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      Typically when asked, “Is this book a stand-alone?” my answer is, “If you don’t mind a few spoilers, then it can definitely be read as a stand-alone.” But that isn’t the case here. I highly recommend you read Heartless Savage before reading Cruel Surrender. Most likely, if you’ve gotten to this book, you have already read Nova and Ryan’s story. But just in case you haven’t and this is the one you’re starting with, please don’t do that to yourself. Here is the reading order for the Angel’s Halo MC Next Gen series:

      Salvation

      Sweet Agony

      Savoring Mila

      Surviving His Scars

      Sacred Vow

      Her Shelter

      Heartless Savage

      Cruel Surrender

      The full Rockers Universe timeline list will be at the back of this book if you need that as well.
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      The sound of the waves crashing against the beach below lured me out onto the balcony of my suite. Breathing in the humid, salty air, I walked to the stone half wall, letting the gentle breeze blow the ends of my unbelted silk robe behind me. The guards were in the room to my right, and they didn’t have their own balcony facing the beach. Probably a miscalculation on their part, but something I was all too thankful for as I let the stress of traveling all day slowly release from my shoulders while I enjoyed the view in total peace and quiet.

      Burnout had hit me hard over the past few months, and I was exhausted. Not so much physically as I was mentally. I couldn’t possibly have asked for a better family than the one I had, and my job was extremely fulfilling—if emotionally draining at times.

      New Hope Obstetrics was the leading fertility center in New York. Watching firsthand the struggle some women had to go through just to get pregnant—from their heartbreak when they came in each month and the pregnancy test was once again negative, to the patients who got pregnant with multiples and struggled just to get through their entire pregnancy. Then there were the patients whose babies had birth defects, and they had to make the heartbreaking decision to continue the pregnancy…or not.

      To all of those women, I was just the nurse who merely spent a few minutes with them, taking their vitals and asking how they were feeling. Some of them remembered my name, some of them called me the pretty redheaded nurse with the bubbly personality. They had no clue that when they got bad news, my heart broke right along with them. Or that I secretly celebrated their victories—even the smallest ones.

      But with all of the patients I saw on the daily, and the heartbreaks seeming to outnumber the triumphs, I was beginning to dread the sound of my alarm going off every morning.

      With my gaze on the view of the moon reflecting off the ocean, I pushed all thoughts of work out of my mind. I’d been given two weeks to relax at this private island resort, and I wasn’t going to waste a single moment of it. I hadn’t even known this island existed. It sure as hell hadn’t been on the list of vacation spots I’d given Ryan when he’d promised to talk to my dad about letting me have this time to myself. But I’d been so desperate for a break, I hadn’t even cared.

      This small island didn’t even have a public airport. The only way on or off it was the guests’ own private jets or a helicopter to the nearest larger island that did have an international airport. There was just the hotel, a few boutiques, and two restaurants. No nightclubs and no traffic, except for golf carts the staff used to get from one part of the resort property to the other. There weren’t even any privately owned homes on the island. The staff all lived in hotel-owned bungalows on the other side of the island.

      Those who came to this island were looking for peace, but above all, privacy. Something they paid generously for.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a light flip on, casting a soft glow on the balcony next door. Curious, I tilted my head slightly, trying to get a glimpse of my neighbor while not appearing obvious.

      The sound of the door opening reached me, but I stayed motionless, pretending to take in the breathtaking view before me.

      “Why does it matter where I am?”

      The sound of his deep Irish brogue caused me to shiver. Holy shit, his voice alone caused an instant reaction to certain parts of my body, and I was glad I’d left my own bedroom light off. I was in only my bra and panties, my robe over them but hanging open, so there would have been no hiding how hard my nipples were right then.

      “My current location is of no concern to you.” My sexy-voiced neighbor sounded cold, emotionless. But I was used to men who tried to play it cool and not give their feelings or thoughts away. Typically when Ryan used that tone with me, he was annoyed. “It isn’t any of your business where I go or with whom I spend my time… If you aren’t bleeding or close to death, don’t fucking call me again during the next few weeks, Cori.”

      Out of the side of my eye, I watched as he finally came into view. With a muttered curse, he shoved his phone into his pants pocket. The way he walked pulled my full attention, and I shifted my head, too entranced by his aura to care if I got caught staring. He was dressed in black slacks, his white dress shirt untucked and unbuttoned, showing his hard chest and the deep ridges of his abs.

      My mouth went dry as I stalked his every move with my eyes. His voice had caused an instant reaction inside me, but the sight of him was possibly more breathtaking than the ocean view I’d been enjoying only moments before. His dark-blond hair was shoulder-length and pushed back from his Adonis face. He was tall, but in comparison to my brothers, he was a few inches shorter, possibly six one at the most. But that still meant he had a good six inches on me.

      From the set of his shoulders, I could tell he was tense. He crossed to the stone wall that edged the balcony and placed his hands palm-down on the top of it. Leaning forward, he dropped his head, causing his hair to shield his masculinely beautiful face from me. For several long moments, he just stood like that, as if he had the weight of the world on his shoulders and he was trying to hide away so no one could see that he was tired of holding it up on his own.

      Empathy filled me, and I had the oddest urge to climb over my own stone-walled banister, jump the two feet that separated our balconies, and hug him.

      I shifted, taking a step to do just that before I could stop myself. The sound of my movements reached him, and he jerked his head up, his eyes targeting me within a millisecond. The force of his gaze stopped me in my tracks, my breath trapped in my lungs as we stood there just staring at each other.

      The tension in his shoulders actually eased right before my eyes, and his face cleared as he straightened to his full height. “My apologies,” he murmured, his deep voice washing over me like a physical caress. “I didn’t mean to disturb your solitude. I was just…”

      “Taking a moment to be human?” I finished for him when he trailed off.

      He thrust his hands into his pockets with a dry laugh. “Something like that, yes.”

      I leaned back against the stone banister, a smile teasing at my lips. “Your secret is safe with me.”

      His gaze dropped from my face, tracing along my body, and I remembered too late that all I was wearing were the white bra and panties I’d put on after my shower earlier. Goose bumps lifted along my entire body, and I was once again thankful that my bedroom light wasn’t on to showcase my body’s reaction. But the moon was shining brightly overhead, giving him a glimpse of my near nakedness.

      I should have hurriedly closed my robe and tightly belted it. Instead, I took my time, liking the feel of his eyes on me way too much.

      My delicious neighbor cleared his throat once I was covered. “I’ll just leave you to it, then.”

      “But it’s such a beautiful night.” I stopped him, no longer wanting to be alone. “I don’t mind sharing the view.”

      He grimaced. “I have some work to take care of.”

      “I don’t know about you, but I came here to get away from work,” I told him with a huff. “Why would you want to deal with something boring like that when you could enjoy this much beauty for a little longer? Honestly, how often do you get to look at something so gorgeous?”

      “Never,” he rasped, his gaze glued to me as he took a step in my direction. But then he seemed to remember himself and pulled one hand from his pocket, combing his fingers through his thick hair. Turning away, he faced the ocean. “It’s been a decades or so since I got to see a view this enchanting.”

      “Then stay a little longer,” I enticed. “I promise not to disturb you. I was just trying to unwind after a full day of traveling.”

      “Too late for that, a rúnsearc,” he muttered to himself.

      Surprisingly, a laugh escaped me before I could stop myself. “Did you just call me a roon shark?” I tilted my head, trying to remember the names of all the sharks I knew of. My younger brothers had gone through a phase where they’d been obsessed with sharks, and we’d all been subjected to daily facts about sharks of every type. “What is a roon shark? I’ve never heard of it before.”

      A grunt left him, and he walked to the edge of his balcony closest to mine. “Not a roon shark,” he said, his lips twitching with amusement. “I said ‘a rúnsearc.’ It means… It doesn’t matter what it means.”

      “Oh.” Heat filled my cheeks, and my smile dropped as a feeling of disappointment pressed down on me. I didn’t know what he’d just called me, but with the gruff way he’d said it, I had to assume it wasn’t flattering. Obviously, he was making fun of me. “Well, I’ll let you enjoy the view in private.”

      “I thought you were going to unwind.” His voice stopped me as I took a step toward my bedroom.

      I shrugged without looking at him. For some reason, I was having a difficult time trying to rein in my emotions, and I wanted away from him before I did something even more embarrassing, like cry. “I’m tired. Have a good night.”

      “Wait,” he called out just as I reached the double doors that led into my room. “Don’t go. Please. I… Did I say something wrong?”

      My hair flipped over my shoulder as I turned my head to glare at him. “I don’t appreciate being made fun of or called names. I left guys like that behind in high school.”

      I couldn’t tell what color his eyes were, but flames flashed in their depths. “Who made fun of you? What names did they call you? Tell me who hurt your feelings, mo chroí.”

      “You did,” I snapped, rolling my eyes.

      “I hurt your feelings?” His face darkened, his brows pulling together in confusion. “What did I say? Fuck, it doesn’t matter. I apologize. Don’t go inside yet. Stay and allow me to make it up to you. I just ordered a bottle of wine. Share it with me.”

      “You weren’t laughing at me?” I asked hesitantly. I didn’t even know why it had bothered me. I’d dealt with jerks all my life, and none of them had so much as dented my heart—or, worse, my pride. Yet, one assumed slight from this handsome stranger, and my feelings were all over the place.

      Apparently I had needed this vacation a hell of a lot more than I even realized if I was getting all emotional over nothing.

      “I would never laugh at you,” he growled, making it seem more like a vow. “Tell me the names of every person who ever dared do so, and I’ll make each and every one of them apologize to you. On their knees if that is what you wish, a rúnsearc.”

      “What does that mean, then?” I lifted a brow when he hesitated. “If it’s not bad, then just tell me.”

      “It’s just a Gaelic term of endearment.” He shrugged. “I use them all the time without thinking.”

      “The way you grit it out makes it seem more insulting than endearing,” I grumbled, walking back to where I’d been enjoying the view earlier.

      “Forgive me.”

      “I guess I’ll let it pass this one time,” I said, my smile returning. “But only if you tell me your name.”

      “You first, beautiful,” he countered.

      It was my turn to hesitate. For a moment, I wondered if I should give him a fake name, knowing Ryan and my father would prefer it. But for some reason, I wanted this man to know my name—wanted to hear him say it. “Ciana.”

      “Ciana,” he repeated, and those damned goose bumps popped up along my entire body once again. “I’m Torin.”

      I crossed to where he was standing and, leaning forward, offered him my hand. “Nice to meet you, Torin.”

