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SHE’S IN TROUBLE ALREADY. MORE THAN SHE EVEN KNOWS

I’m breaking the law, coming here on a rescue mission, but I can’t stand by when I need to protect her 




LEO

I know what I want, and whatever it takes, I’m going to get it, whatever way I can. As soon as I see her, I know that I’ll have to have her, however wrong it is.




A lion of the Moscow major crimes division, I’ve slipped the leash and gone rogue on a personal vendetta in the US port city of Baltimore. But the first glimpse of her changes all my plans.

I have to have her, I have to make her mine. 




But first I have to make her safe.




AMELIA

My first night alone in a strange city, and things are looking bad. I’m sure the man who is supposed to protect me has bad intentions, but who can I turn to? Who can I trust?




Through the darkness, the glow of a steady pair of hooded eyes gives me a thrill like I never knew before. Could this rough, older stranger be my rescuer?




This is a fast, hot, and passionate romance between an older man and a girl he finds in a dangerous place. The pulse-racing action is meltingly hot and will have you drenched and trembling for more. Like all of these standalone romances, there’s no cheating, no cliffhanger, and an absolutely solid, guaranteed HEA. Bring tissues.
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I know that you love reading, maybe

as much as I love crafting and

telling the stories,

so let’s keep in touch







CLICK

to JOIN

Alice’s Readers’ Group




Get news. offers, swag and more! 
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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner.

Any resemblance to any persons, living or dead, or to any actual events is purely coincidental.

All the people portrayed in this story are over the age of eighteen, and entirely imaginary. If you think that you know some of them, or that you may be one of them, then you should consider writing fiction yourself.
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Chapter 1







Her










SQUINTING AT MY IMAGE, using my phone as a mirror, it’s not a heart-warming sight this early in the morning. Believe me. A blonde mess of hair that looks like no one cares for it, and my pale, pudding face poking out the middle. My eyes are tiny, still-sleepy pinpricks. My mouth droops miserably at both ends.




The train car shakes and clatters. A man in a seat on the opposite side smiles in a way that nobody ought to smile at this time of day.




An inner voice tells me that the hard, green light in the rail car is what’s making me look like a picture on a milk carton. That the phone isn’t showing me at my best. It’s not doing any good, though. That inner voice is a well-known liar.




While I’m being flung away, down the Eastern seaboard into a new life that I don’t want, the face of a hopeless and bedraggled stray pug is going to make all my first impressions for me.




A little harder push could have completed my CDA training in a shorter time, but when Daddy’s troubles came up out of nowhere, it threw a wrench into everything. Managing to stay up to date with the course was my all best effort could manage. Accelerating the program was not in the cards for me.




Getting my certification just one month sooner, though, could have gotten me a job in childcare in Brooklyn. Then I might have been able to stay. And I know I’m going to love the work. Instead, I’m rattling on a rickety train to an uncertain future with a man I never met.




Still, the blame is all mine, for wasting too much time daydreaming. Thoughts of babies. When I don’t even have a man. Of taking vows by candlelight, in front of the congregation in the pretty little white Russian Orthodox church next to the fire station. When I don’t even have a man. The priest’s deep, musical voice as he recites the magical words, “You may now kiss the bride.” When I don’t even have a man.




But that’s me. Obsessing over an imaginary wedding that was never going be mine, one that was only ever an idle fantasy. A fantasy that’s fading backward as the train catapults me to a scary new city. A place I’ve never even seen before.


Chapter 2







Him










AN INNOCENT GIRL IS about to be sold like a piece of meat. Nobody else in the bar will do a thing to stop it. My eye stays fixed on my target. 




When the old wooden double doors of the Baltimore bar nudge open and the girl is shoved in through them, she’s just a flash in my peripheral vision. A man darkens the doorway behind her. About twice her size. Black hair and heavy eyebrows. Probably a Serbian.




Crouching, pushed from behind, she lurches in. A soft vision of womanly curves. Mistreated. My instincts are aroused to full alert, but my mission is not her. She peers out through her wavy blonde mass. Anxious blue eyes squint in the low light. That hazy glimpse makes all of the hairs on my spine and my arms spine rise and stand up straight.




Her eyebrows slope, pleading. She doesn’t want to be here.




The sight of her, the fireworks of lust she kicks off inside of me, are instant distractions. An urge surges through me, to take her and rescue her. Then to run my hands and my mouth all over the soft mounds and curves of her. She has a body that makes me want to bury my cock deep inside. A powerful need rises up to take her, to fuck her senseless and to protect her. To make her mine completely.




But she is not the reason for the afternoon spent at my table, here in the dark corner.




My observation is trained on a man, alone at a table on the far side of the barroom. One Miroslav Borotchenko. No criminal record on any official database, but he’s been a suspect in a string of brutal offenses. My information connects him closely with my target, a dangerous international gang.




Nobody knows about my highly unofficial investigation here. No one except for Sergey, my one trusted friend in the KGB. If the division even knew that I was here, my very unofficial investigation would get me disciplined and fired from the Moscow police on the spot. I could be charged. But too many girls have gone missing from my district. All the indications are that they’ve been taken by deception or by force and brought here. Plus, I have a personal motive and it’s too important for me to let anything stand in my way.




Gangs that operate in this way, it always means the same thing. It’s called, ‘trafficking.’ A polite term for slavery. Most of the girls will be sold as sex slaves. Others will be made to work in nail bars, in saunas and beauty parlors, or as domestic servants.




The Serb prods the girl’s back, urging her in. Then he hustles her straight to Miroslav’s table. The man I’m surveilling.




As I nurse my beer, my mind rages. I cannot sit by and watch her be taken into slavery.




I want to take her for my own. But I can’t. I won’t be here long enough to play any real part in her life. There’s a strong chance I won’t even live long enough to make my flight back in three days’ time.




Who am I kidding, anyway? She’s too young for me. More important, I’m too old for her. She deserves better. She should have a younger man. A strong, sharp, athletic boy with his life ahead of him. Someone her own age.




Dammit, though. The thought of another man going anywhere near her makes me see red. That phrase gets used a lot. In my branch of counterterrorism, it happens. At a crucial moment in an operation, right before the point of action. Targets are in your sights, you’re going in. Weapons ready. An actual red mist comes down in front of your eyes.




When it does, it’s a storm warning. You know that a rage is close behind. You can’t stop it splashing through you like a breaking wave. All that you can do is to call on your reserves of discipline. Use the anger. Focus the rage. But whatever happens, don’t allow your judgment to slip. Don’t lose control.




It’s hard, keeping control right now, looking the girl.




Her eyes sparkle and shine. They gleam with determination. Intelligence. I would guess that she is eighteen, nineteen, tops. For her age she has a womanly shape. She definitely moves more like a woman than a girl.




In her face is a glow of innocence that’s heartbreaking. I want her so badly, I’m almost unable to prevent myself from dashing straight across the room. From sweeping her out of the danger that I know she is in right now.




She has to be mine. Mine completely. Mine forever.




I know that she never can. And she never will.


Chapter 3







Her










NO MATTER HOW MUCH I pleaded, my daddy insisted on sending me to stay with Uncle Grigori. I wanted to finish my CDA training in Brooklyn, but Daddy said I could do it online.




Of course he’s right. I can, although it isn’t quite as simple as all that.




I don’t want to go to a strange town, though. That’s the truth of it. I’ve never been to Baltimore in my life. And, I’m not over the moon about staying with Uncle Grigori.




But Daddy told me to take the train and I’m a good girl at heart, so I did what I was told.




The landscape flattens and widens out as it rolls past the train window. Brooklyn and New York slip away behind and start to fade into the past. I wish I could have talked to Daddy more before I left. I wish I could’ve made him understand that I don’t blame him. It’s a bad situation, but it’s not his fault. Not really. We couldn’t talk about any of it. You can’t ever talk to a man about his fears. A man can’t stand knowing that you see his fear. I understand that.




Grigori said that he would meet me at the station.




He didn’t. He just sent a text message, telling me to come to the apartment. He didn’t even send me the address, I had to text him back for it, and then I still had look it up on a map. He didn’t tell me how to get there either. I didn’t know which bus to get. I had to ask a woman in the ticket office in the at the train station.




I find a woman in an MTA uniform and ask her. She isn’t sure, and she has to check with a colleague. He has to call his manager. They tell me a bus stop outside the train station, and the number of the bus I should take. They’re all very kind, but I’m not confident that I got the information I need. 




Yellow cabs line up out front of the station, but I can’t afford a cab. Anyway, I don’t want to be alone in a cab in a strange city.




Cold wind sweeps over the open space outside the station. In the distance on all sides, bare trees stand in front of anonymous municipal buildings. A tall sculpture startles me. Two cutouts of a man, slotted together. Flat hands reaching down.




It’s getting dark when I finally find the deserted bus stop. Feeling the bite of the East Coast chill, I clutch my padded jacket closed and wait. Cars pass, but not too many, and all of them too slow for my liking. I keep my rucksack on my shoulder. The familiar weight of it is some comfort.




When the bus comes, I check with the driver, telling him where I need to go. He’s impatient and abrupt. But he told me I’ve got the right bus. After a few minutes though, he turns back and calls to me.




‘’I’ll tell you when we get there.”




Even then I’m not sure I was right to trust him. He puts me off in a pretty sketchy, low-rise neighborhood. I send a text to Uncle Grigori to tell him where I am. It’s about ten cold minutes later when he texts me directions.




I knock on the door.




Grigori is slow opening the door. He’s bigger than I remember, and bulkier.  He looks at me, long and hard. Peers behind me, peeking left and right. Still looking over the top of my head, he tells me, “Come in.”




No greeting, no, ‘Let me look at you.’ He doesn’t even ask how I am. His hand is on my back to pull me in as he shuts the door behind me.




Almost as soon as I’m in the apartment, before I’ve had a moment to change or even unpack, Grigori tells me to come with him to meet someone.




He makes me leave my rucksack. I haven’t even had time to take out my laptop. He takes me in his ratty brown car, littered with boxes and newspapers and strewn with old fast food packaging. He drives past projects, deserted industrial sites and down near the docks. He takes me to a bar called the Falcon Inn. I don’t have a good feeling about any of this.
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Uncle Grigori takes me to a bar. Its dark and all the customers seem to be men. Ukrainian, heavyset Slavs or Eastern European men, mostly. Maybe some Russians.




If Uncle Grigori wasn’t with me, I know I would be terrified. I’ve never even been to Baltimore before, and I couldn’t be much more conspicuous in this masculine cave.




The air is thick with the tang of beer, sweat and testosterone. A petite, curvy blonde twenty-year-old girl, I’m like an butterfly in a spotlight.




Uncle Grigori urges me through the bar to a dark corner in the back. He introduces me to a man who’s even bigger with a mean, dark scowl.




“Miroslav will take care of you,” he says as the man stands. Miroslav must be six feet five. Maybe more. His heavy, Slavic brow tilts and lowers as his hooded eyes glower out at me.




The way that his lip curl sets off alarms all over my body. My whole body wants to pull back. Uncle Grigori’s hand on my back pushes me forward. 




When I try to protest, Uncle Grigori is suddenly angry. His voice is tense. He tells me, “Miroslav will take good care of you. It won’t be for long. Just stay with him. Okay?”




“I don’t understand what’s happening.”




“Nothing’s happening,” Uncle Grigori looks left and right, over his shoulders. It seems like he’s trying to keep his voice down. “Nothing’s happening. Miroslav is going to look after you. Just for a while,” he looks up into Miroslav’s eyes, nodding. “That’s right, isn’t it, Miroslav. Tell her.”




Maybe it’s my un-trusting nature, but the more Uncle Grigori says, the less I believe him. There’s a lot he’s not telling me, and nothing makes any sense.




Miroslav looks over me with cold eyes. Still sitting, he didn’t get up to shake my hand, but now he reaches out to pull me. Drags me toward him. With his hands on my thighs he turns me around.




I’m looking at Uncle Grigori, and I can see that he’s trying to leave. His body language says that he’s ready to turn and go.




“Uncle Grigori, I don’t feel good about this.”




“Amelia, it’s going to be fine. Miroslav’s a good man. He’ll take good care of you.”




“Why are you doing this?”




In the corner of my eye, a man’s steely eyes light up from a table on the far side of the room. He watches the scene and I don’t think Uncle Grigori or Miroslav have noticed him, but he’s even bigger than either of these two of them.




“Miroslav take care of you now.” Uncle Grigori’s hand urges me forward.




Miroslav’s eyes narrow at me as his tongue presses behind his lips.




Uncle Grigori says, “Like we agreed, Miro.”




Miroslav cuts him with a dismissive look. I’m feeling like I’m perched at the gates of hell.




When Miroslav slowly uncoils to stand, he must be six foot two. When he smiles, it’s not a nice smile. His voice is hard.




“You sit down now. And now you be quiet. You want to drink? Something to eat? Tell me what you want. I get it.”




He raises his hand, snaps his fingers and calls out, “Pyotr!”




From behind the bar, another Slav looks up. When he sees me, his eyes light up.

“Pyotr, come here. Take in order for food and drinks for my…” He looks at me. Looks me up and down. “For my companion.” And there’s that chilling smile again.




When I look round, Uncle Grigori is nowhere to be seen.


Chapter 4







Him










I DON’T THINK SHE meant to make eye contact with me. She was just searching around for any kind of help, or a means of escape. I don’t know what her situation is, but I think that this has all come as a big surprise to her, and not a welcome one.




If I make any kind of a move, if I do anything that will make myself known, my investigation will be straight in the shitter. I’ll put myself in danger, too, though I’m used to that.




But I can’t stop myself. I can’t just watch this innocent girl be led away and forget about it. If it were a man being taken, I could tail them, see if it would lead me to the gang. For a woman, the risks are not the same. Any moment a woman is held captive by men, she is in serious danger. 




