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        His hand was bunching her hair at the nape of her neck, his lips close to hers. She could feel the heat from his body, the clean scent of his cologne. “Yes.” Breathless.
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        He smiled, the dangerous, sensual smile of a man completely dominating a beautiful woman’s body, and thrust his huge, rock-hard cock into her. Riley gasped at the feel of him inside her as they fucked, completely oblivious to the people walking along the streets at the end of the alleyway. She didn’t do this; she never did this, but God, when he’d stalked her like a lion at the party, she’d somehow known the night would end like this.
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        Frustrated, sexually inexperienced FBI Special Agent Carolyn Moss is chasing some of the hottest criminals in America. But these bad boys will never see the inside of a cell. The only way to catch them is by the heart—and five lonely, desperate women will be the ones to do it. But will Carolyn be one of them?
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        I jacked a car tonight with a bound woman in the trunk.

        Looks like I saved her life—isn’t that ironic?

        Now she’s offering me a pile of jewels to get her to Montreal.

        I take the job to get a chance at taking her.

        Those first few nights are hot—but she’s got a secret.

        She’s the mob boss’s daughter—and he wants her back.

        I haven’t had a woman this amazing in my entire life.

        I’ll drive like the devil to keep her safe.

        But with both the mob and the FBI after us, do we have a chance of a clean getaway?
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        Carolyn

      

      

      Date: December 29, 2018

      
        
        Location: Lloyd, New York, 1.5 hours outside of New York City

        Subject: Alan Chase

        Criminal Record: Sealed Juvenile Record. No adult record. Suspected in 34 separate grand theft auto cases in New York, New Jersey, and Connecticut. Routinely dismissed due to lack of evidence. Subject has never been successfully detained or incarcerated.

        I sit back from my laptop screen and stretch, my back popping. I’m stiff from driving and sick of bad weather. It’s only an hour and a half from the New York field office on a good day, but I just spent three hours bumper to bumper on 9W in the pouring rain.

        I’m here because my boss hates me—the talented and ambitious new transfer—enough to send me on a wild goose chase after criminals so good they’ve never left behind enough evidence or witnesses to implicate them. All five are behind a laundry list of crimes, but we’ve never been able to make any charges stick. I have a ‘hit list’ of five subjects countrywide, and Alan Chase is first on it.

        At least he’s only a thief. Never violent—just skilled, sneaky. There are men that are guilty of far worse than car theft—especially number five.

        But I don’t want to think about him. Focus on our Road Runner here.

        Alan Chase is an impeccable thief. Not to mention a world-class driver. He could give NASCAR racers a run for their money, according to the one Long Island cop who tried to chase him on the interstate.

        “…I never even got close to his bumper. The guy swam through the traffic and the wind and the rain like a damn fish up a stream. He just knew where the holes in the flow of traffic would open up.”

        “…He didn’t endanger anyone, either. Caused a few fender-benders by startling people, but he never knocked into anyone to block my way, didn’t drive wrong-way through any areas, never touched the shoulder.”

        “…He was just gone. I wasn’t even able to follow enough to catch it all on dash cam, let alone get a look at his face.”

        I get up to do a few floor poses for my back and mix up a batch of instant coffee. The old brick hotel has radiators that clank and tick constantly and an elevator that rattles; it sounded like it was going to expire when I brought up my baggage. But it’s a lot cozier than the drafty apartment I share with two roommates in Brooklyn.

        Guess I’m spending my New Year’s working again. But that’s all right. No family to go home to anyway.

        Alan Chase has been living in Lloyd for three months according to his latest landlord. He likely is involved in the uptick in auto thefts. So I’m stuck here spying on him until we catch him at something or he moves on.

        I bring up Chase’s photo gallery and frown at his smiling face on my screen. Cute.

        Roguish grin, kind of scruffy. Dark auburn hair, dark brows, light brown eyes with a touch of red to them—like sunlight through glasses of sherry. Lean-jawed, athletic, but raw-looking. The kind of guy that lives in jeans.

        Hot, but not my type. One of the five I’m chasing is, but I’m trying not to think about him.

        If I’m vigilant, smart, and lucky, I’ll catch my Road Runner in Lloyd. Otherwise, he’ll duck back over the Canadian border to hide, and my boss Daniels will shuffle me off after the next guy after a round of demeaning lectures.

        Derek Daniels is a bullying prick with no use for women who won’t sleep with him. He sent me out here to confirm that I don’t have what it takes to be in the FBI. I’ve come here to show he is wrong.

        I’m in place. I have contacts, cash for bribes, leads, and a profile. Now, I just have to wait for Chase to make a mistake. Preferably a big one.
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      I’ve got a weakness for Ford LTDs.

      It’s completely stupid, I know. But when my grandpa retired, he came home with a Ford LTD Crown Royal he had driven for his cover job, and I loved that car. It was huge, powerful, and drove like a dream.

      I learned to drive in that blue LTD. Grandpa’s father used to run booze over the border from Canada and had taught him how to drive that big boat of a car like a bat out of hell. Behind its wheel, he taught me everything he knew and then left it to me in his will, and I drove it for ten years.

      Subsequently, some drunken piece of shit t-boned it—while it was fucking parked. The sound practically knocked me out of bed by itself. Shattering glass, tearing metal—the death cry of a damn good car.

      The bastard was going ninety. Totaled both cars and nearly killed himself. Turns out he mistook the LTD for one belonging to the dude he thought was fucking his girlfriend.

      Why would anyone look for love elsewhere with such a model of loving stability like that guy waiting for her at home? Yikes!

      That was the one and only time that my real name ended up on a police report. The law has been after me in several cities, but they never know exactly who they are looking for. I’m a ghost.

      A ghost who drives like a demon.

      Tonight, I have my sights on a top-of-the-line Ford LTD Crown Victoria, restored from the mid-1980s. Black instead of the dark blue I remember but just as elegant and enormous. Chrome trim, a bench backseat you could fuck in without banging your head on anything. Two big, greasy-looking guys from the city just left her at the far corner of the diner parking lot, and I’m ambling over there now to have a closer look.

      The key to going unnoticed late at night is to act casual and relaxed, like you belong. I’m just another guy strolling out of the diner in a hipster watch cap and skinny gray jacket, my hair tucked up out of sight and black-framed glasses covering my eyes.