      His gaze dropped to my chest, and I realized my robe was gaped open, showing off the tops of my breasts and the edge of my white bra. With obvious effort, he forced his eyes higher, pausing on my lips for a moment before meeting mine. He didn’t have to stretch nearly as far as I did as he took my much-smaller hand in his considerably larger one.

      Flames seemed to engulf my fingers, shooting liquid fire through my palm and up my arm before settling in the pit of my stomach. I bit back a moan at how good his touch felt, not wanting to embarrass myself yet again.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ciana.”
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      I knew I needed to release her hand, but the thought of letting her go was unacceptable to me.

      Mine.

      She was finally standing before me, more beautiful in the flesh than any of the hundreds of pictures I had of her. The first time I had set eyes on her was a framed photo that had sat on her cousin’s desk. The joy on her face as she’d smiled into the camera stopped me in my tracks, and it took me more than a full minute to force myself to look away and finish what I’d been there to do—plant a bug so I could listen to everything that went on in Ryan Vitucci’s office.

      After I’d finished up, I’d taken the picture with me. At the time, I was unsure why I’d given in to the urge, but almost immediately, that one little photo hadn’t been enough. I wanted to see more of Ciana Donati. I needed to have every one of her smiles staring back at me, her frowns, her tears. And then I needed to know what caused them. So I could recreate the smiles over and over again while destroying anything and anyone who caused the tears.

      Before I knew what was happening to me, I was obsessed. To the point that I’d even given in when my great-grandmother had come up with this part of her ridiculous plot to hurt Ryan and his family. Sheena was eaten up with rage and the need for vengeance against my distant cousin, and I’d indulged her throughout the years, thinking she would either eventually give up or die before any of her plans came to fruition.

      But recently, her need to see the Vitucci family bleed had gotten out of hand. When she’d told me what she wanted me to do, I should have shot her down and put her in her place… Only, she’d said Ciana’s name, and my obsession had gotten the better of me. To finally come face-to-face with the one who haunted my thoughts day and night was too much of a temptation to resist.

      That didn’t mean I was going to follow through with Sheena’s stupid scheme. I had my own plan, which had already been set into motion. One that would make the beauty before me mine for eternity.

      She made a soft humming noise but didn’t pull her hand free when I continued to hold on. “You mentioned wine?” Her head tilted to the right, causing her long dark-red hair to fall over her shoulder and my gaze to drop to the tops of her creamy flesh.

      Feeling like a predator, I ran my tongue over my teeth, wanting to eat her whole. “I told them to just bring me a bottle of whatever red they have. But if you prefer white or a rosé, I’ll order it.”

      Her brown eyes warmed, and I brushed my thumb over her knuckles. “I’m fine with whatever you have.”

      Reluctantly, I finally released her and stepped back. “Give me a moment.”

      In my room, I grabbed the bottle and two wineglasses. I hesitated, debating only taking one, liking the idea of sharing with her, but I quickly vetoed the thought. I needed to seduce Ciana slowly—although I didn’t know how I was going to keep my hands off her for long. From the instant I saw her standing on her balcony with the moonlight kissing her skin, I’d been so hard it was a wonder my cock hadn’t drilled a hole in the stone wall.

      Returning to her, I poured her a glass, and she waited to take a sip until I had my own in hand. I took a large swallow then tossed back the rest of the contents when I saw her lick a drop off her lips that had clung to them.

      “Mmm,” she murmured appreciatively. “This is delicious.”

      I poured myself a little more, mentally telling myself to drink it slower so I could spend more time with her. “What brings you to this little slice of paradise?” I asked to make conversation, wanting nothing more than to hear her voice once again.

      She took a bigger drink before setting down the wineglass. “I just needed a break from everything. It was all getting to be a bit too much.”

      Though she smiled, she couldn’t keep the exhaustion and sadness from her voice. “What was too much, mo chroí?”

      “There you go again, all gruff with an endearment… It was an endearment this time, right?”

      Of course I was gruff. I’d lied earlier when I’d told her that I regularly used endearments with everyone. The truth was, this was the first time I’d ever called anyone anything but their given name. I wasn’t the type of person to use cute nicknames. There had never been anything cute or even soft about the way I spoke to anyone in my entire life. Until now.

      Until her.

      I was unused to it, yet it came all too naturally with Ciana.

      “I would never insult you, gorgeous,” I promised and quickly distracted her. “What was too much?”

      “Life,” she said with a sigh. “But mostly work.”

      I took another drink from my glass. “You don’t enjoy your job?”

      “No, no, I love my job. Being a nurse has always been my dream. No one in my family understood my need to help people in such a personal manner, but they didn’t stand in my way when I told them my career choice.” She picked up her glass and finished it, so I filled it. With a smile in thanks, she took another sip before continuing. “It’s just that it can be draining at times. Seeing all those mothers who struggle every day, worrying over their little one before they’re even placed in their arms… Or finding out they will never get to hold their child. Watching it day after day, knowing there is little to nothing I can do, it’s painful.”

      “Maybe it’s time for a change, then,” I suggested. “From what I can gather, you work with pregnant women?” She nodded. “Perhaps you should find something different. Maybe working in a different kind of medical office.”

      An adorable snort left her. “I wish. But it took a small miracle to talk my parents into working where I currently do. No, I’m happy at New Hope. I just needed a break. Which is why I’m here for the next two weeks. A little time in the sun to recharge my batteries is all I need.”

      She tipped her glass back, taking a deep swallow, and I was momentarily entranced by the sight of her throat working. “Wow, this is going down way too easy,” she said with a delicate giggle. “I should probably stop now.”

      “Nonsense,” I admonished, filling her glass yet again. “You’re here to relax and enjoy yourself.”

      “What brought you to the island?” she asked after a small, comfortable stretch of silence. “And please don’t say work.”

      I grinned at the sour look on her beautiful face. With how often I’d watched her from a distance, memorized her every expression in photo after photo, I knew it was the wine making her an open book. Right then, the thought of anyone working while they were surrounded by paradise annoyed the hell out of her. “No. Like you, work was beginning to wear me down. I needed some time away from everything to recharge as well.”

      She shifted her body weight more on to one leg as she placed her elbows on the stone and looked up at me with an empathetic smile. There was no way she could ever possibly know how beautiful she was to me in that moment. With the wine making her cheeks flush and her brown eyes glitter, the moon shone down on her, giving her an ethereal glow, almost as if she weren’t from this realm. Her robe slipped off one shoulder, exposing one side of her bra and the perfection of the globed breast it covered.

      I memorized every detail about her, knowing it was going to be one of my favorite memories. I didn’t have a lot of good things to think about. My life was dark, full of death and destruction. I was the boogeyman who crept through the shadows, wreaking carnage on my enemies. It was what was expected—demanded—of me to stay at the top. I had limitless power at my fingertips, yet with Ciana Donati looking up at me, so trusting and understanding, none of that mattered. All I wanted was to be the man she was imagining I was and love her until my last breath.

      My phone going off was like a bucket of icy water falling on that fantasy, smoothing out the thin line that separated us from the ruthlessness of reality. Muttering a curse, I pulled my cell from my pocket. Seeing it was Cori, I sent her to voice mail and then did something I’d never done—powered my phone off. She was starting to piss me off with how annoying she’d been all day. Call after call, she’d made demands as if she had the right to ask me for anything, let alone tell me what she expected to happen.

      She thought she was going to be my queen, but her position in my life had never been more than casual. Between her and Sheena, they thought Cori was the perfect woman to help me rule, but all my great-grandmother wanted was someone she could bend and twist in an attempt to better control me. The two of them thought I was blind to their schemes, but I’d been on to them from day one. I simply allowed them to think they were winning, while keeping them both close to better watch their every move.

      When I glanced at Ciana again, she was standing upright, holding out her empty glass for another refill. “For some reason, I’m oddly proud of you right now.”

      I poured her more wine then topped off my own, emptying the bottle. The flirty tilt of Ciana’s head told me she was tipsy, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t like it. I liked even more that she hadn’t attempted to fix her robe and it was still hanging off one shoulder, giving me a continued view of her bra and her flawless skin.

      “That’s the first time I’ve shut my phone off since I bought it,” I confided. “With my job, it’s paramount that I keep it on, but I find I don’t like you annoyed with me. If you insist I focus on relaxing, I won’t turn it on for the remainder of my stay.”

      Her smile was more brilliant than the moon overhead. “Oh, I definitely insist.”

      “What are your plans for tomorrow?” I dared to ask.

      “Breakfast in bed followed by spending the entire day down by the beach. I have a cabana, but I’ll probably be soaking up the sun for the most part.” She ran her index finger along the rim of her wineglass. “I would ask you to join me, but I have bodyguards with me, and they will narc on me to my parents. Then you’ll be subjected to a full background check and endless harassment.”

      “Will the guards be in the cabana with you?” I tried to keep my voice neutral, but the thought of two men alone in a private little hut with her made that impossible.

      She gave a knowing grin. “Torin, are you jealous of my boring old bodyguards?”

      I gritted my teeth, wanting her to use my real name instead of the one the world at large knew me by. Torin Kennedy was the billionaire philanthropist that the world knew and trusted. He stayed private, trying to keep his business deals out of the public eye. Everyone just assumed he was reclusive and wanted to stay out of the spotlight, not wanting recognition for his company that donated millions every year to worthy causes all around the globe. Hell, Torin had even been considered for a Nobel Peace Prize for all the good he supposedly did.

      But it was all just part of the image of a man who didn’t really exist.

      Then there was the real me, Bain O’Farrell. Head of the O’Farrell and O’Brion families. Ruthless, bloodthirsty. The world was familiar with the name, but as far as they knew, they had never seen Bain’s face. All they did know was that they should fear the man who seemed like a ghost. My true identity was a well-kept secret that had let me slide under the radar of international law enforcement agencies and grow the family businesses exponentially.

      “It’s better if I don’t answer that question, mo chroí.” Her smile only grew brighter, lighting up the entire night around us. How I kept from reaching across and snatching her up, I wasn’t completely sure. “If I don’t get a chance to see you tomorrow, perhaps you will honor me with the pleasure of your company and share another bottle of wine with me tomorrow night.”

      “It’s a date,” she said with a wink before draining the last of her wine and offering me the empty glass.

      My fingers brushed over hers, lingering without taking the glass from her long, elegant fingers. Her lashes lifted, her brown gaze locking with mine. A small gasp left her, and the tip of her pink tongue slipped out, caressing the plumpness of her bottom lip.