I might not be able to stop myself if I saw this happening with any girl. But this one… I feel like my life has been a preparation for finding this girl and protecting her. And I don’t even know who she is. This all seems insane. But as a cop, especially working undercover and in antiterrorist details, you learn to trust your instincts. Instinct is faster than thought – was what we learned when I was in special forces.




The man who brought her has left. Her body language is pleading as she looks around for him. How the fuck could he do that to her? My mind makes a pledge. I’m coming for you, you fucker. I’m going to find you.




The girl’s face is drained and hollow. She’s devastated. I really need to keep out of this.




And now, it’s like the decision is made for me. The Serb stands. I hear him tell her, “Never mind, you can eat later. There’s plenty of time.”




He leads her out of the bar. She goes along with him like a puppy, being dragged from its mother. But she goes. I wait until the door closes. I leave my glass on the bar. Exchange a couple of words with the barman. I’d established myself when I arrived with a story about being a sailor. The barkeeper, Pyotr knew that I was lying, but my guess is most people in this bar lie about most things. Obvious lies were how I would fit in. It would make me inconspicuous.




I speak to him for a few moments. We exchange some trash about soccer. He follows Spartak. I told him I’m a fan of Dynamo. I stay the least amount of time, so I look like I’m not hurrying. I can’t waste more than a few seconds.




When I get outside, their silhouettes are at the end of the street. The lovely curvy girl with the man towering over her. Hurrying her along, down a dark, narrow passageway, .




I follow them silently. Keeping in the shadows. I’m trained for this. I move fast but smoothly. Flowing. Like water. Some kinds of movements attract attention. Other kinds, not so much. Luckily, I’m good at it. Unlucky for my investigation. However this pans out, my investigation dies here.




That’s a bad result for all of the girls who will be coming this way from Moscow in the future. I won’t be able to stop it from happening.




I’m just a few paces behind them now. It would’ve been easier if he’d put her into a car. There is a method for dealing with that situation. While he’s still out in the open, I have to do it the simple way.




“Where are you taking her?” I speak loudly. Forcefully. From behind his left ear. The shock value will put him on guard, but I wrong foot him as he turns. I’m on his right.




I don’t have a weapon, but my fists are deadly enough for this ape. A simple slam, hard into his gut, low down, doubles him over. My knee hammers up into his chin. And then I swing the side of my hand to smash hard under his ear.




He’s on his back, flat on the ground and groggy. I stamp on his elbows, feeling the gristle crunch under my feet, pressed against the sidewalk. He doesn’t make a sound. He only glowers. I lean down toward him with a bunch of keys in my fist, poking out between my fingers. I show them to him. He can see what kind of a weapon they would be, and I tell him, “I’ll just ask you once more. Where were you taking her?”




It takes him a lot of effort, but he spits. 




I shrug. “Final answer.”




I drive my other hand down, hard. Flat, open, straight into his windpipe. It breaks below the Adam’s apple. His eyes bulge and I hold my hand there. Grip the wreck of hs throat closed. He convulses a few times.




For such a big man, it doesn’t take long. He’s done.




And I go quickly to the girl.




The look of fear, the cold terror, drains to relief when she sees my face. I’m swept by a rush of sensation as our eyes connect. I reach out to touch her shoulder. Her hand comes up like a reflex to take hold of mine. As our palms connect, I feel a massive flash, a bang of electricity. Passing both ways. From her to me, from me to her. I never felt anything like it before. It’s like sheet lightning going off inside me.




I pull her to me. “You okay?” She can’t speak. But she nods. And then she surges forward. Throws her arms around me and holds her head against my chest. I can let her do that for a moment. Just hold on. I’m expecting her to sob. I stroke her hair to try and offer comfort.




She looks up, and such an innocent light of determination, of toughness, glows in her eyes.




“I have a car. Nearby. Can you trust me?” She is still unable to speak, but she nods, quickly.




“There’s an unpleasant task I need to perform, if I can do it quickly enough. Come with me to my car,” I tell her, “Then I’ll come back and get…” I nod toward the Serb, “That. And I’ll dispose of it.”




She bites her lip as she nods.




“It might not be pleasant or pretty. In any other circumstances, I would want to put you somewhere safe, so you didn’t have to see it. But there’s nowhere I can put you safely, other than next to me.”




She grabs hold of me tighter.




This is insane. It’s impossible. I’m only here another three days. I can’t let her feelings for me get so strong. But right now, I have to make her safe. And an important part of being safe is feeling safe.




“Come with me.” I lay a hand on her shoulder, as much to give her reassurance as to guide her. I walk on the outside of the sidewalk. Keep her under my arm. Inside my care.




Giving her protection, feeling her huddle close to me, makes me swell inside with a flame I never knew I could feel. I’m swelling hard in a more obvious place, too, making it awkward to walk.
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Quickly I escort her inside the cover of my arm, back to my rented SUV.




I open the back and pull up the rear seats to make the back space less exposed. A tarpaulin sheet that I bought earlier, along with some tools, are in the back. Quickly, I cover the floor with the sheet.




When she is belted safely in the passenger seat, I drive back to the Serb. There’s a good chance nobody has seen him. We’ve been less than two minutes. I need to get him in quickly, though.




A rasp of anger buzzes through me as an image rises in my mind. A picture of what could have happened to her if I hadn’t been here. I want to stamp on his face, even though he’s already dead. I take two slow breaths. I don’t want the red mist while I’m driving. Besides, there is much more that I need to do tonight.




He’s heavy. As I heft him up to get him into the back of the car, a vehicle approaches. I get the rear door open wide enough and ready. The other vehicle stops two hundred yards up the street, on the other side. 




It waits.




I wait. It doesn’t move. It doesn’t come this way. A man shambles out of the shadows to the vehicle. It’s obviously a drug deal. They’re paying no attention to me.




I get Miroslav into the back and shut the door. Then I get back in and drive.




At this point I have no idea where I’m going. Soon I realize we’re near the docks. By the waterside. All the docks themselves are surrounded by guards, fences. Lots of heavy protection. But the part where we are is the old docks. The disused deep-water terminal. Sometimes the spirits smile on you.




I back the SUV as close to the water’s edge as I can. With a couple of fairly heavy rocks laid in the tarp, I tie it top and bottom, then open the back door and roll the Serb out. He hardly makes a sound, dropping into the water.


Chapter 5







Her










HE DRIVES US BACK into the center of Baltimore. “I don’t have a destination,” He’s talking just to make me feel comfortable. I know he is. “I’m getting us away from there. Somewhere with lights. People. Somewhere normal.”




I know nothing about him, but I can tell that he’s a man of few words. He wouldn’t waste his breath on chatter. Not without a purpose, and his purpose now is to give me feel better. I like him for that. I like him a lot. 




His voice is warm, gentle as he tells me, “If you see anywhere you like, somewhere to eat or a place to stay, just say,” and he waits for a reaction. Then he looks over to prompt me, “Okay?”




Giving him a quick nod, I’m feeling his voice. It’s so low and strong, I feel I could slide down into it. Like he could hold me with it. His presence is reassuring. After the day I’ve had, I would expect to be a wreck but he’s my tower of strength. My mysterious avenger. My knight from the shadows.




“Who are you?” I ask him, “Why did you do that for me?”




He squeezes my hand. Then he tells me, “My name is Leonid. Leo, if you prefer.” A thrill tingles in my stomach. And lower. “In Russia,” he tells me, “I’m a cop. Here in the States I’m conducting an investigation, but I have no authority.” He leans down to say, confidentially, “That puts me on the wrong side of the fence.”




“But you’re trusting me. Telling me that.”




He smiles, just with his eyes. I scoot closer.




“That man,” he asks me, “The one who brought you to the bar. Do you know where I can find him?”




I reach across to touch his forearm. When my skin touches his, a powerful rush of sensation flashes through me. But I hold on. I’m afraid to tell him about Uncle Grigori. I’m afraid that that he’ll do to Uncle Grigori what he did to Miroslav.




He seems to know, like he read my thoughts.




“The man I just dropped into the dock was part of a ring. A criminal gang. That’s my unofficial investigation,” he turns in my direction. Searches in my eyes. I feel his probing and his concern. I think he’s also looking to see if he can trust me. “My investigation is very illegal, but I’m investigating people who do very bad things.”




“People like him?” I gesture over my shoulder, toward the back of the SUV. To where Miroslav had been.




He nods. He reaches across and with one hand he takes both of mine. “I’m trusting you with my secrets. If they got known by the wrong people, it would be my death.” His eyes burned into mine. I feel him wanting to share trust. The attraction I feel for him is outrageous. It’s really inappropriate. And filthy. I’m thinking things I’m pretty sure I shouldn’t be thinking about any man. Especially not this Russian.




He’s so much older, though. He wouldn’t have any interest at all in a girl like me. I almost snicker. Especially not a pudding of a girl like me.




It’s outrageous and it’s so off-the-charts insane. My clit has been screaming so hard it’s like a buzz saw, ever since he knocked Miroslav down. My panties are drenched. This cannot be happening. Really, none of it.




I feel like I stepped off the train, and straight into a bizarre nightmare of an adult fairytale.




The thoughts in my head about this man are definitely adult. Very adult indeed. Triple X rated. VNSFW.




He says, “You know him, don’t you?”




I look up into his eyes. I can’t believe how much I trust him. I should probably be more careful. But I do, I trust him.




I nod. “He’s my uncle.” He flinches.




A thought drops into my mind and falls, hollow all the way through me.




“What… What was he going to do?”




He takes hold of my hand. Holds me, tenderly.




Looking in my eyes, he says, “We’ll never really know. Not for sure.”




“I think that means you do know.” I say, “You know, don’t you?”




He won’t say no. I like that. The fact that he won’t lie to me makes me trust him all the more. From the look in his eyes, I know it’s something very bad. Something so bad, I feel like it’s just outside my vision. Like if I just turned and looked, I could see it there, grinning. Waiting for me. The thought makes my blood run cold.




I hold his arm tighter. I force myself to breathe slowly, with my mouth shut. Casting my eyes down, I’m determined not to break down. Not in front of this man.




I never felt this way about a man before. I wish I were older. Or he was younger. Or, best of all, I wish it didn’t matter. I wish I could just taste his mouth. Have him wrap me up and fill me. Have him split me wide, break me open. Ream and ram his way in. Hard. I want to feel his heartbeat, next to mine. Feel the hardness of his muscle, his cock. I want all of his body, so hard, so bad.




The feelings make me ache and burn at the same time. My pussy is drenched. My clit cries out, begging to be rubbed.




I can’t help holding on to his arm tighter. Like I’m pulling him toward me. I loved the feeling of his arm around my shoulders. Of him holding me close. I wanted to again.




I know how wrong the feelings that I’m having are, in every way. I can’t pretend they’re not real, though. I feel what I feel. I can’t help that.




“The man who brought you, your uncle – do you know where he lives? Do you know where we can find him?”




I nodded. “He’s called my uncle. He’s my stepmother’s brother. Does that count?”




“In Russia, it wouldn’t mean anything,” he smiles, “Here? I really wouldn’t know.”




I pull up the address on my phone. “His apartment is the only address that I know in Baltimore.” 




“Can you direct us there?”




“Sure,” I have a map app that will do it, “it’s not far from here.” And I copy the location on into the app.




I ask him, “What are you going to do there?” I’m shuddering, thinking of the power of this man. I wish we could be doing something different with all of his strength and his energy.




“You mean, what are we going to do?” He throws me a look. “We, Amelia. We’re a team. Just you and me.”


Chapter 6







Her










WHEN I KNOCK ON the door, Uncle Grigori is so surprised to see me, he can’t even disguise it. “Amelia!”




“You weren’t expecting me?”




“Um… I… Of course I was,” he’s babbling, “not so… Not so soon, I guess.”




I have to almost push past him to get into the apartment. I make straight for the living room. Uncle Grigori is playing catch-up behind me.




“Please,” he tells me, “sit down. Make yourself comfortable. Let me get you something. Would you like a drink? I can get you a drink. What you want?”




I’m noticing that my rucksack has been opened. Half of my things are piled up on the table next to it. “Get me a glass of water.”




I sit, on the couch, by my rucksack and the pile of my stuff. My computer has been taken out, my books — what else? Some of my clothes.




He must have gone to the kitchen and back in less than a dozen steps. “Here,” he sets a glass of water down. The glass rattles as he puts it on the table, and I look up into his eyes. They flip away as soon as I make contact.




“Did Daddy know what you were planning to do with me?”




“What…” He’s slowly lowering his ass into the chair in front of me. “Look, you don’t want to go getting the wrong idea.” 




“Did you discuss it with Daddy? What did he know?”




“Sweetheart,” his head turns to one side, “Look, you’re going to have to forget about your daddy. Visit him, from time to time, maybe. But you need to let go.” He scowls and blinks. “He’s not going to be back.”




“He’s only going for nine months, Grigori!”




“Kid,” he sighs, a long sigh of pain. His eyes twitch and he leans forward, “Where your daddy’s going, it’s one of them private prisons, Amelia. They got a dairy farm, white goods factory. That one, they even got a call center there. That’s all making a lot of money for somebody.”




“So what?” He’s not making any sense, “So he’s going to work in a factory. Or a dairy. Or banging out license plates. It’s still only nine months.”




He puts his hands in his hair and his eyes widen. “Don’t you get it? You go in there, place like that, you ain’t coming out. Don’t matter the length of his sentence, they’ll go at you and prod you and provoke you till you lose it and lash out. Then you’re busted, then it’s a cycle. A term gets added to your sentence. Then they put more pressure on you, put you in a place you can’t stand, till you crack and do something else. Cycle turns again. Either way, you’re busted. It’s that, or they going to violate you for some damn thing. Doesn’t even have to be true.” This pain in his eyes. “Happened to both my brothers. One’s supposed to be away for eighteen months, the other one was six months. Both been in for more than eight years.” He stretches his hands out, palms towards me. “They are not coming back. Neither of them.”




