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Chapter One

 


Maxim Ivanov’s phone buzzed, drawing his fingers
to his jacket’s breast pocket. Pulling it out, he glanced at the
screen only to end up completely arrested by the alert. The name
that blazed in the dark had him immediately shifting in his seat to
accommodate his body’s instinctive reaction.

Aida Roussel.

Her name alone was enough to get him
hard.

A quick swipe of the screen brought up her
message.

Aching to see you again. – A

Over the past
month, she’d
sent him teasing messages—not her usual MO—but they were a very
welcome break from the monotony. Aida had been leaving him clues
over the past couple of weeks of where to find her and had led him
all around the world—Tokyo, Sydney, and Bangkok, just to name a
few—only to miss her by minutes. And now he was heading toward the
latest location she’d given him, some address in a little town on
the Amalfi coast. If she wasn’t where she said she’d be this time,
he would tear the world apart to find her.

Maxim closed her text and put away his phone to
rap his knuckles against the glass separating him from the world
rushing by.

Not fast enough.

The anticipation of seeing her again had built
to a fever pitch over the past few days to the point where if he
didn’t see her within the next hour, he would completely lose his
mind.

The woman definitely knew how to stir
him up. And
he knew exactly how to exact his revenge.

Aida would remember this meeting for a long
time.

As the vehicle slowed to navigate the
narrow winding streets, Max gripped the door handle. It would be faster to
get out of the damned thing and run up the roads. He was seconds
away from doing just that when the car pulled up to an innocuous
looking door. In the pool of the headlights, the fading blue paint
was clear though the door itself was partially hidden in the shadow
of a riotous fall of vivid pink bougainvillea. Why would Aida be at
what looked like some old woman’s house?

Irritated at the thought of being led stray
again, Maxim glared at the back of his driver’s head. “Are you sure
this is the right place?”

He turned to give him a curt
nod. “Yes,
Mr. Ivanov.”

“Stay nearby.” His mood was
already deteriorating further. Aida was still playing him. That
much was obvious.

He would take a cursory look and by
the time he was done, he’d probably have another text from her leading him to
yet another corner of the planet.

Maxim let himself out of
the car and
approached the door, wondering how to open it when there wasn’t a
handle anywhere to be seen.

When he was two steps
away, it
opened, slashing the darkness with light and flooding the street
with throbbing music.

He ignored it all to focus on
the silhouette of a man.

“We’ve been awaiting your arrival, Signore
Ivanov.”

That was promising, at least.
It wasn’t until he
was nearly past the man that he noticed he wore a simple black
half-mask over his eyes.

“Signore…”

Maxim strode past him, ignoring the proffered
mask, and stalked along the corridor and down a long staircase,
interested in what he’d find at the end of his trek.

Exotic scents rushed past him in the attempt
to escape out the door, dragging with it the hypnotic music. The
entire row of houses, it seemed, were interconnected and burrowed
underground. Drawn further in, he followed the hall around a corner
and into a room of decadent wonders that he could only describe as
a cross between Venice during the Carnivale and the barely
controlled chaos of a circus.

Between glittering chandeliers,
acrobats
swung on trapezes. On the floor beneath them, jugglers and fire
eaters wandered through the throng to delight and amaze.
Contortionists dressed as fairy creatures twisted themselves in
mind-boggling knots, drawing gasps and adulation on platforms above
the crowds.

To add to the illicit feel,
everyone—except him—was masked.

Half and full-faced, glittering and gilded,
feathered and embedded with gemstones, the masks worn ran the
spectrum of styles and colors. Combined with the luxurious
costumes, sumptuous décor and live music created a fantastic
ambiance that was a veritable feast for the senses.

Amused that there was a place on
earth that
could have him stop and gaze in wonder, Maxim took a moment to
enjoy the rare novelty. Taking in his fill, he followed a wandering
drummer who managed to harmonize and keep the beat with his unseen
partners.

The surreal circus atmosphere
delighted him, or at least it would have if he wasn’t so keyed
up. It was
just like Aida to lead him somewhere so decadent and delicious. But
where was she?

He continuously scanned the crowd for anyone
resembling her but with so many people and everyone’s face
obscured, it was a slow and frustrating task.

Max ignored the gambling
tables. Though he enjoyed the occasional game, they weren’t Aida’s
style, so she wouldn’t be at any of them.

There were several groups where
people congregated around a performer or musician, but there was
one that was predominantly men avidly watching something or someone
at the heart of the cluster.

