’d never really thought about that before. Not that she had much a choice really. She needed to change her look, and that would definitely be a change. She doubted she’d even recognize herself in the mirror at first.

“We’ll go chin length with some bangs,” Tanya said. “You’ll look deadly sharp. Zane will be practically creaming his pants over it.”

Ellen stiffened a little.

“Relax,” Tanya said from behind her. “That’s a good thing. A serious guy like that needs to be tossed off his game every now and again. And judging by that kiss he just gave you, I’d say you’re well on the way there.”

Her heart sped up a little. The idea of throwing Zane off his game was exciting, especially considering she could never come close to doing it before.

Tanya started spritzing Ellen’s hair with water and combing out the ends. “So how do you know Zane?”

Ellen nibbled her lip. He never said if she should talk about their past, but she figured it wouldn’t hurt them. After all, he said she’d be safe there.

“We knew each other as kids,” she said. “He and my brother Dean were best friends before Dean went off to the military.”

“You have a brother in the military?”

“Yes. He’s a Marine.”

A wicked grin crossed Tanya’s face. “Tell me all about this outrageously handsome Marine brother you have.” She grinned. “Like most importantly, is he single?”

Ellen grinned back. It was fun having girl talk. It wasn’t something she had gotten much of over the years. College, job, and then her mother. 

There just never seemed to be enough time to keep many friends, and after work she just wanted to get away from the rest of the staff. She couldn’t even remember the last time she went out. 

“Yes, Dean’s single, and he is pretty handsome, but I think sisters have to say that.”

The door jingled open, startling both women. 

Ellen’s breath caught, as two large men stepped into the room, one younger, probably around Zane’s age, the other middle-aged. Had the Russians found her?

Tanya crossed her arms. “You most certainly don’t have to say that about brothers.”

The younger of the two men held his hands up as if she were pointing a gun at him. 

“What don’t you have to say about brothers?” he asked.

His gaze darted over to Ellen. A slow smile spread on his face. 

“That they’re good for much of anything,” Tanya said.

He placed a hand over his heart like he’d been wounded. “You know words hurt, right?”

Tanya huffed loudly and turned away from him. 

Ellen could see in the mirror the small smile that played on the corner of Tanya’s mouth. It was the same one she often got around Dean.

“And who might this lovely lady be?” the man asked. The easy-going man stepped forward while the other man stayed where he was near the door.

Tanya slapped him against the chest with the comb she had been using.

“Back the heck up, Reece,” she said. “This isn’t your hunting ground.” She snorted. “Besides, Ellen’s Zane’s woman.”

Both men stared at her in shock, and Ellen couldn’t help the warmth that rose to heat her cheeks.

“I’m not really his woman,” she said quietly.

“I know what I saw.” Tanya gave the same smirk she’d used with Zane. “And somehow I don’t think he kisses all his old friends that way.”

Tanya was right. Zane might have been a little distant, but the kiss he gave was more than just passion or pity. She was sure of it.

Ellen tried to ignore the flip in her stomach, but it was hard not to have just a little hope. Sure, last night they both should have used a little more thought, but it wasn’t the end of the world. A little Zane running around would be a dream. 

“Zane?” Reece said.

The expression on his face suggested he was having a hard time wrapping his mind around the idea. She could only guess that this wasn’t something that happened often with Zane.

Ellen wasn’t sure whether that should make her happy or worried.

 “Yup,” Tanya said. “Asked me to help fix her up for some secret fancy party tonight.”

This time both men seemed a little more focused as they stared at her in the mirror, their brows both furrowed.

“Zane is going to a fancy party?” Reece said.

Ellen nodded but stopped when Tanya placed a hand on her chin to still the motion. The snip of the scissors followed.

“First we cut, then we color.”

Ellen could barely see the two men exchange glances.

“So you’re getting a makeover for this party,” Reece said. “Must be special.”

Ellen shrugged. Again, Tanya placed her hand on Ellen to keep her from moving.

Then she glared at the men. “Bryce, will you take my idiot brother out of here before I stab him with these scissors? I’m trying to do my job here.”

The older man cleared his throat. “I think she’s serious,” he said to Reece.

The siblings scowled at one another for a bit before Reece dropped his stare.

“Fine,” he said. He frowned and stormed out of the shop.

Bryce stared for a few moments longer before heading to the door. “Like the new streak Tanya,” he said before stepping outside.

When the door was closed behind them, it was Tanya, not Ellen, who let out a sigh.

“He always works my nerves a little when he’s around.”

Ellen smiled. “I get the same way with Dean.”

Tanya glanced at her in the mirror, her cheeks tinting just the faintest bit pink.

“Yeah, Reece is always a pain in the rear, but…”

Ellen raised her brows in surprise. It wasn’t Reece but Bryce who worked her nerves. She wondered if there were feelings between the two. It wasn’t unheard of, that sort of age difference, but there were still stigmas attached. 

“Okay,” Tanya said, snapping herself back into action. “We’ve only got a short amount of time to make you pants-creaming worthy.”

Ellen opened her mouth to protest but closed it.

There was a secret part of her that hoped she would become what Tanya said, and that Zane wouldn’t be able to resist the new look. 

She smiled in the mirror at the younger woman. “I’m in your hands.”

Tanya cackled. “Oh, this is going to be good.”


Chapter Fifteen

 

 

Zane walked with ease into the casino, Ellen hanging from his arm. He smiled easily at the employee sitting at the front desk as he casually watched the people moving around the front of the building. 