His eyes are hollow. There’s almost a beat of sympathy in my heart. Then I remember what he did to me. He says, “No, kid. You go into one of those fuckers, it’s a one-way trip. Only way you’re coming out is you’re going to another prison. That or you’re in a box.”




I’m cold inside. Shaking. Trying to take it in. He’s a lying fucker and I know that. But I feel a grit of truth in what he says. I can hear it. I can’t take it in now. I can’t process it. I have to just file it away. Look at it later on.




I ask him, “You knew what Miroslav was going to do with me?” He says nothing. “How much did he give you?”




He takes a pause and his eyes narrow. He says, “What happened? How come you’re not with him?”




I’m putting my stuff back into my rucksack.




“You knew. Right? You knew what was going to happen to me. So tell me.”




He sits back. A smile flickers on his face. He’s nervous. “Sure.” He opens his hands, “You’d have been made. Set up. Pretty girl like you? You’d be going to Vegas, or Miami. Some nice clubs. Get nice clothes, get treated like a fucking queen. Honestly.”




I’m wondering. “You believe that?”




He shrugs, “Sure. I know it. It’s what Miro told me. Why, what do you think? You think Miro would waste a beautiful girl like you?”




Waste. What did he mean?




“How much?” Leonid’s voice is a low, strong shock from the doorway behind my uncle’s chair. Grigori whirls around. Leo’s big hand drops. Lands square on Grigori’s shoulder. Pats him. “Don’t get up. No need to be formal.” Leo’s voice is slow. Cool. Assured.




“So.” Leo stands behind Grigori’s chair, his hands on both shoulders now. He pats Grigori’s cheek two or three times. Hard enough to make his head bob. Not hard enough to make much noise. Playing with him.




“So, I heard Amelia ask you. How much?”




“What,” Grigori’s twisting in the chair. Leo holds him still. “What do you mean?”




This time, when Leo pats his face, there’s a loud crack. Skin on skin. Leo leans down. Puts his face next to Grigori’s ear.




“Do not talk shit with me, Grigori. Tell me how much.”




“I… I don’t…” Leo has a glinting, jagged-edged blade across Grigori’s throat. I didn’t see that come out. 




“Okay! Okay, okay! Five hundred. It was five hundred.”




“You’d better not be lying. You’ve got one chance to change your story.”




“I’m not! I swear!”




“So. Give it to Amelia.”




“What?”




“The money you took for her. It’s her money. Hand it to her.”




“Oh.” His neck reddens around the blade. Leo is pushing it tighter, flat against his skin.




“Yeah, okay.” He gulps, “It’s, er… I put it in the kitchen.”




“It’s in your pocket.”




“No, I…” A trickle of blood runs along the shiny edge of the blade. Slips off and trickles over the face of the blade before it reaches the handle. A drip lands on Grigori’s shirt.




“Yeah,” he squirms in the chair, “Okay. Yeah. Let me get it.” He rolls his hips, struggling to get his hand in the pocket of his jeans. His hair is wet, matting to his forehead. His eyes flicker around, wild.




He fishes out a roll of bills.




“That looks like a lot more than five hundred bucks to me.” Leo plucks the roll from his hand. Tosses it to me to catch.




“It wasn’t… It’s not all of that…. There was some other money there. I got lots of things….”




“And you kept it all wrapped in the same perfect roll?” Leonid leans closer to his ear, “Don’t try to take me for an idiot, Grigori. You are deep in the shit.”




Leo moves his head to speak into Grigori’s other ear. Grigori flinches, “Tell me how to get in touch with them.”




Grigori jumps and tries to spin. But Leo holds him down by his shoulder. And with the blade still at his throat. His eyes widen He’s in panic. “Who? What are you talking about?”




Leo squeezes his shoulder, hard enough to make Grigori wince. His face falls and shrivels. His eyes screw shut, then pop wide open.




“Who?” His voice snaps and crumbles.




Leo leans forward. Brings the blade up under Grigori’s chin. Traces the point down along Grigori’s throat. Scrapes down, leaving a red, angry mark, until it’s under Grigori’s Adam’s apple.




“I only know Miro. You have to go through him. There’s nobody else,” the blade is pressing harder. “Except Pyotr. Miro and Pyotr. That’s all I know.”




Leo’s other hand tugs on Grigori’s earlobe. Yanks it hard.




“That’s all I know!” he shrieks, “I only know Pyotr because I saw them talking. Miro is the guy who contacted me. I don’t know anything else.”




Leo’s head turns, he looks down at Grigori. He says, “It would be a shame if you really knew nothing else.” Leo’s head shakes, slowly. “Because, then,” Leo shrugs as he yanks hard on Grigori’s ear, making him shout. “Then, you would be no more fucking use to me at all. Would you.”




Grigori starts to babble now. “They got a transport operation. It runs out of the port.” Listening, Leo nods. “Girls come in from Eastern Europe, some from North Africa. They come in on freighters. In containers, I think. Shipping containers. Every couple of months. They go out to clubs all over the country. Texas, New Mexico, California, or the West Coast. The Midwest, New England, Boston, Philadelphia, Cincinnati.” he’s talking faster. “and in Nevada, Louisiana, Mississippi, Florida…”




“Are you just going to see if you can name all fifty states?” Leo growls, “I’m sure you can. You just making shit up now. That’s no better than not knowing anything. It’s worse than not telling me anything that I can make use of.”




Leo twirls the blade.




Grigori shouts, “I don’t know what you fucking want. Tell me what you fucking want!”




Leo stands.




“Amelia, have you got everything?” I nod. “Would you wait in the car, please.”




I shake my head. “No.”




“Please?”




“No. I understand what this bastard was doing to me.” I look from Grigori, up into Leonid’s eyes. We’re connected now. I feel it. It’s something dark and very powerful.




Now have a bad feeling, and I know that it’s supposed to be bad. I know what it is, though I’m not ready to name it. Not yet. I feel strange about myself, discovering this side of me. This feeling.




Knowing that I like it.




I tell him, “I’ll stay. If you don’t mind.”




Leo shrugs as he takes hold of Grigori’s jaw in one hand, his forehead in the other.




One sharp twist. The quick, wet tearing sound is followed by a pop. Grigori’s eyes pop and they roll. His head slumps forward.




Leo reaches into Grigori’s pockets. Takes out a wallet and two phones. As an afterthought, he roots around to find keys, too.




When I didn’t feel anything for Miroslav, I was shocked at myself.




Grigori, I’m glad. He got what he deserved.




My feelings for Leo have hit a new high. I was made for him. I know it.




At the same time, I know that I’ll never be able to persuade him.


Chapter 7







Him










HER SCENT FILLS THE SUV as she climbs back into the passenger seat. It was just a rental car before. Now, it’s a place of magic. God, what am I thinking about? An aging Moscow cop who probably won’t live out the week, thinking that way about the most beautiful woman. I would never ruin her life by polluting it with mine, even if in some warped world it were somehow possible.




From a need to comfort her, instinctively, before I’ve had time to stop myself, I’m reaching my arm across and around her. Drawing her to me. I hold her near and stroke her cheek.




I must make this stop. Immediately.




She deserves better. And she doesn’t need to be lusted after by an old, rogue Russian cop who broke free of the leash. With what I heard from her and from the ‘uncle,’ she’s got more than enough trouble already.




My urge to protect is strong enough, and it’s good enough. I can do that. I have to be keeping an eye out for somebody who can take care of her long-term, though.




Either way, it will only matter for a few days, whatever happens.




As I let go of her, I’m thrilled by the little look of regret on her face. If I let her stay close any longer, she will feel the pounding of my heart. She can probably feel the heat from my cock, too. It’s definitely not appropriate.




“Do you think that Pyotr guy will just lead you to the traffickers?” It’s only a short drive, I want to put her somewhere safe so that I can go and do what has to be done. But I know, anywhere I put her, someone could get to her, and there’s a chance I won’t come back.




Whatever the truth of her father’s imprisonment, she’s lost her father for now, and she’s definitely lost her uncle. No bad thing, but still. Does she have anyone else?




I haven’t thought this through. What am I going to do with her? Where can I put her? How can I keep her safe?




“I’m going to put you into a hotel. Leave you some money.”




She lets out a laugh. It’s a sparkling trill. In the darkness of today, it seems like the prettiest sound I’ve ever heard.




“No,” she says, “I’m coming with you. If you’re going to get these bastards, I’m coming to help you.”




I’m about to speak but she cuts me off. “I don’t have anything else to do this evening.” She even gets a laugh out of me for that. “I’m coming. No more discussion.”




I wish there was some way I could just take her to the docks. Get the two of us onto a boat and sail away. Make a break for the Caribbean. Barbados or St. Lucia or Antigua. Maybe Cuba.




I tell her, “I’ll protect you. Whatever happens, I’ll keep you safe.”




She reaches across and touches my arm. With her fingers on my skin, I feel like twice the man I was. Like she doubles my strength.




Her voice fires me up like a drug, “You don’t have to promise me that.” And she squeezes my hand, “Please, Leo, don’t make a promise to me if you can’t keep it. I’ll forgive you anything, okay? Anything. So don’t make me believe something that’s not true.”




I stop the car. Hard. Right in the middle of the road.




I turn to face her. “I’ll protect you, Amelia. Whatever it takes, you’ll be safe with me.”




Her breath is a whisper. “I believe you, Leo. Because it’s you.”




A flood of light explodes behind us. The horn of a truck stabs loud, filling the air. I cradle the back of her head tenderly in my hand. Pull her to me.




She reaches up to touch my face. Her soft lips part. I can’t not kiss her now.




The truck’s horn blasts again. The car rocks in the wake of the air as the huge trailer swerves around us.




My tongue slips onto hers as her lips part and our mouths softly meet. I stroke her face and neck as our bodies wind together. We’re beings of smoke and air, coiling together, into one mass. 




Another huge truck blasts a deafening two-tone klaxon. The car shakes like a rowboat in an ocean storm as it charges by the side of us. 




We hardly notice. Our bodies dance for each other. Rolling, turning. Pressing closer. Deeper.




Opening my eyes, I stroke her hair from her face.




“It would be wrong for us to go further,” I tell her.




“It was wrong to go this far,” she says, “wasn’t it?” She smiles.




“It was. But in a good way.” I kiss her softly on the lips. She responds perfectly. We fit. 




A kiss — that perfect kiss; that can’t be a bad thing. It feels so perfectly right.




It can’t happen again, though.




Driving the rest of the way back to the bar, the Falcon Inn, I know we should talk about how we going to do the next part. It seems less important than enjoying the echo of that moment, though. We’re together for now and that’s enough. Together in a way that I don’t think I’ve ever been with another person before. I have to not think about where I want it to go. 




That’s just something that cannot happen.
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Now the air in the car is crackling. Electric. I’m even breathing quietly. I hear her breath, too, like a hush. Silk sliding over cotton.




I don’t dare speak. She doesn’t make a sound either. There’s no doubt what we both want. We both know that it’s wrong.




It makes me want it even more. That may be true for her, too. I fall back on my training. Training cuts through confusion. Rely on training and you don’t have to think. Just act. Training will always save you.




Pyotr. The bar. I don’t have much of a strategy beyond shaking him up, track him when he runs. It’s not a great plan, but I don’t have anything else yet.




I’ve got Miroslav’s wallet with his ID. Probably false. All the same, with an internet connection, I could run it through the •[FSB] database from •[Security Sick] in Moscow.




I park a short distance from the bar, in sight of the double doors. On the far side I remember another door, but it only gives out onto the street.




With Amelia next to me, I sit in the darkness. We’re silent. We don’t move. The hairs on my arm feel the warmth of her hand, an inch or two away. I listen to her soft breaths. The air is so thick and alive, I know we’re both thinking about the same thing. I won’t give it voice.




The silence and the dark should help to calm my thoughts.




It doesn’t. 




Then, one of the double doors opens, just a crack. It’s Pyotr. He’s coming out, slipping one arm into his jacket, holding his phone to his ear with the other hand. He’s looking around while he listens.




Amelia recognizes him. Talking on the phone he stops. Hesitates. He looks up. Straight into the SUV. At us. His eyes widen.




Immediately he turns, heads back into the bar. I touch Amelia on the shoulder. We slip out of the car. Hurry forward.




Crouching, we run toward the double doors. We’ll get by the wall, either side of the doors. If he comes out again, I’ll grab him. Subdue him. Give him a shock and a shake, let him get away. Then follow him. See where he runs to.




We’re in the middle of the road, just a couple of hundred feet away. I head for the wall on the side nearest to the curb. Pointing, I tell her to go to the safer position on the far side.




Then the double doors burst open. Close to a dozen men spill out. Another group starts emerging from the far side.




A big man in a leather jacket pulls out a 9mm automatic. Draws aim. With one arm, I sweep her up. More of them raise pistols. A shot cracks out, then another, as I turn with her in my arms, swinging her in front of me. My body will shield her.




Bullets fly past. Sharp, zinging whines cut the air around us. Running, crouched, I zig-zag and duck. 




My priority is to keep Amelia safe. I get us into the car. The crowd is running after us. I sling the car into reverse and jam the gas pedal to the floor.




Three or four of the men fire at us. We duck down as the windshield takes a bullet and, miraculously, holds. Another shot hits the glass. It crazes, milky and opaque. Then it crumbles. Drops like a split bag of rice. Flows into our laps. We’re in reverse at speed. Most of the glass slides off.




I yell, “Buckle your seatbelt!” as I brake hard, skidding. Slam the SUV into Drive.




The SUV lurches. More crumbs of glass spray onto us as we hammer forward. I drive, aiming at the group. They turn fast and scatter. The wind shoves us back into our seats as I head off toward the highway. In the mirror, two cars, four or five guys in each, swerve out after us.