On instinct, Maxim headed toward them. Having
to push his way through men who were quite unwilling to move only
cemented the belief that he had finally found her.

It took him wading through a
circle—at
least five men deep at the thinnest point—to finally catch a
glimpse of the woman who had captured their attention so
thoroughly.

She was masked, like
everyone
else, though there was no way even that could hide her stunning
beauty. Lips painted blood red and her hair dark and glossy as a
raven’s wing cascading loose over her shoulders, she writhed in
time with the music, showing off her lithe form. Her delectable
body was only barely covered in a glittering red concoction of
sequins and feathers that hid nothing of the lush body he’d been so
desperate to get under him.

Every kick and sweep of her elegant limbs
enthralled her audience further to the point that the men seemed
ignorant of each other, they were so riveted by her performance.
Her exquisiteness.

That they watched her covetously,
probably imagining her naked and dancing only for them, incensed Maxim. Aida was
his. At least for now. She wasn’t supposed to be wasting his time
teasing others.

He nearly choked on air thick with lust as he
watched. Desire and envy coursed through him in equal measures,
urging him to drag her away. To take out all who set eyes on what
should have been solely for him. Max was milliseconds away from
doing just that when he caught her attention.

When Aida smiled, it truly was just for him.
Small and secretive, the curve of her lips hinted she held the key
to all the mysteries of the universe and that she might be willing
to share with him. If he could persuade her.

She swept over, turning her back to
him as she
approached. With her arm stretched back, she wrapped it around his
neck as she wiggled her way down his body and back up. Unable to
stop the smug smirk from spreading over his face as the others
watched begrudgingly, Maxim allowed her to use him as a prop to
dance around. Was proud to do so. As she did, she inflamed him
further with all-too-brief caresses. Even her damned
scent—something exotic and floral and entirely Aida—had his mouth
watering.

By the time she ended the
torment, she
had her arms around his neck and hitched a leg up around his hip,
pressing herself against his aching cock.

They stayed locked like that for what
felt like an eternity, breath mingling and staring into each other’s
eyes. There were applause and roars of approval somewhere in the
distance. Maxim couldn’t focus on anything but the woman in his
arms. But when she dragged his head down for a kiss, the leash on
his control snapped.

Tasting Aida again, feeling that incredible body
pressed against him, wiped away the rest of the world.

Only Aida could do this
to him.

He gripped her body closer as they sank into
the kiss. It was hard and biting. Teeth scraped and tongues dueled
as they fought for dominance. Aida never took passively. She gave
as good as she got. Something he enjoyed about her very
much.

Too soon, voices broke in through the
pleasurable haze that had cocooned them. There was anger, censure,
more than likely directed at him taking away their
entertainment.

Let them complain.
Max didn’t give a
shit.

That was until someone tried to drag her out of
his arms. He only pulled her closer to him as he shoved the prick
away.

Growling, he pointed a finger at another man who
dared to get too close. “Back off, suka, unless you want to lose something you’d rather
keep.”

The others seemed to take the hint and let
them pass without comment when he dragged Aida along with
him.

“This way.” Aida tugged at him until
he turned toward the back of the building.

They burst through the door and into the
cool night onto a balcony that overlooked the gleaming ocean. Maxim
wasted no time kicking the door shut and shoving her up against the
cold stone.

****

“I’ve missed you, Max.”

Aida barely managed to get the
words out
before he tore off her mask and attacked her mouth once again. The
beard was new. The feel of his hair abrading the sensitive skin of
her face was definitely not a turn-off, however. Quite the
opposite, actually.

She almost didn’t recognize
him, but of
course he would be the only one in there without a mask. Maxim
Ivanov made his own rules. Even if he had been wearing one, his
presence alone dwarfed that of everyone in his vicinity. He exuded
something that no other man in the room did. Arrogance. Danger.
Power. Undiluted masculinity. And it was all tangled together in
the deliciously handsome package that was Max.

She had teased him the past couple of
weeks, and not entirely by design, but Aida also knew it would make
him wild. Even more uninhibited than usual. From the moment she’d
gotten the email from the agency notifying her that Max had paid
for a full week of her time, she’d been reliving their last
encounter. A sultry week alone on a yacht on the Indian Ocean. Just
the memories were enough to weaken her knees and cause heat to
creep into her cheeks.

The real thing, however, was
so
much
better.

