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It started with a scratch-off at the local 7-11 so many years ago. 

I had won. A whopping grand total of one hundred dollars. But the amount didn’t matter. Hands trembling and heart racing, it was that euphoric thrill I couldn’t shake. Been chasing it ever since. Soon enough, the local casinos became my haunts. More often than not, I was on the plus side. 

Until I wasn’t. 

So, I borrowed. Then borrowed a little more. My luck had to turn. Oh, and  it did. But of course, then failed me again.

Big time.

As we walked into an upscale Italian restaurant she loved so much, Krista, my wife, hugged me tighter. She was the magical result of my most desperate and best gamble. Oh, but if she only knew the half of why my heart was battering my ribs like a staccato drum on speed. As I gazed into her twinkling blue eyes and that adoring smile, my pulse soared. 

A true regal beauty. Highlighted with shiny russet streaks, long wavy auburn tresses trailed to the middle of her bare back. Wispy curls swept along high cheekbones, framing a narrow face. If anything, she was more gorgeous than the day we met. While sliding my gaze over her again for the millionth time that night, I gave her my best grin.

Hyper-lean, she was a bona fide fitness nut. Rain or shine, she ran every weekday. That and the dancing she’d enjoyed while in college meant she possessed a feline grace, pressing her curves into me as we moved further inside.

Oh, and she’d gone all out, rocking a sleek, black, curve-hugging dress. Beneath its lace spaghetti straps, toned shoulder muscles gleamed in the dim faux-candlelight. The shiny satin taut over a prominent firm chest was drawing many sidelong glances. Add to that the short hemline revealing lithe, long legs, enhanced by the five-inch ankle-strap sandals that click-clacked on the tile beside me and she was truly stunning. 

And at those rhythmic, sharp sounds, more heads turned. When we both caught longer ogling stares, I squeezed her tighter. 

“God, you’re so hot,” I whispered.

“Glad you married me?” At the soft press of her waxy crimson lips to my cheek, every fiber in my body sizzled. “My handsome husband.”

“Hell, yes.” I laughed. “And you know damned well you’re making all the other men in here so jealous.”

After a quiet giggle, she snuggled against me just as a young blonde hostess gestured for us to follow her. No sooner had we been seated opposite each other in a cozy semicircular booth than we stared over the table at each other. Krista’s perfect, sculpted brow arched. In a flash, we scooted next to each other, grinning like idiots. 

Yeah, we were that couple.

As I sighed, she perused the wine list. But I couldn’t help noticing the hostess weaving back across the crowded dining room towards the entrance. Cute. Nice ass.

“I saw that,” Krista murmured, while elbowing my ribs.

“Huh, what?”

“You, scoping out her butt.” Although my wife’s face darkened with an overdrawn pout, her eyes sparkled. “Horny man.”

“Sexy woman.” With a chuckle, I shrugged before skimming my hand along a silk-wrapped thigh, nudging her hem upwards.

Although her lips quivered, she broke out into a delightful, twinkling laugh. And I joined in. She was my light. Had been for ten years. It had taken three of them for me to find the guts to ask her to marry me. 

Cute as a button, hard-bodied even back then from a successful college stint in cross-country, she’d been one of the hottest coeds on campus. Plus, she had a reputation as a party girl. Which meant I had plenty of competition.

Of course, that also meant the odds were long—very long—but that’d never deterred me, and boom, we’d hit it off. She said it was because she was into older men, although I was only two years her senior.

And even better, while waiting for her to finish a teaching certificate, I stayed on to earn a master’s degree in business. Plus, that extra time led to a decent investment banking position in nearby Chicago.

As I said, she was the best gamble of my life.

Not at all like the more recent ones. As I got promoted, my pay increased. Good, right? Not so much. That only meant there was a lot more to lose. A heck of a lot more.

When the server, a young guy, arrived, we were still giggling like fools. Handsome, he had thick dark hair and was well-muscled. The tag on a broad chest announced his name was Dave. After inspecting him as he collected our drink order, Krista’s eyes flashed at me. Touché. 

And once he’d disappeared, I burst into laughter. After resting her head on my shoulder, she teased at a strand of long auburn hair with glossy crimson nails.

“Why did you marry me, Tom?” she asked. “For real.”