Now that he was at the casino, his plan worried him less. Ellen’s new look, besides being hot, did make her look totally different. And who would think that the woman they were looking for would stroll right through the front door?

Maybe confident was overstating things, but he wasn’t all that nervous either.

A quick glance in the corner revealed a security camera. So far he’d counted four cameras. If they even suspected it was her, they would see it all from those shots. Above all, he wanted to make sure that if the trash was going to hit the fan, they had a way to bail.

His gun pressed into his side, but with his jacket buttoned, no one was the wiser. Except maybe Ellen, who had gasped when he first took her arm.

Zane stepped up to the front desk. “I believe a friend dropped off something for me,” he said. “Name is Zane Lewis.”

He watched as the man shuffled around a few papers and then typed a few things into a computer. Zane chanced another glance around the area. No movement so far. Things were going well for once.

“Ah, here you go, sir.”

The man handed over an envelope containing two passes to the party.

“It seems we have you booked in one of the best rooms as well,” the man said, holding out a keycard.

Zane really owed Charlie for this. Being in one of the better rooms meant that he was more likely to get the chance to snoop in ways he wouldn’t normally get. 

He nodded and took the keycard.

“If you could just take our luggage to the room, we’re running a little late for the party.”

The man nodded. “Of course, Mr. Lewis.”

They moved through the casino lobby into the main floor, which was filled with every type of slot machine imaginable. 

The booming noise and near seizure-inducing lights were grating to say the least, but they did allow him the opportunity to speak to Ellen without the worry someone might overhear. She’d been clinging to his arm tightly the past few minutes even though she was doing a good job of not looking too nervous.

“Relax,” Zane whispered. “We’re just here to see who the players are. No hero trash. This is just to get something we can use.”

She nodded. He looked over and found her lips pressed tightly together and the color all but drained from her face. So much for not looking too nervous.

“Remember, we’re a happy couple. We’ve got to play the part.”

Ellen turned to him. “What if they ask me questions?”

He frowned. She’d never been good a lying. It was always clear when she wasn’t telling the truth.

“This isn’t CIA headquarters. This is a casino,” he said. “They aren’t going to ask you anything too personal, and if you get confused, just play like you’re a bimbo.”

Her mouth turned down and something about it made him want to kiss the corners of her lips.

He shrugged. “You aren’t a bimbo, but a number of the women here are,” he said. “You can blend in then. Sometimes the best way to fool someone is to just play into their expectations.”

“Right.” She sighed. “I’m just the eye candy.”

Zane gritted his teeth. He hadn’t thought about the fact that she was likely to get a lot of looks at an event like this. She looked stunning, and more men were going to notice than he wanted to think about. 

“Just stick next to me, and it will be fine.”

They reached the door to the event hall. He held up his passes to the large well-dressed man standing there. 

Zane almost chuckled. The man was one of the nicest-dressed bouncers he’d ever seen.

Ellen’s fingers bit into his arms as another man stepped up to where they were standing.

“Any more?” he asked the man taking the tickets.

The bouncer nodded to them. “Just these two and that should do it.”

The other man glanced over to them and gave Ellen an appreciative smile, his eyes lingering on her body for far too long for Zane’s liking.

Prick. 

He breathed hard, trying not to think how much he wanted to tear this guy limb from limb.

“Shut it up after them,” the sleazy man said before stepping back into the room.

“Enjoy your evening,” the bouncer said and held open the door.

It was classier than Zane expected for mobsters. A string quartet in the corner played soft Russian classical as people mingled in the low-level lighting. After the brutal assault on the senses of the area they just left, it was a welcome relief.

There were a several people, including a few people he recognized from reports at the firm, standing around tables situated around the room. Near the front of the room stood the head of them all, dressed to the nines with his flamboyantly bright blue shirt opened just enough to expose the hair there like he was on some 70’s sitcom. 

“Stefano,” Zane whispered.

Incredible. Right into the big boys, it seemed.

Ellen leaned over and pulled his ear to her mouth. “The guy that came to the door was the one who grabbed me in the parking lot. And him,” she nodded to Stefano, “he was the one who killed...”

The quaking in her voice filled him with pity. He’d hoped to stumble onto the right people, but that didn’t mean he liked Ellen having to deal with the fear of facing the men who were after her.

He turned to give her a kiss. She melted against him and sighed. When they pulled apart, he could see that it had worked.

“Let’s just mingle a little,” he said.

She nodded.

They walked around the room listening to snippets of conversation. Most weren’t anything all that relevant, just garbage about investments in business or foreign trade. All things he didn’t really give two trashs about. 

What sort of party was this? Just another frivolous waste of time?

He jumped when a firm hand landed on his shoulder.

“So you Charlie’s boy then,” a man said. The thick Russian accent suggested he wasn’t one of the local guests. “I heard from him you need job.”

Zane turned to find himself face to face with the man himself. 

Stefano.

“Yup,” he said. “I go way back with Charlie.”

Stefano gave him a charming smile while several of his men lingered on the outskirts of their conversation. 

“I’m also told you are good guy for hard jobs,” Stefano said.

Zane could feel Ellen shaking beside him and knew he needed to get her out of there quickly.

He wrapped his hand around her waist and pulled her flush against him.

“Baby, why don’t you go get something to drink?” he said, hoping she could read between the lines. “Maybe see what the girls are up to. I’ll come find you in a moment.”

She gave a small nod and glanced at Stefano, who couldn’t seem to stop checking her out. Zane could only hope that he didn’t recognize her.