What scant clothing she wore did little to
protect her from the rough stone against her back. The slight stabs
of pain lanced through her but the insistent press of his body
against hers as Max reacquainted himself took the sting
away.

“Do you know how crazy
you’ve
driven me the past few days?” His breath scorched her skin as Max
groaned the words against her throat. “How badly I’ve needed to
fuck you?”

“You think I haven’t been out of my mind too?”
Her next breath came out as a huff as he picked her up and lifted
her to the perfect height for her to wrap her legs around his
hips.

Safe in his arms, Aida used the moment to
tear open his shirt to feel the body she’d been missing. Unhindered
by clothing, Aida explored. She knew every scar and tattoo on his
beautiful body and needed to see them. Feel them. Taste them. But
tracing every line on his skin with her tongue would have to wait.
Max wasn’t in the mood for slow and tender.

And neither was she.

He eased back a
little,
hushing her when she tried to claw him back. Max gave himself just
enough space to get his hand in between them. Shoving the scrap of
fabric aside, he ran his fingers along her wet slit. Holding her
gaze, he parted her folds and slowly eased two fingers in.
Stretching her.

Aida arched against
him, hissing
with sensation. “More.”

Her demand fed his
smile,
making it wider as he shifted against her. Max knew precisely what
to do to have her writhing against him. He unerringly hit the
perfect spot deep inside with every rough crook of his fingers and
knew exactly how much pressure to apply to her clit with the heel
of his palm to have her mewling for more.

From his grin, he knew just how he affected
her.

Aida fought to keep her eyes on his
but her
vision blurred and her head drooped back against the wall as the
pleasure washing over her threatened to overwhelm her
completely.

“Look at me.” He slapped her ass hard enough
to sting, sending waves of heat straight to her clit.

What else could she do?
Lifting her head,
she met his gaze. Max’s piercing eyes were almost black as he
peered into hers, watching, waiting. The piercing intensity of his
gaze hitched the breath in her throat and sent more heat to pool
between her thighs.

There was no warning when her orgasm
hit. Aida
gripped him tight as the world tilted then exploded as she
convulsed around his fingers. She was only dimly aware of a
gratified chuckle from him somewhere in the distance moments before
she felt him brush the broad head of his cock over her sensitized
clit, sending more shockwaves through her. Down, then back up,
lubricating himself twice more before pushing himself deep inside
her with one long roll of his hips.

The stretch as he filled her
utterly was a
sensation she would never tire of. Max eased his arms behind her
not only to cushion her back against his powerful thrusts but also
to grip her tightly to him. Biting her shoulder, he growled words
she didn’t understand. What she did know was that being possessed
by Maxim Ivanov was the most mindless, animalistic
pleasure.

Not a thought or care was given to the fact that
they were out in the open, where anyone could happen upon them. All
that mattered was sating the passion that always raged out of
control between them.

It had been too long. The chase had
obviously shredded his much-vaunted control, leaving him mindless—almost
feral—with lust.

Exactly what she wanted.

He built up the pleasure to a fever
pitch. Each thrust pushing her closer and closer to a spectacular orgasm. Aida
let her head drop against the stone, uncaring of anything but the
sensations only Max seemed able to coax from her.

Her breath had already begun to hitch again
when he changed the angle of his penetration ever so slightly,
hitting that spot hidden inside her with hard strokes.

Aida lowered her mouth to capture his
with a biting kiss just a nanosecond before her orgasm crashed
through her. Wave upon wave, it devastated her system. Max took her
keening cries into his mouth, plunging into her with abandon.
Groaning as he thrust, Max lost rhythm as he exploded deep inside
of her.

She felt every pulse
of his big veined
cock, every surge of heat as he came, and she relished every
sensation.

They stayed wrapped
around each
other for a long moment. The calm after the storm was as perfect as
the sex itself. Aida took the moment to simply gaze at him. The
lines etched on his face had softened and when he opened his eyes,
they were soft. Almost tender. It was the only time his face lost
the hard edge. The wildness of his inner beast tamed.

He smiled up at her blearily.

She grinned down at him. “I take it you
missed me too.”

“You have no idea.”
Max chuckled as he
withdrew. Gently, he lowered her to the ground and they deftly
righted their clothing. “Let’s get out of here.”


Chapter Two

 


Max’s gaze burned impatiently against her skin
as she gathered her things. She knew he had questions. Usually, he
was good at keeping them to himself. There were questions about
both of their lives that were best left unasked. But right now, she
sensed they were coming even though their re-entry to the building
and the walk up to the changing room had been silent.

