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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear readers,

      Bodyguard’s Forbidden Obsession was originally published as Chasing Ecstasy, Fire & Vice book 9. I gave the entire series an update including new covers, new titles, new series title, and an updated proofread. The material remains the same.

      This series is dark romance with strong alpha anti-heroes with jealous possessive tendencies. The women are strong and feisty, not easily wooed by these bad men (hence the captive romance part!).

      Thank you for choosing Bodyguard’s Forbidden Obsession. I hope you enjoy!

      XOXO,

      Nikita
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Cassandra - 11 years old

       

      Cass watched the proceedings with a serious expression on her youthful face. She knew what was happening. It was the annual meeting to make sure the Luciano family and the DeLuca family still wanted the same thing — a marriage between their children.

      Judging from the laughter, the loud conversation, and the free-flowing wine, the wedding was still on.

      She cast a sideways glance at her fiancé. He was three years older than her, a vast difference. He seemed so mature, in control… handsome. His gaze was so intense, she had trouble holding it and almost always dropped her eyes when he looked at her. Still, he wasn’t so bad. Maybe too serious, but she could do worse.

      Her padre had told her that she was a princess worthy of a prince and that he would find her the perfect one. Of course, he’d said the words while he was drinking, during that sweet spot where he’d had just enough to be nice to her, but not enough to cross over to the bad side.

      Now her father was stone-cold sober, plying the DeLucas with alcohol and promises, intent on building an alliance with another important family. Cass was doing her job. Standing silently, looking pretty, never interrupting the adults.

      When they finished and she was allowed to go, she breathed a sigh of relief and slipped from her father’s office. She ran through the house and out the kitchen door, then made her way outside to her favourite spot. Under the bush in the garden, through the gate on the other side and into a stand of trees across the back lane. She called it her hobbit hole, after the book her nanny was reading to her.

      It was her escape; the books and the small clearing surrounded by trees. A place where she could weave a different, more bearable world using her imagination. She dropped to her knees next to a tree, reaching into a hollow in the trunk and pulling out a doll. The plump bean-filled cloth sack was a creation that her nanny had made for her when Cass begged for a hobbit replica. It had furry feet and homemade clothes on its fat little body.

      “So, this is where you go when you wander off after the meetings.”

      Cass twisted around on her knees, fear lighting her eyes until she spotted the boy standing in her space. Niccolo DeLuca. She couldn’t tell by his expression what he was thinking. Did he think she was immature for playing with dolls? Would he make fun of her? Worse, would he tell her father?

      “Do your parents know about this place?”

      A sinking feeling churned in the pit of her stomach, and she shook her head.

      He nodded knowingly. “What would they do if they found out?”

      She shrugged, clutching the doll behind her back.

      He stepped closer, the move slow and measured.

      Cass shuffled away on her knees, but the tree was directly behind her so she couldn’t go far.

      “Would they hit you, Cass?” It was the first time he’d used the shortened version of her name, and she kind of liked it. It felt more special than ‘Cassandra’. Like something a friend would call her.

      She nodded and watched him warily.

      He sank to the ground opposite her. “I won’t tell them, I promise. My job is to protect you, and I take that job seriously.”

      She gazed at him, wondering how a boy his age could possibly protect her from her own family. From a listless, disengaged mother who rarely left her bedroom and a father, known far and wide for his violently drunken outbursts.

      Still, there was something about Niccolo DeLuca that told her he would do exactly as he said. He would protect her.

      His gaze transferred from her face to where her arms disappeared behind her back. “What do you have there? Can I see?”

      She thought about it, then decided he could probably be trusted. Slowly, she handed the doll to him.

      He smiled down at it, a stiff smile. “Ugly little thing, isn’t it?”

      Cass laughed, a quick burst of joy before she cut it off abruptly.

      “It’s a hobbit,” she whispered shyly. “Like in the book.”

      His eyes met hers, and for the first time, she was able to hold his gaze. His brown eyes felt… kind.

      “I haven’t read that book,” he admitted. “Will you tell me about it?”

      A grin stretched across her face and lit up her features with the beauty her father frequently told her was going to make him a rich man. She nodded emphatically and twisted around to reach inside the hollow tree trunk for the rest of her dolls; four in total. She lined them up in front of her.

      “This one is Bilbo,” she explained, holding up her favourite doll, “and the one you’re holding is called Frodo. These are…”

       

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

       

      Ruiz - 15 years old

       

      An armbar to the face took Ruiz by surprise, his head rocking back with the force. He had to twist his shoulders to stop the rest of his body from following his head. Black dots obliterated his vision, but he recovered quickly, dancing away from his opponent and dodging another blow to the head.

      Luckily, his head was made of concrete, or that’s what his coach liked to tell him. Whatever it was made of, he could take a hit and bounce back stronger than before.

      He was one of the youngest wrestlers on the team, but after seeing him take part in his school wrestling championship, Coach Diego had given him a chance. Ruiz was now training in show wrestling; Lucha libre. It was Ruiz’s dream come true. A way to work his way out of the poverty his family lived in from day-to-day and stand tall and proud in the limelight.

      He was too young and inexperienced to compete professionally, but his day would come soon.