With ease Zane pulled her in for a deep kiss. It was all for show, but there was more than a small part of him that wanted to make sure it was known she was branded as his.

When they pulled apart, she turned on shaky feet, but not before checking over her shoulder one last time.

The men watched as she walked over to where a group of women were chatting before Stefano turned back to him.

“Lucky man,” Stefano said with a smile. “Is beautiful woman.”

Zane didn’t trust this piece of trash. In a world like this, it wasn’t uncommon for a guy like Stefano to demand some time with another man’s woman. There were a lot of things he would do, but there was no way this piece of trash was getting anywhere near his woman.

The thought flittered through is mind before he could even stop it in its tracks.

“So I hear you know a lot of people,” Stefano said.

Zane nodded. At least Charlie had given him something to go on with all this. He actually did know a number of people. Most he’d like to forget, but the connections were still there.

“Yeah,” he said. “I know people all across the state.”

“Good. This is good. It’s useful.” Stefano nodded in excitement. “I have special job that needs connections,” he said and pulled Zane to the side of the room. 

He could see the people around them giving a wide breadth of space and knew that most weren’t likely more than investors who liked the thrill of hanging around shady company, but who didn’t really want to know what sort of sordid things their hosts were up to.

“Last guy idiot everything up,” he said quietly. “So I idiot him up. You know how things go. It’s nothing personal. Is business.”

Zane nodded. A little intimidation wasn’t unusual in a situation like this. He just needed to keep his cool, let them know he was their man.

“So what’s the job?” Zane asked.

Stefano gave him a wide grin. “I like you,” he said with a laugh. “Right to point, right? No kidding.”

Zane shrugged. Sometimes a simple shrug or nod was enough to solidify his reputation.

“You meet at back door at four AM. I show you job, and we talk shop.”

Zane nodded. “I assume we’ll talk pay then as well.”

Again, Stefano laughed. “Right to point. Yes, yes. We talk dollar bills, then. You do good, you get good money. You do badly…” He shrugged. “You won’t need money, right?”

Zane nodded, not worried about Stefano’s attempt at intimidation. He turned to find Ellen among the crowd. Above all, he needed to get her the heck out of there before whatever was going down at four in the morning.

 

* * *

 

Ellen sipped her champagne as she stood near several of the women. Most of the talk was vapid and annoying, but it helped keep her from running back to Zane. The last thing she wanted to do was stand close to that killer Stefano.

“Your date sure is something,” the blonde next to her said. 

“He is.” She smiled.

Ellen blushed. Even though things were absolutely insane right then, she couldn’t help but agree. She wasn’t sure what the future would bring, but the one ray of light in the situation was that she and Zane were together.

The blonde raised a brow. “So you together or what?”

Ellen opened her mouth to say something. “We—”

“Doubtful, but she’s sure in love with him.”

Zoe. She turned to find her sister standing behind her in a beautiful red gown.

Ellen wasn’t really sure what to say. If Zoe wanted to, she could rat them out in an instant. Of course, it would also be like pulling the trigger herself. Although their relationship wasn’t the best, she doubted Zoe wanted to see her killed.

“Old friend,” Zoe said with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. She smiled at the other women. “Can I have a chat with you?”

Zoe grasped her elbow and pulled her hard enough that she really didn’t have a choice in the matter. Ellen had to either come, or her sister would make a scene.

When they were just far enough away, Zoe whirled around on her.

“What the heck are you doing here?” she hissed.

From this angle Ellen could see that no amount of makeup was going to hide how hollow Zoe’s cheeks were, and as she leaned in, she could see the faint purple on her sister’s cheek. 

“Did he hit you?”

Instantly her sister looked around like they had been caught stealing the crown jewels.

“You can’t just say that sort of thing,” she said in a panic.

As much as Ellen didn’t want to admit it, she had to keep in mind just where they were.

Zoe glared at Ellen. “Why are you even here?”

Ellen swallowed the lump in her throat. “I’m here to take you home.”

Zoe shook her head. “It just doesn’t work like that,” she said. “You think I can just leave here? Leave him? Leave them?”

Ellen looked around. There were men with unusual bulges on their side. Bulges in the shape of a gun.

“We can get you out,” she said. “I’m sure Zane—”

Zoe got a sort of sad look in her eye as she shook her head. “I’m sorry I got you involved in all this, but I can take care of myself. You should get out of here before they catch on.” She leaned in. “Because they will catch on, and they don’t look the other way.”

Ellen shivered at the ominous tone.

“Go home, El. Be happy.”

Ellen didn’t even have time to call out before Zoe had slipped into the crowd and out of sight.

She jumped when a light hand landed on her forearm.

“It’s me,” Zane said. “Let’s get out of here.”

She turned to frown at him but didn’t question him. She’d found Zoe and then lost her again. There was no point chasing her around the room. Plus, she’d had enough of pretending to smile.

Ellen was over all this trash and just wanted to get out.

“Yeah, let’s go.”


Chapter Sixteen

 

 

Zane was glad when they pushed open the bedroom door and stepped inside. He started immediately searching the room for any sort of electronic listening devices. The mob might not be the CIA, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t borrow a few of their tricks.

If he learned anything in his meeting and research, it was that Stefano was much smarter than the playboy personality he showed off. The man didn’t get to where he was without suspecting everyone of foul play. 

“What are you doing?” Ellen asked.

He glanced over toward where she stood by the couch. The unfortunate thing about being upgraded was that there was only more room to search than normal.