He circled the small space.
Aida saw him
in the mirror, scanning the room and analyzing everything he saw as
she removed the heavy makeup. She could almost see him cataloging
and dissecting everything that his gaze met.

His impatience to leave was
clear,
however. In his movements. In his expression. Aida turned her focus
back to the task at hand. His gaze was like fire on her skin. She
didn’t have to look to know his attention had returned to her once
more. Aida peeked at him as she put her hair up in a bun and again
when changing into a pair of jeans and a boxy cotton button-down
and it hadn’t dimmed the light burning in his eyes at all. She
might as well have not bothered because his gaze laid her
bare.

She took a deep breath as she hung the costume
on the corner of room divider, patting it fondly before turning
back to him. “I’m ready whenever you are.”

Max waved her toward the door, taking
her bags from her hands as she passed him.

Aida led him through the tangled labyrinth that
was behind the scenes of the decadent show that was going on just
on the other side of the walls.

“Where’s your car?”

Max leveled a calculating gaze at her before
jerking his thumb over his shoulder. “It’s out front.”

He led them back outside and to the waiting
Maybach. Max waved the driver back into the car and opened the door
for her himself before sliding in next to her, taking up what was
left of the space with his large form.

Aida let him wind an arm around her shoulders,
enjoying the comforting embrace.

Without waiting for directions, the
driver started the car and they were off.

“Where are we going?”

“You’ll see. But first things first.” He dragged
her onto his lap and captured her mouth with his for a long,
lingering kiss. As if he couldn’t help himself, Max slid his hands
up her shirt, slowly inching his way up her ribcage, lighting a
trail of pure sensation in their wake.

Aida stretched against
him,
embracing the heat building inside her again. Even though her body
was still languid from her previous orgasms, he had no trouble
making her want more. Max never did.

He twisted her so that she was sprawled half
under him, changing the angle of the kiss into something deeper and
more intimate.

Breathless and head reeling, she
followed his lead. Why would she change a thing when she was
enjoying it so
much?

Pressing as much of herself against
him as she could, Aida clung to him. More. Her body clamored for more
Max.

But all too soon, he pulled away, dragging her
upright as he did so.

Still, he only put enough space between them to
say, “Privyet.”

Laughing, she replied with a breathy,
“Hi.”

Max adjusted her on his lap,
obviously
having no intention of letting her move away. Or of hiding the very
evident erection pressed against her hip.

Perfectly happy with that, Aida
nestled against him.

He nuzzled her neck.
“So, what was with
the goose chase? Trying to drive me out of my mind?”

That had been her intent. At first. But
then due to some extenuating circumstances, it became a convenient
side effect. Should she share the reason just yet? Maybe not.
“Sorry about that. I had a few things I had to do.”

“Oh?” He smirked. “Work-related?”

She fought the grimace from showing
on her face. “Sort of.”

He appeared to think it over
then shook his
head. “Just as long as I get my allotted time. That’s all that
matters.”

Of course, that was all this was for him.
Getting what he paid for. “Don’t worry. You’ll get what you’re
owed.”

“That’s not what I meant. My concern
is losing time with you.” He nuzzled her neck. “It won’t be long before
you’re flitting off to be with your next client.”

Not this time.

Aida said nothing but peered out the
dark window
over his shoulder. There was a smattering of lights trailing them
and lights of other cars passed as usual, but her gaze was drawn to
a pair that seemed to follow them steadily. She couldn’t shake the
feeling that was exactly what the car behind them was
doing.

****

Aida tensed in his arms
and, though
the light was dim, Max could see she had paled significantly. On
instinct, he settled her back in her seat so he could get a better
look at her and the scene outside. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

Her smile was back as if nothing had scared
the life out of her. But something had and he’d seen her reaction.
What was she hiding? He knew fear. He knew how it looked on other
people’s faces. Hell, on many occasions, he’d been the inspiration
for it.

What he didn’t like was something frightening
Aida. He wouldn’t allow it. Not when he was around. But what could
have triggered that flash of panic? Perhaps the car had simply come
too close to the edge of the cliff for her liking? Navigating the
narrow roads at night, even from the backseat, wasn’t for the faint
of heart.

Something told him, however, that it
was more
than that. But if she wasn’t willing to talk about it, he knew
there wasn’t much he could do. At least not when it came to her
voicing it. Their relationship was strictly about the here and now.
They never discussed anything more than where they were going, what
they were going to eat, and deliciously dirty pillow
talk.