Traffic on the highway is light. Not thick enough to hide in. No point in trying to blend.




Freezing cold with the windshield out, I swerve. Surge forward. Watching the vehicles in the mirror as they follow. We sway around the cars and trucks. They’re weaving behind. Gaining. Slowly but surely. I twist and wind through the trucks, RVs, minibuses, and sedans, hunting for a turnoff. Whenever I can, I get in front of a very big truck. Use it for cover and accelerate hard.




Make the pursuers job hard. It’s tough for them if they can’t see the target.




A turnoff comes up ahead. Accelerating in the far outside lane, waiting for the last possible moment, I swerve across the traffic and up the off-ramp. The SUV sways and lurches. The cold wind is almost blinding where the windshield should be. We charge up the ramp. Ahead are two ways to turn. They both look like ways to scrubland. Places to disappear. No streetlights, no landmarks.




“Hold on!” I shout. Her face is alight. I think she’s getting a taste for this. That’s bad.




Hard to see in the mirror, but I don’t think they can see us. They’ll have to guess. I take the first turn. Hard left.




After driving flat out for about a quarter mile, I spin a hard U-turn. Back the way we came, with the pedal jammed to the floor. Ahead, one of the two pursuers is turning into the road as I’m passing them. They swerve hard. Their tires hit dirt and gravel. They slide and spin. Tires smoke, trying to grip as they accelerate. The car straightens, slipping backward. Then it jerks and flips into the air. Spins out. Lands hard, skidding with a white and orange shower of sparks on its roof.




I have a glimpse in the mirror of the fireworks as I tear back down the ramp when we came off. Now the other car will be on the road in front of us. All I need do now is drive slow for a few miles, take a turn off. I’ll find us an anonymous hotel, or a roadside motel. Maybe something downtown. In the middle of a lot of noise, lights and traffic is always a good place to hide.




I’ll need to put the SUV into an indoor parking garage. Book another one for the morning.




Meanwhile I’m trying to focus on how I can use her computer. Tap into the FSB database. Research.




And steer my thoughts off getting her into a hotel room.
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Downtown, I spot a big hotel that looks discreet. Men with hats and gloves stand outside in big coats. An awning is lit with little golden lamps. A big sweep of a driveway is bathed in golden light.




I’ll find a parking garage nearby for the SUV, then we’ll come back here.




I reason to myself that I’m choosing the hotel because it will have a business center. Good internet connections. There will be food on the premises so we can stay in the room. Room service so we can get food sent in. That’s what I tell myself.




Not because I want to give Amelia the kind of treatment that she deserves. It would be wrong of me to let her get used to that. I’m really going to be here only another few days. And I’m definitely not picking an up-market hotel so we can get cozy on soft rugs and in deep, fluffy covers. 




Definitely not.


Chapter 8







Her










HUGE, POLISHED GLASS DOORS open, swinging inward into the bright, glitzy hotel lobby. His big hand is reassuring on my shoulder as he walks me in. I feel like a princess, crossing thick, warm carpet to the gold, subdued glow at the red wood reception desk.




A pretty, elegant receptionist smiles at Leo. She’s attentive to him. She can’t do enough. Smiling, batting her eyelids. She touches her neck, squeezes her shoulders together. I kind of want to smack her.




As far as I can tell, he doesn’t even notice. His eyes stay on me the whole time. Caring, looking to see if I need anything. If I want anything. While he tells the receptionist what he wants, he checks with me at every point.




I’ve got no idea about any of it, but it’s nice to be considered that way. He makes me feel important. Being important to him is about as important as I could want to feel right now. It’s huge.




In the elevator, he gives me one of the plastic cards as a room key. Tells me to order anything I want from room service. I stand close to him and sneak glances in the mirrors all around the walls of the car. Peeking at the two of us. Him, huge, solid and square. A man so strong he seems practically bulletproof. 

Me, small, round. Nondescript. 




I like the look of me next to him, though.




Whenever I get close, he tenses up. All his muscles tighten. Feeling the whole of his powerful body clench and stiffen is thrilling, but I wish that he would relax with me. I really so much want to relax with him.




When the elevator dings on the 10th floor, we step into a wide, carpeted hallway. The doors are all dark wood and paneled. Even the electronic key card slots are brass. He slips the card into our room door to let us in.




Did I say room? It’s a suite. But not a boxy bedroom with a wardrobe-sized shower and bathroom. A really big room, like a living room, with couches and chairs around a coffee table, a wide desk by the big bay window. 




Long, heavy drapes in pale blue, have thin, gauze curtains behind them.




Padding quickly around the room, looking behind all the furniture, feeling inside the drawers, he tells me, “Don’t be too near the windows.”




“Why?”




“It may not be safe.”




“No one knew we were coming here.” I tell him, “We didn’t even know.”




“Old habits.” His smile is thin and dark, like a secret. It lights me up inside. “They’re habits that have served me well.” 




I reach up to put my hand on his shoulder. “Then I’ll learn them, too.”




He sits at the desk and says, “I’ll call down for food.” He picks up the room phone, “You must be starving. What would you like?”




“I don’t know. What do they have? Is there a menu?”




“You just tell me what you want, sweetheart. They’ll find it.”




“I don’t know. Cheeseburger? Some fries.”




“Something to drink?”




“Just some water for me, please.”




You can tell that he’s Russian from his accent, but his English is perfect. When he tells the desk what he wants, he has an such easy way to command them. It sends a shiver down the middle of my spine. I squirm a little, realizing how wet I am. I know that’s horribly inappropriate. But I’ve been having inappropriate thoughts about him since we first met.




“It shouldn’t be too long,” he says after he puts the phone down. Then, “May I use your computer, please.”




“Sure,” I fetch the little laptop from my rucksack and hand it to him.




“What’s the password?” He says as he opens the lid, “Would you prefer to type it in yourself, so you don’t have to tell me?”




“Doesn’t have a password.”




He looks at me like a math teacher when you got something wrong. “You shouldn’t leave your computer without a password.”




“There’s nothing important in my computer.”




“Everything you do on the computer is you. Everywhere you go on the internet, every click, every PM, every email. They’re all you.”




I shrug.




“When you say there’s ‘nothing important’ on the computer, there’s you. You’re important.”




God, I want him so much right now.




[image: Image]




A server in a neat gray uniform arrives with a golden trolley of food. Big silver domes cover the plates. He lifts each one to show, “Cheeseburger, fries, salad, coleslaw,” then the other, “Steak sandwich, fries, salad, coleslaw.” Then, “Beers, sodas and condiments on the shelf below.”




The warm smells of food stir me into life. I don’t even wait to grab my plate and start into the cheeseburger.




Leo hardly looks up as he hands him a big tip. The server flashes his eyes at me. Turns back with a big smile before he shuts the door behind him. “Just shout if there is anything else you need.”




Since we got in here, Leo hardly looked up from the computer. Now he’s doing something with Miroslav’s cards and his phone.




While we eat, he connects his phone to Miroslav’s with a cable. He starts up some sort of app on his phone. The screen is in Russian, so I don’t look too hard. But I ask him, “Is that some kind of superspy tech you’ve got there?”




“It’s not that super.” He shrugs. “You can find the stuff on the internet if you determined and you know where to look.”




“You’re determined,” I say, smiling at him, “and I guess you know where to look.”




He smiles back a little. It makes me tingle deep down in my stomach. It’s good. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was.




While I eat, he calls up a car rental company on my laptop. He goes to a screen for his existing rental and he reports it, ‘Damaged. Not Drivable.’ Then he orders up another car to be delivered overnight. 




That done, he tells me, “I need to call a friend in Moscow.”




“Okay.”




He dials a long bunch of numbers. Looks at his watch while he listens to the phone. Then he starts talking in Russian. I can’t get much of a sense of what he’s saying. The sound of his voice, though, low, like a long elegant growl, lights fires inside me.


Chapter 9







Him










IT’S NIGHTTIME IN MOSCOW. Sergey won’t be at the office. I call on his personal cell. After the familiar sound of a Russian ringing tone, he answers and I tell him, “I’ve called to talk to about that favor.”




“Oh.”




There’s a long pause. I knew he wasn’t going to like this. There is no other way, though. “I definitely have something, Sergey. And I can’t finish it without some help. I need to take this further and I can’t do it without some cooperation.”




“Maybe not taking it further would be the better choice, then.”




“Anoushka, Sergey. I’m not just going to let it go.”




“You know how dangerous this would all be? Not only for you. For me. For everybody involved.”




“Of course I do. That’s why I’m here. There are too many people turning their backs, looking the other way. And worse. You know, Sergey. This is the only way.”




“How sure are you?”




“I’m sure, Sergey. The guy that I was following, the guy I came here to track? I saw somebody take a girl to him and hand her over. She would’ve been next in line.”




“Would’ve been…”




“Yes.”




“I’m guessing he’s not going to be a very good witness now. Is that right, Leonid?”




“Not much.”




I hear him take a long, slow breath into his nose. He knows that I won’t drop it. He’s debating with himself now whether he should try to cut me adrift or not. Turn me over. I know. I understand his position. In his shoes, I would be making the same calculation. 




Moscow bureaucracy is fantastically dim. Stupid is normal, moronic is routine. It’s not hard to get away with things. We all know, it’s designed to be that way.




But if you get caught in the spotlight, if you fall into the gears, the brutality of the system is vast and medieval. Just helping me will put Sergey in terrible danger. If somebody were to try to trace the lines back, join the dots, his fate would be no better than mine.




Unless I’m able to get watertight evidence against everybody, absolutely everybody involved, I’ll be totally fucked and so will anyone connected with me. When these things start in Russia, however they end, they usually end badly.




“Sergey, I just thought it was only fair to give you a heads up. I’m going to call the guy whose number you gave me.”




“No, Leo. No. Please,” he says. “Don’t do that.” He takes another long breath. “I’ll call him. You’ll get much more cooperation that way.”




Her laptop is on the coffee table next to me and I’ve balanced my food plate on the arm of the couch. I’m stretched out with my legs up on the cushions, talking on the phone, looking at the laptop. While I talk, she comes over. Crawls up onto the couch and nuzzles into my lap.




I really should shoo her away. I can’t bring myself to do.




I’m no good for her.
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It’s less than five minutes later when my phone rings.




It’s not just an ‘unknown number’ but something that the Russian system can’t process. Something restricted.




I pick up. A gravelly American voice says, “Leonid?”




Before I can speak, the voice says, “Is this a secure line?”




“No. It’s just a Russian mobile phone.”




“Fucking amateur. I don’t see how we can do business like this.”




“Did my friend tell you what I need?”




“He told me some absurd and far-fetched story about there being a Russian cop, running around the streets of Baltimore, taking people’s phones and their IDs and imagining that we’re going to help him run surveillance against individuals against whom we have no evidence.”




“Yeah, not only that, I don’t even know who the individuals are.”




“So why the fuck should I be listening to you?”




“Because I can throw you a sack-load of arrests. A bulging trawl net of clear-up will drop right in your lap. And you won’t have to do a damn thing for it. Sound good?”




“I wouldn’t have to do a damn thing, except to provide a whole lot of illegal surveillance to a foreign national I don’t even know, who’s here with no credentials, and is operating as far as I can see entirely without authority.”




“But,” I say, “If it all goes ass up, as you might say, you’ve got me, and you can drop me in it from a great height.”




“All my Christmases come at once, right?” He makes no sound for a long time. “What can you tell me about the primary individual?”




“Two things. He initiated a call at 8:42 this evening,” Off the computer screen I read him the GPS location of the door at the front of the Falcon Inn. “And I know he’s a Russian or Eastern European who goes by the name of Pyotr.”




“That’s really not much.”




“Special Agent, I don’t know your name or anything about you. I do believe that your aims would be the same as mine, though. What about if I leave it with you?”




Have I said enough to persuade him? I have no way to know, but I’ve played the cards I have. There’s no point trying to sell him on it. He’ll do it if he wants to. I haven’t got anything more to persuade him.




Amelia’s head is in my lap, and I realize that I’m stroking her hair. Contact with her makes me feel good. Perhaps she’s fallen asleep.




I look down. 




No. She hasn’t.
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“IS THIS WHY YOU came here from Russia,” I ask him, “To do this thing, whatever it is that you are doing?”




“Yes.”




His voice is been rumbling through my body while I was curled up in his lap. Warming me with the vibrations. 




The day before yesterday, my life seemed so bad. When Daddy went to court, I was sure he was going to come home. The charge against him is bullshit and there wasn’t even any evidence. When he didn’t come home, I thought I would die.




Now I don’t know if I’ll ever see him again – I guess I can still visit – but did he know what he was sending me into? Did he know what Uncle Grigori was going to do? He can’t have. Surely. I feel like the whole of my world has collapsed.




And through all of that mayhem, I’ve found the most wonderful man. A man I can obviously never be with. I’m too young for a man like him. Worst of all, I’m sure he’s not interested.




And yet, here we are, cozy and safe together in this plush hotel suite.




I don’t know who he was talking to, but I know that it sounded pretty fucking serious. I caught the Russian word for ‘gangs,’ and a lot of talk about risk.




He doesn’t seem fazed. Not by any of it. While he was talking, he sounded like a commander. He’s a powerful man.




I ask him, “Why?”




He looks at me, still stroking my hair. I like him doing that. “Why what?” He asks me.




“Why did you come here to do this?”




His lips tighten and he takes a short breath. “My niece.” he says, “Anoushka. She went missing about two months ago. I think this is where she came. Not by choice.”




His eyes are so sad it makes me start to well up.




I sit up. Look into his face. In my stomach, I feel an echo of the pain he must be carrying.




“How old is she?” I’m careful not to say, ‘was’ but he says,




“She was eighteen, two months ago. In our part of Moscow, that’s quite old for this sort of thing to happen. They usually take them younger. Much younger most often.” His eyes tighten. “They don’t all come here, some go to the Middle East – Saudi Arabia, the Gulf states. Some to China. And there are places in Europe.”