      “I-I should really get to bed,” she murmured, her voice barely above a whisper. As soon as the words left her, her cheeks turned red and she stepped back, forcing me to take the glass. “I mean, it’s been a long day. And I’m tired. Not that I’m insinuating we should go to bed. Together.” With a groan, she pressed the palm of her hand to her forehead. “And apparently I’ve turned into an absolute idiot.”

      “Ciana.” She dropped her hand and slowly lifted her gaze. Only when her eyes reached mine did I speak again. “Don’t call yourself an idiot again. No one insults you, beautiful. Not even you.”

      Surprise filled her face, but before she could speak, I grabbed the empty bottle and my own wineglass. “Goodnight, mo chroí. Sleep well.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            Ciana

          

        

      

    

    
      My muscles felt languid as I half dozed in the sun on the lounger just a few yards from the water. Dressed in only a white bikini, with my sunglasses perched on my nose and slathered in enough sunscreen to protect six people but barely kept my skin from burning, I looked like every other guest at the resort enjoying the private beach. My guards were sitting on the veranda, attempting to look like they fit in, but even in casual shorts and polo shirts, they stuck out around everyone else.

      A shadow momentarily blocked the sun, and I angled my head, finding the waiter standing above me with my drink on his tray. Yawning, I straightened to take the beverage from him. I murmured my thanks, and he gave me a simple nod before going on down the beach to tend to the others.

      After drinking the majority of a bottle of wine the night before with Torin, I thought it was smarter to avoid alcohol this morning. Instead, I’d ordered a glass of the local fresh fruit juice. The tropical mocktail was sweet and deliciously refreshing. Sipping it slowly, I picked up my phone that I’d placed on my towel and flipped through a few emails, when what I really wanted to do was Google Torin Kennedy.

      The smart thing to do would be to find out everything I could about the man who had invaded my every thought from the moment I’d first set eyes on him. But for some crazy reason I didn’t fully understand, I didn’t want to learn about him from some website or gossip column. I wanted him to tell me about himself personally. What little I’d learned about him the night before, I liked. A lot. And I wanted him to tell me everything else there was to know about the man who had so effortlessly enthralled me.

      A thin layer of sweat coated my body, and I decided to move into my cabana to finish my drink and reapply more sunscreen. Being a redhead came with having fair skin and a constant need to protect it year-round. It was far too easy for me to burn and blister if I wasn’t careful.

      Walking the few feet to my cabana, I glanced in the direction of my two guards. Milo was scanning the surrounding areas, but Ralph gave me a chin lift when I indicated what I was doing, letting me know he’d seen and understood my intentions. When I’d asked for this vacation, I’d assumed that my guards would be hovering twenty-four seven. That they were keeping a respectable distance, allowing me to pretend like I had privacy, was more than I could have hoped for.

      Pulling back the curtain of the cabana, I stepped into the dim, slightly cooler interior. Another lounger was covered in another towel and held my bottle of sunscreen. A table sat beside it with a small ice chest filled with bottled water. Picking up the towel, I sat and began to pat my skin dry before taking another sip of my fruit juice.

      Before I opened the sunscreen, however, I hit connect on my recent contacts and waited.

      “This is how you relax on vacation?” Ryan asked distractedly. “You call to annoy me?”

      “I miss you,” I told my honorary twin. When all four of your siblings were sets of twins, and you were directly in the middle, it could be oddly lonely. Luckily for me, my cousin was only a few months younger and loved me enough to take on the role of my designated twin. “It feels like forever since I last saw you.”

      “We had breakfast together yesterday before you left,” he reminded me.

      “That was forever ago,” I scoffed.

      “Are you bored already?”

      “No, of course not,” I assured him.

      “Uh-huh,” he said, and I could hear the smile in his voice.

      My lips teased upward. “All right, so I’m lonely. The guards are keeping their distance and letting me have some time to enjoy the sun without everyone eyeballing me in an attempt to figure out who I am if I need security on a private freaking island. But I have no one to talk to.”

      “You mean you haven’t made a dozen new friends yet?” he asked with a laugh.

      “No, I’ve been keeping to myself. Everyone here is trying to relax, not make conversation with complete strangers.” I hit the speaker on my phone and lifted the bottle of sunscreen. Pouring some into my hand, I rubbed my palms together before going to work on my legs, and I tried not to grin. For all of two seconds, I considered telling him about Torin. Typically, Ryan was my go-to for advice and to confide in, because as hung up on Nova as he’d been from the very moment he’d set eyes on her when he was just eight years old, I knew he would never judge me. But I also knew that he was a Neanderthal at times and could be ridiculously overprotective, not only over Nova, but all of the females in his family. I didn’t want him scaring Torin off before I even had the chance to get to know him. Instead, I decided to mess with him a little. “Maybe I should have talked Nova into blowing off school and coming with me.”

      “Not funny, C,” my cousin growled, as expected. “No fucking way Nova would have gone without me.”

      “You don’t trust her?” I teased, making sure he could hear my pout.

      “Trusting her isn’t the issue. It’s having to blind every motherfucker who looks at her in whatever sick idea you consider a bikini.”

      I smirked. “There’s nothing wrong with the bikini I’m wearing.”

      “I don’t care what you are wearing. It’s what she would have been wearing if she’d gone with you. You treat her like a little doll you can dress up as you please. Remember that skirt you tried to slip past me a few years ago? And I saw the texts you two were sending back and forth when I was in California last weekend. That string thing you asked her about, on her?” I could practically hear him gritting his teeth. “I knew you called just to fuck with me. Go make some friends, but stay close to the guards.”

      “Fine,” I sighed dramatically. “But only because you insist.”

      “Be good, C.”

      Snickering, I used my pinkie to hang up without making any promises. As I finished coating my legs in the sunscreen and started working on my arms, the curtain was pushed back. I stiffened until I saw Torin. He was dressed in dark-blue board shorts and a white T-shirt that stretched tight over his shoulders and chest, and just the sight of him was enough to make my mouth go dry. But before I could get fully distracted from how good he looked, I jumped up so I could figure out if Milo and Ralph had seen him. If they had, my parents would know everything about him before dinnertime.

      When I would have peeked through the back curtain, he came up behind me. “What are you doing?” he whispered, his breath caressing my exposed neck since my hair was up in a messy knot. I bit back a whimper as his front brushed against my back.

      “Making sure Ralph isn’t coming to escort you away,” I caught sight of the two guards, and they hadn’t even moved.

      “I can be stealthy when the situation calls for it,” Torin assured me, his nose brushing over my neck, and I wasn’t quick enough to hide the mewl that left my throat. Without thinking, I leaned back into him, enjoying the heat of his hard body pressed into mine. “The jerk-off twins didn’t see me. I’ve been watching them and you all morning, and they didn’t notice me once.”

      “Huh,” I muttered distractedly. “You must be extremely stealthy then, because Milo doesn’t typically miss anything. It’s why my father added him to my detail.”

      Torin skimmed his fingertips down my bare arms, causing goose bumps to lift along the way. “My beauty needs a security detail?” he rasped against the shell of my ear. “Are you royalty?”

      “Only in the eyes of my parents,” I said with a shrug, not wanting to scare him off. Finding out I was part of the Vitucci family tended to freak a lot of guys out. I’d tell him…eventually…if I had to. “To them, I’m their precious little princess.”

      “I don’t like that.” His fingertips reached my wrist before skimming over my hip and coming to rest on my upper outer thigh. “You are queen material, not a mere princess.”

      I turned to face him in the dim cabana, a flirty smile teasing at my lips. “Whose queen would I be?”

      “Mine,” he growled, his gaze glued to my lips.

      The way he said that one word nearly melted me on the spot. It was full of the kind of possessiveness I’d heard in Ryan’s voice all too often when he spoke to or about Nova. I’d always wanted someone to speak to me like that, to need me on the same level that he needed her. It was insane to think that Torin would want me like that, but it might be fun to pretend he did.

      Maybe I could, just for the remainder of my trip. People had crazy, white-hot flings on vacation all the time. It sounded fun, exciting. I wasn’t naïve enough to think whatever this was could last past this trip.

      Licking my dry bottom lip, I looked up at him through my lashes. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      One of his giant hands grabbed my bikini-clad ass, pulling me close. The night before, I could sense the chemistry between us, but with the way he held on to me now, I knew something strong was brewing. “Yeah?”

      “Mm-hm.” I squirmed against him, feeling a sense of power when I felt his cock flex against my lower abdomen. I barely knew this man, but what I did know was that I wanted him more than I’d ever wanted anything. Maybe it was the fact that he didn’t know who I was and he was just as anonymous to me. Perhaps it was the tropical air and the romantic vibe the island was giving. Or it could have been that I was so burned out from work that I had actually lost my fucking mind. Whatever the reason, I was going to explore what Torin made me feel. “I need help putting sunscreen on my back.”

      He shuddered, lowering his head until his nose skimmed over my neck. “Is this scent the lotion you have been using, or you?”

      “The lotion,” I breathed, thankful he was pressing me so close because my knees barely kept me standing.

      “I want to be able to smell you and only you.” His fingers clenched on my ass, squeezing and relaxing, massaging the globe in his hand.

      “You can tonight,” I promised, tipping my head back so I could meet his gaze. “We have a date to share a bottle of wine, remember?”

      “I remember everything when it comes to you.” His fingers slid under the hem of my bikini. It was impossible for him not to have felt how turned on I was. When his middle finger rubbed over my drenched entrance, he groaned as if he were in pain. “I haven’t even kissed you yet, mo chroí, but you are already this wet for me?”

      “Torin,” I moaned, my forehead pressed to his chest as he eased his digit into me from behind.

      “So tight, but…no cherry?” His voice was low, almost scary, but his touch remained gentle as he slid his finger in and out of me. “Who did you give it to, my beauty?”

      I didn’t know why his jealousy was such a turn-on, but my walls clenched, making him grit out a curse. Raising my head, I lifted a single brow at him. “Who did you give yours to, Torin?”

      This close, I could see that his eyes were hazel, the green and brown patches reminding me of camouflage. Those camo orbs narrowed on me as he pressed against my G-spot, causing me to whimper, pleasure exploding inside me.

      “Y-you realize you’re on the intense side, right?” I panted.

      His finger stilled inside me. “Am I moving too fast for you, mo chroí? I told myself to take things slow with you, but then I spent the morning watching you—aching for you. When I walked in here, I had every intention of doing nothing more than asking you to have lunch with me. Finally, I was close enough to touch you, and I couldn’t keep my hands to myself.”