“Just doing a sweep,” he said.

Ellen frowned. “A sweep for what?”

He ran his hands across the mantel of the fireplace and decided that the heat from the gas fire would only hinder any audio from getting out and likely break the device.

“Listening devices,” he said. “It’s just part of the job. We can’t be too careful.”

After that she sat quietly on the couch and watched as he finished his work. Seconds turned into minutes. If there was one time in his life he was going to be overly thorough, this was it. He couldn’t take any more chances than he already had.

Once he was done, Zane sat beside Ellen on the couch.

“You need to leave,” he said. 

After a few moments of silence, he glanced over at her. She shook her head, and her eyes filled with tears. 

“Is this about last night? Because—”

Goodness, he was such a prick. Zane pulled her to him.

“Of course not, El,” he said softly. “Nothing to do with that at all.”

Ellen leaned against him, and he enjoyed the silky feel of her in his arms. 

“I just thought,” she said, “since you’ve been acting weird ever since it might be…”

Zane sighed and closed his eyes. “Last night was amazing,” he said. “I never thought someone like me…”

He wasn’t even sure how to continue. Being with her wasn’t even supposed to be a thing, for her sake.

“Someone like you?”

She pulled her head off his shoulder and stared into his eyes. Her green eyes were now even more striking with the red hair framing her face.

“I’m not a good guy,” he said quietly. “I’ve done some things I’m not proud of. I’m glad I have a job now where I can help people, but that’s not always been the case.”

Ellen frowned. “What do you mean?”

He sighed. This wasn’t what he wanted to get into.

“Look, I know more about these kinds of guys than I care to admit, and they are bad. Very bad.”

Ellen shook her head and placed a hand over his. “I know you,” she said. “I know the sort of man you are, and that’s the man I have feelings for. The man I know you to be.”

His heart leapt up into his throat. She wasn’t supposed to be saying this. She wasn’t supposed to make his heart thump so hard he thought it might break free.

“You shouldn’t be with a guy like me,” he said. “You should be with a good man who deserves you. I don’t deserve you.”

“Don’t push me away,” she said as she brought her face close to his. “It doesn’t matter whether or not you deserve me, because I need you.”

Zane felt his heart breaking. This just wasn’t how his story would end. He wasn’t a happily ever after sort. He pushed past her to stand in front of the couch. 

“Don’t you think I want to love you? That I can see the life I want to have, but it’s still just out of my grasp.”

Ellen stood and placed her hands on his chest. He could feel the chaos in himself burn to be set free.

“So love me,” she said softly. “Have that life with me.”

He stared into her eyes again and saw the love there that he always longed to have.

“I can’t,” Zane said and hung his head. “I just can’t.”

 

She wanted to be sad for him, but mostly Ellen was pissed. He didn’t get to make all these decisions on his own. And she’d be darned if she was going to let him. She’d ached for him for years, and she wouldn’t let him run away under the guise of protecting her.

She poked her small finger into his hard chest.

“Now you listen to me,” she said loudly. “I’m not listening to any more of this. I love you, and you clearly have feelings for me. That’s all I care about.”

He opened his mouth to say something, but she silenced him with a glare.

“And I don’t give one trash what you did before. I have a feeling anything you did was because you had to, and you’ve left all that behind. You said it yourself that you have a job now that lets you help people. No one can change the past, but we can all change our futures.”

She stared hard at him, daring him to say anything negative. Instead she was surprised by what he said next.

“I love you,” he said. “I’ve always loved you. Ever since I first met you. Pigtails and braces. When I’m near you it just feels like…”

She raised a brow but stepped forward. Her body pressed to his, and in the heels she was wearing, she could nearly reach his face on her tippy toes.

“Feels like what?” she asked.

“Home.”

The word came out just before he claimed her mouth with a searing kiss. One she hoped for but wasn’t sure would ever happen again.

His hands were all over her, palming any and all flesh he could find.

She shivered when he slipped the satin gown from her shoulders, revealing her mostly nude body.

“Beautiful,” he whispered just as he had the night before.

His mouth was back on hers, and she felt them moving back to the couch.

Ellen gasped when he turned her around and bent her over the end, her rear sticking up in the air. The cool air blew over her now hot center.

Zane yanked her panties down roughly before he pressed his mouth against her, lapping at the seam of her opening. 

Warmth flared in her center, making her toes curl. 

She cried out as his tongue invaded her and gripped the couch as a wave of pleasure passed over her. The pressure already threatened to send her over the edge.

“I can’t wait,” he mumbled against her as he undid his belt and dropped his pants.

Ellen nodded. She couldn’t wait either. All day she’d been so spun up that the ache for release had pent up inside her.

She felt his head slip over her wet folds. The blunt head pressing in just enough to make her insides start to squeeze what she wished was there.

In one quick thrust, Zane was deep inside her and so fully rooted his hips pressed firmly into her rear.

She groaned as he gripped her hips and ground hard against her.

It didn’t take long before he was slapping into her, his rough hands pulling her hard against him.

This time wasn’t slow and sweet. There was a hunger here, and both of them needed the release. To feel that connection once again.

He sped up. His movements became more erratic as his breathing grew hoarser. Ellen could feel her own orgasm mounting. Her insides fluttered hard with each pull, and she knew it wouldn’t be much longer for her.

“Idiot, baby,” he grunted.

He slammed in hard, and that was all it took. Her vision clouded over a bit as the soft glow of her orgasm washed over her body.