“I hope you’ll find her.” 




He takes my face in his hands. He’s so tender. His big hands, strong and capable of brutal violence, hold me like a baby bird.




I move closer. Look into his eyes. “You must love her very much.”




“My sister died. Three years ago. My cousin and I have been trying to look after Anoushka. It hasn’t been easy, she’s a demanding girl and trying to spread her wings.” His voice catches in his throat.




“Is that what she was doing?”




He nods. “I don’t hold out too much hope for finding her. Even if she is still alive and well, she could be anywhere.”




“So, why did you come here?”




His eyes blaze and his nostrils flare. “I found the route. I know they operate through the port of Baltimore. I know they bring girls here. They bring them in shipping containers.” He makes a hollow laugh, “Girls from Eastern Europe, the families save up. They pay the gangs to get girls abroad. Their daughters, sisters, cousins, wives even, sometimes. They give up their savings to buy them a passage. They believe that they’re guaranteed good work, good wages, high status.” His mouth tightens. “Poor fucks.”




When he raises his face back up, his eyes are hollow. “Some people have so little, they’ll believe anything.”




I touch his cheek. He turns his hand over, takes my hand in his. “I knew that Anoushka wasn’t like that.” His head shakes as his eyes almost close, “She was looking for excitement. Adventure. Any way that she could find it.” He looks up and away into the distance, “She was bound to stumble into something dangerous.” He looks into my eyes and I feel him. My hand presses on his chest.




His chin flattens as he says, “Something dangerous was what she was looking for. The far horizon.”




He draws me to him. Takes me into his arms. Holds me close.




Such a rush of emotion washes through me. The tale is so terrifying, yet here in his arms now, I never felt so safe in my life.


Chapter 11
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MAKING MY VOICE LIGHTER, playful to soften the mood, change the air, “He was nice, wasn’t he?” 




She takes her plate with the cheeseburger and potato chips. Looking up from a bite in her burger, she says, “Who?” Her eyes are smoky.




“I thought his badge said, ‘Theo.’ Was that right?”




Still pretending she doesn’t know, “Who?”




“That great-looking guy who brought up the tray of food and drinks. I wondered if you wanted to ask him to stay for a drink.”




Sounding uninterested, she says, “Was he very nice looking?”




Perched on the arm of the couch, next to her, teasing, I say, “Come on. Don’t tell me you didn’t notice his strong shoulders, or his ice-gray eyes?”




“Okay.” She lifts an eyebrow. “But I wasn’t looking. I didn’t see his eyes.”




“Because you were fixated on his powerful thighs.”




“Can’t say I noticed his thighs.”




“Was it his huge, strong hands, then?”




“Didn’t see them.” She’s rising on her knees. She gets up like Venus stepping out of the sea.




The silky cotton of her shirt drifts over the round swell of her breasts. With her shirt unbuttoned halfway down, the creamy hot scent of her is impossible to ignore. Some lucky cock will get between those breasts one day.




Clearing my throat, “Don’t tell me you were staring at the bulge in his pants.”




She giggles. Standing now. In front of me. Close enough that I can feel the warmth. The fiery heat of her pussy as she stands, her feet either side of mine.




“I really didn’t pay any attention to him at all.” She twinkles, mischievously, “Not nearly as much as you did, obviously. Would you like to see if he’ll come back? You two could be alone in the bedroom suite. I can take the couch. It’s way more comfortable than the bed I was expecting to sleep on tonight, anyway.”




She shuffles closer. “Were you watching,” she bites the side of her lip and her eyelids lower, “as the fabric strained over his swelling cock?”




So. She turned my plan to tease her back on me. Now she’s teasing me.




Her eyes flash. “How closely were your eyes glued to the slow uncurling of his thick armadillo?”




Lowering her voice she puts a fingertip to her lips.




She lifts her eyebrows. “Were you watching his fat sausage as it straightened up, lengthened like it would poke up and out from behind his belt?”




“Okay. Stop it.”




“Why?” She giggles, “I thought you were interested.”




“Well, you were clearly paying attention.”




“I was,” she bites her thumb, “but not to him.” Her eyelids bat. “It was your cock that I was watching. And that’s what I was describing. Should I describe it some more?” 




My breath is coming harder. Her eyes flash down to the front of my pants. Direct and unashamed. She wants to drive me, push me past the edge of my endurance. Push me until she can make me snap and take her.




And nothing, nothing in this world would be better than to taste her juicy, wet pussy. Run my tongue into the hot honey of her petals.




She watches my cock as it hardens even more. Pumps so fast it hurts. There’s no way for me to pretend any longer. The swelling and pounding is an urgent hunger. Has been, since the very first moment her eyes gleamed into mine.




Since my very first glimpse of her round ass, her fabulous, bouncing tits, and her wicked eyes, when she moved, nervous and afraid through the dark menace in the Falcon Inn, this delicious, womanly sized woman has had my testosterone pumping and targeted in a dedicated strike formation.




She moves to stand even closer. The atmosphere is crackling. Defuse the situation.




“Okay, Amelia. Enough now.”




The soft warmth of her body is inflaming me. And the heat from between her thighs burns against the front of my pants. Images swirl in my head. The taste of her pussy. The hot wetness on my tongue.




Her nipples poke through the shirt and scrape against my stomach. 




She whispers, “There isn’t any more that you can do tonight, is there, Leo?” She takes hold of my bicep as I try to turn. She leans, soft and warm against my arm. Steps her bare feet forward, either side of my leg.




“Stop it. Amelia, please. Stop it.”




“Hold me. Hold me, Leo.”




“You know this is wrong.”




“I do know, Leo.” Her voice is smoky as she looks up into my eyes, “What would have happened to me if you hadn’t been there, if you hadn’t taken Miroslav down? That would’ve been wrong. Anything that I can do for you, Leo, that’s not wrong. That’s right.”




The dampness of her warm breath on my chest makes my cock pulse and twitch. It rises, stroking against her stomach. Her eyes burn. 




My voice thickens, “You deserve better.”




“You think there are better men than you, Leo? I doubt it.”




“We shouldn’t do this. It’s wrong.”




“Is it, though?” and her pointed eyebrows plead with me. Her lips part, her eyes shine.




Seizing her by the neck, my hand goes to the back of her head, my thumb rests by her ear.




Her wet lips peel apart. 




I need to make myself stop.




But I can’t.




Her eyes hold mine and there isn’t enough strength in my body to pull away from her.




Both my hands slip around her waist, over the curves of her ass. Holding her there sends a charge through my body, up and down my thighs, pulsing into my cock. Gripping, hard, I lift her.




She jumps to wrap her arms and legs around me as my mouth takes hers. We lock together. Her breath is mine. Mine is hers. Her tongue welcomes me as mine probes and explores her. 




I slam her to the wall. By the side of the window. Still with a thought for safety first. Hers, at least.




Her eyes gleam wide, shining and nervous as she looks up into mine. My body presses into hers, and she slides down the wall, landing on her feet.




The hard length of my cock is pulsing, energized by her body sliding down against mine. The long ridge aches, painfully hard and stiff inside my pants. It’s dragged, sawing rough against her mound.




Heat burns from between her thighs. Roughly, tugging at her shirt, my hands drag it up, over her head. Fling it behind me. Stroking, pressing her neck, squeezing down her ribs, rubbing and caressing her stomach, then I cup and squeeze her breasts. Unhooking her bra at the front, I slip it off and fling it behind me. My mouth is moving down her neck already, eager, anxious, the blood pounds in my veins.




My lips suck and nibble at her throat. Sliding up, over to tease her ear while my fingers tease at her nipples and squeeze her perfect breasts. The tip of my tongue tracing the curves of her lobe, making her neck crane to tilt and squeeze her head against her shoulder.




My voice, low and guttural, whispers like a scrape of thick paper in her ear.




“I’m going to take you, Amelia.” My fist grips her hair. “You’re going to be all mine.” She gasps as I yank back her head. Her startled face is at odds with her eager nod.




“Yes, Leo, please. Fuck me.”




Her hands claw in my hair as I bend to suck on her breasts. My heart jumps at the rich, golden taste of her skin. As I suck on her tits, my hands work her pants down. Grabbing, cupping, tracing and squeezing her smooth, red-hot curves.




I stroke and massage her, the insides of her creamy soft thighs, up to the tops of her legs. The touch of her drives me wild.




Pulling back. Snorting, growling.




I should not be letting this happen. Letting my feelings get out of control like this. I know it, and I’m furious with myself. Too late to stop, I take the whole of her mound in my mouth. Suck. Lick. Press. A roar rasps in my throat, making her skin vibrate.




Flicking my tongue on her most sensitive places, licking all around her, teasing, slowly flicking, hard, all the way up the insides of her thighs, I pull her legs over my shoulders. Her back presses against the wall and she slides down. Pushing her pussy into my face. I’m holding her arms, letting my tongue roam and take freely outside, over and then, slipping into her white panties.




Licking. Nuzzling. Sucking. I work my tongue around inside and up against the peachy fuzz of her cleft.




My lips and the tip of my tongue find her slick, smooth heat. Her juices gush onto my tongue, and I can’t stop myself shoving the tip of it, up inside her. Wriggling it, stretching, pointing it and thickening it. Pushing it up as far as I can. Her pussy’s pressed tight against me. The lips of her flower flatten on my cheeks and my chin.




I hold her ass to tip her hips up further. She wriggles. Rides my face and moans. She’s unsure of her balance. Thinks she might fall.




I would never let that happen, but the uncertainty, the unbalance, her feeling of being out of control, that will add to the thrill.




Knowing it makes me so desperate to stretch her wide open, hard, and fill her with the thick shaft of my cock.




But I’ll wait. Hold back.




I turn my tongue all the way inside. My lips have complete possession of her. From her ass to the peak of her mound. Her wings and all the way to the hood of her clit. All of her is mine.




Gripping and fluttering on my tongue, the walls of her hot, wet cunt tense and shudder.




My tongue, meanwhile, shoves and cleaves her apart, aiming high, for that spot. That spot between two thick folds inside.




Hers is high. The tip of my tongue won’ t stretch all the way up to it, but I can press her, just below there. Just enough to tug and make her vibrate.




Her delicious juices splash into my mouth again.




So beautiful. So fucking perfect.




With my hands under her ass, I rise from a squat, lifting her on my shoulders. Spin her, whooping and giggling in the air, I land her in front of me on all fours on the soft rug. Trace and follow the line of her back with my palm. She yelps when I slap her ass. 




Her breasts are full and warm in my hands. I’m planning to scrape my fingers down her stomach. Follow it to her hot pussy. But her breasts, hanging heavy, are too beautiful not to reach for and squeeze. Then I have to scramble under her to suck. She stretches, her neck, swinging her chin from side to side and I come up between her arms, in front of her face.




“Leo! What are you doing to me?”




“Only loving and adoring you,” I tell her.




“I’m never going to recover,” she moans.




She turns. Rolls onto her back and reaches for the buttons on my shirt. I stretch over her. Grab her head. Stroke her hair.




Her mouth snatches forward to kiss me. I smile.




“You want to taste what I taste?” I ask her, “it’s wonderful. It’s you.”




Snarling, even more eager she says, “It’s what I’m feeling for you,” she surges forward. We kiss. Long and deep. Hungry. Needing and locked. Our breath trapped together. Her tongue surrendering to mine.




Leaning on one hand, I pull open my belt. Pop open the buttons on my fly.




She looks down and her eyes widen .I haul out the length of my cock. Her lips smack. Her mouth is wet. And ready. I reached over to slap her ass. Hard. She yelps. It makes me harder.




“Let me.” She looks up. “I want to taste you now.”




I hold her chin with my forefinger and thumb. She nods. Pouting her wet lips. Flattening her tongue.




My cock twiches and thickens. I slip the head between her lips. Her tongue stretches out to lick the underside. Wantonly. Lasciviously.




She curls up to sit. I keep my cock in her lips as I kneel.




I push it farther in. Her lips close around the shaft, nibbling on the ridges. She sucks me in, across her tongue, in, to the back of her throat. Her eyes widen and then they roll, half closing. 




Her two hands grab the tight globes of my ass. Pulling me deeper. I hold her by the hair. She nods. I make her nod again. A rippling trace of a laugh vibrates along the shaft of my cock and it rumbles on to my balls and my abdomen.




My thighs clench and tingle. I reach across her back and grab her ass and squeeze. Saliva gushes from her mouth onto my cock and spills, trickling to the tops of my thighs.




When my hand lands flat on her ass, the slap makes her flesh shimmy and shake. Seeing it makes me buzz, ready to burst.




At the same time, her tongue slipping down the underside of my cock, the top of her throat gripping the bulb, makes me want to push deeper and come. Right in there, in her gorgeous throat, my cock sliding between her lips, disappearing deep into her mouth.




“I have to fuck you. I have to pump you full of my cum.”




My stomach tenses and my hips start to rock as she sucks harder.




I’m so close to coming, “You think you’re going to suck it out of me and not get fucked?” and she nods. A raucous giggle rises from her chest and makes my cock shudder. Bubbles break around me in her throat.




Her lips have worked the length of my cock into her mouth. Her breasts bounce on my thighs. They bubble and billow. I reach down to grab them and squeeze. She sucks even harder.




I have to pull her off me or I’m going to lose it. I lift her up.




“I’m taking you to the bedroom.” I tell her. “We can’t do it here. I don’t want to burn your back on the carpet.”




I pick her up, cradle her in my arms, carry her through the sitting room. She reaches out to the drinks tray as we pass. Neatly, she snags two beer bottles.




Taking the bottles and standing them on a low sideboard, I throw her onto her back on the middle of the bed. Naked in front of her, my huge cock bounces at a forty-five-degree angle and she licks her lips.