      He had a vulnerability to him that melted my heart right along with the rest of my body. I could see how torn he was, that he’d struggled to keep his distance, but he needed to know something.

      “I like that you couldn’t keep away,” I told him breathlessly as I pressed into his hand, urging his finger to move again. Heat flared in his eyes, and he started slowly thrusting in and out of me once more. “And since you were so honest, let me confess something too.”

      A shuddery breath left him when I paused to lick my lips before continuing. “I struggled all last night and this morning to keep you out of my thoughts. I’ve wanted you from the moment you stepped out onto that balcony last night, looking like you needed someone to ease the weight of the world from your shoulders, if only for a few minutes.” I stroked the backs of my fingers over his smooth jaw. “I don’t know how strong I am, but I want to be the one to help you hold it up…while we are both here.”
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      The hesitant way she added “while we are both here” nearly made me smirk.

      That’s okay, my beauty. Resist all you want. Soon, you will be mine.

      It had been less than twenty-four hours and she was already giving me exactly what I wanted, but she was fighting how easily she was falling for me. Her surrender was something I craved, but it was her love that I would fight wars to have.

      Once I had her heart, nothing else would matter. I would have everything I could possibly ever need.

      Her pussy squeezed around my finger, making me lose sight of anything but getting her off. Thrusting deeper, I was reminded that there had been no barrier to hinder my invasion, and jealousy got my blood boiling once more. I’d never wanted to be anyone’s first before—fuck, I’d never wanted many things until I’d set eyes on my fiery-haired beauty. But I found when it came to her, the rules didn’t apply.

      I wanted to know the name of every man she’d ever crushed on, kissed, let touch her. Just their names, that was all I needed, and then they would be swimming at the bottom of the ocean with a boulder chained to their feet by the end of the day. But the one who had been Ciana’s first? No, he would meet a slower, more excruciatingly painful death.

      “Torin,” she whined, pressing her face into my shoulder to muffle her cries. “I’m…going… I’m…” Her entire body began to shake as her pleasure washed over her, and I held her against me, stroking her through it, playing with her sensitive little G-spot until she slumped against me, gasping my name.

      I kissed her sweat-damp brow. “Did you like that, my beauty?”

      A soft laugh escaped those lips I ached to see wrapped around my cock. “‘Like’ is such an understatement. I can barely stand right now.”

      Reluctantly, I pulled my finger from her tight sheath and lifted it to my nose. Inhaling deeply, I closed my eyes, savoring her scent.

      “Torin,” she moaned, forcing my eyes open. Her entire body quivered as she watched me suck my middle finger into my mouth.

      “Fuck, mo chroí,” I groaned, swallowing her essence. “If I could survive off this alone, I would gladly eat you for every meal.”

      She licked her lips. “Y-you mentioned lunch. We could go back to our rooms, and I could…climb over to your balcony. Eat in…bed?”

      “Are you ready for that?” My breath bathed her cheek, making her lashes lower seductively.

      “I think I was ready the moment you walked in here,” she murmured but then shook her head. “No, that’s a lie. I was ready from that first glass of wine last night.”

      I tried to rein myself in, but I knew it was impossible. This was moving faster than I had anticipated, though I was anything but disappointed. The quicker I got her in my bed, the longer I would have to show her how much she meant to me before Sheena interfered. Refusing to acknowledge that my fingers were trembling, I righted her bikini and gave her perfect ass one last squeeze before taking a minuscule step back.

      “As you can see, I’m in no condition to be in public at the moment.” Her gaze dropped to where my erection was tenting my swim shorts. “You go back first. I’ll order our meal and have it sent up as soon as I can walk without crippling myself.”

      Her smirk was sexy as fuck as she gazed appreciatively down at the evidence of just how badly I wanted her. “I could help you with that real quick.”

      I nearly bent in half from the pain of how hard my dick was at her offer, but I shook my head. “There will be nothing quick about the first time I come for you, my beauty. Now, cover up that delectable body and go back to your room. I’ll be up as soon as I can.”

      With one last longing glance at my covered cock, she licked her lips before turning and bending to pick up her kimono-style wrap. Taking her time, she slid her arms into the short sleeves and then tied the belt around her narrow waist. Placing her sunglasses on her nose, she gathered her phone and a few other items before casually exiting the cabana.

      As the curtain slid closed behind her, I let my head drop back onto my shoulders, my eyes clenched closed as I prayed for the pain in my cock to ease enough for me to walk without the damn thing swinging around like a broadsword. The ringing of my phone drew my attention away from the discomfort, and I pulled it from my pocket.

      Only to swallow a curse when I saw who was calling.

      Sheena.

      My cock instantly softened, and I was no longer in agony. Annoyed, I did what I should have done the night before and turned the phone off again, this time determined to keep it off. I was tempted to toss the damn thing in the ocean, but there wasn’t anywhere to get a replacement in the immediate future, and I still had to check in with my men regularly or they would make a trip to the island to ensure I was still breathing. None of them had liked that I had decided to make this trip on my own, but there was nothing they could do about it since I was the one who called the shots.

      By the time I left the cabana, Ciana and her guards were long gone. I took my time getting back to the suite, making sure I stopped at the restaurant first to have lunch sent up. If she was ready, then I was going to take advantage and keep her in my bed for at least the rest of the day and all night, and we would both need to keep up our stamina. No use in wasting time waiting until I got back to the room to order her sustenance—and prolonging the time it would take until I could finally be inside her sweet body.

      I’d been fantasizing about it from the first time I saw her picture. Stalking her for the past few months had only increased my hunger for her. It was a miracle I hadn’t taken her in the cabana. The only thing that had stopped me was that I wanted our first time to be special.

      As the elevator doors opened on to my floor, I scrubbed a hand over my face. Fuck, no one would believe it even if they heard my thoughts. Special? They would think I’d lost my mind. Bain O’Farrell didn’t call anything special, least of all a woman.

      But the truth was, I’d simply lost my heart to the girl my great-grandmother considered one of our enemies. To Sheena, Ciana was nothing more than a pawn I was supposed to use to hurt the one she hated most. In the beginning, I’d been on board, ready to dole out the punishment my great-grandmother deemed appropriate for the crime she considered had been done against our family.

      Then I saw Ciana, got to know her as I stalked her day and night, and realized that I was in too deep to allow anyone, least of all Sheena, to hurt her. It was going to cause problems, but I’d be damned if I was going to give up Ciana just because Sheena didn’t like the woman I was going to make my bride. If the old hag gave me any issues, I would cut her and anyone else who didn’t like it out of my life.

      Unlocking my door, I stepped inside the suite. I would have preferred a penthouse, but this resort didn’t have one. Everyone who stayed there was considered equal, which was bullshit in my opinion. The only thing even possibly equal about any one of us was the excessive size of our bank accounts. All the rooms were luxurious suites, the only difference being the view from their personal balconies. I’d had to grease a few hands to ensure I was placed beside Ciana’s room, but that was nothing compared to what I would have paid—or done—to get what I wanted.

      Walking through the sitting room, I entered the bedroom, anxious to get outside to help Ciana across the gap in the balconies and back into my arms where she belonged.

      Flipping on the light, I stopped mid-step when I saw the vision lying on the bed. “Holy fuck,” I bit out, my cock standing at full attention as my gaze drank in the sight before me.

      Ciana was lying on her stomach, her head resting on her folded arms, her long dark-red hair spread over her shoulders and down her back. The ends went all the way to the tops of the perfection that was her ass, which was bare. Her legs seemed to go on forever as she stretched out, looking comfortable and content.

      Slowly, she lifted her head and gave me a dreamy smile, her brown eyes blinking away sleep. “Hi. Sorry, I guess I was more tired than I realized. But in my defense, you were taking an eternity, and I was still recovering from the first orgasm I’ve had in forever.”

      My heart began to pound against my rib cage. “You should have waited for me to help you from your balcony,” I snapped. I was picturing her slipping or miscalculating the distance between the two balconies, her lifeless body lying broken and bleeding on the ground below.

      Her eyes narrowed at my tone, and she sat up, but instead of getting angry with me as I expected, given the harshness of my voice, her expression was full of concern. “Torin, your face has lost all color.” Jumping up, she grabbed one of my hands and tugged me to the bed, urging me to sit. “Please, before you pass out.”

      I dropped onto the edge of the mattress and grabbed her, pulling her close so I could press my ear to her chest. The sound of her heart beating steadily brought a lump to my throat, and I tried to push the images that had haunted me only moments before out of my mind. “You could have fallen,” I muttered, tightening my arms around her. “I could have lost you.”

      Her fingers stroked through my hair, her nails lightly scraping over my scalp in a gentle, soothing way that had my heart rate slowly lowering. “I’ve jumped bigger gaps than that many times,” she tried to assure me. “One time, my sister and brothers talked me into going to Puerto Rico and doing a zip line adventure through the rain forest. It was fun until my harness had an issue. Now that was scary.”

      “No more zip lines,” I grumbled, turning my head to kiss the tops of her breasts. “I can’t bear the thought of you doing something dangerous that could potentially take you away from me.”

      “I don’t think you have to worry about that,” she teased. “There are no zip lines on this island, and that one experience ruined it for me. Zariah, my sister, was more freaked out than I was, and it didn’t even happen to her. I think she was more worried about how our parents would react and blame her since she’s supposed to be the more responsible one of the two of us. But she was the one who suggested the trip in the first place. It was bad enough the way Ryan reacted.” She skimmed the backs of her fingers down my jaw. “He was right behind me, and honestly, if he hadn’t been so quick to react, I would have fallen.”

      The affection that filled her voice as she spoke about Ryan caused my jealousy to spike. It was obvious that he was special to her, and I hated it. I should be the only one who was in her heart, with no room for anyone else. I was greedy for it, refused to share any part of her, even with her family.

      But Ryan had saved her. If he hadn’t been there, would she have fallen? The thought and the consequences had he not been there to save her made me thankful that he was part of her life.

      Even if I wanted to gut him for holding a piece of her heart.

      Her warm flesh against my skin distracted me, and I became aware of just how naked Ciana was. My hands moved down her back and over the peach-shaped ass that held me in awe. “Our food will be here soon, mo chroí. I want to feed you before I feast on your body.” I molded each globe in my hands. “But I don’t know if I can wait.”

      The scent of her arousal hit my senses as I watched her lick her bottom lip. It took all of my strength not to lift her by the hips just high enough for me to bury my face in her sweet pussy.

      “I’m not hungry,” she panted.