“Because you’re smokin’ hot.” My laughter slowed. “And crazy smart. Oh, and you just happen to be the best damned woman in the universe.”

“Wow.” Her eyes twinkled as she slid a hand into my crotch. “Laying it on a bit thick, huh, mister? Hoping to get lucky tonight?”

“Mmm, oh, uh....” A groan slipped from me as I surged beneath her gently raking nails. 

“My oh my.” She giggled. “We should, um, have a fancy date more often, huh?”

Before I could retort, the server returned. After glancing at us snuggled together, he placed our glasses on the table. His cheeks were reddening.

“It’s, um, our seventh anniversary,” I said as she removed the hand from my trousers to grasp a wineglass.

“Congratulations,” Dave replied before taking our orders. Oh, and giving her a subtle glance, but she only slid into me with a soft purr. Face darker than ever, he headed away.

“Another jealous guy,” I murmured before meeting Krista’s lips.

“Mmm, I like it, baby.” She giggled. 

“What, teasing them?”

“Yes,” she hissed before replacing her hand on my trousers. “Mmm, you don’t mind, do you?”

“Nuh-uh.” I shook my head as her fingernails dug deeper, encircling my hardness. “My sexy wife can tease whomever she pleases.”

That got her giggling. As I chuckled along, she lifted her fingers away to take a long sip of wine. Behind my glass, the chuckle faded. Sooner or later, it would be confession time. It sucked that it had to be during this night of all nights. But the clock was ticking.

Yet, I couldn’t do it. Not right then. Not with her flashing those shimmering eyes and.... She was just so sultry. Alluring doesn’t even capture how she looked that evening.

“Your mom’s okay with Ben and Ella?” I said, stalling.

“Hah, I’m more worried about her keeping up with the little terrors.”

While Ben was four, Ella, by far the oldest—and she’d tell you that—was six, going on thirty-five. As I nodded, she took another sip, and I lost myself in her wide-eyed gaze. At least, that time my heart’s pounding was due only to her. 

“Worth it,” I murmured before downing a bit more wine.

“Why?” She chewed her lower lip. She knew exactly why, but wanted me to say it.

“I get you all to myself, babe.” It was my turn to slide a palm along her firm thigh. “Hmm, for forty-eight straight hours.”

“Oh, yeah.” With an impish grin, she dropped her hand to move my fingers under the hem. “And, um, what are you planning to do with me, Tom?”

“Everything.” Under her pressing palm, I squeezed her leg. “And then, hmm, we’ll do anything you want.”

“Uh-huh, sure. Once you’ve exhausted me, huh?” She laughed and lifted her slender digits to skim my forearm.

“We can take turns,” I offered with a flick of my eyebrows. “Make it fair. I get the first...”

Just then, Dave and a helper, a cute redhead, appeared with dinner. After I took my turn, making a point of roaming her frame after she’d turned away, Krista gave me a playful punch in the shoulder.

“She’d run rings around you, old man.” She chortled.

“Hey, hey. I’m only thirty-one.”

“Yeah, well, first you need to take care of your very horny wife.”

“Oh God, not again.” After raising the back of my hand to my forehead, I swayed backward in mock terror.

Once more, we laughed like maniacs before digging into our pasta. But while eating, she threw longing glances at the dance floor. After a lengthy exhale, she lowered her fork. Head cocked, she pinned me with those gorgeous azure pools. Yep, I’d forgotten all about that, but braced as her eyes narrowed.

“You ever gonna take those dancing lessons?” When her fingers landed on me again, every muscle tightened. The languid but forceful scratching of her nails across my throbbing zipper sent shivers through me.

“Soon, babe. I, um, promise.”

“Oh, come on, Tom. You’ve been saying that for ten full years now,” she grumbled while removing those teasing fingers from my bulging slacks.

As I’d mentioned, she loved to dance and all I could manage was a sorta rhythmic shambling. When her lips pursed, my shoulders sank. What had once been a running joke had become her ever-more desperate pleas. At least for me to learn a few basic moves.

After taking a sip of wine while watching a couple sway past us, she sighed. Although she didn’t push, and we returned to eating, an awkward silence ensued. So, I added dance lessons to the growing list of things I wouldn’t be doing any time soon. They cost money. Money we didn’t have. Not anymore.