Her little white panties, thin and drenched transparent, are that all she’s wearing now. Stuck against her skin, they perfectly, tantalizingly reveal the lines of her pussy. Wrenching off my shirt, my pants and shoes, my cock twitches while my eyes are glued to the shapes and contours of her lovely cunt.




“Oh, God, Leo,” she moans. “Come on and give me that beast,” she whispers, hoarse.




The sight of her is making my throat dry. The pulse rises in my temples. 




Her eyes glow and her teeth graze the side of her lip. She crawls back on her elbows.




“You won’t get away now,” I tell her, as I clamber onto the bed after her.




Laughing, mischievous, she scuttles back, over the covers, father away.




I’m after her. Panting. On my hands and knees, like a prowling animal.




She giggles, turning. Lifting her knee. Covering her breasts with her elbow.




I jump on her.




She squeals.




I rip her panties.




Taking hold of her by her chin, her neck, I take her in my hands. She squirms. Trying to escape. Sitting on top of her, pinning her down with my knees, I bang my cock on her breasts.




“Give it to me. Break me open with it, Leo,” she pleads. “Fuck me.”




Hooking my arms under her knees, I spread her wide. Pin her down. I lunge, scraping the underside of my cock against her flattened lips. Press, squeeze, grind and rub.




Her head thrashes from side to side and she moans as her hands reach down for me.




Deliberately, I slide my cock down until it drops, pops into her opening.




She twists her hips. Clasps, grasps, snatches at me. But she’s trembling too much to get a grip.




I push inside. She shouts.




It’s only then that I know. I should’ve realized.




She slams her hips against my pelvis. Hard. Twisting her face and stretching her mouth wide, her neck lengthens and her head tips back. Swelling and tense, her neck reddens and her jaw trembles.
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“GIVE IT TO ME.” she shouts, “There! Harder!”




Now I’m in danger of losing control completely. My mind is on fire. I want to possess her, protect, and impregnate her. I want to breed her. Over and over.




I want to make little replicas of the two of us. Dozens of them.




Every slide into her, every stroke draws out her needy, pleading, greedy cries. Her little pussy grips and flexes on my shaft.




I fall onto her breasts, hold her arms down against the bed. Pull her closer to me, squeeze her against me so her breasts are crushed against my pecs.




Her hips rock, rhythmic and hard. Slap against the tops of my thighs.




Pace and pummel. Hammering hard. Not holding back.




She’s hot. Her pussy is wet and slick. I feel her tense and clench. Her panting rhythm makes me tingle and tremble in response.




I don’t want to finish. Not yet.




Her legs cross around me, in the middle of my back. Pulling me deeper. She kicks her heels as her hands run up and down my sides and back. And nails scrape and gouge.




I need to drive deeper inside. Burrow farther up into her. I want to merge with her completely.




Now I grip her hair as I hammer deep and high inside her.




Her fingers claw and her toes curl as she clenches, tightening in a rising rhythm. Her neck reddens. Color rises in her cheeks and on her breasts as her neck tightens. My ass and my thighs clench. 




A searchlight exploding liquid electricity blasts through all my sinew, through my limbs, blasts and births with light, charging all my nerves.




She’s wrapped around me so tight, mirroring the roll of my hips, her pelvis rocking against mine. Her walls pull. Her desperate moans push me higher. A long, hard groan rps out of my throat.




And then, now, now! Her hands claw all over me. Her eyes widen and roll. Her legs kick.




Her pussy walls pull and suck on my cock as it pulses and pumps and propels a pounding fountain of thick, sticky-hot love-juice to blast and coat her inside.




“Leo!”




…and I could die now. It would all have been worth it.




I gather her up and kiss her. Wet, melting together like two rivers meeting, we roll and twist softly into one another, drifting into a deep current of sleep.




But as I’m slipping under, I remember tomorrow.




My dreams drift, misty and confused. Complicated, risky plans. 




And at the last minute, they all fall apart.
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DROWSY AND STILL HALF asleep, still under a sea of fluffy bedcovers, I hear him coming back into the room. Peeking out, he surprises me. He’s up, fully dressed.




“I took a look at the dining rooms downstairs. If you’d rather be out of the room, there’s a place we could go for breakfast.”




He comes to sit on the side of the bed. Strokes the hair from my forehead. Looks into my eyes. Which are still blinking. Not very pretty, I shouldn’t think.




“Last night –“ I’m fumbling for words.




“Last night,” he says with a sad look, “should not have happened, and it’s all my fault. But I can’t let it happen again.”




I take hold of his wrist. “Okay maybe it shouldn’t. I’m not so sure. But either way, that doesn’t mean we can’t talk about it.” His eyes are sad. I squeeze his wrist. “I’m not sorry that it happened. Are you? I don’t even know why you say it shouldn’t happen again.” He’s about to speak, but I don’t want to stop. “Okay, maybe I do. But still. It was wonderful.” I squeeze his wrist again. “it was fantastic. Awesome. I want it to happen again.”




He’s sharp. I think he’s angry. “I want it to happen again, too, Amelia.” He turns my hand over and holds it. Tight. “But it must not.”




Still under the covers, I wriggle my way closer to him.




He tells me, “You deserve better. And you can do a lot better. You’re young, beautiful. You need a man your own age. A man who deserves you, not some washed-up old has-been cop out to pasture and way past their shelf life.




“Men my age are idiots,” I shake his arm. I’m half joking. Half not. “They’re boys, all of them. I need a man.” Now he looks in my eyes. The look that passes between us is like electric lava. “Now I’ve had the real thing,” I’m licking my lips, “I won’t go for a boy, Leo.” My breath catches in my throat. “I need you.
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The spot that he’s picked out for breakfast is tucked away, off the main dining room. There are only a few tables and they’re all empty.




A pretty redheaded waitress brings a pot of coffee and pours for us.




“There’s buffet service,” she says, mainly to Leo, “Or you can order from the menu, and I’ll fetch whatever you like.”




She looks at me in a friendly way. I think she’s assuming I’m his niece or his daughter or something.




I get crab cakes with eggs, poached. While he orders a skillet with sausage gravy, she bobs in front of him and sparkles her eyes at him. I’m feeling faintly homicidal, wondering how she’d like her eyes scratched out.




After the waitresses finally leaves us, Leo tells me, “I got an app from the FBI.” He takes out his phone, “it’s tracking the location of Pyotr’s phone.”




Even after everything that happened yesterday, having the FBI get involved makes this all seem scarily real.




“Looks like he went to your Uncle Grigori’s apartment last night.” My heart drops. Leo looks up, watching my eyes. Checking my reaction. I don’t know what he sees. I don’t know what I feel about Uncle Grigori.




The thought of Grigori makes me shudder. My feelings about him are mixed. But then, thinking of Pyotr finding him, that means that he and Pyotr already knew each other. I feel as though waves are crashing around me. Swelling and growing. Ready to engulf me. But I feel strong, standing in the center while they crash.




Leo says, “I don’t know how much I should tell you,” The tender look in his eye confirms that he’s sensed my feelings. “You may not want to know.”




“I’m in this now, Leo. I can’t pretend that I’m not.”




“That’s Grigori’s doing. You don’t have to blame yourself. But you’re only in it until we can get you somewhere safe.”




“I don’t know where that would be.”




“Do you have other relatives? Somewhere you could go? If you need money for train or plane fare –“




“No, Leo. There’s nobody. If there had been anybody else, I don’t believe that Daddy would’ve sent me to Grigori.”




A storm of emotion wells up inside me. I’m trying hard to keep it inside and not to show it. Thinking about Mama for the first time in years. She left us so long ago. And Daddy. He tried so hard. In his way. I haven’t thought about Mama in such a long time. And I can’t shake off what Grigori said about Daddy. He didn’t really do anything wrong. The whole thing is so fucked up. To think that he might spend the rest of his life in jail. It can’t be true. It can’t, it can’t.




Leo tilts his head as he watches me. He moves his chair quietly as he stands. Comes around to my side of the table. He crouches by my chair. Puts his arms around me. A big, warm, friendly bear. Strong enough to make a wall to protect me. Protect me from everything.




“It will be all right. You’ll be okay, Amelia.”




“How?”




“I’ll see to it. Trust me.”




As he stands to come near, I reach up for his hand. I don’t want to let go of him. Not now.




The waitress comes back to set the food out for us. Leo sits. She bends low when she asks if he’d like more coffee. She seems able to ask me the same thing from a standing position.




After she leaves, I ask him, “Why didn’t you investigate this officially? If you had suspicions while you were in Moscow, and that’s where your niece went missing, you’d have had a perfectly good case there, wouldn’t you? I mean I don’t know anything about this stuff but why come here unofficially?”




“There are senior people. Political people. People high up and in organized crime. Oligarchs. Who knows how far up the trail goes? I know that the investigation in Moscow was shut down in record time. If I hadn’t come here unofficially, there wouldn’t have been an investigation. None. My colleague at the FSB will have communicated that to his contact in the FBI. Otherwise he wouldn’t be cooperating with me at all. A rogue cop, a Russian rogue cop at that, here on US soil, pursuing investigations with no official sanction or cover. That’s the kind of thing that doesn’t ever end well. The conclusion is most often going to be a hail of bullets.”




His voice is light, but I know that he’s not joking. I watched him kill Miroslav. And he deserved it. Grigori deserved it, maybe even more. But I’m a part of this now, whether I like it or not. That’s not my choice or because of Daddy sending me here, and it’s not from anything Leo has done. Grigori dragged me into this.




But I’m not going to creep away now. I had a lucky escape, but I want to help Leo finish this.




I tell him, “I’m definitely talking staying with you now. I got a glimpse of what could have happened to me. If I can do something to stop that happening to other girls, I have to do it.”




“I don’t think you understood what I said one bit.”




“I understood, Leo.” I reach across the table to touch his hand, “How are you going to look after me if you walk into a hail of bullets? I need a man, Leo, and you’re it. You’re not walking into any bullets while I’m around. You’re going to protect me, and I’m going to make sure that you fucking do.”




“I’ll protect you, Amelia. Whatever it takes.”




I didn’t realize I was so hungry until the waitress puts the crab cakes and eggs in front of me. The crab cakes are peppery, and the eggs and sauce are creamy. I devour it all like I haven’t eaten in a week.




Leo shows me his phone Awebsite of a sports club called Club Center Sports is on the screen. There are pictures of gyms, rows of exercise bikes, stacks of barbells, punch bags, cross training machines, treadmills. Nice, clean showers and locker rooms.




“Looks like a perfectly ordinary gym.”




“Sure. Also looks like it takes up about a fifth or a quarter of that building, too. What’s all the rest of it?”




“Could be other businesses.”




“Could be. Like this one,” he passes me his phone again. On the screen is the website of a club called GoLightly.




‘Sauna and massage rooms with beautiful and highly qualified masseuses. We have an excellent and well-stocked bar. Golightly is a liberated, hedonistic space for a gentleman to relax. Unwind and find relief in comfort with our very accommodating hostesses.’ He looks in my eyes. “Could the message be clearer?”




The address is the same as Club Center Sports.


Chapter 14
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THE DIRTY, UNMARKED WHITE van, parked about fifty yards past the club hasn’t moved since we got here. I don’t like the look of it, but there aren’t too many choices about how to play this. It’s going to have to be a head-on, brute-force engagement. An unknown number of armed heavies versus a lone Russian cop, outside the law and out of his territory.




Parked quietly in the SUV, near the corner, across the diagonal from the building with the ‘health club.’ A sign wrapped around the second floor advertises CLUB CENTER SPORTS. For the kind of customers a place like that will attract, I guess that the middle of the afternoon will be the steadiest traffic. The slack part of the day, when men, mostly middle-aged, skulk out of work or whatever.




In less than fifteen minutes, the first middle-aged middle manager in a rumpled suit makes his way furtively over the crosswalk. He looks over his shoulder several times before he slips into the doorway.




“People amaze me.” I’m thinking aloud, “Guys pretend to go to a gym, and they don’t even take a gym bag. Watch him take two steps, you know he hasn’t been inside a gym in years.”




She takes my hand. Having her along makes me nervous. But I’ve told her, when it comes to it, she stays in the SUV. I’ll go in, do what has to be done. She can stay here, call the FBI and the cops and wait.




Another man skulks into the doorway about another ten minutes later.




Given just a little longer, I could have developed information from some of the local businesses. People in the coffee bar, the hardware store and the bakery must have noticed the erratic string of unhealthy-looking men, making furtive entrances into the gym. None of them with any gym bag, all coming back out again, probably about forty-five minutes later, not looking any healthier. And probably hurrying.




But I don’t have time to cultivate sources. I have to take a moment and then make a one-man assault on what could be a well-guarded facility. There will be at least two heavies. Maybe more.




I think about how it will go down. Visualizing what’s likely to happen. Guessing what the layout is going to be. With no inside information, me going in on my own, the chances of coming out again are not great. But I know that I can do enough to ensure that there’s an investigation.




The gang’s activities will be disrupted and, if my guy at the FBI is paying any attention at all, he will have a perfect chance to bringing the whole operation down and arrest everyone involved.




I give them another five minutes, then I’m ready. I’ll go in looking like a customer. Assess the opposition as fast as I can and make a full-on assault. As long as there aren’t more than two or three of them, my chances are good. I’ve gone into hostile environments with worse odds before. Usually with more preparation, but you have to go from where you are.




I give Amelia my phone. I’ve put my FBI contact on speed dial. She lays a cool hand on my forearm.




I turn to look in her eyes. I have to be ready to never see them again. I want to kiss her. 




She tells me, “You go in there now, you’ll find your hail of bullets.”




“Amelia. I love you. Kiss me before I go.”




“No,” she says, “I’ve got a better idea.”


Chapter 15







Her










I WALK IN AHEAD of him, up the narrow stairs, into the gym. He holds me, with his hand gripping the back of my neck. The gym looks smaller than the pictures on the internet. It’s gray throughout. There’s nobody here. All the equipment looks clean and unworn, like it’s never been used.