      “I’m starving.” My voice was raspy as my gaze traveled hungrily over her nakedness. Christ, how could one woman be so utterly perfect? There wasn’t a single imperfection on her anywhere. Even the birthmark right below her belly button was beautiful. I gently skimmed my thumb around the small brown mark. “I want to lick every inch of this body, find out which flavors are my favorite.” My hand dipped lower, my middle and index finger parting her dripping folds, exposing her tight little clit. “I’d categorize them by sweetness, with this juicy pussy as my number one.”

      She shivered, goose bumps pebbling her entire body, her strawberry-red nipples tightening into diamond-hard points that begged for my mouth. My beauty should never have to beg for anything, least of all something I was all too willing to provide. My tongue flicked over the right nipple, earning me a strangled moan. Her legs began to tremble as I sucked her into my mouth, playing with the hard little tip.

      She thrust her fingers into the hair at the back of my head. Looking up at her as I devoured her slightly salty flesh, I was entranced by the pure ecstasy on her face. I felt the seam of my board shorts start to give, my cock fighting and winning its attempt to rip out of confinement and into the cavernous wonderland that was her pussy.

      Forcing myself to focus solely on her pleasure, I shifted from one breast to the other, showing it the same attention. The way she moaned my name caused the seam to split a little more, precome soaking the material. Ciana’s knees gave out, but I was quick to catch her hips and pull her onto my lap so she was straddling me.

      Her white-hot pussy pressed down against my cock, the tip already exposed from the hole it had torn through the swimwear material. The thick head of my dick brushed over her clit, making us both jerk in response. Nothing had ever felt so good in my life, which should have been a warning for how I was going to react once I was balls deep inside her.

      Twisting her hips, Ciana began to rub herself against me, desperate to find the right pressure to get herself off again. Her fingers slipped from my hair, her nails raking across my neck and down my chest until she reached my shorts. She whimpered when her knuckles brushed over her clit, but she wasn’t trying to get herself off with her own touch. She was clawing at the hole where my tip was exposed, trying to tear the cloth to free my long shaft.

      “I need you. Inside me. Now.” She finally got a finger inside the hole, ripping it, but all I could hear was the sound of my own blood rushing through my ears as her petal-soft digits wrapped around my cock when it sprang free. “Yes, yes, yes,” she chanted, rubbing the tip over her clit.

      Unable to hold back another second, I lifted her and dropped her into the middle of the bed. Using my knees to spread her wide, I reached down and pushed the shorts over my thighs, barely kicking them off before I was notching myself at her entrance.

      “Wait!” she cried, her chest rising and falling rapidly. The sight of her tits jiggling with each breath she took was nearly my undoing, but somehow I called forth the last of my restraint and paused. “Do you have protection?”

      I closed my eyes, cursing the inventor of contraceptives. “No.”

      A tiny whine left her, pulling my gaze back to her face. “Fuck, I can’t believe I’m saying this. I’m clean and on the shot.”

      “I’m clean,” I assured her. “I even have my last blood test somewhere in my email. Do you want to see it?”

      She shook her head. “I trust you.”

      “Yeah? You’re saying I can take you bare, mo chroí?” My heart was about to explode waiting for her to answer. After only the slightest hesitation, she gave a nod, and that was all I needed.

      Pressing forward, I eased my way into her tightness. She wasn’t a virgin, but she might as well have been with the way her walls gripped me like a fist. Inch by inch, I worked my way inside, her wetness easing my way. Her mewls and whimpers of pleasure only spurred me on more. The sound of my long, thick length squishing through her soaked channel made my balls tighten.

      Sweat dripped from my brow and down my back and chest. It was taking everything within me to hold back, not to drill into her and nut within the first few minutes of being deep inside her. None of my fantasies about taking her, of finally getting to feel her sheathing me, owning her, had prepared me for reality. This wasn’t just the best sex I’d ever had. No one had ever owned me like this. Fuck, I never would have willingly given myself to anyone the way I’d already done with Ciana. She’d snuck her way into my heart until I’d had no choice but to accept that she was the one.

      My one.

      Breathing heavily, I paused, my balls pressed firmly against her ass, my cock spreading her pussy wide, the top of my groin rubbing against her clit with each inhale and exhale. If I was lucky, I could last another minute, and I wanted to savor the way she looked beneath me, filled with my cock.

      Her tangled hair was spread across my pillows, her face flushed with pleasure and exertion. Those brown depths filled with a savage hunger that rivaled my own. Sweat dotted her beautiful face, giving her a glow in the light flooding through the open drapes in front of the balcony door.

      “Wh-what’s wrong?” she panted, a frown slightly wrinkling her brow. “Are you…okay?”

      “Just need a sec, mo chroí. To take all of this in. Savor the moment right before we come together for the first time.” I pushed away a few strands of hair that were glued to her damp face. “I want this burned into my mind for the rest of my life.”

      Her face softened with affection, and I allowed myself to pretend it was more than that shining out of her eyes. It was too soon, but I craved her love so fucking much. “Torin, you’re already making it difficult for me to even think about leaving this island without you.”

      “Good.”
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      “Good.”

      The intensity of the way he said that one word made me smile. Things were moving astronomically fast between us. We’d gone from sharing a bottle of wine the night before to flirting and fooling around a little in my cabana earlier to him being balls deep inside me less than an hour later. My body was very much engaged, but the scary—and incredibly insane—part was that I was pretty sure my heart was just as committed as my body.

      “Good?” I repeated, trying to keep it lighthearted even as we both struggled to breathe while he remained rooted deep within me.

      “Yeah, good.” He lowered his head, pressing his lips to my ear. “I don’t want you leaving me behind.”

      My orgasm hit me out of nowhere, his words acting as a detonator that shot me off into another world. I pressed my mouth to his shoulder, drowning out my scream as my entire body shook with the force of my release. Through my pleasure-filled haze, I felt him still above me. His arms began to shake as I felt him thicken, stretching my channel even more. I forced my eyes to stay open so I could watch him as he succumbed to his own pleasure.

      He shouted something I didn’t understand as he filled me with his sticky, hot release. In that moment, as he gave himself over to his need, it was impossible to miss the flash of vulnerability in his eyes. As if he were blinded from the force of his orgasm, his mouth searched for mine, and I willingly gave it to him.

      It was only as his tongue thrust into my mouth, tangling with my own, that I realized it was our first kiss. I knew what he felt like inside me, stretching my walls to the point of pain, his hard chest rubbing sensually against mine. I’d allowed him full access to my body—sans the protection I never in a million years would have imagined I would do with anyone, especially someone I’d just met—and we were only kissing for the very first time afterward.

      The kiss was well worth the wait. There was something about his taste, the hungry, almost ravenous way he devoured my mouth that set me off again, tossing me straight into another orgasm even more intense than the previous one. My pussy walls clamped around his thick shaft, milking every last drop out of his cock, my stomach muscles spasming so hard that if he hadn’t been pressed against me, I would have twisted into a hopelessly tangled knot.

      And still, we kissed, our mouths seeming fused together. Torin began to move his hips again, still rock hard inside me despite how much he’d already released only moments before. The mixture of our come sensitized my walls, making each pass of his cockhead over my G-spot that much more intense. I cried his name into his mouth, mini-orgasms exploding inside my body every third thrust.

      Sex with a fumbling boy who had been just as clueless as I’d been was nothing compared to having a man take control of my body and bring it to life for the first time ever. I knew if I wasn’t careful, it could become just as addictive as heroin, only there would be no methadone to help me come down off Torin when I left the island without him. I’d have to quit him cold turkey.

      Just the thought of leaving him caused me pain, which was insane. It had to be my burnout mixed with the ocean air. The island had cast a spell over me, and I was just living a fantasy until it was time to get back to reality.

      One of Torin’s hands grasped my outer thigh, pulling my leg over his hip so he could go deeper. It seemed impossible for him to get even a millimeter deeper inside me, but I felt him go at least another inch. Stars flashed before my eyes, my nails raking across his back, but that only reminded me that he hadn’t even taken his shirt off yet.

      Wanting to feel his skin against mine, I reached for the hem of the tee, wanting it gone.

      Torin went still inside me and jerked back, breaking our kiss. I lifted my gaze to find him shaking his head. “Leave it on, mo chroí.”

      “But I want to touch all of you.”

      “Only through the shirt.” His eyes pleaded with me to understand. “There are some things you don’t need to see. Things that will turn your stomach.”

      I cupped his face. “I’m a nurse, Torin. There is nothing on your body that could ever make me sick.”

      He covered my hand with one of his and brought it to his mouth, kissing the palm. “Please, my beauty. Maybe I will show you eventually, but for now, don’t press this issue.”

      “Okay,” I agreed, not wanting to ruin the moment—or, worse, embarrass him. “But I promise, there is nothing about your body that would ever turn me off.”

      He gave me a grim smile. “I wish that were true, mo chroí.”

      I pushed at his chest, and he willingly dropped back, lying down so I could climb on top. “It is true,” I vowed, taking him inside my body once again. Fuck, but he felt good. I never wanted this pleasure to end. “But I’m not going to push the issue. Right now, I just want to make us both feel good.”

      Pushing up his shirt just a bit, I trailed my nails over his abs, making his stomach muscles clench at my touch. Touching him was just as much of a turn-on as having him inside me. He was brutally sexy in a way few men were, and it wasn’t just his physical appearance. He had this aura about him that screamed dangerous—destructive. It was deliciously tempting to see just how much destruction we could create together.

      A brisk knock on the front door had us both going still. Torin groaned, the action setting off little fireworks deep within me. “The food.” Grabbing my hips, he lifted me, causing us both to groan as he left my body. Pressing a kiss to my brow, he jerked to his feet, grabbing a robe on the way to the door.

      I remained on the bed, my most intimate flesh pulsing, aching for another release yet feeling raw from the workout it had already been put through. I sat there, listening as Torin answered the door, speaking to the waitstaff as they wheeled in our food and set up. The whole thing took about three minutes, and then I heard Torin tip them before they left.

      Moments later, he appeared in the doorway. “Come eat, mo chroí,” he commanded. “You need a break before I devour you once more.”

      “Can we eat here?” I asked hopefully. “One of my favorite things is to eat in bed and watch TV. I don’t get to do it enough back home.”

      His hazel eyes brightened. “If that is what you want, then yes. I’ll bring the food. You stay just as you are.”

      I rearranged the pillows for us and then reached for the remote to the television. Flipping through the channels, I was annoyed to find nothing worth watching, but when I got to the Netflix app, I clicked it and started entering my account information. As all of my favorite shows popped up, I debated which one Torin would enjoy the most.