      “Come on, Ruiz!” An earsplitting whistle followed the call and he laughed. His younger sister had arrived to cheer him on. She was supposed to go straight home after school and help their madre with supper before she left for her night shift at the tire factory.

      Maria wasn’t so good at following the rules. Head strong and stubborn, she could usually be found trying to trick some poor kid out of their candy or at the gym, watching her brother train.

      He didn’t mind. He loved his sister, and her encouragement made him feel invincible.

      After sending a brief wave Maria’s way, Ruiz launched himself at his opponent with a kick to the chest, then he used the ropes to fling himself at the guy, wrap his legs around his neck and take him down to the mat. When he’d weakened his opponent to where the guy could barely regain his feet, the coach called, “Finish, Ruiz.”

      “You up for it?” Ruiz asked the other guy.

      He nodded and braced himself for a hard fall.

      Ruiz climbed the corner post, turning to balance his muscular body on the thick cords before leaping off and taking his opponent down to the mat. The two tumbled together, falling the way their coach had shown them countless time. And like every other time, Ruiz grinned like a maniac as he rolled off the losing fighter. It wasn’t the win that made him happy because they staged portions of the fight while the rest was freestyle tumbling. It was the flight and the cheering crowd that made his heart beat faster. He loved nothing more than to throw his body through the air while spectators screamed at him.

      Both fighters stood and shook hands.

      “Good fight,” Ruiz said with a grin, leaping off the stage and grabbing his sister, giving her a big, sweaty bear hug while she squealed and laughed in protest.

      “C’mon, let’s go home before mom calls the police on your ass,” he said, grabbing his T-shirt and pulling it over his naked chest.

      “She’s so strict.” Maria made a face.

      “Tell her that to her face,” he joked, then took off from the gym at a run, turning back to call, “If you beat me home, I’ll tell her you were at the library instead of the gym.”

      She took off after him, sprinting for all she was worth. “No fair, you have a head start!”
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        * * *

      

       

      Cassandra - 19 years old

       

       Cass was having a full-fledged panic attack, but she was happy, finally happy. It didn’t make sense that she would break down like this, but it didn’t need to make sense either. She would get past this moment; she would walk away from her family, and she would never look back.

      Safe, she was safe.

      At last.

      Cass slid down the wall to sit on the floor, the skirt of her $20,000 wedding dress fluffing up around her and obscuring her vision. She laughed, the sound a little hysterical, and batted the fabric down.

      Her chest squeezed painfully, and she slapped a hand over it, pressing down hard. She gasped for breath, counting in her head, trying to distract herself from the panic rising to choke the life from her.

      “I’m safe,” she said out loud as tears trickled down her face.

      She sucked in as much air as she could manage, then wheezed out the same breath, coughing violently with each exhale. The dress was too restrictive. She didn’t want to take it off, though; it was a symbol of her freedom from a life she hated, from a life that would have killed her if Nic hadn’t rescued her.

      Nic.

      He’d been so handsome, waiting for her at the front of the aisle, calm and stoic as always. At nearly twenty-two he still had vestiges of the boy he once was, but his features had hardened from his years spent forcing the DeLuca name to the top of the Cosa Nostra, far beyond Cass’s family’s standing. It was a miracle he still wanted to marry her. He had his pick of beautiful, rich, unflawed partners, but he’d never wavered in his desire to marry Cass. Nor had he gone back on his childhood declaration of protection. He’d kept her father at bay as much as he could while becoming the bloody rockstar of the Italian underworld.

      She lay down on the bathroom floor, curling up in the lace and satin, allowing her tears of relief to flow free. She would have no future use for them, so she could use them all up now.

      Finally, after the cold of the floor began to seep through her, she pushed herself to her feet. She picked up a wad of paper towels, wet them down and used them to wipe her face. Her mascara smeared and she laughed at herself. Fix it or go back out looking like a raccoon? Nic wouldn’t care, but her father would, and, as long as she was under his roof, he could still find ways to punish her. Like snapping the neck of her puppy as he’d done when she was fourteen and got caught kissing a local boy. Or when he’d gotten rid of her nanny, the only person who’d ever shown Cass any kindness, because Cass had been stupid enough to love her Christmas gift more than the one her parents had bought for her.

      “Cass.” She jumped when someone knocked on the door.

      “I’ll be right out!” she called, doing what she could to fix her face. She used soap and the paper towel to wipe away most of the makeup. Her face was left red and glowing.

      She opened the door to find her cousin and bridesmaid, Franny, standing on the other side. She looked impatient. “Your father sent me to look for you.”

      Cass nodded as they went back out to the pool deck where party guests were dancing and laughing. Franny took off, running toward a group of young men while Cass looked around.

      She caught sight of her father, who was bee-lining toward her, a thunderous frown on his face. He was weaving and stumbling as he came at her, definitely drunk out of his mind.

      She had no idea why he was angry. It could be anything. Maybe the food wasn’t up to his standards. Or maybe the orchestra was playing something he didn’t like. Or maybe he noticed her crumpled gown and lack of makeup.