She shook hard around him as Zane continued to hammer into her.

He grunted with each thrust now, and it only turned her on more. After a few more thrusts, she could feel the rhythmic pulsing of his cock deep inside her as he came.

Ellen listened to his breathing as he slowly came down from the high of his climax. She waited to see if he was going to run. They hadn’t used a condom again. Each time they had increased their chances of ending up pregnant. 

She didn’t care, but she wondered if he did.

Zane pulled out. Then she found herself being swept into his arms.  

“I’m going to make up for all the times I didn’t have you,” he said as he carried her to the bed.

She wrapped her arm around his neck. “And after that?”

“After that we deal with some Russians so we can start building a life together.”

Ellen smiled brightly and placed a hot kiss against his lips. Her tongue slipped inside his mouth as she savored his words.

Below her rear she could feel his growing erection and pulled back to stare at him in wonder.

Zane shrugged. “I’m eager to get started on that lost time business.”

Ellen giggled as he dropped her to the bed, just as eager.


Chapter Seventeen

 

 

Zane kissed Ellen on the temple. She lay still wrapped up in the sheets, sleeping soundly after they had made love more times than he ever thought he could manage.

She was just as insatiable as him. It really was like they were trying to make up for the five years they’d been apart.

He gave a sad little smile before sending a text to Bryce. If anything happened, he wanted to make sure someone could get her out of there quickly. He knew he could count on the older man to make sure she was safe.

Already dressed in the jeans and t-shirt he had brought, Zane slipped his gun into the back of his pants. It wasn’t the most comfortable of spots, but he figured walking through a casino strapped so everyone could see wasn’t such a great idea, and would probably end with him dead or arrested sooner than later.

He crept his way out of the room and down the corridor to an elevator. Soon he was right back at the main casino floor. The slot machines were just as loud, bright, and annoying as they had been earlier that evening.

With purpose, he moved toward the back of the building until he found a door leading outside. After a brisk walk down the path, he was sure he was on the right track. 

The building made a sort of small U where he found a white van idling nearby and Stefano chatting with some Hispanic men.

The sleazy guy Ellen had pointed out before at the party pulled out a gun and made a face at Zane. He stopped in his tracks, ready to draw if he needed to. If he was going to go down, he’d take at least one of those mongrels with him.

Maybe they knew all along and decided killing him in the middle of the night was easier. Lord knew the local Russian mob got enough practice at that sort of thing.

Zane frowned. It didn’t make sense though. If that were the case, they would have just come in the room and taken them both out.

“Relax, Yegor,” Stefano said.

The other man continued to eye Zane but placed his gun back in his holster.

“Come. Come,” Stefano said.

He waved a hand for Zane to come to the back of the van. The doors swung wide open as they stared at something there.

Zane strode forth, not giving any hint of his nervousness. He needed to be as assured as any of the rest of them. It was the only way he would make it out alive.

When he was finally standing next to Stefano, he stared into the truck. He narrowed his eyes, sure that there was some sort of mistake.

“What?” he said. He turned to Stefano in confusion. “Computers? You want me to get rid of computers?”

Stefano snorted like it was the funniest thing he’d ever heard. “Not computer. Laptop.”

Zane blinked a few times. This made no sense. Sure, some of the small-time guys would deal in electronics, but most were too easily traceable nowadays, and there just wasn’t near the money in it that there used to be. This just didn’t seem like something that a man like Stefano would be personally handling.

Stefano nodded to Yegor. 

The other man stepped forward and pulled out a blue handle. A sharp blade popped out, and he gave Zane little smile like he might enjoy using that blade on him.

Like he’d get the chance. Zane shot him a smirk. 

Yegor placed the blade at the edge of the laptop and easily popped the top part off. He lifted the screen, and it all became clear once Zane spotted the two large bags of white powder.

He nodded once. “That makes more sense.”

“You deliver this once the van is full and bring money back,” Stefano said.

Zane crossed his arms. Now it was time for the money talk. For a guy like himself, it was expected he would only care about the money.

“And my pay?”

“Two percent.”

Zane snorted. “With that much product, I get caught, I’ll never see daylight again.” Besides, there was no way a man like him would take that.   

“Seven.”

For a moment he wondered if Yegor was going to pull out his knife again until Stefano laughed.

“See,” Stefan said and laughed even harder. “I like you. We do five and call it day.”

Zane gave a firm nod. Four was the going rate for his level of expertise, and he suspected that Stefano did actually like him going a tad higher. Either that or he was planning on killing him when the job was over. 

He had found that with people like this, liking someone and business just didn’t mix.

Not that it mattered. He didn’t plan on making his way back. If it was the last thing he did, Zane planned on taking down the jerk and making sure Ellen was safe from his people.

“Okay,” Stefano said to the two other men nearby. “Load up and head back for another shipment.”

 

* * *

 

Ellen rolled over and felt the cool bed. 

“Zane?”

No answer. Her heart thumped hard in her chest. She never did hear just what the man at the party wanted to talk about, but she had a feeling that whatever it was, it couldn’t have been anything good.

She hurried out of bed and dressed in the casual change of clothes she’d brought. 

As she was lacing up her shoes, the phone next to the bed started to vibrate. 

Ellen nearly launched herself at it, hoping beyond hope that it was Zane telling her where he was. The last thing she wanted was to go wandering the halls looking for him.

“Zoe?” She swiped across the screen and put the phone to her ear. “Zo?”

On the other end, she could hear labored breathing, and for a moment, wondered if she’d been butt dialed or maybe even sex dialed. 