      I picked the outfit at a Goodwill a month ago. I always go incognito when I’m looking for a car to steal. I hadn’t planned to take one right out of a parking lot, but for another ride in my favorite kind of car, I’m tempted to risk it. At least nobody will remember details about me that I can’t instantly change.

      It’s a freezing night; my breath steams through the gap in my upturned collar as I cross the parking lot. There’s a huge patch of black ice in the middle of the blacktop; I skirt around it nimbly and move on.

      Maybe I shouldn’t take the car. It’s still technically in view of the café windows.

      But it’s more than nostalgia telling me to take it. Something in my gut is telling me, too. I notice that the car’s lights are on.

      Wait...you’ve got to be kidding me.

      The car’s rumbling away, exhaust pipe steaming, heater on, and Frank Sinatra playing on a good stereo. The keys are in the damn ignition! It’s as if they deliberately left it running so it would keep warm.

      This means they’re getting a takeout order and will be back in very few minutes. Think fast, Chase!

      I go for it!

      Without breaking stride, I walk around to the driver’s side, open the door with one gloved hand, get in, shut the door, and check around for any surprises. There’s a tough purple suitcase shoved onto the back seat. What’s in the trunk that they’re using passenger space for luggage? I sling my Goodwill backpack next to it. I buckle in and back up smoothly, just like it’s my car, and I’m pulling out to drive home.

      Nothing to see here, everything’s perfectly normal...I drive casual, not too fast, not too slow, keeping away from the patch of black ice.

      I make it through the parking lot and maneuver the LTD’s front end is into traffic to make the turn, when I hear a shout. In the rearview mirror, I see two fat goons lumbering out in my direction, coats flapping open, gripping white takeout bags and pistols, the glints of chrome warning me.

      Oh hell!

      One fires and I lurch forward into traffic, hearing the bullet ping off the frozen asphalt. My wheels slip on the icy road before catching a patch of sand and jolting forward. Another bullet follows, whamming off the back bumper.

      “Shit! Shit! Shit!”

      Cars in the road stop short for me; nobody wants to argue with a giant, old steel-framed car lunging into traffic. I hit the slick road and spin the wheel just enough; the Ford makes the turn—and the light changes at the corner and locks up traffic on every side. Are you kidding me?

      Trapped, I turn my worried eyes back to the parking lot. The two argue, one forcing the other one’s gun arm down like he doesn’t want his car shot up. I can’t blame him—especially since I don’t want more bullets coming my way.

      “Come on,” I mutter, counting down the seconds until the light changes. It would be a shitty way to die, holed out over a midrange sedan that hasn’t been a hot property since the late nineties.

      They notice I'm trapped and start running as fast as they can across the parking lot. Staring at them in horror…I'm sunk! Even if I abandon the car and run across four lanes of traffic, I will be in reach of their bullets. Chase, you're an idiot! This was a really bad idea!

      Then a miracle happens! One I probably don't deserve right now. They run out onto that big patch of black ice without noticing it.

      The first guy hits it with the heel of his fancy wingtips and does an awkward split, yelling in alarm and accidentally firing into the air. The second guy can't stop in time and crashes into him. They both go down in a heaving tangle. And I finally remember to blink.

      Bye, boys! I bark out a laugh as the light changes and the traffic shifts. I ease onto the accelerator as space opens up...and suddenly, I'm free!

      The road is my home. Four wheels on the blacktop, enough room to maneuver, and a good car. That's my idea of comfort. And even after years without one, being in a LTD really feels like I belong.

      I drive all the way out of Lloyd, not chancing a stop within city limits. I have no idea who those guys were or why they had guns, but it was pretty damn clear they were guarding either the car or something in it.

      The suitcase? Or maybe whatever is filling up the trunk? The contents are probably valuable.

      I could use a good score before winter really sets in. It started late this year, aside from one big blizzard in mid-November. A little extra capital would be nice before I shut down until next year.

      I'm twenty miles Upstate when the LTD's gas meter starts edging toward empty. The nearest town, West Camp, is a few miles off yet: a collection of houses around a church, a few shops, and a gas station connected to an all-night café.

      I'll unfortunately need to ditch this vehicle knowing that livid armed men are looking for it. Best to dump it at the edge of town and use another way back to Lloyd.

      After I find whatever those guys were guarding, anyway.

      I park the LTD in a lot near the end of town. It's late enough that nobody's around except for the café and gas station, blazing with an inviting light. That’s good; I need coffee and a warm place to wait for my ride.

      First things first, though.

      I check the suitcase. It smells of some delicate, expensive perfume, and I find a travel bottle—which is of blue-enameled gold in the shape of a fucking peacock. This suitcase belongs to a wealthy young woman who is either really hot or thinks she is.

      There’s a half dozen posh, sexy outfits: silk, mostly in shades of blue, including some lingerie for a curvy, busty woman. Not much jewelry, but what’s in there would pay rent on my apartment for a few months. A heavy, lined wool winter coat and a pair of surprisingly sensible leather knee boots take up the entire other side.

      “Wow. Who did you fuckers steal this from?” I mutter, checking my peripherals before turning back to the case. My fingers trace the fabric lining, encountering several rectangular lumps.

      Those are bundles of cash, I’m sure. The smaller lumps feel like more jewelry. Smuggling? Or someone’s personal stash?

      Good news for me, either way. Finders keepers!

      I close the back door and go around to pop the trunk. If they left a jackpot like that in plain view, how valuable is what they hid back here?

      This could end up being one hell of a payoff! Maybe even worth almost getting killed for?

      I walk back and pull the trunk lid open; the tiny light pops on. I stand there blinking for a moment, staring down.

      A large, canvas laundry bag, the heavy kind you can drag four loads in, fills almost the whole space. The curled shape inside sets off alarm bells in the back of my head—especially since instead of the smell of dirty laundry, the delicate scent of that same perfume wafts at me.

      “Oh shit!”

      I start untying the heavy rope fastening the bag like a giant drawstring and tug the bag opening to loosen it. Almost at once, something makes my heart sink even further: a soft tuft of strawberry blonde hair.

      “Please don’t be a cadaver.” I undo the bag further and tug it down over her face. “Please be alive. I didn’t even know you were back here...”

      She’s beautiful. Soft features go with the lustrous hair and full lips. She’s maybe twenty? Her cheeks have color. She breathes.

      “Oh, holy crap! Okay. You really scared me for a minute there, lady.” I free her from the bag; she’s dressed in leather pants and jacket with a silk blouse underneath.