      She held her breath as he reached her, his hands swinging out to grab hold of her, but before he could connect, a hand slid along her waist, anchoring her. Her father stopped, his expression rapidly going from rage to uncertainty.

      Cass looked up to find Nic standing next to her, his face a grim map of promise if her father so much as put a single finger on her. He’d warned the other man repeatedly to leave Cass alone or face Nic’s wrath.

      Of course, her father had found ways of torturing her anyway, but nothing compared to what she knew he could and likely would do if Nic wasn’t offering his protection.

      “Nic, my boy, how are you enjoying the party?” Alfredo Luciano boomed in a fake, jovial tone.

      She knew it was fake because Nic had been very clear in his desire to remove Cass from her family and never speak to them again. Though they were receiving a massive settlement for her hand in marriage, her father had been hoping to link the family names to his benefit. Now, it seemed Nic had other ideas.

      “If you’ll excuse us,” Nic said coldly, not bothering to answer the question. “I would like a word with my wife.”

      Wife.

      The word made Cass feel hot and cold all at the same time. She was a wife now. Nic had promised to protect her, and that promise had kept her sane for years. Now, she could look forward to a lifetime of that protection. Only, what was the cost? She was nineteen. The wedding, Nic as her husband, it all felt so surreal. She’d still been in school only a few short months ago. All the possibilities of a bright and successful future stretching out in front of her schoolmates were closed to her. She was a mob wife. That was the beginning and end of her existence. Her sole purpose was now fulfilled.

      “Breathe, Cass.” Nic’s deep voice rooted her, and she was able to do as he said, sucking in a full, deep breath. His grip on her waist tightened. “Come with me.”

      He pulled her away from the pool deck, the guests, her father, everyone. The orchestra faded, along with the lights as he led her toward her special place. He’d infiltrated the clearing many times as they’d grown up together and she had allowed it. He was her special friend.

      Standing in the clearing with him reminded her of the sweet side of Nic, the one he only showed her. He might be a fearsome mobster, but he was still her best friend. Her protector, her saviour.

      “Are you okay?” he asked gently, turning her to face him and running a finger over her cheek.

      She nodded and smiled. “Post-wedding jitters.”

      He laughed generously at her joke. “You always were a little backward, weren’t you?”

      She nodded, her smile falling away. “It feels weird… being married to you.” Standing in the clearing with the boy who’d been her friend made her feel brave enough to admit it.

      He sobered as well and studied her features. “Yes, it does.”

      He tilted her face up, looking at her features in the moonlight. “You are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.” His words were matter of fact, not passionate, which Cass was grateful for. It felt strange enough being married to Nic, but she didn’t think she’d be able to handle him making passionate platitudes to her.

      “I’m going to kiss you now.”

      Her eyes widened and she felt suddenly nauseous. She tried to tell herself that it was just nerves and that it was natural for Nic to want to kiss her.

      She held her breath as he dipped his head toward her, covering her lips with his own.

      They were dry but firm, clinging to hers before moving slightly, sliding along the seam of her lips. His tongue darted out, touching hers, and Cass jumped away in a panic.

      She shook her head and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. She looked at him fearfully, hoping he wasn’t too angry, that maybe he would be patient with her reluctance. Instead, she was met with his laughter. He wiped his own fingers across his lips and shook his head; the chuckles spilling out in a carefree baritone.

      “Nope,” he said emphatically. “Like kissing my sister.”

      She laughed too, the pressure in her stomach and chest easing significantly. “It was gross, Nic.”

      “Hey, now that’s going a bit far,” he grumbled, reaching out to tickle her.

      She jumped away, laughing wildly, and would have tripped over her long skirt, but he grabbed hold of her, steadying her. They looked at each other and she realized he’d known they wouldn’t be able to be together like man and wife. Yet, he’d married her anyway.

      He presented an arm to her. “Ready to leave this place?”

      Her mind flashed to her father, but she shrugged his image away. She no longer lived under his thumb; she was with Nic now.

      She linked her arm with his. “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

       

      Ruiz - 28 years old

       

      The crowd screamed and Ruiz lifted his arms to hype them further, shouting his own rage and elation. He was exactly where he was always meant to be, the center of the storm, the villain about to take down the hero.

      He kneeled next to his victim, gripping him by the hair and wrenching his head back. He bent to speak in the man’s ear. “You ready?”

      To the crowd, it looked like he was taunting the loser after a solid beat down, but he had to make sure his friend and colleague was unhurt and able to take another hit.

      “Do it.”

      Ruiz pretended to smash his opponent’s face into the mat before dragging the man to his feet and lifting him onto his shoulders, swinging him around and tossing him over the side of the ring where he would have more leverage for the finish.

      The crowd screamed their approval as Ruiz leapt up into the ropes and used the corner post for balance. He lifted his arms in the air, encouraging his fans, glorying in the noise. This was what he was born to do. The adrenalin, the fight, it was part of him, in his blood. His mother, now dead, had never understood, but Maria did.

      She couldn’t make it to his championship match because of a prior engagement with her fiancé’s family, but she’d sent flowers to his dressing room before the start of the match and a note demanding he kick some ass.