We pass through two rooms with exercise machines, then through a locker room, past the showers. Another door at the back of the locker room leads into a massage room. Folded towels are piled up on a shelf, a massage table sits in the middle of the room and there’s a faint scent of massage oils – coconut and sandalwood.




When Leo opens the door on the far side of the room, there’s a stairway with a scent of intense human habitation drifting down.




 At the top of the stairs is a closed door. Inside, a big, square-shouldered man with folded arms and a heavy, scowling brow fills the doorway.




“Who the fuck are you?”




From behind me, Leo says, “I brought a fish.”




The man’s face darkens.




“Here?” he shouts. “Why the fuck –“




“Miroslav told me –“




The man looks around as he ushers us urgently through the door. His eyes narrow. 




He bends down to put his nose almost against Leo’s.




“Miroslav told you to come here?”




“He said the business is here. And he told me to bring the fish.” Leo talks slowly, “I was going to meet him on the way. But he never showed up.”




The man grabs the Leo’s shoulder. “You’d better be telling the truth, or you will have done your last Cossack dance.” Leo winces at the word ‘Cossack.’




The man shoves Leo and grabs hold of my hair. He swings his face down to look into mine. “And who the fuck are you?”




“I’m Mandy,” I tell him, “I’m…” I stammer a little, “I don’t think I want to do –”




“You’ll both come upstairs and wait. The boss will be here soon.” And he shoves us, along a hall, through a door to another stairwell.




Up two flights of steps, he takes us into a small office. There’s a desk with a laptop, a swivel chair behind, and two orange plastic chairs.




As the man glowers at us and pulls out a phone, the office door opens behind him.




A short, powerfully built bald man in a black suit, white shirt and black tie comes in. He’s startled to see me and Leo.




He scowls, looking from Leo to me and back, “Who the fuck are these two? What the fuck are they doing here?”




“This one,” the bouncer jabs Leo in the chest, “says that Miroslav told him to bring a fish here.”




“Here?”




The boss takes a phone out of his pocket. He dials a number and looks me up and down as he holds the phone to his ear. “Goran? Come in here. Jerczy found a guy who stinks of cop.”




Leo frowns. The boss drops his phone back in his pocket and says mildly, “Nothing to worry about, I’m sure. Goran will get to the truth of it. He’s good at that.”




The boss moves behind the desk. But he doesn’t sit.




He gestures to the plastic chairs. “Sit down, you two.” He smiles, “Relax.”




Leering at me, he says, “You’re going to be a fine little fish. I can just imagine you bent over, ass up. I think I’ll break you in myself.” His greedy eyes gleam like knives.




I move as close to the wall as I can. Jerczy, the muscled guard, puts out a hand to stop me.




Leo’s arm snaps out. Grabs him by the wrist.




The door handle turns. Another big man comes in.




Still holding Jerczy’s wrist, Leo grabs his T-shirt and shoves him back, stepping a foot behind his ankle.




Jerczy topples back and the dome of his bald head slams into Goran’s face. As he stumbles, Goran reaches back for the waistband of his pants.




Leo’s hand slams into Goran’s face. Bashes his head into the door frame. Hard. As Goran turns, groaning, Leo lands a hard kick in Jerczy’s side. At the same time he reaches after Goran’s wrist. Twists his arm upward.




As they struggle, Goran, part-blinded by the blood from his nose, lets out a clean punch. He connects hard with Leo’s jaw.




The boss is reaching into his suit coat. I dive under the desk, grab both his ankles and pull. Twisting and kicking, he goes down. His head bangs hard against the wall. It doesn’t seem to have much of an effect on him, though.




I scramble through, under the desk, and jump to land with my knee on his throat. My shin is on his gun hand, keeping it pinned inside his jacket.




He’s too strong for me, though. I won’t be able to hold him more than a moment.




I kneel hard on his neck before I spring up. His hand swings up out of his jacket with the gun. I grab at his wrist. I’ve got just enough force to slam his hand against the metal foot of the office chair. Not hard enough.




He still has hold of the gun. I pull my keys from my pocket and jab his fingers with the keys. Stabbing his hand, I hammer the keys faster and faster. He’s strong enough that he’ll be able to pull his arm up. But the back of his hand is tearing and bleeding.




He’s too strong for me. I can’t hold him down. He still has hold of the gun. I kick my foot into his face and his grip slackens. I just have enough leverage to twist the gun and bend his fingers.




Kicking at his face and twisting his hand, fighting to keep it pointed at the wall, finally, I get the gun.




I jump up. Stand with my foot on his throat. I point the gun at his forehead. His eyes narrow to cruel slits.




“You wouldn’t fucking dare,” he seethes, “Fucking little talking fish.”




“Now!” Leo shouts, holding up a hand up, “stop! STOP!”




He has Goran’s gun. Goran and Jerczy are both still, facedown on the floor.




Leo strides to me. Holding the gun in one hand, his other hand held out to me.




His voice is firm and level. “You don’t want to do that.”




“I really do.” If the gun has a safety catch, I can’t find it. My grip is firm.




“Trust me,” Leo says, “You really, really do not want to do that.”




“You’ve done it. Probably plenty of times.”




His voice darkens. “That’s how I know. Trust me.”




I look hard in his face for a moment. Then I turn the gun around and hand it to him. The boss is still on the floor. Leo steps in to stand over him.




Looking up, he tells me, “Watch the door!”




As soon as I step away, I hear the gunshot.




He’s moving fast toward me now. “Don’t turn back. You don’t want to see it.”
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Leo pushes me, jabs me roughly from behind. Urging me to the door. I step over Jerczy and Goran, and I can tell by the way he presses on my neck – the way he presses his hand on the back of my neck, his thumb extending upward behind my ear, he doesn’t want me to look around.




As soon as we’re out of the room, he closes the door. Then he holds my shoulders and steps in front of me. “Stay close behind.” He looks back at me, “Really close. Tight close.” I press my lips together as I give him a nod as a promise. “I will.’




“Whoever else is here,” his voice is urgent, “the gunshot will have alerted them.”




He pushes my shoulders and steers me to the stairs. Then he rushes ahead of me, up the next flight of stairs.




At the next landing, he looks down the corridor, then rushes straight up the next flight, and on up to the floor at the very top. Turning before he enters the hallway, he says firmly, “We start from the top. Work down.” And he repeats, “Stay close behind.”




Thinking about what those men had done, about the girls they must have imprisoned here, I was shaking with rage.




I wish I had killed that bastard. Leo is probably right, though. I trust him.




“Quick,” he says, hurrying along the hallway to the end, “There are probably girls in every room here. We need to get all of them out as fast as possible.”




I stopped to make for the doors along the hallway, he says, “No, we start at the far end. Work back.”




A door swings open ahead of us, halfway along the corridor. A disheveled man bursts out, one of the men we saw enter the building downstairs.




His shirt is undone, his hair is in a mess, and he’s carrying clothes in one hand. He looks startled to see us.




He moves to the side to barge past Leo. He’s grunting something. I can’t make it out.




As he dashes toward the stairs, my shin catches his ankles. His shout turns into a scream as he slips, turns and plunges down the stone steps. I hear the clumping thuds as he bounces and rolls to slump on the landing below.




“Keep going,” Leo calls back, heading straight on.




Another door slams open and a man sprints out, running toward us. Leo points a gun at him. He ducks, and his shoulder slams straight into me. He knocks me back out of the door. My back slams hard against the railing. Bending me backward. Out over the stairwell.




The man’s face is wet with sweat and red, twisted with rage. He shouts at me. Leo is turning and opening the door, but the man has his hands on my throat. I kick him as hard as I can in the balls.




He doubles over. Then lunges at me again. I crouch and roll forward. He dives. Stumbles straight over me. Over the railing.




It seems like a long silence before we hear the crumbling thump and the wet cracking sound.




After he’s seen that I’m okay, Leo runs to the farthest door along the hallway. I see his method. I take the door facing across the corridor. As we burst in, we hear a shout from the stairs.




“FBI. Remain where you are. Put down any weapons and stand with your hands above your head.




A lot of noise comes up from below, on the stairs. The stamp of heavy boots. Shouts and thumps from the stairwell.




The voice is through a bullhorn. “We will not issue another warning.”




Leo shrugs. We open the doors. In the room that I open, a girl is being held down by a pasty, overweight man. She’s naked. Eighteen, maybe. She has long red hair that’s wet and stuck to her freckled face.




I grab a man by the hair. He twists and reaches up at me.




I yank his hair, hard. Shove his head toward the door. I tell the girl, calmly, “You need to get ready to get out of here.”
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I BOOM OUT MY well-practiced cop ‘voice of command,’ over the commotion that’s rising throughout the building now, “If you’re a customer, lie on the floor face down with your hands up.” It sounds strange to me. I never used it in English before.




I bang hard on each door and shout, “Girls, get up and get out. Bring clothes, a towel, a robe, anything. We’re here to save you. Come outside. Bring what you need if you can.”




Hammering again on the doors, “Customers, lie face down on the floor with your hands above your head. Do not move. If you have a weapon, leave it well out of reach.”




I go to the far end of the corridor. Kick open the door. The flimsy doorframe shreds and splinters around the door handle as the flimsy door cracks in. I have the gun raised, held in both hands. A man is crouching, looking like he’s ready to move. I put the gun straight at him. “On the floor. I’ll give you a count of three.”




A terrified girl huddles on the bed, in a corner with her knees up, clutching bedclothes to her chin.




Reluctant, the man stretches out on the floor.




Before I get to the second door, heavy boots rush up from the stairs. I raise my hands and hold the gun pointed upright and open hand. Two men in suits with dark glasses and Kevlar vests come into the corridor and a crouching advance position with guns raised. As soon as I see them, I crouch to lay the gun flat on the floor. Then I raise my hands again.
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I PRESS MYSELF FLAT against the wall of the hallway. The first FBI agent, in his black glasses, walks in a sideways crouch with his gun extended forward. He moves straight past me.




The second agent points his gun upward and stops in front of me. “Are you okay?”




Silently, I nod. “Don’t hurt Leo. He’s here to rescue these girls.”




The agent doesn’t respond directly to me, and I can’t see his eyes through the dark glasses. He tells me to wait, and he moves forward.
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Being surrounded by the FBI makes me afraid. More than I should be. I’m looking for Leo. I wish I could have him close to me right now. A bad memory floods back.




My daddy used pot to relieve hypertension, some anxiety issues. Some guy in a bar told him he would be better buying it in bulk, that he’d pay less for it that way. Daddy said he didn't know anyone he could buy from in quantity. No one trusted. Of course, the guy in the bar said he knew somebody. Daddy is so trusting.




The somebody the guy in the bar knew turned out to be an FBI snitch. When he bought the pot, Daddy was taken to a Bureau facility, and he was interrogated. There, they told him his alternatives were, he could go to jail for buying a large quantity of grass or, one time only, he could act as a CI. I learned that's a confidential informant, for the FBI.




Daddy said that apart from the guy in the bar, and the other guy he recommended, that he didn't know anybody he could snitch on. He was pretty sure that the guy in the bar was part of the setup anyway. Especially when the FBI showed no interest in busting him.




So the FBI told him they could provide someone for him to snitch on. They had a meeting set up, ready to go. That evening.




"You wear a wire,” they said, “Take some money down to a hotel room, in Manhattan. We give you the address, the contact. You just go and buy some drugs. That's it."




"That's all?" Daddy didn't believe them. I think he was scared. I would have been terrified. He didn’t tell me about that, though. And I didn’t press him. 




"Apart from later on, you testify at the trial, that's it."




Given the choice between that and going to jail, Daddy figured he would have to take the chance.




So, they set it up with the wire, give him an envelope full of money, told him the address, and they gave him a ride to Alphabet City.




The hotel room was on the top floor of a dingy walk-up.




When Daddy knocked on the door, a huge man flung the door open and yanked him inside. There were two other men in the room, both of them were armed, and there was a machine gun on the bed.




Daddy kept his cool as best he could. He gave them the money, and the men gave him a package.




The whole time, he was terrified that they would try to search him. But they didn't. They just took his money. He realized he should have checked the package but he wouldn’t know how to do it. He didn’t even know what it was they gave him, except he knew it wasn’t grass.




The men escorted him out, took him downstairs, back out to the street, onto the sidewalk. Then they jumped into a car, and drove away.




It was half an hour later when the FBI came around to pick him up. When they realized that the men were gone, and the money was gone, and their money was gone with them, they charged Daddy.




Only, they didn't charge him with buying grass. They charged him with buying cocaine.




They said that they were doing him a favor by getting the DA to knock it down to a misdemeanor, first offense. That he was lucky to get off with such a short sentence.




Seeing the FBI agents here gives me seriously mixed feelings.
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GIRLS BEGIN TO APPEAR in doorways. Some are wrapped in towels or bedsheets. They all have a haunted, vacant look. I wonder if they’re drugged or if they’re in PTSD.




Two more black-suited FBI men in shades with Kevlar vests approach me. Their guns are raised, two-handed.




My weapon is on the floor and my hands are raised. The first agent shoves his gun hard against my temple, pushes me by the shoulder to turn the against the wall. Kicks my feet so my legs are spread and shoves me forward, so I lean on my hands.




More agents appear from the stairwell and they begin to hustle the girls down the hallway and out.




By my reckoning, there are six, maybe eight johns on this floor. Two agents are clearing the rooms. They work from the stairs along the corridor to the end.




The agent frisking me with one hand demands, “Show me some ID,” while he holds the gun on me with the other.




“There’s a wallet in my suit coat. Inside pocket. You want me to get it?”




He shoves me harder against the wall. Reaches around to find my inside pocket. He calls over a colleague and hands the wallet to him. “Put him in the wagon. Make them secure while you run an ID check.”