      She stirs. I notice a small bruise on the side of her neck centered around on a red mark. An injection site?

      No wonder she was so still and quiet. She’s drugged! Maybe just coming out of it with the cold air hitting her?

      “Hey,” I pat the side of her sweet face. “Hey, wake up, we’ve got to move.”

      Kidnapping? They were kidnapping her! Holy shit, I just rescued a loaded kidnapping victim!

      That’s promising. Maybe not as promising as walking off with her stuff, but a guy like me always needs more rich friends. Especially if they are heart-breakingly beautiful and owe me big time.

      I take her by her shoulders and shake her gently. She stirs, frowning in her sleep, and lets out a soft sigh.

      “That’s better. Come on back now. I know you’re sleepy.” I’m starting to worry. The sooner we get out of here, the better; this car might have a LoJack on it…

      They may be on their way right now to get their damn car back. And kill me, of course.

      I leave her to awaken as I grab my backpack and quickly change my outer clothes. I shake my hair loose and replace it with a fleece-lined deerstalker like a lot of the locals wear. The terribly tight jacket gets replaced by a heavy red plaid coat.

      When I get back to her, she’s fallen back asleep again.

      “Dammit, sweetie, this is not good,” I grumble, scooping her out of the trunk and setting her rounded butt on its edge.

      She sags forward; I hold her up by the shoulders. Her eyelids flutter—and then fly open.

      She stares at me in shock and confusion. She looks quickly around, her sky-blue eyes enormous.

      “What—?!?” she gasps, her faint Brooklyn accent sharpening the word.

      “Shh, please, don’t scream, its okay.” What can I say to calm her down? “You’re being rescued.”

      Her mouth closes and she blinks, shaking her head to clear it. “Who are you?”

      “Uh, that’s a long story. I’ll tell you the whole thing once we get out of here.”
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      “Look, it seems you don’t like the guy, Melissa, but your dad is not giving you a choice in this. Sorry. I got to do what I’m told, same as you.”

      That’s Benny—big and friendly, always practical. He’s the nicer of the two my dad sent after me. The other is Dave: quiet, cold, thoughtful. Scary.

      “Enzo tried to rape me, Benny. He wouldn’t even wait until we married! He’s got two other brothers! If Dad wants me with the Castellos, why not one of them?” I look between them, pleading my case as quietly as my panic will let me.

      How did they find me? I was so damn careful! I took the bus, I used cash for everything, I dressed in things I would never wear, all this leather...I look like a biker’s whore—and for what?

      They found me not even two hours out of the city, and now they’re going to drag me home. Drugged. Whatever they shot me up with is already kicking in.

      “It’s not my call, but I will mention this to your father. Still, you know how he is. Enzo Castello’s going to be your future husband. He’ll probably be a lot nicer once you’re married. He’s just enthusiastic because you’re hot.”

      His calm, friendly tone never wavers. The other one’s staring at me, aware but uncaring, like a cat.

      “Please don’t,” I beg one last time. But it’s too late. Benny has brought a laundry cart with an empty bag inside, and I can’t move.

      I’m sobbing in terror as they put me in the bag.

      When I open my eyes again, I think I’m dreaming. A stranger is propping me up on the edge of a car trunk in the cold air. We’re somewhere Upstate; it’s dark, with the smell of pine trees and snow on the wind.

      The man’s not Italian. He’s hot: tall, dark-haired, and a little scruffy; he has light eyes. I can’t place the color of them in the dimness. He’s smiling with relief as I try to get my focus back.

      “What’s your name?” he asks.

      “Melissa,” I mumble, not giving my last name. Everybody knows it. “You?”

      “You can call me Chase.” He looks me over, gaze lingering on my face. “Look, I don’t know who those guys were that kidnapped you, but we need to get your stuff and ditch this car. Can you walk?”

      I hesitate. My legs almost feel steady enough now that the cold is slapping me awake, but I have no idea who this guy is. “I think so. But we need to get all my stuff out of the car before we ditch it, or they’ll know where I’m running to.”

      My stuff and something of Benny’s that he always keeps in the glove compartment.

      “Grab the suitcase?” I ask. In case he has a gun, I want to keep his hands busy.

      “Sure, I’ll wrangle it for you. Do you have someone you can call?” His tone is so innocent that I have to choke back my bitter laugh.

      “No,” I sigh as I get up, leaning heavily on the car, and make my way around to the passenger side. “Nobody close, anyway.”

      Marcel and Amelie are waiting for me in Montreal. They offered me a place to stay when I made a run for the Canadian border. They have no idea that I picked Montreal because Dad is terrified of the crime family that controls the city; the less they know about my problems, the safer we’ll all be.

      I have to make sure that my father never knows the names of the friends that are helping me. My phone is full of our conversations and Benny took it. He stashed it in the glove compartment.

      “I have to get my phone. Then we can go. Do you have a way out of town?”

      “I’m working on that. We can wait at the café until my ride back to Lloyd gets here.” I hear his soft grunt as he pulls my suitcase out of the back. He’s so friendly and cheerful...but not like Benny. He sounds baffled, like he’s still getting used to the idea that he found a woman in the trunk.

      So either he’s a very good actor, or he’s genuinely shocked to have found me.

      I pull the side door open and unlatch the glove compartment. My phone slides off a pile of old folded maps and spills into my hand. Then the holstered .38 revolver tucked behind it slides out, too.

      I catch it. It’s heavy in my hand. It’s been a season since I fired one, but I’m not planning to do so now.

      I just need answers.

      He comes around with the suitcase in his hands and the start of a sentence on his lips, and then he just blinks at me holding the gun. I don’t hold it on him directly, but I don’t hold it away from him either.

      “I’m sorry, but I just got drugged and stuffed in a trunk by mobsters, and I’m not in a trusting mood. How do you fit into all of this?”

      Chase is blinking at me in shock, like I totally destroyed my own image. This clearly isn’t a violent guy.

      “Come on, don’t make me point this at you. I actually hate guns,” I sigh.

      “Me, too. Uh, well, the simple answer is, I stole the car.” He smiles awkwardly as he keeps his hands in view—which makes him look even cuter.

      “What?” I lower the gun slightly, and he relaxes. This guy isn’t used to having guns held on him. “You stole...Benny’s car?”