      Ruiz glared down at his opponent, who was trying to pick himself off the ground, the people around him scrambling from their chairs and leaping out of the way as Ruiz launched himself into the air. He loved the feeling of being airborne before going into an acrobatic roll and putting his opponent into a submission hold.

      The referee screamed the end of the match.

      Ruiz gave his buddy a sympathetic pat on the shoulder. It wasn’t fun having a 230-pound man land on you. Ruiz stood, readjusted his mask, and leapt back into the ring, sailing easily over the ropes. He soaked in the screams and boos, waving at his fans.

      The referee gripped his wrist and lifted it, announcing into a microphone that Ruiz’s alter ego, Hijo del Diablo, had won the heavyweight championship. Ruiz shouted his glory as the belt was placed around his waist, then he jumped back onto the ropes, whipping the audience into a frenzy.

      He landed on the floor and strode through the crowd, signing autographs and taking selfies as he made his way back to the change rooms.

      The quiet embraced him as he strode through the bowels of the building, the screaming and stomping of the crowd fading to a muffled din.

      Ruiz pushed the change room door open and Domingo, the man he’d just defeated, greeted him with a bear hug, picking him up off the floor, before dropping him and punching him in the shoulder.

      “Good fight!”

      “Si, the fucking best,” Ruiz agreed, grinning at himself in the mirror.

      It was his third championship win and it felt just as good as the first.

      He peeled his now sweaty mask off and placed it on the counter. His signature silver and black mask shone in the light, looking up at him as though to say, ‘mi amigo, we won!’.

      “You still planning that tag team match next month?”

      “Si,” Ruiz said over his shoulder, picking up a towel and mopping at his face. “We’re down a man, if you’re interested.”

      “Sure,” Domingo said with a grin. “I’ll need some payback for that smack down you gave me out there. My back is never gonna be the same.”

      Ruiz chuckled. “You’re getting old.”

      He stood and faced Ruiz, flexing his impressive pecs and snarling, “I’ll show you who’s old, Hijo.”

      Ruiz spread his arms as if to say, ‘bring it on.’

      Before they could finish, the door slammed open, and Diego, Ruiz’s coach and friend, rushed through.

      “Your sister’s in trouble,” he burst out, trying to catch his breath.

      All humour dropped from Ruiz’s face. “What’s going on?”

      “Her fiancé is dead, and she’s been arrested for murder.”

      The world felt as if it dropped out from beneath Ruiz’s feet and an invisible punch to the solar plexus stole his breath. His sister, his beautiful, carefree sister was in trouble. She spent a decade watching him, adoring him, cheering him on. Now she needed him.

      Ruiz changed into his street clothes and, forgetting his mask and belt in the change room, rushed to his sister. Though he didn’t know it yet, in just a few months, his entire life would become unrecognizable. The career he cherished would be left behind as he rushed his sister across the border to a new life.
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        * * *

      

       

      Cassandra - 33 years old

       

      Cass was reaching the end of her patience. How many bikinis did she have to parade around the pool? How many margaritas did she have to accidentally spill down her front, then mop off her tanned breasts with a nearby towel? How much sunscreen did she have to apply to her long, bare limbs?

      Apparently, the list was going to be endless, because her new bodyguard refused to pay her a lick of attention. Through the shade of her sunglasses, she watched the object of her fascination as he stood at attention beside the pool, his gaze constantly scanning the property as if he expected an army to leap from the bushes and attack her.

      It was Luke’s job to keep her safe, but the only person who hurt Cass was usually Cass, and that was because she was a klutzy headcase. Yesterday she’d walked into an end table and bruised her thigh. He’d yelled at her for not watching where she was walking. She’d thought he was being protective, but he never showed her any kindness, so she was beginning to suspect he was just annoyed about her awkwardness.

      She didn’t care. She wanted to fuck him no matter what he thought of her. Hell, maybe if he thought she was as nuts as the rest of the staff thought, it would make the sex hotter. He was the most gorgeous man on the property, with blond spiky hair, tanned skin, and big muscles that strained the seams of his suit.

      Cass didn’t know much about Luke other than that he was the bodyguard of an Italian mobster’s wife with aspirations to take over the position of second-in-command to the boss. She knew because he sucked up to Nic every chance he got. She couldn’t blame the guy for his ambitions, but she wanted him in her bed before he moved onto better things.

      She and Nic had agreed that they could each conduct private affairs so long as they were discreet. Cass didn’t want word reaching her father that she and Nic were married in name only. He would lose his shit if he knew she wasn’t going to produce an heir with her husband. He was ruthless and crazy enough that he might even try to have her killed. Her father was old-school mafia and his pride meant more to him than her life.

      “You’re burning.”

      Cass looked up at Luke, who was now standing next to her patio chair.

      She’d been so distracted with pornographic thoughts of him that she’d missed her last sunscreen application. She dutifully picked up the bottle of SPF30 from beside her lounger and squeezed a large glob into her palm. She took her time running her hands down each leg, then her arms, belly, shoulders, and face.

      “Will you do my back?” she asked innocently.

      He hated when she asked him that, but technically his job was to protect her, and he wouldn’t be doing his job properly if he allowed her back to burn.