She gagged a little at the thought.

“El,” Zoe said.

Her voice was faint on the other end of the line, and she sounded like it took a lot for her to even get it out.

“Zo? What’s wrong?”

She could hear the harsh wheezing as she sucked in a breath of air.

“Somethings wrong,” she said. “I can’t…”

“What’s wrong?”

Ellen knew the panic in her voice, but there was no hiding it. This was her baby sister. She’d go through hell to help her.

“The drugs,” she said. “I think I did too much.”

Her blood ran cold. All the ODs she’d seen the past week flashed like a neon sign in her mind. 

“Where are you? What room?”

Ellen shook, her hand on the door of the room as she waited for a reply.

“1910.”

She rushed out the door and raced down the hall. There was no point wasting breath on telling her to wait there for her. She needed to get there fast.

The elevator dinged loudly, and she got on just as fast.

19.

Ellen sprinted off the elevator and skidded to a halt just outside the room.

She knocked hard on the door.

“Zoe?”

She was sure the people around there could hear, but she didn’t care. 

On the other side, she could hear Zoe crying softly, likely too far gone to open the door. 

Ellen pulled out her own keycard and prayed that all those stories the paramedics had told her about getting into a hotel room were true.

She slipped the card into the crack of the door and moved it down until she felt it slip just a little further in, separating the mechanism keeping the latch in place. She pulled down on the handle and praised all things holy for letting her find a way in.

Ellen found her sister on the floor of the hotel, cell phone still in hand.

“Zo,” she said and knelt to cradle the fragile woman. 

“I’m… sorry,” Zoe rasped out.

Ellen shushed her as she pulled Zoe’s hair back from her now drenched face. Her whole body was covered in a layer of sweat. 

This was bad. This was very bad.

“What the heck are you doing in here?”

She whirled around to find Zoe’s boyfriend Billy standing in the door with two other men.

“She’s overdosing,” Ellen said quickly. “We need to get her to the hospital.”

He stared hard at her for a moment before something lit up just behind his eyes. 

He grunted. “I knew I’d seen you before, prancing around the part with that poser pal of yours, stealing my job right out from under me.” He pointed a finger at her. “You’re the sister. I thought you wouldn’t come up for air for a while, but here you are, showing your face here, almost daring Stefano to kill you.” He let his gaze trail down her body as a smile fell on his face. “Not so mousy now. Maybe I should have given you a go.”

Ellen turned back to her sister. “Please, we need to get her to the hospital. It’s your girlfriend, don’t you care?”

Billy turned back to the men standing behind him. “We aren’t going anywhere until we pay a little visit to the boss. I think he’d be very interested in knowing you’re here.”

“No,” Ellen said and wrapped her body around Zoe. “We have to get her help.”

A hard blow landed across her cheek, and she glared up at Billy as he seethed over her.

“You and your sister need to learn just who’s in charge here.”

She stared defiantly back at him. He might hit her, but he wasn’t going to kill her until the boss gave the okay. So between now and that time, she needed to figure out just what she was going to do.

“Now get up,” Billy said and pulled out a gun to fix on her.

Ellen stood and watched as the two other men hauled Zoe up off the ground. As long as they were together, she’d find a way out of this mess.


Chapter Eighteen

 

 

The two Hispanic men spoke rapidly in Spanish, and Zane wondered if they were runners for the cartels. The last thing the city needed was for the cartels to make their way into their town on top of the Russians. 

The men looked over to him, and after checking out their expressions, he could tell they weren’t much different from him. They had been both roped into doing trash they didn’t want to do. 

“Please. We need to get her to the hospital,” said a woman’s voice.

“I said shut your mouth,” responded a man.

Zane’s heart jumped at the sound of the first voice. He’d know that voice anywhere. They had Ellen.

He cursed quietly and hoped his concern didn’t show on his face.

Zane turned and started to walk toward the sound of Ellen’s voice. Maybe if he got there first, he’d be able to do something about it.

As he reached the corner, he could see a man held Ellen at gun point. Two others were carrying Zoe. Something was wrong with her though. Her skin was pale, and her eyes were half-closed, like she’d been sick or something.

Stefano came up beside him. “What is going on?”

Zane had to act now. The only available action was likely going to be the craziest thing he’d ever even thought of before. But there wasn’t a choice. It was either do something, or they were all messed, and the woman he loved ended up dead.

One hand quickly reached into the back of his pants while the other grabbed Stefano by the neck. He easily placed the kingpin in a headlock with the barrel of the gun pointed at his head.

“What the heck!” Stefano shouted. “You are so dead, jerk.”

Zane shook him a little. “Tell them to let the girls go.”

The two men holding Zoe carefully placed her on the ground, but the man next to Ellen continued to keep his gun trained on her.

“Put the gun away,” Zane shouted to the guy. “Or I blow Stefano’s head off.”

The piece of trash only laughed. 

Zane squeezed Stefano’s neck a little. “Tell your friend to put down the gun.”

Stefano waved a hand at the other man. “Put the gun down, Billy. We’ll take care of him later.”

Zane watched as Billy did as he was told. The whole time his gaze remained fixed on him.

Motioning to a little alcove, Zane said, “Now, all of you move over there.” 

Slowly the men moved into the alcove, and out of the corner of his eye, Zane saw Ellen race to her sister.

“Zo?” She tapped her cheeks a little. “Zo, honey?”

“Now, maybe you let me go?” Stefano said. “You don’t want to make this even more bad.”