“So, how’s the vacation planning going?” she asked at last. Again, she settled a palm on me, but only on my thigh. From the gleam in her hopeful eyes, she was trying to change the topic to something less stressful.

But it wasn’t less stressful. For the same reason the lessons wouldn’t be happening.  

“Um, well.... About that....” Under her soft grip, I struggled to keep my leg from trembling.

But failed.

And as her face dropped, the fork landed on her plate with a clang. Months ago, I’d promised to organize a week-long getaway. Just the two of us. To the Caribbean. One of those fancy couples’ resorts. Palm trees. Vivid blue pools. Bright white beaches. That’d been easy enough to accomplish. But then I got a lead on a horse. It was a damned good tip. Inside knowledge and all.

“Oh, no.” Her eyes became—ice. “You didn’t?”

“It was supposed to be a sure thing,” I murmured.

“They always are. God damn it, Tommy!” If the tone hadn’t given it away, when she called me “Tommy,” a name she knew I hated, she was pissed. “Fuck. Lost it all?”

As the room spun ever quicker, I nodded. And my heart seized. That wasn’t the half of it. Not even close. As those cold eyes narrowed, that gorgeous, sculpted brow knitted tighter. After a decade, she understood me far too well.

“What else ain’t ya tellin’ me, Tommy?” As her face reddened and lean neck muscles twitched, the poor Southern girl drawl seeped into her words.

“I took out a loan—”

“How?” She cut me off and her hand flew upwards. “How, Tommy? The banks, last I heard, ain’t gonna go nowhere near ya’ll.”

“I know some guys.” With a sigh, I stared around the room before mustering the strength to return to her clouded gaze. “The.... Well, they’ve got connections. Plus, I, um, managed to secure some extra cash. Enough to cover everything.”

“Everything?” Her tone rose in pitch as an eyebrow arched. “How much did you lose?”

“No, you don’t get it.” My mouth became a desert. “I, uh, washed away all our debt. Even the mortgage. They, um, like...property.”

“Our debt? The mortgage? Are you nuts, Tommy?” Her teeth gritted so hard, her jaw pulsed. “How much?”

“Five hundred thous—”

“Oh, ya’ll gotta be fuckin’ kiddin’ me. Goddamit Tommy. What in the holy fuck were ya’ll thinking?” Hands shaking, she took a long gulp of wine while staring daggers at me over the rim. “So now what? Ya’ll lost every dang penny we had and an extra half mil on top?”

“We own the house free and clear.”

“Which ain’t worth half that amount.” She slammed down the glass and ignored the sudden scowl from a well-dressed elderly couple at a nearby table. “And no, Tommy, you ain’t selling my house. Not while my kids be livin’ in it.”

“Look, Krista, babe—”

“Don’t you dare babe me, Tommy.” She shot a glance at my crotch before flicking her crimson face back to me. “And ya’ll can keep right on dreamin’ about me. That, and you, ain’t comin’ nowhere near me tonight.”

We ate in silence, paid the bill in silence, and drove home in silence.
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Chapter Two 
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With Krista curled tight, back to me, on the far side of the mattress, it was an endless night. When she woke, I lay motionless until her sleek silhouette left the room. Long after the aroma of fresh coffee arrived, which would’ve had me stumbling downstairs, I rolled out of bed.

Once on the bottom floor, I gave her a quick glance. Still in the oversized T-shirt she’d slept in, vice an abandoned negligee, she stood in the kitchen. Back against a counter with shapely legs crossed at the ankles, she was staring over the sink out the window at our backyard. Her brows were tight and when she noticed me, she didn’t move. Not even a twitch. 

“Good morning,” I muttered while filling a mug.

Still nothing. Well, there was a tiny exhale, but no words. If anything, she became more fixed on the trees swaying at the far end of the lawn. At one point, a pool, along with a nice swing set for the kids, had been in my plans.

But that fucking horse had snapped its leg. Sure thing—not.

In the glass, I caught her reflection. My chest tightened; I’d seen that expression. As angry and disappointed as she was, her mind was calculating.

Of course, she’d never admit it, but when we met, it wasn’t solely the attraction to older boys she claimed. After a great run in Vegas during spring break, I’d been flush with cash. Given her past, she had an affinity for the finer things in life.