      She rolled over onto the lounger and closed her eyes, savouring the sensation of his big, firm hands rubbing the lotion across her back in short economical movements. She bit her lip to keep from moaning out loud, not wanting to scare him off. He was a little skittish when it came to her.

      When he finished, she rolled back over and gazed up at him with what she hoped was a seductive look. “Thanks, Luke.” She said his name in a breathy whisper, and from the way the front of his pants jerked, she was pretty sure he liked it.

      He turned to walk away, and Cass panicked. This was the most conversation and touching she’d gotten out of him in ages. It felt imperative that she capture his attention and hold it. If she didn’t, they would continue their awkward dance until he got promoted and Cass was left with a severe case of blue balls… or whatever the girl equivalent was. Blue clit?

      “I missed a spot,” she blurted out.

      He froze and she could tell from the bunching of muscles in his back that he was trying to decide what to do. Turn around and continue to play her game while pretending he didn’t know she was playing games or walk away and lose the possibility of finding out what her crazy brain came up with next. She kept him on his toes, and he loved it. Or she liked to think he loved it, anyway.

      He turned abruptly and glared down at her through his shades. “Do you require my help, Mrs. DeLuca?”

      She hated when he called her that, but she couldn’t get him to call her Cass or even Cassandra.

      “I need you to watch and make sure no one looks while I finish lotioning.” Her heart was hammering in her chest, and she wondered where she got the audacity to push her game to this point. So far, it had only been mild flirting and a little outrageous behaviour to get Luke’s attention. She was about to push things a whole lot further.

      She squeezed some lotion onto her fingertips and started rubbing on her lower belly, just above the elastic band of her bikini bottoms.

      “What are you doing, Mrs. DeLuca?” he asked, an edge to his voice.

      The ‘Mrs. DeLuca’ convinced her to keep going.

      She looked up at him and lowered her sunglasses, perching them on the end of her nose. She gave him a heated stare as she slid her fingers into her bikini. His eyes followed her every move as she lazily pleasured herself.

      She was so nervous, she barely felt her fingers as she slid them through the folds of her pussy. Still, she gave the best show she could in hopes that it would finally tip him over the edge of his patience.

      “Stop it,” he snapped, glancing around before returning his gaze to her, his hungry eyes immediately seeking the movements of her hand beneath the bikini bottom.

      “Make me,” she said huskily, closing her eyes and tilting her head back against the chair as if she was enjoying herself immensely.

      She got away with her act for a few minutes longer before he finally had enough.

      She saw his shadow cross her closed eyelids, and he got right in her face and growled, “You’re a brat.”

      His hand landed on her wrist, and he pulled it from beneath the fabric, holding it up between them.

      “Maybe I am,” she admitted, grinning up at him. “But at least I’m not a tease, like you.”

      Laughter leapt from his throat in a bark, and he shook his head. “You’ve been prancing around, teasing me for weeks, and you dare to call me the tease?”

      She nodded and pushed herself up so she was eye level with him. “Uh huh, you’ve been prancing around in those tight suit pants, showing off the outline of your dick and acting like you don’t want to fuck me.”

      “Maybe I don’t,” he countered, narrowing his eyes at her.

      “I bet you do,” she challenged him.

      His light blue eyes darkened, and he lifted her hand, pressing the fingers under his nose and inhaling the scent of her pussy. “Fuck, you smell good.”

      Her heart skipped a beat, and the breath caught in her throat. She was almost dizzy with need. “Are you ready to stop being an idiot?” she asked him bluntly.

      He shook his head at her. “All I can offer is a fuck. Nothing more.”

      “I don’t want to have your babies, Lucas,” she countered. “I want cock, and it’s surprisingly hard to come by in this place.”

      “Not anymore,” he said. “I’m done keeping my distance.”

      Before she could say ‘good’, he gripped her face and kissed her. He moulded his lips to hers and shoved his tongue in her mouth. It wasn’t the best kiss she’d ever had, but it had been a long time coming, which made it sweeter. She kissed him back with enthusiasm.

      He groaned against her and began pawing at her bikini top, squeezing and releasing her tits, then sliding his hand under the triangles and tugging at her nipples. He broke the kiss long enough to say, “Inside.”

      She nodded, and he lifted her off the lounger. Taking her hand, he pulled her into the house.

      She ran her free hand up his back as he walked, pulling his shirt from his pants and sliding her hand along his bare skin.

      He whipped around and reached for her, dragging her into his arms and kissing her again.

      They moved down the hall, locked in their embrace, before finding an empty room, thrusting the door open and stumbling inside. Cass giggled against his mouth as she side-eyed the room and realized they were in Nic’s office. Oh well, if Nic didn’t want people fucking in his office, he should keep his door locked.

      Luke fumbled with her bikini top until she shoved his hands away and reached back to unclasp it herself. While she bared her torso, he unbuckled his belt and dragged his zipper down.

      Cass reached for him, pulling his cock from the confines of his pants. Finally, she got to touch the thing that had been driving her to distraction and fuelling her fantasies for weeks. As she explored, Luke groaned and pushed his hips toward her, encouraging her gentle strokes. Then he stiffened and let out an annoyed sound.