It’s what I would have done. No point taking chances.




Then, a loud voice. A big man is pacing down the hallway. “I’ll take care of this one.” He takes my wallet. The other two agents set about clearing the johns from the rooms along the hallway.




The sounds of many feet on every floor of the building, rumble like a steady roll of thunder.




“I found three men in the office downstairs,” the agent says to me, turning me to face him. “They appear to have had a disagreement and all shot or battered each other.” He watches me, waiting to see whether I react or put up an argument.




“Do you know any of them?” I asked him.




“Two of them were under investigation already. The other, the ugly bald guy, he’s well known to us.”




“Are you going to take me into custody?”




“I don’t see any need for that.” He looks in my eye, “at least, there won’t be unless I look at your ID.” He watches me carefully. “I think if I studied that too hard, you might need to be questioned and detained.”




He hands me back my wallet. “Take care of that,” and he stoops to pick up my gun. “I’m feeling this might get lost.”




“Amelia.” I tell him, “She doesn’t have anyone to take care of her. I’d hate to see her go into the system.”




“I understand,” the agent tells me, “Do you think you’ll be able to make arrangements for her care?”




“I will, if I’m remaining at liberty.”




“Good. Oh,” the agent says, “I spoke with your friend [name] in the FSB. He told me about your niece. I think we know where she is.”




Before I can stop myself, I seize him by the shoulders. All the other agents stop and turn their guns on me. “Is she all right?”




The agent waves to the others, “Stand down. We’re cool here.” Then, to me, “Come along with me afterward. We’ll find out.” But he looks at me over his shades, “But I think she’s going to be fine.”




I tell him, “There’s one other thing I need to talk to you about.”


Chapter 19







Her










I TELL LEO, “I was so afraid that they would arrest you.”




Radios crackle. A female agent hands out mylar blankets to the line of shivering girls on their way into the blacked-out security of the FBI people carriers.




“Honestly?” his arm is around my shoulder, “I was, too, little treasure. But they would’ve taken care of you,” he walks me across the sidewalk and through the red and blue flashing lights, back to his rented SUV.




“They would’ve taken care of me by putting me through the care system, or social services. Or something worse.”




My fingers are clasped tight on Leo’s arm, hold on tightly. It’s hard to believe that through all of this crime and cruelty, I found a man, a man so hard, but with such a tender heart inside. And the feelings that we have for each other, we’re like mirrors of each other. Like jigsaw puzzle pieces. Like Legos.




As he holds me close, I feel him swell and stiffen. I guess he’ll head back to Moscow. But maybe he would let me come with him. There’s nothing left for me here, after all. Not without Leo.
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Floria brings the coffee pot over, asks if I’d like a refill.




Even though I was away for less than a week, when I walked back in the restaurant the first time, Floria ran up and hugged me. Somehow, she knew that I’d been through something. Still, it’s nice of her, it’s nice of the restaurant, letting me do my work here on my laptop. It’s sure nice to be back in Brooklyn, I’ll say that.




Just a few more hours of coursework to log, and I should get my CDA certificate. I could be done by the end of the month.




That’s not the exciting part of today, though.




Right now, Leo is having a meeting with the Bureau. That’s how they always call themselves, that’s what he calls them now. The Bureau.




When Agent Trask said he would be happy to give Leo a recommendation to take back to Moscow, Leo told him, “I can’t go back there.”




“Oh? Why’s that?” Trask looked over his shades at Leo.




“Because I know that this investigation is going to lead straight to the head of my department, and then to the lieutenant in charge of our division. If I were to go back to Moscow, I’d be lucky to end up on the streets, handing out parking tickets. More likely, I’ll get assigned to something in the penal division. Quite possibly as an inmate.”




So Trask said, “The skills you showed, tracing this gang here, tracking them down and bringing them to our attention,” he put a hand on Leo’s shoulder. “We can always use a guy like you in the Bureau.” 




He sounded like he meant it. “I can’t make any promises,” he said, “and it would all depend on how all of your paperwork checks out, but we don’t usually have visa or permit problems with hiring foreign nationals, where there is a good case to be made.”




Of course, what really got Leo excited was nothing at all to do with his own career. That’s my Leo.




He was much more juiced when they found his niece.




Anoushka is a lovely girl. A bit crazy, but that’s what you would expect. When Leo said he could get her back home inside a week or two, she told him he’d have to catch her all over again. She was determined that she was going to stay here in the States. Work with girls who have been trafficked.




I think Leo was able to get help to her before she’d suffered too much herself, but she was certainly passionate about keeping other girls from going through the same thing.
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When the door to the restaurant opens, I look up from the laptop. With the sunlight in from the doorway behind him, Leo strides in. Still makes my heart pound, and my juices run, every time I see him. Every time his eyes shine and twinkle into mine.




Even now, I still can’t read his eyes. I can’t get a sense of how the meeting went at the Bureau.




Floria smiles, but she hangs back as he comes to my table. I get up to greet him and get a hug.




Our hands, our fingers have to be touching each other. At all times. We can’t bear to be completely apart. We’ve been out of each other’s presence now for, what? – two-and-a-half hours? – still, it’s like we haven’t seen each other for years. We hug.




Murmuring to each other as we kiss is like a coded promise. Something for later. Our bodies are hot for each other, like always. My heart pounds for him. And I know what he feels is real, because I feel his heart banging next to mine.




“I love you so much, Amelia,” he says, before we sit down.




We can’t keep her hands off each other. Like always. I stroke his face and tell him, “I love you, too, Leo.” Each time I say it, I need him to know that I mean it. And I need him to know what it means to me that he feels it for me, too.




“So,” I’m breathless, “how did it go?”




“I’ve got something to tell you,” he says, “something I have to tell you first.”




Now my heart is really hammering. What can it be? I tightened my grip on my home that




I tighten my grip on his hand. Placing my fingers with his. Holding his hand tight. Watching his eyes.




“What? Tell me!”




“I saw Father Barishnikov.”




“The priest at the little church? That’s nice,” I’m confused. I don’t know where he’s heading with this, “How is he?”




“He’s fine, Amelia. He remembers you, fondly.”




He gets up.




Now I’m panicking. “What? What is it?”




Leo moves to the side of the table. Drops to one knee. Kneels by my side and looks up at me. “Amelia, I love you so much, and I knew since the moment I saw you, you are the woman for me. No other woman would ever do.” He takes a little box out of his pocket. “I don’t expect you to say yes, but I’m going to ask you anyway. Amelia Chernov, will you marry me?”




Tears stream down my face as I tell him, “Yes, Leo. Yes, of course I will.” 




Then he tells me, “I think this may be the best news of all, for you, sweetheart," as he stands to put his arms around me, “The FBI pulled strings to get your daddy out of jail on license for the wedding."
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I almost cried when Daddy showed up at the church. He was there, waiting outside when I arrived, and he walked me up the aisle. It could not have been more perfect.




Anoushka came and Agent Trask came to the wedding, which was lovely of him. Floria and all the people in the restaurant came. All the people that I've met on the CDA program came, including my tutor and my mentor. It was wonderful.




The best moment of it all was when the priest with his deep, rich voice, holding the thick book and standing in front in his long robes with his great long beard, and he said, "and I now pronounce you man and wife. Leonid Semenov, you may now kiss the bride."




That was not a chaste, cool, kiss on the lips. Not a lips-just-touching brush. That was a pure, full, deep, long kiss. A kiss that I will remember for the rest of my life.


Epilogue I







Her










THE BROOKLYN TOWN HOUSE in Red Hook has a flight of stone steps up to the front door. My Amelia is so excited to see inside the house, her face is alight.




"Come on," she tugs at my arm, “Get out the keys. Let me inside. I want to see it!"




"Not so fast, Mrs. Semenov,” I give her a stern look, “There are formalities."




"What?" She said looking around her.




I unlock the door, but before she can move, I sweep her off her feet and up into my arms.




Kicking open the door, I lift her high. “Welcome to your new home, Mrs. Semenov. Your palace, my Queen Amelia." With her arms around my neck, she's looking around, wide-eyed like a kitten as I carry her straight through the first floor to the stairs.




"I want to see the kitchen. And the living room. Oh, is that a conservatory out back? There's a garden.” Her eyes stretch wide, ”It looks huge."




"All in good time, Mrs. Semenov," I tell her, bounding up the stairs, two steps at a time with her in my arms.




I carry her straight up to the top floor of the three-story house. The whole floor has been cleared and opened up. In one corner is a whirlpool bath. On the back wall are two bathrooms, either side of the window.




In the middle of the expansive room is a beautiful, soft, king-size bed.




"Formalities, Mrs. Semenov.” I set her down on her feet.




"Leo, it looks wonderful.” Her face glows with excitement. ”You must just let me change…"




I seize her by the neck. Take her mouth with mine. Crush her to me. Grabbing her by her ass. Her body melts into mine.




Pulling up the skirt of her wedding dress, I'm hungry to take what's mine.




With the other hand, I pull down the bodice, scoop her breast out of the strapless bra. 




Her leg lifts to curl around me. My hand slips up inside of her thigh, stroking for the hot wetness that I know is there, waiting for me. Her scent is driving me mad.




I want to lick her. Pull and suck on her clit, suck on her while my tongue thrashes and writhes up inside her pussy. Vibrating in the walls as they flutter and grip. Taste her honey and drink it deep. Tickle and press my tongue and my fingers, between the cheeks of her ass, along the channel… high inside her, until she screams.




I want to worship and cherish her body. Take her up to a plateau, then up to the next. Up from one to another, building the tension and playing out the release, higher and higher until she bursts and implodes in a devastating release.




But I can't wait.




She yelps as I throw her on the bed. Her eyes gleam and glisten, wide with excitement. Her wet lips part for me.




Spreading my fingers to open her, I lean down and take out my cock at the same time.




“Leo,” her fingers grip in my hair, scratch on my back, “You’ll ruin the dress," she groans as my fingers find their way inside.




"You won't need it again. The dress was only made to be worn once. It already fulfilled its purpose."




"Leo." Her legs raise and her thighs part, tipping her hips up. The head of my cock slides against her pussy.




"The dress was made to make you beautiful, which was a waste of time, because you already are. And it was made to make you my bride, and I'm going to do that, now."




She gasps and bucks as I pierce her entrance.




"Leo," she moans.




She's so wet. So tender and yielding. Her walls squeeze and tug on my cock.




I plunge, all the way inside. Her nails claws into my back as she shouts.




Her body curls and rolls with mine as I stretch her wide, impaling her with my shaft.




I want to get us both naked. Feel our two bodies, free and with no barrier. But first I have to claim her. Bring her to a powerful orgasm, in time to come with her. Pump her full of my hot seed.




Her movement is urgent, too. Rolling her hips to push her pussy all the way up my rail, pushing until our hips kiss, pounding with me. Hotter. Harder.




“Leo.” My cock swells as I lower my hips for more friction, to scrape her deeper, to push her higher. Her nails rake my back, and her head thrashes. Plunging harder into her I feel her clenches, rising in rhythm, trembling faster, beating deeper.




I squeeze her ass and her breasts. I feast on her mouth and her neck. She bites down on my shoulder. Her back arches and her toes curl. 




“Leo!” Her fingers tear in my hair.




With my hand on her neck, stroking her face, running my thumb over her lips, inside her mouth, I lower my hips again. Her neck tightens and reddens.




“Leo!”




“Yes, my love.”




I stroke her hair. Hammering low and hard. Deep and steady. The blush spreads to her cheeks. Her chest. Her hands claw at me as her hips pivot. Faster. Harder.




“Leo! LEO!”




“Yes, Amelia. Yes my love.”




“I’m coming, Leo.”




“I’m coming with you, my love.” She trembles, clenching and gushing. And my cock fattens with pulsating donut rings, blasting thick, bolts of seed into her.


Epilogue II







Him










AGENT TRASK REALLY WENT the extra mile, getting the charges against Amelia's father dropped. He said it would be easiest to do it through a procedural error in the evidence filing, but he decided in the end that wasn’t good enough.




He said, “The group in the Brooklyn Bureau Office need to be broken up and reassigned,” so he made a complaint to Washington.




It's took a little while for Amelia’s father Mr. Chernov to adjust. He came out of prison with all the symptoms of PTSD. He did take responsibility, though.




Watching Amelia and her father rebuild their relationship has been something really special. It’s been hard for him as well as for her, and I’m proud of how well she handles it. She’s more the parent than he is now. I was impressed when I heard her say, “Daddy, you must have been so afraid. I so wish I could’ve talked to you about it.”




“Darling, my sweet little girl,” his smile was thin and pained, “if you could’ve talked to me about it, I would have broken down completely. Thank you, thank you so much for being strong for me. I love you so much.” He is lucky to have her as a daughter.




I’m proud of Anoushka, too. She’s really adapted, transformed herself completely and she’s really happy now, and her. She does a fantastic job, helping to protect young girls from sex trafficking, and rehabilitating the poor victims that do get caught up in it.




My work with the FBI is rewarding, too. I don't only work on trafficking cases, but that is my specialty.




More, Yuri and Irina, our own two miracles are as beautiful as their mother. Well, nearly.




Most important is my bride. My queen. I wanted my Amelia to just stay home and look after the kids, but she blossomed in her childcare work. It amazes me that she has the emotional reserves to look after troubled children, and then come home to take care of our own two little ones. 




But Amelia knows what she wants, and I'm not going to go against that.




I have the love of my life. Who could ask for more?
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I really hope you enjoyed that fast, sizzling tale.




KONSTANTIN is an older Russian man

burning for the innocent young

American girl







KONSTANTIN
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KONSTANTIN

NOW
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I know that you love reading, maybe

as much as I love crafting and

telling the stories,

so let’s keep in touch




CLICK HERE

to join

Alice’s Readers’ Group




Get news. offers, swag and more! 
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