Oh, don’t get me wrong, we’d fallen hard for each other, but the teaching gig had always been her back-up plan. Also, something she’d never confess: neither of us expected her to work for long. Especially once the children arrived. That had been the cost of my earlier “sure things.”

All of which meant that one more look at her screamed not to waste my time trying to explain. She’d been correct; I’d promised her never again. But inside info and the chance to get free of our entire debt had.... Well, done what it had always done to me. Classic. It had been too good to be true. And, surprise, it wasn’t.

“So, to be clear,” she uttered in a chilly monotone at last. “We owe half a million dollars or somebody is going to take this house?”

“Yes.”

“And what is your plan, Tom?”

Somehow, her not calling me “Tommy” was worse. After a slow gulp, I leaned next to her. But she eased away, keeping her gaze fixed on the distance.

“Um, well. The house is worth about half that, you’re right.” When those icy pools flicked to me, I jolted. “Okay, okay. I’ll find a way. I promise. There’s a few places... Not all the banks have, uh, turned me down.”

“And if you don’t pay?” As those eyes narrowed, boring into me, my ribs clutched tighter. 

All kinds of possibilities flashed into my mind. Most of them painful. The rest were worse. The laser-eyed, hulking Russian guy who’d loaned me the funds, Yuri, had been pretty damned clear about the options. At my silence, the first tear left her blinking eyelashes.

“Oh, damn it, Tom,” she said in a shaky murmur. “Baby, we’ve got to find a way. You’ve gotta think of something. I could talk to mama....”

“No!” Even I jerked at the abruptness in my voice. My reaction wasn’t just that her mother had little money. In the beginning, she’d been no fan of mine, saying Krista should hook somebody richer. Yeah, that whole trailer-living family was a little—materialistic. “No, please babe, give me a chance. Um, I’ve got some time. They’d rather have the cash, I’m sure.”

I hoped.

After saying nothing more, she avoided my hug and left, sniffling, for the family room. Torn, I was about to follow when she lifted the phone. She video-called her mother. But she made no mention of money and only asked to see the kids. Soon she was in full mommy mode, chatting away at their smiling faces.

When at last I stepped in with a clenching jaw, she shot daggers at me again, but let me talk with Ben and Ella. Of course, spoiled by grandma, they were in heaven.

However, one glance at Krista told me I resided in a special hell. An icy dark lower level of the deepest pit, to be exact. Despite my promise, I could discern no exit. The rest of the morning, she made herself scarce. What could I do? Or say? Nothing, so I kept to myself, wracking my brain. Just as I’d been doing for the past month, while avoiding Yuri’s goons.

After lunch, while I sat behind the desk in our home office, she reappeared. With a large glass of red wine, already half-drained, and still wearing the T-shirt, she settled across my lap. No matter what was coming next, the warmth of her luscious curves had its usual effect and my pulse raced. 

“I’m s-so scared, baby,” she murmured.

“I know.” Air caught in my throat for a second. “I’m sorry, Krista.”

“You’d better find a way.... Get that money.” Eyes glistening, she pressed her lips to mine for a quick kiss. “I don’t want to lose.... Without you, Tom—”

When her words ended in a hitching sob, I wrapped my arms around her sleek frame to hold her tight. As she cried into my shoulder, my mind whirled. There had to be an answer. More often than not, I’d managed to get out of trouble. Granted, never as deep a hole, but still. Hope springs eternal, right?

And of course, the worst part was what I’d done to her. Again.

“Babe, I’m so sorry,” I whispered into her hair while nuzzling her neck. “For, um, last night. It was supposed to be special.”

With a groan, she flashed me that hungry look. When she squirmed in my lap, my hardening brought a twinkle to her eyes. Before either of us could speak, her lips found mine. It wasn’t a quick kiss and as our tongues played, the nails of her free hand raked my shoulder.

When I slid my fingers beneath the hem of the shirt, she moaned into our mouths while easing her legs wider. As they pushed under the soaked lace to drive through the soft hair of her well-trimmed stripe, she bucked into my palm. With a gasp, she pulled her mouth away.

“Fuck me, you handsome goddamn idiot,” she purred before surging from my lap.