      “Fuck!” he growled. “No condom.”

      “Oh,” she said, then reached into her bikini bottoms and pulled out a condom she’d been hiding all morning just in case this exact scenario came up. “What about this one?”

      He shook his head at her, but took the condom from her, tearing the package open. He rolled it quickly over his cock and then reached to drag her bikini bottoms down her legs. She eagerly complied, stepping out of them. Then he lifted her onto the desk and notched himself against her pussy, pushing himself inside without finesse.

      Cass gasped and gripped his shoulders. She’d hoped for a little more foreplay, but she wasn’t entirely surprised. They’d been dancing around each other for weeks; he probably needed a quick fuck to start, then they would slow down and spend some time exploring each other.

      Still, she was disappointed when less than a minute later, he stiffened, let out a muffled groan and shot his load into the condom. She tried not to show it though and moaned her satisfaction in his ear. She hadn’t orgasmed, but she also hadn’t expected to. Though she could bring herself to orgasm with her fingers and toys, she’d never orgasmed with a partner.

      When he finished, Luke pulled out and tucked his cock, condom and all, back into his pants. Cass supposed that was the best place for it since Luke couldn’t exactly use the boss’s trashcan.

      Cass hopped off the edge of the desk and started putting her bikini back on.

      Luke cleared his throat and she looked at him. “This shouldn’t have happened.” He glanced guiltily around Nic’s office.

      “I think this was inevitable,” she said, pulling her bottoms up and snapping them into place. “If you want to do it again, you know where to find me.”

      She hurried to the door, wanting to escape the post-coital awkwardness of his self-doubt. God, these mafia guys sure had hang-ups when it came to uncomplicated sex. Her last bodyguard had resisted too.  

      She jerked the door open and nearly walked into Nic, who was standing on the other side, his eyebrow raised in question.

      “Sorry, got lost on our way to the bedroom,” she said with an apologetic smile.

      “Cass,” he said in an admonishing voice. “Stop fucking in my office. This game of yours is getting old.”

      “What?” Luke yelped. “She’s done this before?”

      Cass didn’t hear the reply because she took off at a run for her bedroom where she flung herself on the bed, grinning like an idiot. She’d finally conquered the mountain of a man who was her bodyguard and she felt amazing.

      Closing her eyes, she slid her fingers into her still wet pussy and finished what Luke had started.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          5 years later

        

      

    

    
      “Who are you?”

      Ruiz turned sharply, a sheepish grin — his best feature, on full display as he confronted the irate female voice interrupting his midnight fridge foraging. He couldn’t see her clearly as the kitchen was dark, but she could see him in the refrigerator's light.

      She gasped and stepped away from him. “I don’t know you.” Her voice took on a worried edge. “You aren’t one of the estate guards.”

      Ruiz had arrived a few hours earlier when most of the household had already gone to bed. It disappointed him that he couldn’t see his sister right away, but Nic was insistent that Ruiz should wait until morning. Apparently, Maria needed her rest. From what, Ruiz refused to speculate on.

      He’d been ushered into the house and shown to a room with an attached bathroom, something much fancier than he’d ever used. Two hours later, he still couldn’t settle enough to catch some shuteye. The 2:00 AM munchies had him making his way down to the kitchen. Or at least he’d attempted to find the kitchen. It had taken him about fifteen minutes and a few wrong turns before he found his way.

      In fact, now that he thought about it, he was worried he wouldn’t be able to find his way back and end up in someone else’s room. He squinted at the shadowy woman standing across from him. He could see bare legs and arms poking out of a nightgown. Long, sleep-tousled hair flowed over her shoulders.

      Maybe ending up in someone else’s room wouldn’t be such a bad thing.

      “If you don’t start talking, I will stab you.” She crossed her arms and tapped a bare foot against the tiled floor.

      A waft of something sweet and spicy tickled his nostrils. Perfume? Shampoo? He didn’t know what it was, but his dick sure liked it.

      “What will you stab me with, chiquita?”

      “This is a kitchen,” she said scornfully. “There are knives in kitchens.”

      “Si,” he agreed. “But I’m currently standing between you and the butcher block.”

      She gasped. “Is that a threat?”

      “I believe the only person doing any threatening here is you,” he pointed out. “I’m an innocent, picking up a nighttime snack while you’re sneaking around, threatening to stab a starving man. Not very hospitable.”

      She stomped her foot. “Who are you?”

      “Who’re you?” he countered.

      “I’m Cassandra DeLuca and my husband owns this place,” she snapped at him. “So you better start talking.”

      He’d heard Nic was married, but he hadn’t realized the wife still lived in the same house. He’d be having a talk with his sister’s boyfriend first thing in the morning. He didn’t like this whole mistress and wife living under the same roof situation.

      He closed the fridge door, shutting out the only light in the room and plunging them both into darkness. Cassandra inhaled sharply and took a quick step back as though just realizing she was confronting a strange man alone.

      He may not like the whole “wife” thing, but he didn’t want to scare the woman. “Name’s Ruiz, I’m Maria’s brother.”

      “Oh.” She seemed to relax, her voice softening. “Maria told me about you. When did you get here?”

      “A few hours ago.”