      “Yeah, okay?” He winces. “I stole the car, got out of Lloyd, and then realized you were in the back and set you free. Who the hell is Benny?”

      I’m not ready to get into that atrocious story yet. I’m an inch from crying. “I’ll ask the questions. Do you have a secure place in Lloyd?”

      “Uh...yeah, my house…” He looks at me worriedly. “What are you planning?”

      “I need to shake these guys off. You just stole from them, so you need to shake them off, too.” I think about it a moment longer, then holster the gun and tuck it into the back of my leather pants. “Is hiding out in Lloyd part of your plan?”

      “Until things cool off, yeah.” He looks increasingly worried, despite my putting the gun away. “Look, I don’t mean to pry into your business, but uh...what kind of trouble are you running from here?”

      I look at Chase for a few moments, and then sigh. “Not here. Let’s...go someplace warm and wait for your ride.”

      The café is a 1950s revival burger shop. I change into my wool coat before heading there, and cover my hair with his watch cap. My new friend suggested the change of clothes.

      He’s done this car theft thing before. A lot.

      He pulls out a cheap smartphone and starts texting as we walk down the windswept street toward the open café. “You never told me what I’m rescuing you from,” Chase reminds me. “Or why you want to hide out at my place.”

      “Look, I’ll give you the short form now. My dad’s a monster; he wants me to marry another monster. Those two guys you ditched work for him.” My lips start trembling and I press them together. I really don’t want to cry around this guy.

      “Monster—or mobster?” he asks quietly.

      Tears spring to my eyes, and I take a sad, shivery breath. “Both,” I mumble.

      “Okay, okay. You’re still drugged, you don’t know me, let’s get you collected, and warmed up.”

      He touches my shoulder and I suppress another surge of tears.

      “I didn’t expect anybody to step in, even by accident,” I admit. “I’m still stunned.”

      “Uh, yeah, that’s logical. I’m still surprised to find you.” That awkward laugh. Boyish, but gentle.

      I like him. And not just because he saved my ass. Or because he’s actually really hot.

      “What’s your plan for getting us out of here?” I ask urgently. “Dad’s men probably won’t expect you to double back to Lloyd.”

      “Yeah, they never do.” He scratches his chin. “A wrecker is coming for the car and another coming for us. ETA half an hour.”

      “A wrecker? Tell your guy to look for a LoJack.” I worry, and he nods texting for another moment.

      “It’s all right, the guy’s a pro, and he’ll deal with it.” He tucks the phone back in his pocket. “You uh...really need to hide out somewhere?”

      The look I give him is probably pretty desperate. “Just for the night. I can’t get to the other place right now.” Gun or no gun, I’m working on trusting him.

      If he’s a nonviolent thief, one thing will convince him: the cash I’m stashing. “I can pay you.”

      “Uh...” His gaze flicks over me and that awkward smile returns. “Okay then…Melissa. A thousand bucks a night; you follow my instructions, and tell me the full story of what’s going on.”

      He’d probably suggest something else, too, but he’s gentleman enough not to bring it.

      That says good things about him by itself. How will he react to the whole story? Maybe he’ll even be outraged, like Marcel was when I told him what Enzo did?

      That would be a nice change of pace. “Done. So what’s the plan?” Now that I’m away from my father’s goons, I have a few options for traveling anonymously to the border. But another idea is forming in my head.

      How nice is this guy? How good a driver? And how interested is he in money?

      “We sit tight for a while, things cool down, you move on.” He sighs. “And I retire for the season.”

      “You mean from stealing cars?”

      “That and some courier work—anything involving driving a lot. It’s not all that workable in the snow, so I take winters off.”

      I’m thinking fast as we reach the café. “Can I interest you in one more delivery job before you shut down for the year?”

      We go quiet until we’re seated and the chubby waitress has taken our coffee orders and sailed off. “What did you have in mind?” he asks.

      I look up at him—and pause, taken aback by the color of his eyes now that we’re in good light. They’re golden brown with a faint copper overtones, quite jewel-like. “I need to make a delivery to Montreal within the next few days.” I can get a message to my friends and let them know I’m running late.

      “What’s the package?” he asks as he examines the menu. I don’t even look at mine. I’m too queasy from the drug hangover to eat.

      I put on the bravest smile. “Me.”
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      So she wants a lift to Montreal? It’s not my first border run. The last guy was running from the cops, not the mob. Less rules—more danger.

      As I’m mulling this over, the burner phone buzzes.

      I check the screen. Marty is messaging me back. I’m here.

      Check for the LJ first, it’ll be high end. If this is a mobster’s car, it may have more nasty surprises than just a tracking device. And that’s bad enough.

      I look back up at Melissa. “I can do that, but let’s talk over the specifics and lay some ground rules. This will cost you.” I keep my eyes on her face. My gaze keeps trying to graze the front of her coat, like I’m hoping to see through the layers of wool and leather.

      My judgment is weird right now. It’s not every damn night you get to rescue a drugged, kidnapped, and very hot woman who is running from the mob. From her father the mob boss, I should say.

      Oh yeah, honey, if I’m sheltering you from your dad and taking you across the border, you’re going to pay a lot more than a thousand a night.

      But only in cash. She smoking hot, and the shy way she looks at me piques my interest. Even if I’m risking my neck for her, some things are given, never earned.

      That’s not going to stop me from getting as much as possible in the cash department, though. Call it hazard pay.

      My phone beeps again. Found it. It’s got some extra wiring. Should I deactivate?

      I stiffened slightly. No. Is it on the inside of the bumper?

      Yes, the back one. Why?

      Don’t mess with the extra wires. Don’t deactivate. Just remove the whole back bumper and leave it right there.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks me softly as she perches her chin on the backs of her wrists. Cute, but not flirtatious. Her eyes are dull with exhaustion.

      “You were right about the LoJack. He’s leaving it behind without deactivating it. He found some other wires.”

      “You told him not to mess with them?” Her voice lowers uncomfortably.

      “Yeah. Don’t worry; he doesn’t have his head up his ass.”

      Stealing vehicles for a living, you need ways of unloading them without leaving a trail behind. I leave city limits, hand the keys to a transport guy disguised as a car wrecker, and have him tow it after paying me my advance. The rest of my cut comes afterwards.

      Our coffee comes, and I order us both a slice of apple pie.

      “Just try it,” I ask her gently, more than troubled about her drug hangover.