      He walked into the room, still in the hotel robe, the tray of food in hand. Placing it on the end of the bed, he sat beside me and then offered me a covered dish. The smells were so tempting, my stomach growled. Removing the lid, I saw Parmesan spaghetti. “Are these black truffles?” I asked, licking my lips in anticipation of the first bite.

      “I thought you might prefer a pasta dish,” he said with a shrug as he picked up a wagyu slider and took a huge bite. My mouth watered as I watched him chew, unsure if I was hungrier for the steak he was currently eating or the taste of his kiss again.

      “Black truffles are one of my favorite foods, but few restaurants have them on the menu back in New York.” I picked up my fork and twirled the pasta around it before lifting it to my mouth. My eyes nearly rolled back in my head at how good that first bite was. “Oh dear God,” I moaned. “This is the best thing I’ve ever eaten in my life.”

      When I opened my eyes, it was to find Torin had stopped eating. His hazel gaze was locked on my mouth, and I quickly licked my lips, hoping I hadn’t embarrassed myself by getting the sauce all over my face. “Did I make a mess?” I asked with a shy laugh.

      “Watching you eat is an erotic experience entirely its own,” he rasped. “The way your entire face lights up as the food touches your tongue. The graceful way your mouth and jaw move when you chew. How your throat works as you swallow.” He lowered his head, licking at my bottom lip. “I just need a small taste, Ciana. To know what has caused you so much pleasure, so that I can recreate the experience over and over again in the future.”

      My breath hitched as his tongue swiped over my lip again. “Here.” My voice shook slightly as I twirled another forkful and lifted it to his mouth. “Taste for yourself.”

      As he chewed, I took the last small bite of slider from his fingers and popped it into my mouth. “Oh, wow. This is good too.” I licked aioli from my lips, laughing at what a mess I must be making. “Sorry, I can be a bit of a slob.”

      He was still taking his time chewing the pasta I’d given him. “This is your favorite?” he asked after swallowing.

      “One of them,” I said with a nod, taking another bite.

      “What is your favorite of all?”

      I picked up a cherry tomato from the salad on the tray. Chewing, I considered my answer for a moment before shrugging. “Pancakes.”

      His brows pulled together. “Pancakes?”

      “Yeah. More importantly, my mom’s pancakes.” Noticing his expression didn’t change, I sighed. “I’ve had some of the best food from all around the world, but honestly, there is just something about her pancakes. She can’t cook many things well—she was always surrounded by staff that would cater to her every need if she wanted. But on the weekends, she would always make sure to make us breakfast. She still does when we’re all home.”

      He looked confused, as if he didn’t understand why my mother’s pancakes were so special that they were my favorite food ever. A thought hit me, and my heart hurt for him. “You aren’t close to your mom?”

      His jaw hardened. “My ma passed when I was a lad.” Tears instantly filled my eyes at the loss he must have felt when she died. I couldn’t imagine my life without either of my parents in it, but especially not my mom. “Growing up, my time was split between her grandmother and my da. The two hated each other, but Da tried to keep peace with the old woman for my sake. My great-grandmother took it as a sign that my da was weak and that she was winning the war between them. But he quickly showed her how wrong she was.”

      “I’m sorry you were used as the rope in the tug-of-war between the two of them,” I murmured, squeezing his hand. “But the affection I hear in your voice when you speak of your dad tells me you love him. Do you two have a close relationship?”

      A muscle worked in his jaw, and it took him a moment before he answered. “We were. He, too, passed about twelve years ago. An auto accident.”

      “Oh no! Torin, I’m so sorry.” More tears filled my eyes and I tried to blink them away, but one spilled free. “How old were you?”

      “Eighteen,” he gritted out, then lifted his gaze to my face. When he saw my tears, his entire face transformed. “You’re crying…for me, mo chroí?”

      He cupped my face, his thumb gently wiping away the dampness on my cheek. “The loss of both your parents must have been unbearable.”

      Torin grimaced. “Let’s just say that I felt the absence of my da more so than my ma.” He tucked my head against his chest, kissing my messy hair. “Don’t be sad for me. I rarely even allow myself to think of my parents these days.”

      I tipped my head back and touched his chin with my fingertips. “Tell me one thing you miss the most about your dad.”

      His handsome face scrunched up for a few seconds as he considered his answer. Then it cleared, and a small smile tipped up his sexy mouth. “The way he would randomly rattle off stats of his favorite baseball players. He was an avid fan, and we flew over to the States often throughout the summer months to watch his favorite team.”

      “The Yankees?” I guessed. It seemed like everyone loved the Yankees, especially my three brothers. We had an entire row of seats each season right behind home plate. I went with them and Ryan to a few games every year, but mostly it was just to keep Nova company during the long game.

      His eyes darkened. “Fuck no. Yankees.” He spat out the name with disgust, and I instinctively knew exactly who his father’s favorite team was before he even voiced it. “The Red Sox,” he grumbled, shaking his head at me.

      Giggling, I kissed his chin before reaching for my plate of food once again. “Don’t judge me,” I chided. “I couldn’t care less about what team you or anyone else likes. My brothers are the baseball fans, not me. I only go to keep my cousin Nova company. My sister refuses to even set foot inside a stadium.” I took a bite and paused long enough to chew before speaking again. “Actually, I think her refusal is more due to the fact that she once had this thing for a baseball player. He loved the game more than he loved her. It broke her heart…”

      My voice trailed off, and I lifted wide eyes to Torin. Zariah would have killed me if she knew I’d even spoken a word about why she disliked baseball so much. I’d promised her never to speak to anyone about what had happened between “he who shall not be named” and her. But opening up to Torin came so easily that I’d accidentally let it slip. “Um, that stays just between us. I’m the only one who even knows she dated the guy.”

      He leaned in and stole the pasta from my fork before giving me a wink. “Your secret is safe with me, my beauty. Anything you tell me will always remain between the two of us.”

      I gave him a quick kiss on the lips. “What is it about you that makes me want to tell you every secret I’ve got stored in my vault?”

      He grasped my chin between his thumb and index finger. “Give them all to me, mo chroí. I want them all. Even the tiniest ones.”

      Laughing, I turned so I was facing him more, the plate of food still in my hands, my hair covering my breasts, though I felt anything but shy about my nakedness right then. I was completely at ease with Torin, as if we’d been doing this for years instead of only meeting the night before. “This was my first secret. I only told Ryan this one, but…” I lowered my voice, pretending as if it was the biggest secret of all. “I want to live in a castle.”

      His voice was husky when he leaned in to whisper against my ear. “You’re in luck then, princess. I have two castles just waiting for my queen.”

      Goose bumps popped up along my entire body as his breath brushed over my neck. “T-tell me more about you,” I commanded, trying to get control of my body’s reaction. I craved more details about him, wanted to know all his secrets just as badly as I wanted to spill all of my own to him.

      “What do you wish to know?”

      I tried to distract myself with another bite of pasta. “You’re thirty?”

      “I will be thirty-one on the twenty-second of August,” he readily supplied.

      “Any siblings?”

      “I’m unsure if it’s fortunate or unfortunate, but no. I do have many cousins, but I dislike all but a select few.” He picked up another slider and offered me a bite, which I happily took, before he stuffed the rest into his mouth. Once he swallowed, he continued. “I can already tell you are much closer to your siblings than I am to anyone in my own family.”

      “Ryan and I are the closest. He’s my cousin, but we grew up in the same house. Since my other siblings are all twins, I made Ryan my honorary twin so I didn’t feel left out.” I felt slightly embarrassed admitting that to him, yet I found myself elaborating. “I’m the middle child, the only one with brown eyes, the only one without a matching pair. Not that Zayne and Zariah match…” I rolled my eyes at my rambling. “Whatever. They still came as a pair.”

      “And you didn’t want to be left out,” Torin said with an understanding nod. “Ryan became your twin on demand.”

      “Exactly.” I picked up the glass of wine from the tray after setting the plate aside. “Ryan became my best friend. And even though Nova took over as his best friend throughout the years, we’re still really close. I know I can go to him with any problem, and he won’t hesitate to help me.”

      “I’m glad you have him, then,” he muttered, his jaw clenched.

      “Have you ever been in love?” I regretted the question as soon as it left my mouth. I didn’t want to know if he’d ever loved someone. The thought alone made me queasy, and I tipped my glass back, draining the contents of the delicious red wine as I prepared to hear his answer.

      “I don’t give my heart easily,” he said with a shrug. “There has been no one to own it before now.”

      I bit my lip to keep from smiling. His answer, whether it was a line or not, made me ridiculously happy. For the moment, I was going to pretend like it wasn’t a line that he spouted to every girl who warmed his bed. “What about girlfriends?”

      “I don’t do relationships,” he said with a twist of his mouth. “‘Girlfriend’ is a dirty word to me. The image that comes to mind when someone says girlfriend is a greedy hooker who only wants to warm my bed for the things my bank account can supply her with.”

      “So cynical.” I tapped my nail against the bowl of the wineglass, contemplating his answer. “But it doesn’t answer my question. I guess what I was really asking was if there was anyone special in your life back home.”

      “Like a mistress?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yes, if that’s what you would call anyone in your life in that capacity.”

      “No, there is no one.” He took my glass from me and filled it again from the bottle on the tray. After taking a thirsty swallow, he lifted the glass to my lips, right where his own had touched. Even after everything we’d just done in bed, the act of placing my lips to where his had just been seemed incredibly intimate. “And if you want the full truth, those from the past were just someone to scratch an itch. There was never anything special about them or what was between us. They knew the score when our arrangement began. If they caught feelings, then they were solely one-sided.”

      I tilted my head to the side, watching him through my lashes. “And what exactly is ‘the score’ with us?”
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      I’m going to put a ring on your finger and a baby in your belly. Then I will tell my family to fuck off and keep you all to myself until I draw my last breath.

      It was on the tip of my tongue to confess it all to her, but I bit down hard on the urge and took another swallow of wine before answering her. “There is no score,” I told her honestly before throwing in a bald-faced lie. “This is whatever you want it to be.”

      “No rules?” Her fingers climbed up my arm, tracing over the veins that were already popped up. “This ends when I want it to?”

      Fuck no. It’s never going to end. Even when you find out who I am and want to put a bullet in me.

      “No rules,” I confirmed in a tight voice. “You call the shots.”

      For the moment.