At first, I thought she’d lead me upstairs. But my entire body rippled when she downed the wine and slapped the empty glass onto the desk. With a quick swirl of her hair, she flashed me that hungry grin over her shoulder. After yanking down her panties, she kicked them aside and lay forward on the desktop.

“Here?” is all my frazzled mind could think to say, even as I was tugging off my shorts.

Her answer? With that grin widening, she flicked the hem from her magnificent rear and spread her legs wider. My response?

Duh.

Already dripping, her warm petals parted in a flash. Soon after, my cock was buried to the hilt in her slippery tightness. After arching from the desk with a hiss, she thrust backward into me. Hands sliding under the shirt, I gripped her. Slippery, her insides clenched my rod.

“Oh, yes,” she whispered as those gorgeous eyes sparkled over her shoulder. “Mmm-hmm. Fuck, baby. I’m so sorry.”

“What?” In mid-stroke, I froze. “Why? I’m the one who screwed up.”

“I-I should have more faith, Tom.” Her nails scratched at the wooden surface as I eased my hips back and forth, giving her the slow strokes she adored. “I, um.... Oh, Jesus, you feel so nice. You’ll find a solution. You always do.”

“I will,” I murmured while running my palms along her silky, warm flanks. “Mmm, and you feel pretty damn good yourself, sexy wife.”

At first she started to giggle, but when I sawed quicker, she turned away to moan. When my hands returned to grip her sleek, warm hips, she again thrust into me. Oh, and a much longer, wavering moan slipped from her.

“G-God, I was so fucking horny last night,” she hissed through shaky lips. “Mmm, baby, I need this.”

Hell, I also needed it. As I stroked her slender figure ever faster, her moaning intensified. Soon enough her insides began that telltale rapid clamping, and my face lowered to nuzzle into the silky hair at the rear of her neck.

“I love you, Krista,” blasted from me as my rod thrust deep. “Mmm, here it comes.”

“Um-hmm. Oh, yes. I’m so close. I’m ready.” With a hungry growl, she shoved into me, meeting my forceful strokes. “Give it to me.”

Right as every muscle in my body shuddered, I rose from her back. With my own warbling growl, I clamped her hips and shoved her against the desk. Just as she cried out and her insides spasmed, my cock bucked. As I sighed and she moaned, jet after thrumming jet flooded my gorgeous, writhing wife.

For the longest time, as the room slowed its whirling, I gripped her. Except for hitching moans at each body-shaking aftershock, she was silent. When at long last my cockhead plopped from her, I collapsed into the chair.

Still, the mother of our children remained flat on the desk, sleek legs shaking and nails clattering the shiny wood. That left me with a clear view of excess seed dribbling free of her closing slit. Sexy can’t even come close to describing her as she swept the hair aside to stare back at me. After a slow swallow, she lifted to her elbows.

“Not bad, old man.” She giggled before standing. “But I’m still mad at you.”

“Yeah, I get that,” I replied before sighing while retrieving her panties from the carpet. “I’ll fix things. You know I will.”

After I’d passed the smooth silken roll to her, she gazed at them in silence. With her fingers rubbing the smooth silk, she smacked her lips, but did nothing. Once again, she was back in analytical mode. When I reached for her, she slipped away, lifting the empty wineglass. 

“Nuh-uh,” she murmured. “I’m gonna shower. Order us a pizza or something. I don’t feel like cooking.”

And with that, she disappeared, glass dangling from one hand and soaked lace swinging from the other. But the gentle swish of the T-shirt over her bare ass left me with a grin.

Yeah, mad at me or not, she was sexy as fuck.

Not that she had any future plans for us that night. Just after the delivery guy left, she came downstairs in pajamas. Long-sleeved and buttoned to just below her throat. Plus, ankle length. And baggy. Hey, at least they had cute pink flowers. But at her dark expression, any comment from me wasn’t worth it.

No dummy, she was again ensconced in that analytical mode. Rightfully so. Any way you cut it, 500k was a lot of money to scrape together.

Why she’d asked for pizza, I’d no idea. She was big on maintaining a low-carb diet. As she nibbled, I forced down several slices. At last, she stood and stretched, giving me a hint of hidden curves. But despite her noting my gaze, I didn’t get the usual inviting grin. Instead, a quiet yawn escaped those full, perfect lips. 