      “Okay,” she murmurs.

      I check my phone. No more complications, comes the message. You’ll only get $1k on this.

      Send it after, I reply. Thanks for coming out in the cold. See you in the spring.

      No problem, brother. Happy New Year.

      “Okay, the tow’s handled,” I said quietly and grabbed my coffee. I was pretty glad I wouldn’t be driving on the way back. “Our ride should be here in about ten minutes. We’ll meet him outside.”

      The pie’s pretty good, tasting more of actual apples and spices than sugar. Melissa nibbles on hers doggedly, her eyes enormous and vulnerable despite the gun in the back of her pants. I know she hung onto it because she doesn’t know me, and I don’t blame her, but when she pulled it on me, it put a hell of a chill down my spine.

      I don’t do guns. I know gun safety, how to aim, fire, and fix one. But I hate them. I have actually seen what they can do, and I don’t mess with them. The only thing not freaking me out about the fact that she pulled one on me is that she seemed eager to put it away.

      “I still can’t believe this is happening,” she mumbles. She’s holding back tears again. I’ve watched her fight them off since she opened her eyes.

      “You mean that you escaped?” I drain the last of my mug and set it down at the edge of the table.

      She nods. “Um...yeah, I almost gave up. I should thank you.”

      “Well,” I lean forward to look her in the eyes. “You’re welcome. I sure as fuck hope someone else would do the same for me.”

      Why do I give so much of a damn about this girl? She’s paying me to look after her—maybe even get her to the border. She’s had a shitty time—but I’m a thief, not a saint. Getting tangled up with her—mainly emotionally—will be hazardous.

      She sips at her coffee and then sets it down, dumping a lot of sugar and cream into it. “Too strong,” she murmurs.

      “Assume that your freedom’s permanent.” The more I think about it, the more it pisses me off. Who does this crap to their own daughter? “Fear will drain you, and believe me, if you want a ride, you’re hiring the best. Going to cost you, though.”

      “I can pay whatever you ask,” she says with quiet confidence. “I just need to get to my friends.”

      It would really be nice to start the winter a step closer to prosperous. “What are you thinking?”

      The waitress comes by to pour my refill, and Melissa busies herself picking at her pie. With her glorious hair tucked up and her body hidden in the coat, she looks like a child: big-eyed and vulnerable.

      She swipes a figure into her phone and slides it across to me.

      I take it. My eyes widen. 500k.

      Off goes the waitress again, and I blink at her. “There’s got to be a story behind why it’s that much.”

      “Yeah. But I’m not spilling the whole thing until we’re alone.” She tucks her phone back in her purse and looks up at me. “Okay?”

      I nod. “Sounds fair.” The more I think about this, the more it sounds like hazard pay. Just who the heck is her father?

      "Just so you know," I tell Melissa when we walk out of the café. "The driver has no idea what is going on. He’s been fed a cover story. We're a married couple going back to Lloyd. You're not feeling well."

      "I'm not," she admits quietly. "I wonder what they shot me up with."

      "Drink a lot of water and sports drinks to flush your system. I suspect it was a heavy sedative."

      "Makes sense. Almost feels like the stuff they give you at the dentist. That always leaves me queasy." Her foot slips on the icy sidewalk, and I grab her arm quickly.

      She catches her breath and gets her feet steadied. "Thanks."

      "No problem." A burgundy SUV is idling at the corner. "That's us. Let's get you settled."

      The driver's got an Uber tag in the corner of his dash, and Melissa gives me a startled look. "Come on, sweetheart," I reassure, getting into character as I move up to greet the driver. "We're almost home."

      She's still wary of me. I'm still wary of her. But I'll take a risk for a good cause...especially for half a million dollars.
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      As soon as we get underway in the warm car, I feel sedated again. Why are my instincts telling me to trust this thief? He claims to be the best driver in New York State. He’s my best ticket across the border.

      He puts his arm around me as I rest against his shoulder. He smells of mint and coffee and the spices from the pie. He’s so gentle...

      I don’t know anything about gentle men. Benny is maybe the closest to that, and he pretty much fails at it entirely. My father rules by fear, both family and Family. My brothers are his cold-eyed drones. His men aren’t much better; not a one of them would ever consider crossing Don Gianni Lucca.

      But here’s this guy, touching me so lightly, the heat of his hand radiating against my cheek. It’s...comforting.

      “Did your car break down?” the Uber driver asks Chase. He’s a narrow-faced man with dark, scruffy hair. Chase is using a gift card and a burner phone; he’ll get his money without leaving much of a trail.

      “Yeah, and my lady’s got a migraine.” His voice is so kind. Please don’t let this be an appalling trick!

      “Oh, that’s terrible. My lector gets those all the time.” He smiles briefly, and to my surprise, he’s wearing a white band collar.

      A priest is driving us? Oh great, we’re lying to a priest! If I wasn’t going to hell for being a mob boss’s daughter, I sure am now.

      Then again, he’s getting paid, and we’re getting a safe, nondescript ride to Lloyd. We don’t exactly owe the guy our life story.

      The two men chat quietly as we drive on through the dark. Slowly, I lean my head on Chase’s broad shoulder and close my eyes, pulling the hood of my coat over my face against oncoming headlights. Please, actually be this good.

      We’re on the road for twenty minutes before I hear the rushing sound of several cars headed toward us at once. I lift my head, and watch the headlights coming.

      “Goodness,” the priest is saying, “That almost looks like a funeral procession.”

      My heart rate picks up. Without lowering my hood, I see three big black sedans driving by. Matching sedans—from my father’s motor pool.

      Oh my God, Benny and Dave brought backup to Lloyd. Please don’t let this be the only car they pass before they get to town!

      I turn my face away and bury it in Chase’s shoulder as he covers the back of my hood with his hand, still in character. “Shh, sweetie, those lights are pretty bright. Just keep your eyes closed.”

      But I can’t relax, even with his touch and his low, reassuring voice. Tears squirt through my eyelashes and I mash my face against the flannel of his sleeve until the sound of their engines fades off in the distance.

      Only then do I lift my head and meet Chase’s worried gaze. He nods, understanding my unexpected attack of fear. “It’s okay,” he reassures.

      I let out my breath and straighten, but I’m so tired that soon I settle against him again.

      “Won’t be long now,” the priest reassures in a cheerful voice.

      I close my eyes in relief and drift off.