      “I don’t want anything heavy,” she said, her voice almost stern, but her eyes told another story. “While we’re both on the island, we are exclusive. When we leave, it’s over. We move on with our lives. What happens on the island, stays on the island.”

      I smirked, knowing that was utter bullshit. Her pretty brown eyes told me loud and clear that she wanted this to last past our time on the island, but I wasn’t going to call her out on it. Just as I wasn’t going to correct her about what happened while on the island remaining here. She was definitely going to be leaving with more of me than she anticipated.

      “Whatever you want, mo chroí.”

      “Are you ever going to tell me what that means?” she asked grumpily.

      “Perhaps one day,” I evaded. Standing, I picked up the tray and set it on the floor by the door. Once the bed was clear, I crawled in, ready for dessert.

      Ciana dropped back onto the pillows, her legs already opening for me. I shrugged off the robe, leaving my shirt on. My skin itched to feel hers rubbing over every inch of mine, but if she saw my back, it would be game over. Grasping her feet, I pulled her farther down the bed until she was completely under me. “Are your guards going to come looking for you if you don’t check in?”

      A sly smile teased at her luscious mouth. “Nope. I told them I was going to read in my room, binge my favorite shows I haven’t caught up on in a while, and gorge on room service at some point. They were just glad to be out of the sun for the rest of the day.” She wrapped her hand around my thick cock, rubbing the already dripping tip over her slit. “I don’t have to deal with those two until midmorning tomorrow.”

      “Put me inside you, mo chroí,” I commanded. “If all I can have of you is the time we’re here together, I don’t want to waste a single minute.”

      She’d been so intent on stroking me as she guided me to her entrance that it took a moment for what I’d said to hit her. Her head shot up, her eyes softening when she saw that I was earnest. “M-maybe we should make one rule?” she suggested, licking her lips nervously. “I-I think it would be…safer. Yeah, safer. For both of us. We should agree not to catch feelings.”

      “Ah, it’s far too late for that.” Grasping her hips, I thrust all the way inside her, distracting her from my confession.

      She gasped at my invasion, her hands clutching at my shoulders as I began to ride her hard. “Did you get bigger?” she whined, her pussy walls clamping down on me hard. “You feel bigger.”

      “You’re swollen,” I soothed even as I thrust harder inside her. “Am I hurting you?”

      “N-no,” she whimpered. “Nothing about what you’re doing right now could ever be considered painful. It’s just…overwhelming.”

      “What about this is overwhelming you, mo chroí?” I rasped at her ear. “Shall I slow down, fuck you slower?”

      “No, no, no!” She shook her head adamantly. “I’m just trying to process what you said, but I can’t because this feels so damn good and I can’t think past how hard I’m about to come.”

      She moaned as I made my thrusts shallower, focusing directly on her G-spot. My balls were already starting to tighten, that tingle at the base of my spine telling me that I was about to blow whether I wanted to or not. I gritted my teeth, wanting to prolong it for both of us. “Don’t think. Just feel. You want to set a rule, then let that be it. You’re not allowed to think past our time together. There is no one else. Just us.”

      “But we have to be smart,” she panted, the sharp bite of her nails helping me to hold on to my release. “I don’t want…to get…hurt.”

      “I would cut out my own heart and gift it to you before I ever hurt you, Ciana,” I vowed. Sweat pouring down my back, I paused, my cock so deep inside her there was no way to determine where one of us began and the other ended. Cupping the side of her face with one hand, I tried to put everything I felt for her into my eyes for her to see. “I only want to worship you.”

      Her breath shuddered out of her. “Torin…” I had to clench my jaw to keep from correcting her. I wanted her to call me Bain so badly, I could practically taste it. “Okay,” she whispered. “I agree with your rule. No thinking.”

      “Come for me,” I commanded. “I want to feel you when I spill again, mo chroí.”

      Her cries of pleasure echoed off the walls as she gave me what I wanted. As soon as I felt her body begin to convulse around my shaft, I was lost.

      Fuck, who was I kidding? I’d been lost the first time I set eyes on her.

      

      The sound of the balcony door sliding shut had my head snapping up in time to see the flash of Ciana’s red hair blowing in the soft breeze as she made her escape to her room next door. Jumping up, I made it to the door just in time to see her slip safely into her suite.

      Heart pounding, I sagged against the glass in relief. I was going to tie her to the bed the next time so I didn’t have to worry about her doing stupid shit like that without me there to assist her. She should just bring all her things over to my room so she wouldn’t have to return to her own. I’d take care of her guards. Pay them off or put a bullet in their brains—whichever kept their mouths silent.

      It had only been one night, but I was already dreading the end of Ciana’s vacation. The thought of her leaving without me didn’t sit well with me. There was this boulder-sized knot in my gut, and it took me a bit to realize it was anxiety. Nervousness was something I’d left behind in my childhood. I’d had to harden myself as I’d grown. Nerves and anxiety held no place in my world. If the enemy sensed your weaknesses, then you didn’t last long in my line of work.

      No one knew that I had someone I would die to protect. Not yet, anyway. Soon, there would be no hiding Ciana from everyone—or the fact that I lived and breathed for her smiles. Once Sheena found out, she would lose her mind, but she would either fall in line or lose the life she was so accustomed to.

      Slowly, my heart rate returned to normal, and I walked back to the bed. Dropping onto the edge, I grabbed my phone and powered it on. An infinite number of missed calls and texts spammed my screen moments later. Ignoring them all, I quickly checked in with my second-in-command, letting Declan know I was still alive.

      He gave me a rundown on what was happening on his end, voicing just how annoyed he was with my absence. With me gone, he had to deal with Sheena and Cori on top of everything else. I fought a grin, hoping he would make my life easier and just put a bullet in them all before I returned. Of course, he wouldn’t, though. Unless it was a direct order from me, he wouldn’t harm a woman, not even ones as heinous as those two.

      “They’re talking about an engagement party,” Declan said exasperatedly. “Going on and on about the details. At first, I thought they were talking about your cousin. But then I heard Sheena mention getting your grandmother’s ring out of the vault, and Cori ’bout lost her mind. There were tears and manic laughter. Seriously, it freaked poor Conor out, mate. You know he don’t like sudden, high-pitched noises.”

      “They can plan all they want,” I said with a grunt as I walked into the bathroom. “Fuck, they can even plan a wedding and invite the entire country for all I care. But I won’t be marrying that harpy.”

      “Sheena says you are,” he grumbled.

      “Sheena doesn’t run this fucking family,” I snarled. Sucking in a deep breath, I calmed myself and turned on the shower. “Let them enjoy their fun. I want them to have the illusion that they have control. They will be dealt with soon enough.”

      Declan sighed heavily. “Whatever you say, boss.”

      “Just keep me informed. I’ll check in again tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Don’t call you, you’ll call me. Go wine and dine the future queen.” He yawned, sounding bored. “Win her heart before shite hits the fan.”

      “I’m working on it,” I muttered. “Things are moving faster than I hoped.”

      “That’s good news, at least. Maybe she won’t try to slit your throat when she finds out who you are.” My curse was drowned out by his hearty laugh as he hung up.

      In truth, I didn’t know how Ciana would react when she learned who I really was. I knew she was loyal to her family, especially to that fucker Ryan. But if I made her love me enough, maybe I could win over that loyalty of hers—if just a little. If she picked me over her family, I knew I had her heart whether she admitted to loving me or not.

      That goal firmly in mind, I rushed through my shower, my need to have eyes on her making my skin feel too tight for my body.

      It was an hour later before I could satisfy that need. I found her walking along the few boutiques the island had to cater to the resort guests. They were small, high-end, designer shops that boasted exclusive items from all around the world. Ciana strolled leisurely down the boardwalk dressed in a bikini top that just barely covered her tits and a wraparound skirt that molded to her perfect ass.

      I kept my distance, but I never let her leave my line of sight. Her guards were good, one watching their surroundings, while the other watched her. It was a solid partnership the two of them had going on, letting me know they trusted each other with their own lives as well as that of their charge. But they made one major mistake—they never once noticed me watching them or her.

      It didn’t surprise me. During the months that I had been stalking Ciana back in New York, those two never once noticed me then either. It both pleased me and pissed me off at the same time. These two idiots were responsible for her protection outside the walls of the Vitucci compound. They should be aware of every danger to her safety, and if I weren’t so utterly besotted and in love with her, I would have been the greatest danger to her of all.

      Irritated with them for not noticing me, I followed, taking note of where her eyes lingered in each shop she didn’t venture inside. One thing I’d learned about my beauty during the countless hours of following her was that she loved to shop. But there had been times when she would come out of a shop and a flash of guilt would cross her beautiful face.

      The first time it had happened, I’d been intrigued. As soon as that emotion had filled her eyes, she’d barked an order at her guards, and they had jumped to do her bidding. The shopping trip had ended abruptly, and the next stop they’d made was to a toy store where she spent the next two hours buying out several entire aisles. Half of the toys were taken to a women’s shelter, while the other half she had delivered personally to the children’s wing of a hospital in one of the worst parts of the city.

      Before then, I’d been head over heels in lust with Ciana Donati. Something about her had compelled me to be as close to her as I could get. But as I’d stood in the stairwell, watching her interact with all those sick, underprivileged children, that was when I’d lost my heart to her.

      All my life, I’d had it hammered into my head how bad the Vitucci family was, which included the Donatis by association. How spoiled the children were was something Sheena would rave about at least once a week. But in that moment, as Ciana had dropped down onto the floor with a group of young cancer patients, every vile thing my great-grandmother had ever had to say about the Vituccis had disappeared from my head.

      Ciana spent hours playing with them, and they seemed to enjoy her attention infinitely more than the expensive toys she had brought them. That was something I understood immediately. Ciana was so full of brightness and kindness it was impossible not to crave it, to want some of that light and sweetness to shine on you.

      And right then, I knew that I was selfish enough to want it all for myself.

      But first, I had to win her heart, earn her love. Then it would belong to me. I could have that sweet light anytime I wanted if I could just bury myself deep enough inside her that she had no choice but to love me as much as I loved her.

      Finally, she picked a shop and went inside, her two guards following at a distance. I stayed outside, watching the three of them through the window for several minutes before returning to the other shops and purchasing the items I’d seen her brown eyes lingering on. I had everything sent back to my room and exited the last shop just as Ciana came out of the store she had gone into earlier. She held only one small bag in her hand, but a smile was teasing at her lips as she walked back to the resort.