       One of them should turn on a light, but neither moved to do it. Now that her fear and anger had subsided, they were two strangers standing in the fanciest kitchen he’d ever seen. Ruiz was bare-chested, wearing only a pair of sweatpants that rode low on his hips and from what he could tell, her nightie didn’t cover much either.

      Neither spoke, but the heat ratcheting up around them spoke volumes. Ruiz hadn’t even seen her properly yet, but he knew he wanted her. There was something about her that called to him. Her voice, her scent, the way she moved. It made him want to drag her into the cradle of his arms and do bad things to her.

      “Babe, you comin’ back to bed?”

      Ruiz whipped his head around at the voice interrupting their moment, about to snarl at the intruder, when the kitchen suddenly flooded with light.

      Cassandra made an annoyed sound and covered her eyes. “Luke, I’m coming,” she grumbled.

      It was like having a bucket of ice water thrown over him. Ruiz couldn’t speak, couldn’t move, couldn’t stop staring at the incredibly beautiful woman standing before him, rubbing her eyes and glaring at Niccolo DeLuca’s second-in-command.

      What the fuck was going on?

      Luke had been the one to escort Ruiz from Las Vegas to Miami, so they’d met.

      Luke caught sight of Ruiz. “Hey man, settling in?”

      “Sure,” Ruiz said, then winked at Cassandra. “This one is trying to stab me, though.”

      “Am not!” she growled, but the corner of her lips lifted in a smile.

      God, she was stunning. It almost hurt to look at her. She was tall for a woman, probably only a bit under six feet with long honey-toned limbs. Her sun-kissed, light brown hair fell down her back in gorgeous beachy waves. Everything about her was beautiful but it was her face that could stop traffic. Her symmetric features were sharp and angular, stopping just short of masculine with her full lips and high cheekbones.

      No human should be so perfect. There had to be a flaw. Maybe a giant birth mark underneath her incredibly brief and somewhat see-through nightie.

      Who was he kidding? A birthmark would only enhance her beauty.

      “She likes to think she’s tougher than she is,” Luke grunted, tossing an arm over her shoulders and looking down at her. “Come to bed. I have an early morning.”

      “Okay,” she agreed as he pulled her away from the kitchen. Ruiz’s heart sank as she went, leaving a cold, empty space behind her. Then she turned back, pointed at her eyes with two fingers, then at him. “I’m watching you, buddy. Stay out of my ice cream.”

      Ruiz grinned at her retreating back and absently rubbed a hand over his aching chest. Man, did she pack an invisible punch. Beautiful, funny… taken. He just couldn’t seem to get his timing right in this thing called life.

      He opened the freezer door and rooted around until he found a carton of Ben and Jerry’s Chocolate Therapy flavour. It had to belong to the Goddess. He was going to eat every bite and think of her while he did it.

      Creepy? Maybe, but he had to find some joy in life. The past few years had been enough to knock a man on his ass, and here he was in another situation. On the surface, it seemed pretty sweet. A mansion filled with staff and a job close to his sister. Problem was, he was slowly being pulled into the mafia through his recent associations with Franco in Las Vegas and now Nic DeLuca. In Mexico, he’d studiously avoided associating with the cartels, keeping his nose clean and his career on track.  

      Now the Goddess.

      On second thought, maybe he could be happy here.
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        * * *

      

       

      Two months later.

       

      Ruiz paced the hallway outside of Cassandra’s suite. She’d been in there for several days and he was worried. No, he was more than worried. He would have barged in long before now except she’d been accepting food trays from Yara, the housekeeper.

      According to Yara, Cass wasn’t eating much, but at least she was alive. She’d also explained to him that it wasn’t unusual for Cass to lock herself in her room for days, sometimes weeks.

      Depression.

      That’s what Yara called it, but Ruiz couldn’t comprehend how it worked. Cass was so filled with love, life, and happiness. How could all that go away overnight? No, it had to be something else. Maybe her strange marriage situation, or maybe she was upset about Luke. If that was the case, Ruiz totally got it. The buff bodyguard was a complete asshole. Ruiz wasn’t sure what she saw in Luke in the first place, but it wasn’t up to him to decide who she dated. If it was, she would be with him.

      He’d spent the past few months infiltrating every aspect of Cass’s life that he could without crossing any lines. He picked jobs where he got to be near her and joined family meals when invited. He made friends with her friends. Or he tried to, since she really only associated with Nic, Luke, Maria and a few of the house staff.

      Worried about her health, Ruiz had called his sister, who was away at a wedding, but she hadn’t been helpful. She’d assured him that sometimes Cass felt unsociable and that he shouldn’t worry. Cass always emerged.

      Well, he was worried.

      He had a plan though, and he was going to persist until it worked.

      He lifted his fist and banged on the door.

      “Cass, it’s me,” he called, then realizing she might not work out who ‘me’ was, he added, “Ruiz.” When she didn’t answer, he knocked again. “I’m not going away this time. You need to either let me in or stand out here in the hallway with me. I want to see you.”

      There was a long pause as he pressed his ear to the door, then he finally heard her voice. It was muffled, but the meaning was clear enough. “Go away, Ruiz.”