      I don’t remember when we pull up at the narrow Victorian house with its brown patch of a front yard and windows blocked by blackout drapes. I just remember being removed from the car. My suitcase wheels rattle against the slate sidewalk as Chase helps me inside while pulling it.

      The house is warm, a few lights are on giving the small wood-floor living room a golden glow. A small Christmas tree is set up with a bunch of model cars circling it by the wet bar, and there is a gas fireplace he turns on as soon as he gets me out of the coat and on the couch.

      “We got away clean,” he reassures me when he sees my expression. He takes off that goofy redneck cap and the matching jacket and stuffs them into his backpack before throwing it into a closet. Underneath, he’s wearing a clingy green turtleneck of some high-tech material.

      I hesitate in answering, my eyes caught by the curves of his muscular back as they show through his shirt.

      ...Oh.

      He’s a lot fitter than I expected. Lean, but powerful, with the easy grace of a dancer. When he looks back at me and smiles, his eyes twinkling, my breath catches in my throat.

      “So,” he says, lifting an eyebrow slightly at the sight of me staring. “You want to tell me who your father is, for starters?”

      I nod and struggle to focus for a few moments before looking back into those beautiful eyes. “Don Gianni Lucca.”

      His eyes widen, and he sits back, suddenly looking plenty worried. “...Shit.”

      “Yeah.” My smile is an apologetic half-wince. “That’s why I’m offering you the big money.”

      He seems to consider this for a moment, and then nods. “Okay. So...tell me how you ended up on the run from the most dangerous mobster on the East Coast?”

      He’s apprehensive. Is he going to dump me as a client? He needs to understand how desperate this is!

      It will matter to him. He’s a nice guy.

      I hope.

      "My father had three sons and one daughter. He wanted four sons. My mother is deceased."

      Chase is sitting in one of the big, brown leather chairs across from the matching couch I'm lounging on. Since I sat down, his glance has slid up my leg every now and then, but the moment I speak, they're back on my face. I go on.

      "All the old mobsters who come by and eat our food and drink our booze and pinch my ass won't let their daughters near him no matter how many gifts he offers. Most of them don't care much for their daughters, but they care enough not to let them end up smuggled out the door in a rolled up carpet like my mom did." He’s sitting there listening, his brows drawing together, golden-brown eyes full of quiet revulsion.

      I pause. Dammit, what a nice guy. I really shouldn't be dragging him into my problems, but he's my best hope. "I'm sorry. This is all appalling, but...you wanted the truth."

      He presses his lips together and looks down at his hands. "You know, I'd be making you a hot toddy right now, but I’m thinking booze probably won’t mix well with that sedative." Then he looked up at me. "How did you know about...what happened to your mom?"

      “My brother Joey told me when he was drunk and home from the Army. I was ten. I've been terrified of my father ever since." I don't know why, but instead of the usual fear, what I feel now is...poignant. I would have liked to have known Mom.

      "There are a lot of arranged weddings in the mob. It was for my Mom, too. Her dad was an industrialist with a pile of cash that went straight into Dad's pocket. Now my Dad wants to marry me off to a son of the Don of Chicago. A guy named Enzo."

      My lips feel very dry, like they're about to crack. I fish nervously for the little globe of strawberry cream lip balm in my bag and rub it on my mouth, but it doesn’t help much.

      He gets up and brings me a dark blue sports drink that smells faintly of raspberry when I crack it open. "Go on."

      I take a sip—and then find myself swallowing down half of it in several large gulps. “Oh God.” Some of my headache goes away almost at once. “Thank you.”

      I have to take a moment. “Enzo’s...dreadful.” I take the watch cap off and shake my hair out before handing him the hat. “His dad got tired of paying off girlfriends’ hospital bills and decided to marry him off.”

      “To you.” He opens his own sports drink, staring at me with a frown.

      “Yeah. But he decided—” My voice gets shaky and I take another swallow, trying to steady it. “He wanted a piece of me early. That’s uh...that’s why I ran.”

      I don’t have to elaborate. He already sympathizes. I can see it in his face, his body language. It’s pronounced and genuine. His jaw is dropped. He’s revolted.

      He blanches in aversion. “Jesus. You okay?”

      “Yeah, he um...I kind of...” I swallow hard, the fear of that moment ghosting through and fading away again. “He tried it, and he’s bigger than me, but uh...I get mean when I panic, and he kind of found out the hard way.”

      He blinks slowly, some of the dismay draining from his face. “Wait. What?”

      “He got a...thousand dollar bottle of Chianti to the side of his head.” How fast some mild embarrassment can displace that ghostly fear? Between this and the gun, he might think I’m cruel.

      “Wait, you knocked him out?”

      I think back to that moment, pinned on a pool table in Enzo’s den, his drunken rage... Barely reaching the stem of the bottle and then gripping it hard as he shoved his pants down.

      His greasy boner was the size of my thumb and went limp when I clocked him. I shoved him off me to the floor, grabbed the unbroken bottle, uncorked it, and when he started waking up, I just started feeding him wine until he passed out again for good. He never fully opened his eyes.

      Didn’t actually protest much either, now that I think about it.

      “Yeah, basically. Then I went upstairs, cleaned out Dad’s safe and left.”

      Chase’s handsome face splits in a wide, lopsided grin. “Holy shit, you’re a badass! What the hell do you need me for?”

      I’m taken aback. “I...uh...well, remember, when I tried to get to Montreal on my own, I was caught within two hours.”

      They were waiting for me in a hotel room. I cried and pleaded, but of course, they weren’t about to let me go. You can’t expect mercy from mob guys. I’ve grown up knowing that.

      His smile fades. “Oh. Yeah. Sorry, you probably didn’t need the cue.”

      I give him a tiny smile to bolster his. “It’s okay.

      “So, that’s in essence the story,” I say quietly. “If I don’t get to my friends in Canada, my dad will force me to marry Enzo. Probably after letting Enzo...punish me.”

      He sets his jaw and his feral-looking eyes flash. “Nah, they’ll never have the chance, Princess. Come through with the cash, and you’ll get your ride out to Montreal. I have a pretty good advantage.”

      And then comes that lopsided grin again, dazzling and distracting me from my fear of Dad.

      My mouth is dry again. I take a drink and hope he doesn’t notice me staring. “What’s that?”