“I’m tired, Tom,” she said. “Uh, gonna go to bed.”

Just as she turned for the stairs, there was an abrupt rap on the front door. As my heart sped, her eyes widened, then flicked to me.

All the time I thought I had?

Yeah, it ended at precisely 9:03 that night.
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With the fist pounding much harder on the front door, I eased to the peephole. Behind me, Krista gulped. 

“W-Who is it?” she whispered in a shaky voice that said she understood it was nobody good. 

And she was correct. 

Under the bright porch lights gleamed an enormous bullet-shaped head. Maksim, Yuri’s driver, bodyguard, and lead enforcer. Neckless and sporting no hair but for a bushy stripe across an always narrowed brow, the towering, muscled giant gazed right back at me.

As his shadowed eyes glittered, his massive jaw shifted from side to side. Like his boss, he also had no sense of humor. Nor patience. He wouldn’t wait much longer. 

Once more, the thundering fist hammered.

“Stay behind me, hon,” I whispered before reaching for the lock. 

Not that it would help. No sooner had I opened the door than the colossus surged past me, followed by two other men. Without a word, he walked to her. When she screamed, he slapped one massive hand over her mouth. 

No matter how toned she was, he was a mountain of muscle. At least he didn’t laugh at her futile blows. No, he simply ignored them. With little effort, he wrapped her squirming body in his arms and dragged her from the house. When I started to dash after them, the others snatched me at the elbows. All I could do was yell after Maksim, as they frogmarched me out into the night.

With a quick shove, the giant aimed her for the open rear door of a long black limo. As a yelp tore from her, she spun, trying to escape, but one flattened palm on her swaying chest sent her tumbling backwards into the car. Me, the goons tossed into the front passenger seat. 

Just as I landed, she screamed. Wide-eyed, she was squirming in Yuri’s enormous arms. Even taller than Maksim, he was built the same way. Although hidden beneath a black tuxedo, he was all muscle. But his beady eyes glittered with raw streetwise intelligence while scanning me. The whole car seemed smaller in his presence. Hell, the entire world did. He was that kind of gangster boss. Presence, he had in buttloads.

When she started to scream again, he slapped a wide palm over her lower face. While squirming even more, her eyes bugged.

Once he’d thumped the rear door closed, Maksim clambered into the driver’s seat. After conversing in Russian with the others, they headed for a black SUV as he put the car in gear. Just as we pulled from the curb, I glanced into the rearview mirror.

Eyes wide and sparkling with tears, my wife was staring at me. There may have been daggers, but it was mostly fear in them. All I could do was gasp for air as we drove around the block to an expansive neighborhood park.

Despite it being past closing hours, the gate hung open. As soon as we passed through, the trailing SUV slowed. In the side-view mirror, I caught one man hopping out to pull the entry closed. While climbing back inside, he and the vehicle disappeared behind trees as we turned along a winding roadway. 

Not long afterwards, after pulling to a halt before a large pond at the center of the moonlit park, Maksim glanced at me. No scowl. No smile. Nothing. Just watching. At Yuri clearing his throat, I twisted in the seat to look at him.

“Has he told you who I am?” he said with a thick Russian accent. When Krista shook her head, he smiled. “I am man who owns everything. Everything he owns”—he pointed to me—“is now mine. Isn’t that right, Thomas?” Under his gaze, all I could do was gulp. “But I am fair man. Compassionate man.” When his enormous paw skimmed my wife’s pajama top, she cried out into his other hand and clawed at his tuxedo sleeve. “So, I will give you one last chance.”

“Thank you, Yuri.” I nodded. “Thank you.”

“Oh, don’t thank me yet, Thomas. You haven’t learned terms. Understand terms, correct? Not sure after my, hmm, associates not hear from you.”

“Y-Yes, Yuri.” Again, I bobbed my chin. “I, um, understand.”

“Nu Khorosho. Good, Thomas.” Just then, Krista pushed upwards, twisting in a vain attempt to escape. “Tell wife to stop struggling.”

“Krista, it’ll, um.... Uh, be okay. Yuri’s, um, fair.”

At my words, her fear faded a
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