Zane shook his head. “Not until we get to a car,” he said. “I just want to take the women and leave.”

Stefano laughed. “Leave? You think this is a game? There is no leave.”

He could hear the threat under the laughter. Stefano wasn’t going to just let this go. Now it was a matter of necessity. He’d seen too much.

Zane moved closer to Ellen and Zoe. “What’s the matter with her?” 

Ellen looked up to him with tears in her eyes. “It’s an overdose.”

He stared down at the very pale woman.

“I can’t lose her,” Ellen whispered.

Suddenly, Zoe started to shake violently. Her whole body convulsed as Ellen struggled to hold on to her. It was at that moment Zane realized his fatal mistake. 

Not keeping his eyes on the switch-blade snake from before.

A hard blow to the head from behind knocked him to his knees. The second came in the middle of his back, and for the first time in ages, he saw stars as he fell.

 

Ellen cried out as Zane fell to the ground next to her. Zoe’s seizure just then started to subside. 

Stefano stood over him, pure hate in his eyes. He spit on Zane and kicked him hard in the ribs.

“I told you. There’s no leave,” he shouted and kicked him again. “You think you can come here and mess with me?” he screamed, delivering another series of vicious kicks to Zane’s body and head.

Ellen felt bile roll up into the back of her throat as she watched the man she loved be pummeled by the mob boss.

Stefano’s lackey pulled out a gun, but he shook his head.

“No, he lives,” he said with a smile. 

Stefano leaned down to stare Zane directly in the eye. 

“He lives as we harass the two women. As we all take turns them until they beg for us to quit. Then we kill them.”

She shook as he spoke and pulled Zoe as far away from the monster as she could. 

“But him, we cut off his cock and make him eat it before sending him back home.” Stefano grinned. “Good lucky day, right? You get to live.”

She heard Zane yell before she actually knew what was happening. 

Stefano jerked back, holding his nose, his face gushing blood.

Ellen could see the red spot on Zane’s forehead where he’d slammed it into the mobster’s nose. 

“You groin,” Stefano shouted. He slammed his foot into Zane’s ribs with a loud crunch.

He wiped some blood off his face with his sleeve and turned to Ellen. His face was covered in blood.

“Come here, jerk.” He grinned.

Ellen scooted farther away.

Stefano marched over to her and grabbed her hard by the hair. With a mighty swing, he tossed her hard against the ground. Her head bounced, and the world went black for a moment before she knew just what was happening.

“Ellen,” Zane said. His breath was short, and she could hear he was struggling. She wondered if Stefano had broken a rib and punctured one of Zane’s lungs.

Her eyes blinked open, but it took a moment to remember what had just happened.

“Get the gun,” Zane said.

She sat her head up a little and could just make out Stefano in a blurry sort of way. He was taking his jacket off to reveal the god-awful blue shirt he’d worn.

“The gun,” Zane said again.

This time she registered what he was saying. She’d been thrown to where Zane’s gun had fallen. All she had to do was reach out.

Ellen shifted a little and felt her stomach lurch at the movement.

Push through. She just had to push through. 

Her hand found purchase on the gun just as Stefano grabbed onto her feet and dragged her across the pavement.

She moaned loudly at the friction burns on her arm.

“Yes, baby,” Stefano laughed. “Moan for me.”

Ellen rolled over as quickly as she could and tried to take aim before firing the gun, but she knew there wasn’t much point so she closed her eyes and prayed for a miracle.

The shot was loud and exploded in her ears.

“You shot me,” Stefano screamed. “You shot me, you groin.”

Ellen opened her eyes and found him holding his arm. That hadn’t been what she was hoping to hit, but it was something.

Stefano took a step forward, but she held up the gun from where she was, and he froze.

“Kinda looks like you should do what the lady says.”

Ellen turned and was both surprised and relieved to see Reece and Bryce standing with a few other people, guns out, surrounding all the mobsters.

Reece motioned with his gun. “Lower your weapons.”

 

Zane looked over to where Reece was standing and had never been so glad to see him. 

“How did you—”

Bryce stepped forward. 

“Charlie called Reed who then filled in Cage and Meg about the tickets. Meanwhile, we stopped by Tanya’s earlier, and things with your woman just weren’t adding up so we put all the clues together after your crazy-rear text.” He shrugged. “We had some guys make a commotion up front and slipped back here.”

Zane laughed, though it hurt his chest a bit to do so. He’d spent so much time trying not to rely on them when they were the best detectives he knew. It was no wonder they figured out his situation and dropped everything to come and save them.

“Can you stand?” Ellen asked. 

He nodded and watched as she and Meg pulled Zoe off the ground and helped carry her to a nearby car.

“Now here’s the deal,” Cage said to Stefano. He stepped out from behind the other men and handed Zane a gun. “You’re going to let my friends here go and just call it a day. We don’t want the cops involved anymore than you do.”

Stefano gave a harsh laugh. “Did your whore mother drop you on the head as a baby? The jerk shot me, and he crossed me. You want me to stop, you have to kill me.”

Zane held up his gun and pointed it directly at Stefano. “Don’t tempt me.”

The man’s face dropped this time, likely seeing that Zane was more than serious about following through with that threat. Self-preservation was an amazing thing.

Cage shook his head. “I think you’re going to let my friend go, and we’re going to just stash away all the records my amazing little sis was able to hack into. Or we can turn them over to the FBI. I think the best thing is we both just call it a draw and go on our merry way.”