But he didn’t expect anything
else. Aida, as much
as he enjoyed his time with her, was only with him for the money.
Though sometimes it was hard to believe that. The way they fit
together mentally and physically made it easy for him to forget
that she was paid to be his perfect companion.

His very temporary companion.

His life was too dangerous to complicate
further with a woman. Max found it easiest to … outsource that.
Though if he were being honest, he’d been more than just slaking
his lust whenever he met up with Aida. She was a constant surprise
which made the time they shared fun. Relaxing. She was exactly what
he needed to unwind.

But if Aida was in some sort of trouble, Max
wanted to help. If that meant eliminating whatever it was that had
scared her, so be it.

If it was the drive, that would be
resolved soon enough. His mind wandered to more insidious possibilities.
Perhaps it was a past client who didn’t understand the limits of
the contract? A jealous lover? His gut twisted at the
thought.

Until he heard it directly from her, however,
he’d keep an eye out, straighten out any idiot if it came down to
it, and that would be that. At her word, he could sort out both
possibilities quickly. And, if she wished, permanently.

In the meantime, he
intended to
spend a tranquil week indulging himself in Aida and her unique
charms. Then they would part ways and he would arrange for another
meet when the need came.

As far as he was concerned, it was an ideal
relationship. No drama. No fuss. No emotion. Needs were met and no one was put in
any danger.

Perfect.

He ran the back of his fingers down
the silky-smooth skin of her cheek. She was the one good thing
in his life. As brief as her visits in it may be, he cherished her.
If someone was threatening Aida, he would make it his mission to
destroy them.

She watched him now with those dark
eyes that
drew him in and promised a world of pleasure. He knew she was half
Asian and half French. That tidbit of information had been in the
dossier he’d received when he had initially approached the
exclusive agency she worked for. Of all the women, only Aida stood
out to him. She had, in essence, leaped off the screen.

The mingling of genetics created a
delicately built and breathtakingly beautiful woman. One that he had an
incredibly hard time keeping from staring at in sheer
wonder.

Tearing his gaze away from
her, he
looked out the window at what he could hardly make out of the rocky
cliff side they sped along and the water below. It wouldn’t be long
now before they arrived at their destination.

A full week of nothing but sun,
sea, and
Aida. Bliss.

His already heated
blood rushed
straight to his cock just thinking about how that week would be
spent. What was it about her that he couldn’t get enough
of?

She must have noticed the change in the
atmosphere because her smile turned sultry as she leaned in,
brushing his hardening cock with the back of her hand. “Thinking of
me, I hope.”

“Who else?” He snuggled her closer and
chuckled when she rubbed her cheek against his beard. “You like
it?”

“I do. What brought on the
change?”

He shrugged. It was merely one of the many changes
he’d been making to his life lately. He tried not to think too hard
about it and put it down to malaise. His life was lonely, verging
on tedious. Max knew he needed a change. There had just been a
niggling notion that he needed to do something different with his
life. And that had included his looks. In the past, the closest
he’d come to a beard was stubble and that was mostly because he was
too busy to shave on a daily basis. During the last job, he let it
go for a little longer. Since the beard hadn’t looked too bad, he
just let it grow, shaping it when it needed.

He still wore dark suits, hated ties,
and favored fast cars.

He was still him.

Max sighed. He’d worry about whether or not
living hard and fast had impelled him into an early midlife crisis
later. For now, he was here to relax and that was what he was going
to do.

Less than ten minutes
later, the
car slowed and turned, signaling their arrival. He turned his gaze
to Aida to watch her reaction.

Max smiled as her face lit up. He
knew he had the same look on his face when he first saw the villa.
Secluded, modern, perched above the water. In the darkness, it
glittered like a jewel in the night. The perfect location to kick
back and forget that the rest of the world existed.

When they stopped, Max
left the bags to
the driver. Instead, he helped Aida out, wrapped an arm around her
waist, and led her to the door, opening it with a
flourish.

“Welcome to paradise.”

****

Aida was enchanted from the moment
she saw it through the window as they approached.
As far as
villas went, she’d thought she’d seen them all. She’d traveled all
over the world and had stayed in some of the most amazing places,
but this was incredible. Or it might have felt that way because of
the man she was there with.

Choosing to push
past that
thought for the moment, Aida scanned the foyer and nodded in
appreciation of the furnishings and décor. Whoever had done
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