      “Not happening, chiquita,” he announced, relief clear in his voice. He had confirmation that she was alive. “Talk to me and then I’ll go away.”

      He heard what sounded like an annoyed growl, then stomping. He moved away from the door as she jerked it open and glared at him.

      It was everything he could do not to express his dismay at her appearance. The supermodel Cass had been supplanted by a garbage monster. She was wearing a T-shirt that probably hadn’t been changed in a week and was stained with what looked like a combination of grape juice and tomatoes. Baggy sweatpants swam around her legs, and she wore mismatched fuzzy socks, one of them hanging halfway off her foot. Her hair was twisted up in a greasy, haphazard knot.

      Her appearance wasn’t what bothered him though, nor was it her clearly unshowered smell. It was the pale, sallow skin, and the harsh blue bags under her eyes. She looked like she was transitioning into a zombie.

      He pushed past her, slamming the door behind himself. Ignoring her angry exclamation, he moved a pile of clothes and magazines from her bed and onto her floor, then sat down on the edge of the bed. He noticed a pair of lacy red panties that were on the bed just next to his fingertips and, as nonchalantly as possible, stuffed them into his pocket.

      “Sit,” he ordered her. When she crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow, he added, “Sit, or I’ll make you sit.”

      She huffed and said, “I know you think you’re being well-meaning and helping your sister’s bestie while she’s out of town, but I don’t want you here. I don’t want to sit, and I don’t want to talk. I want to be alone. Please leave.”

      He stood and walked toward her.

      She moved to the side so he could reach the door, but instead of leaving, he grabbed her by the arms and hauled her back to the bed, forcing her to sit on the edge. When she would have stood, he gripped her arm and held her down.

      “Ow, Ruiz, stop it!” she snapped, jerking her arm away from him.

      “I’m sorry, Cass, but you’re not being reasonable.” He used a calm voice, though his entire being wanted to snatch her against him, insist she tell him what was wrong and then let him fix it. He knew he couldn’t, though, and she outlined exactly why in her next breath.

      “I don’t have to listen to you,” she stormed angrily, moving away from him on the bed. “You aren’t my husband, you aren’t my boyfriend. You’re nothing to me!”

      Her words should’ve been a shot to his lovesick gut, but they weren’t. The Cass he was talking to right now wasn’t the woman who bounced around the estate, gleefully causing mischief. That Cass would never in a million years attempt to deliberately hurt someone else’s feelings.

      The person facing him now was the same Cass, but one who felt wounds so deep she had no choice but to lash out at anyone trying to help her. He felt nothing but compassion for this Cass and a deep desire to help her.

      “I’m not your husband or your boyfriend,” he agreed, though he desperately wished he was. Only a few months in her presence and he was in so deep he didn’t think he’d ever surface. It was a true tell of his feelings that he could see her in this shape — angry, defiant, messy — and still love her as much as he had when she’d been excitedly showing him around the estate, pointing out to him which dogs were safe to pet and which ones to stay away from. “But whether or not you like it, I care about you. So, you can try to throw me out and you can rage at me, but I’m not going anywhere.”

      She seemed to wilt under his insistent gaze, and he had a moment of self-doubt. Was he doing the right thing by forcing his presence on her? He didn’t know the first thing about depression. Maybe he was making things worse. Still, his gut told him he needed to stay close. At least watch over her until this… whatever it was… passed, and she turned back into her usual cheerful self.

      “You can’t help me,” she said sadly, unknowingly echoing his thoughts. “No one can. My online therapist helps, but sometimes I sink back into the sadness and there’s nothing anyone can do about it.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said, trying to infuse his voice with sincerity.

      She shook her head. “It’s okay, Ruiz.” She tried to force a smile but failed. “This is a cycle I’ve gotten used to over the years. I’ll feel better… eventually. I just need time.”

      He nodded. “Okay then, take as much time as you need.”

      She stared at him as if expecting something, then said bluntly, “You can leave now. You’ve seen for yourself that I’m okay.”

      He wanted to argue with her definition of ‘okay’ but wisely held his tongue.

      “I’m going to have some supper and go to bed early.”

      Ruiz hesitated, trying to decide what to do. Fuck it, what did he have to lose? “I have a better plan if you want to hear it.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “What plan?”

      “A beach party for two,” he told her, hope lighting a flame in his heart when she didn’t immediately shoot his plan down. “I’ve arranged two loungers on the beach, a mini fridge with snacks and martini fixings. We can watch the sunset and talk about anything you want. Or nothing at all. Totally up to you.”

      She thought about it for a long time, then finally pushed herself off the bed and walked stiffly toward the washroom. She turned in the doorway to look at him, her expression haughty, “I’m going to shower, then I’ll meet you down on the beach.”

      He didn’t want to take his eyes off her, especially since his plan was working. She might back out and go into hiding as soon as he left her room. He thought about arguing with her, insisting she come straight down with him, but he realized her dignity wouldn’t allow her to walk past the house staff and property guards in her current state. He had to trust that she would do as she said she would.

      “Okay,” he agreed, pushing himself off the bed. “I’ll go pour a couple of drinks.”

      Her
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