Stefano snorted. “You get nothing. You full of trash.”

It was Meg’s turn to step forward. She now held a small laptop.

She stared at Stefano. “Really? So you wouldn’t care if I sent the feds a folder called Volk?”

Stefano stilled and looked over to Yegor who had previously looked like he’d rather go down without a fight.

The Russian spread his arms out. “Then we part for now,” Stefano said. “You keep my business away from others, and I look the other way about those who angered me.”

Zane nodded. He could see in Stefano’s eyes that this was far from over, but he doubted Stefano would make any blatant moves against him or Ellen as long as they had that file to hold over him. 

If they did leak the file though, the Russian mafia would probably descend on them like a plague. A stalemate, but at least one that kept Ellen safe.

It may have not worked out quite like he wanted, but it did fall under his original plan: make a deal with the mob.

Cage nodded. “Then we’ll be going.”

Zane climbed into the car next to Ellen. Zoe lay still on her lap. “Will she live?”

Ellen turned to him, her face nearly as pale as her sister’s. “We need to hurry,” she whispered.

Bryce climbed into the front with Reece, and as soon as the door was closed, they were moving. Zane watched the Russians in his window, thinking over the van of drugs they’d had to let go in order to just survive. 

He shook himself. It might be a win, but it didn’t totally feel like it.


Chapter Nineteen

 

 

Zane paced in the waiting room. His lungs screamed for him to stop, but there was no way he could. Not when Zoe was so close to dying just moments before.

“You think they’ll stop?” Reece asked.

It was Bryce who spoke first. “I think that we all just got added to a list of people they’d like to mess over if given the chance, but I also think that if we stay out of their way, they’ll find other people to screw with. They are still going at it heavily with the Kellys, after all. They can’t necessarily afford to start trash with too many other people, especially when all we’re asking is to be left alone.”

Zane clenched his fists. He didn’t care if they did come. They were welcome to try.

“What about that file?” he asked.

Cage shook his head. “Meg is headed to the office to see if she can decrypt it, but that will take time. Right now, all we have is a name.”

Zane turned to look at him. “You saved us with a name?”

Cage grinned. “Well, it seemed like a better idea than going in guns blazing.”

Zane nodded. Cage was right, of course. If there had been a gun fight, there was a good chance that one of the women or his friends might have gotten hurt. Plus, it wasn’t going to save anyone down the line. 

At least if the Russians believed they had something on them, that’d keep them off their backs for a while. Maybe the Kellys could take them down in the meantime. He snickered at the idea of hoping the Irish mob started growing again.

“So a van full of drugs?” Bryce asked.

Zane nodded. “I think it’s cartel supplied, but I can’t be sure. Think it’s the same stuff that nearly killed Zoe?”

Bryce shrugged. “Could be. It’s certainly making its way on the streets.”

He knew it killed Bryce not to do something about the drugs. Although he wasn’t on the force anymore, they all knew how much these sorts of things affected him. 

“They’d have moved it by the time the cops got there,” Bryce said.

He could see his palms clenching the more he thought about it. Zane reached over and placed a hand on his shoulder.

“We’ll get them,” he said. “We’re not letting them get away with this. This trash is killing people, and we can’t just let it go.”

Bryce nodded.

“Agreed,” Cage said. “Things aren’t going to get any better unless we start taking out the trash.”

Zane felt a little better after the talk, knowing that he could count on the people around him to not only save his rear, but everyone in the city as well. It made him proud to be a part of an organization like this.

Ellen glanced at him from the nurses’ station, and he nodded to the men before making his way over. She needed him.

 

She stepped away from the station feeling only slightly better than she did before. 

“How is she?” Zane asked.

She offered a weak smile. “They administered several doses of Narcan,” she said. “It’s used to help nullify the effects. Right now she’s on full life support, but it seems like she’ll make it. We got here just in time. The doctor said when she’s better he can recommend some good treatment facilities.”

Zane wrapped his arms around her and pulled her against him. She hugged him until she heard him grunt loudly.

Ellen slipped her arms from around his tender ribs and frowned. “Zoe is safe. Now it’s your turn. I’m sure some must be broken.”

He shook his head and when she was about to protest, he pulled her back against him in an even tighter hug.

“Not yet,” he said. “I’m not ready to let you go yet.”

Ellen placed her cheek against his warm chest and just listened to his heart under her ear. It had been close. She didn’t know how close things usually came for him, but she’d never been more certain that they were all going to die in the most horrific way possible than she had been earlier. 

“I don’t know what I would have done…” Zane said.

His words trailed off as he sucked in a deep breath. She could hear the ache in his voice and knew he was feeling the same way she was.

Ellen pulled back and stared up at him. 

“It didn’t happen,” she said. “We just have to keep telling ourselves that. It didn’t happen.”

Zane gave a small nod and pulled her in for a soft kiss. This wasn’t a kiss with hunger or passion. This was a kiss that reached into her very soul. This was a kiss with love.

“I love you,” he said when they’d pulled apart. “I will always love you, and if you’re pregnant, I’ll love our child as well.”

Tears pricked at the corner of her eyes, and she dashed them away with her hands.

Zane reached out and cupped her face between his hands. “I always thought I’d just go back to the way things were before all this. Back to a life of no meaning. A life of no love.” He shook his head. “I need you in my life. Always and forever.”

Ellen turned and kissed his palm, her eyes drifting closed as she did so. “Then let’s start new. Let’s start new together.”

He leaned down and kissed her again.

She smiled. “I love you, too.”
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