      He winks. “I’ve never been caught.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Alan

      

      

      

      “Enzo won’t marry me if I’m not a virgin, Chase,” Melissa is purring in my ear. I feel her warm, full breasts slide against my chest in the dark as my dick comes to attention. “You’ve done so much for me. Do you mind doing...this one last thing?”

      “At your service, Princess,” I gasp hoarsely, not sure where my clothes have gone and not giving a shit.

      We kiss, and her mouth tastes like wine. Her voice lowers to whimpers as I run my lips down her neck. I cup the globes of her ass and feel my cock rise to brush against the downy delta of her thighs. I lay her down to thrust into her and my eyes open wide in pain as the jeans I fell asleep in flatten a boner the size of Florida.

      Reaching for my groin, I roll over, grunting in discomfort—and I forget that I slept on the couch. I fall off and knock my forehead against the plank floor. “Aah—fuck. Ow. Why?”

      I finally manage to unzip the fly and ease the chafing pressure of the denim on my dick, which is blue-steel hard and probably wondering where the lustful naked chick went. Then I roll over with a sigh, the center of my forehead stinging. “Well that was fun,” I mutter.

      I just had to be a gentleman and give Melissa my bed. No chance of joining her. I’m a stranger, even if we felt a spark between us. Besides, she’s exhausted, recovering from the drugs, and fearful.

      So, the couch for me. It was long enough but apparently...not wide enough. And that dream...

      Guess I like her more than I want to admit. But that’s yet another reason to be considerate.

      I unzip my fly completely to sit up. Damn, do I need a cold shower? That’s going to be awkward if my guest gets up for a drink of water.

      I get up and turn to face the living room window. The house backs onto a drop-off; across the gap, there’s a three-story brick parking structure. Fortunately it’s deserted now—

      A faint sound of something falling onto concrete makes me look up. My eyes adjust to the dim streetlights, and I realize someone is standing on the rim of the parking structure, bent over the edge and reaching futilely after whatever fell down. Someone in a long, dark overcoat—and with long, pale hair.

      Woops, woops, just showed a random chick my crank, yay. Just the thing to make myself look like Lloyd’s resident perv. I hurriedly draw the curtains. “Crap.”

      The house is small, narrow, and weird, renting cheap because of it despite being a stand-alone. There’s the undersized living room, a kitchen, and a big room I’ve turned into my home gym on the ground floor, with a bathroom, a bedroom, and my office on the second. There’s barely any outside space, but I don’t care; I’ll be moving on from Lloyd at the end of winter anyway.

      I walk up the stairs for my cold shower, wondering where I should go after Montreal. It’ll be a lonely New Year’s, unless of course Melissa feels like doing something up in Canada. Might be nice, despite the cold—I bet she’ll warm up to me plenty when she’s no longer running for her life.

      I kind of hope she calms down enough to ditch the gun eventually if we’re going to date, though. It feels eerie having it in the house.

      Most guys in the business think I’m crazy for not having a gun. They assume I’m a pacifist—and I am, to some degree, but not because I won’t meet force with force. A gun is an ultimate solution to an often temporary problem.

      I have enough skills in other areas to control the amount of force to use in a situation—often even when dealing with someone else with a gun. You can’t shoot someone a little bit. But there’s a big spectrum of options between subduing someone, kicking their ass, and killing them if your body is your weapon.

      I also have some pretty personal reasons for not liking guns. Call it the Batman Motive. There’s a big reason I was raised by my grandpa instead of my dad. And just like Bruce, I saw the whole thing.

      Melissa has a pistol she’s using as a last resort. It’s in her bag now. I’m wary of it—but I’m not wary of her.

      More like I’m worried about her. On top of wanting her.

      My dick is still hard as I scrub off. I consider taking care of it, but I get distracted by my thoughts. I am about to help a Mafia princess get away from her demon father.

      That is dangerous, even for a witty guy like me. But then again, these guys are already pissed off at me. I stumbled into this situation and got on their bad side by mistake.

      I figure that I should take the risk of helping Melissa. And not just because I want to fuck her.

      I'm not the kind of guy who gets stuck on women often. I love them; they're wonderful and not just to fuck. But I haven’t been serious with anyone yet.

      I've never had a bad breakup. Just a string of lovers turned friends, who still sometimes come back for a booty call when they're between relationships, or when their men won't get them off.

      From Melissa's story, she's a virgin. My dream made it absurdly clear how much the idea of being her first turns me on. I would totally love to spoil her so she comes back for more. Or maybe...never wants anyone else?

      Wait, where did that come from? Come on man, that's your dick doing the thinking. You’re getting a half a million bucks to take her safely to Montreal. That’s good enough.

      Once I'm done with the shower, my slowly relaxing cock gets in a pair of green boxers, and I stroll quietly into the bedroom, drying off my hair with a towel. I cross to the closet to pull on fresh clothes, looking back now and again at my guest.

      In the light from the bathroom, I can see Melissa curled on my bed under a mound of comforters. I smile, remembering her complaining of a chill and me just pulling more out of the linen closet and piling them on until she started giggling.

      I'm a romantic. Not a very traditional one, but I've got my ideals, and my feelings on how women should be treated. When I found out she was going to be sold off to a guy who tried to violate her, I had to do something.

      Now, though, things are getting beyond business or idealism—and more personal.

      Okay, so I’m attracted, sympathetic, and I like her. I still don’t actually know her well.

      She lets out a soft whimper. I take a few steps toward her as I catch the gleam of a tear on her cheek. I don't even wonder what she's dreaming about.

      I pull my shirt on, and then put decorum aside and reach down to gently shake her shoulder. She gasps awake with an alarmed look and sits up—and then her fingers claw into the front of my shirt and she starts crying.

      I go rigid...and then slide my arms around her, burying my nose in her soft cloud of copper hair for a moment before lowering my lips to her ear.

      "Melissa? Melissa—it's all right, it was a nightmare. You're safe!" I murmur, holding her close.

      "Don't let go," she mumbles against my chest, and my arms tighten around her. She's trembling, her heart beating so fast it distracts me from the soft push of her breasts against me.

      Most of me, anyway. My cock's already waking up as I breathe in her soft vanilla and rose scent. I hope she doesn’t notice.

      I run my hand down the back of her hair and feel her relax against me, her sobs and sniffles drying up. “It’s okay,” I reassure. “You’re with me. You’re still free. Everything will be all right.”

      It takes her a few minutes to pull herself together as I sit on the edge of the bed and cuddle her, and the whole time, she doesn’t pull away from me. I hold her, my eyes closed, trying to ignore how my own heart is pounding, or how images from the dream leave me shaking with restrained desire.

      I could make you feel so good right now, I think feverishly as I comfort her. I could make all of this go away.

      But I won’t even propose it. I’m not that guy, no matter how much my cock aches for her. You don’t have success with women by treating them like meat.

      Finally, she lifts her face from my chest and looks up at me. Her eyes are full of humiliation. “Thank you. I’ve got to look a mess right now.”

      “You’re beautiful,” I say softly and mean it.

      She stops short and blinks at me, a flicker of longing in her eyes again. It leaves me shuddering with desire. Can’t we just...?

      “You’re having a really rough night. Don’t fret about not being camera ready. I really don’t give a shit.” I reach down and tuck strands of her hair behind her ear, and she swallows, gazing at me almost worshipfully for a moment.

      Those eyes. Wide, blue, full of timid invitation, her gaze affecting me like hands caressing my body. I swallow, knowing at once what’s going to happen if I stay.

      “Thank you,” she finally manages, and I feel the soft warmth of her small hand on the back of mine. “For everything.”

      “Just pay me and promise you’ll work with me getting you to Montreal. You’ll be with your friends just after New Year’s.” My voice is hoarse.

      “Yes. I’ll do all of that.” Her hand. Those eyes. She wants me to stay here and join her.

      But if I do, she may not be ready for what happens next.

      “I should...go back downstairs,” I breathe, and she frowns.

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t think I could stop at just holding you.” I gently back away from her, caressing my hand down her back one last time. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” She gives me a sad smile as she withdraws. “You’re the first guy to want me and actually hold off.”

      That makes me feel good, even while I ache with sexual frustration. “We’ll pick this conversation back up later.” And I wink and force myself to leave.
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      For the first time since escaping my father’s men, I’m not thinking about that terrible situation. I’m too preoccupied with waking up to a caring embrace and how Chase and I almost kissed. That was so pleasant. I’m not used to that.

      I’m not used to a man’s touch feeling good.

      My time in Chase’s arms has affected me peculiarly. I’m at peace, but I can’t fall asleep. My spirits are up, but I can’t fully relax. My skin feels so sensitized that the soft sheet caresses me where my nightgown doesn’t cover.

      And when the silk of the gown brushes against my skin, a tingle rushes through me. It leaves me craving more—more of his touch, more of his warmth, more of that tenderness.

      I really wish he stayed. But I wouldn’t know what to do if he had. Feeling something besides dread or disgust for a man is so strange. That first taste of real desire made me want to lunge after it...but I’m not ready.

      Is it because he rescued me? Is he my ‘type’? Is it him in particular? Or is it because he’s the first guy who’s actually done right by me?

      I’m still suspicious. He might want me sexually, but men can fuck even if they hate you. Some of them are nice strictly because they want to fuck.

      I saw his eyes trying to trace my body even through my coat. He rescued me and he didn’t have to. Maybe that means he cares about me outside of getting what he wants?

      Maybe that’s what normal people do, and I’ve been surrounded by horrible shitheads my whole life.

      Or, this could all be about sex and money. That thought gives me a strange relief. It may have nothing to do with the idea of kindness or caring? Simplifying his motives down to my payment and his yearning is easier to wrap my head around.

      Except...if it really was that simple, would he have been gallant like that and left? Maybe I turned him off somehow. That hurts to think about.

      As I lie there, soft sounds come from downstairs. The door to the bedroom is right by the stairway, which bottoms out next to his living room. A soft curse. Grunts. Panting.

      Quietly, I get up and tip toe across the room. I make it to the doorway and see the top of Chase’s head as he sits on the couch.

      He curses softly through his teeth and pants harder. I lean forward to look—and lean back instantly, blushing. Oh.

      That glimpse of him pumping that enormous, very stiff cock in one fist proves it. He’s horny and didn’t want to push anything. He’s...doing precisely what he said.

      Wow. He’s extremely honest for a thief. Or for a guy for that matter.

      ...Which leads me back to wishing he stayed. Oh well. It’s not like we won’t be spending time together over the next few days. There will be plenty of chances.

      I’m about to return to bed when I notice something unusual. A light—a circular light, weaving back and forth against the shade covering the living room window. I blink at it for a moment, and then quickly realize it’s a beam from a flashlight.

      Chase lets out a grunt of dissatisfaction; cloth rustles and he shuffles over to the window; his sweatpants are up but there is an enormous awning in the front. He pries apart two of the blinds to look between them. "The hell?" he mumbles.

      A pause. I duck back into the shadows, not wanting him to know I was...watching him. Including getting a good look at the massive tool pushing out the front of his sweats. The sight has half of me wondering how it would fit inside me, while the other half is determined to try.

      He suddenly curses under his breath and moves away from the window hastily. "Melissa!"

      I back up by the bed before I answer. "Yes?"

      "Get dressed as fast as you can and grab your stuff. We've got to go."

      A rush of adrenaline spikes through me. I don't ask why—I just grab my leathers and yank them on. I check my purse for the phone and the gun and stomp into my boots. Chase is bustling downstairs.

      I scurry down to join him, grabbing the handle of my purple suitcase. “What is it?”

      “You know those black sedans that passed us on the highway?”

      I go cold inside. “Yes.”

      “Three just pulled up outside.” He zips up his jacket and grabs the suitcase from me, tucking it under his arm. “Let’s move.”

      Oh God. I forget all about asking him who the person with the flashlight was. Maybe he has a lookout? Ask later, run now.

      “How the hell did they find us?” I pant as we race through the kitchen toward the back exit.

      “I don’t know, but we’ve got to get out of here. Can you climb?” He unlocks the back door and shoves it open, and we plunge into the icy night. Before the back door has even closed behind us, heavy fists pound on the front door.

      “I’ll manage.” My stomach flips over; I’ve been shut inside and stuffed into pretty dresses with few chances for climbing or any other kind of play. But I’m not about to slow him down now.

      Outside, the tiny backyard drops off quickly into a dark ravine. There is water at the bottom; it’s maybe thirty feet deep. There’s a hole in the old wooden fence; he helps me through and briefly shines his tactical light on a rope ladder.

      An ordinary rope hangs next to it. He grabs that and looks at me. “Okay
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