      One of the guards, Ralph, looked anything but happy as he followed her. The other one, Milo, seemed unfazed by his partner’s change in mood. It was Ralph whom I disliked the most out of the two of them. His eyes were always going to Ciana, which, admittedly, was part of his job, but there was just something in the way he looked at her at times that set me on edge.

      As Ciana walked, her phone rang. With a happy squeal, she answered it without breaking stride. “Hey, Nova!” She listened for a long moment before an adorably snorted laugh left her. “I would say I’m sorry for upsetting him yesterday, but we both know I’m not. When will you be back in New York?” Her face fell at the answer she received, and I wanted to put the smile back where it belonged. But it returned on its own moments later. “Okay, well, it just gives me a reason to anticipate June even more. I miss you. And I don’t care what Ryan says, I totally miss you more than he does.”

      She spoke to Nova a few more minutes before making an annoyed sound and pulling the phone back to look at the screen. “Damn it. I knew he would call her and interrupt girl talk,” she grumbled to herself as she entered the hotel.

      I kept my distance, letting her and the guards get on the elevator before approaching the lobby myself. Several minutes later, I stepped into my suite and walked out onto the balcony, hoping—needing—to see her again. My eyes had been on her less than ten minutes before, but that didn’t stop the constant craving to have her within my sight.

      The door leading into her bedroom was open, the air conditioning blowing the curtains out onto the balcony. I walked closer and caught the sound of her laugh before she said something too softly for me to hear. Moments later, she walked out onto the balcony, her phone pressed to her ear. But when she saw me standing there, my gaze drinking in the sight of her, she stopped in her tracks, a warm smile brightening her face.

      “Hi,” she mouthed, then blinked before returning her focus to whoever was on the other end of the phone conversation. “Zariah, I have to go…” A hot blush filled her cheeks, but she grinned. “Shut up, Z. I’ll call you later.”

      Disconnecting, she dropped her hand to her side and took a shy step toward me. “Hello, neighbor.”

      “I hope I’m more than just your neighbor,” I grumbled, reaching across the space that separated us to catch hold of her wrist. The feel of her soft skin beneath my fingers eased some of the tension that had gathered in my muscles at being away from her.

      Her pulse jumped under my hold, her brown eyes turning to liquid heat as she licked her lips. “My sister is jealous that I have such delicious eye candy to keep me entertained while on vacation.”

      “You showed her my picture?” I asked with a smirk.

      Her nose wrinkled adorably. “No. Zariah isn’t allowed to look at you, and I don’t have a picture of you to show her. But I might have mentioned your name, and she knew who you were right away. She’s a big shot corporate lawyer, working in the trenches so she can take over the legal team at our family’s business one day. So she knows a little about everyone who matters in the business world.”

      “You can take as many pictures of me as you want.” It was only fair. I had thousands of her in my phone. If she saw even one of them, it would freak her out. Ninety percent of them were from a distance, but they had all been taken in New York as I stalked her.

      She tilted her head to the side, causing her long hair to cascade over her shoulder. Fuck, she was so damn beautiful it took my breath away. “That’s all you have to say about what I just told you? You don’t care that my sister was just telling me all the gossip about you?”

      I grinned. “Was it juicy?”

      She rolled her eyes. “You know it wasn’t. Zariah said you haven’t been seen out with a woman in years, and even then, it was some secretary who was in her fifties.” She tugged her wrist, but when I loosened my hold, it was for her to link her fingers through mine. “She also informed me that you have an entire committee set up for charities. According to my sister, you donated over two million dollars to one of my favorite hospitals only last month.”

      “I have no control over what charities they donate to,” I excused with a shrug.

      “That’s what Zariah said,” she said, her voice dropping, turning sultry. “But she seemed to think you have a closer connection to the hospital.”

      I might have pushed someone in charge of the charity to donate after I’d seen Ciana with those sick kids that day. But I wasn’t about to tell her that. It might have won me points with her, but for some reason, I didn’t want to win her over like that. It was ridiculous, given the things I’d already done and still planned on doing to make her fall for me, but apparently I was fucked in the head when it came to this woman.

      “Z said it was the first time your charity ever donated to that hospital—or any hospital, actually. It stirred up some big commotion because after hearing that you donated so much, a few other big names donated as well.” Her fingers clenched around mine. “I don’t know why you did it, but thank you. Those kids…” She swallowed hard and gave me a trembling smile. “It’s a great hospital, especially the children’s wing. The location is what keeps them from getting the donations they deserve. My zia Victoria and I push for that hospital every year, but it’d never gotten the attention we hoped for. The money you gave them went a long way, but it was the spotlight you put on them that will go even further.”

      “Then I will be sure to tell my people to make it a regular thing,” I promised casually before changing topics. “Did you enjoy your afternoon shopping?”

      “How did you know I went shopping?” she asked with a frown.

      “I saw you leave and return with a bag.” Not a lie, I just omitted the following-her part of the truth for the moment, wanting the things I’d purchased for her earlier to be a surprise. “What did you buy?”

      She licked her bottom lip, and I fucking knew it was something for me. “I’ll have to wait and show you later tonight.”

      “Show me now,” I commanded, my voice turning hoarse.

      “Later,” she said firmly, a smile teasing her lips. “You need to learn patience, Torin.”

      She had no idea just how patient I’d been. Sitting in the shadows, watching her, wanting her, falling deeper for her with each passing day until it became like a living entity trying to claw its way free. If I hadn’t been patient, I would have snatched her up and hidden her away months before. But if I’d done that, then I wouldn’t have this moment, with her looking up at me through her lashes as if she were already half in love with me, the hunger in her brown eyes revving up my own need for her.

      Patience had gotten me to this point, but I was done being patient. Now that I’d had a taste of how good it was between us, I couldn’t hold back any longer.
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      Between spending the morning soaking up the sun’s rays and then the afternoon with Torin in bed, I’d been close to comatose as it was. But then he’d started massaging my back, and I’d melted into the bed.

      “Best vacation ever,” I said with a sleepy grin as he pressed his huge hands into my shoulders with the perfect amount of pressure. “Let’s stay on this island forever.”

      His hands paused. “Is that what you really want, mo chroí?” he rasped, his breath blowing lightly against my hair.

      My smile faded, replaced by a kind of nervousness I couldn’t ever remember feeling. The past ten days had been a dream. I’d been telling myself it was just the magic of the island, but deep down, I knew the truth. It was Torin. I hadn’t told him that, of course. Even though I’d agreed not to think past our time together, I’d still reminded myself daily not to get caught up in the moment. This couldn’t go beyond my vacation. We had separate lives, in completely different countries. On different continents, for fuck’s sake. Long-distance relationships didn’t last, and I wasn’t the type to chase after a guy.

      But no matter how much I’d told myself not to catch feelings, my heart hadn’t listened. Now I only had a few days left of my vacation, and I felt sick thinking about having to leave without him. It wasn’t just because we’d spent the majority of our time getting lost in how we could drive each other crazy in bed. We’d spent hours telling each other our greatest fears and our dreams of the future. He knew more about me than any other person—even Ryan. And he hadn’t judged me or thought I was a silly little girl as I’d always feared others would if they knew so much about what really went on in my mind.

      Gathering my courage, I lifted my head and glanced at him over my shoulder. His hair was pulled back with one of my hair ties, his jaw clean-shaven like usual. He was wearing a pair of boxer briefs and a black T-shirt. He still hadn’t let me see his back, and I couldn’t help imagining what his shirt hid, or how painful it must be for him to still be unable to share it with me. He told me a little about how it had been with his mother before her death, and I had been unable to keep from comparing his experience to that of Ryan’s when he was little more than a toddler. Having seen the scars on my cousin’s body that still remained from where his mother had burned him, I wondered if Torin’s mother had left physical scars on him too.

      The hopefulness on his face when I met his gaze eased some of my nervousness and gave me courage. I loved how open and vulnerable he was with me, letting me see sides of him he swore no one else ever had—or ever would. “I mean it,” I confessed. “I don’t want to leave here…without you.”

      “I could buy this for you…us,” he offered, and I couldn’t tell if he was teasing or being serious. “Say the word, and I’ll make this our new home.”

      “We can’t live here,” I said with a soft laugh. “There are people waiting for us at home. We have jobs, responsibilities. Just because we’re blissed out right now doesn’t mean we should ignore or abandon those who need us.”

      “I need you.” Something in his voice brought a lump to my throat. “We don’t have to abandon anything or anyone. If you miss your family, we will visit them as often as you wish.”

      I dropped my head back down. “It’s just a fantasy anyway, Torin. The owner of this place makes bank on the resort. He’s not going to sell it. Besides, the people here depend on their jobs, and without guests at the resort, they wouldn’t have a job. If I lived here, I wouldn’t want to share it with strangers who came for their own vacations. I don’t want to put people out of work. Plus, there is no hospital here. No school. I want kids one day, and living here just wouldn’t work.”

      He was quiet for a long moment, and I wondered if maybe I’d said something wrong. But then he started to rub my back again. “I can’t imagine my life without you in it now, Ciana,” he choked out. “I don’t want to leave here without you.”

      “Me either,” I whispered.

      “Then don’t return to New York. Come to Ireland with me.” Grasping my waist, he flipped me onto my back. He spread my thighs wide with his knees, making room for himself as he settled over me. “We will spend a little while there, and then we will go to your family. Explain that we met and fell in love, that we can’t live without each other. I—”

      “Wait, wait, wait!” I cried, tears instantly filling my eyes.

      His hazel eyes darkened. “I don’t like your tears, mo chroí. Why are you crying?”

      I slapped a hand against his chest. “You love me?”

      Brows pulled together, he looked down at me as if I’d lost my mind. “Of course I love you, Ciana. What man could meet you and not fall for you?” His jaw turned to stone. “It makes me want to lock you away behind the walls of one of my castles so no other man can try to steal you away from me.”

      “I’m not opposed to living in a castle.” Realizing what I’d just said, I clamped my mouth shut. Fuck, what was I saying? This was absolutely nuts. I couldn’t possibly be considering going to Ireland with some guy I’d met less than two weeks before. My parents would kill me, not to mention Ryan would lose his mind. I wasn’t sure which would be scarier—my mother’s wrath or Ryan’s.

      And the freaky part was, I was already trying to figure out a way to soothe them both because I really did want to go home with my sexy Irishman.

      Torin’s eyes dilated. “You’ll come home with me, my beauty?”

      I swallowed hard, already calling myself a hundred different types of fool, but I found myself nodding. “Do you think your family will like me?”

      His grin looked more predatory than amused. “I’m sure you will grow on some of them.”

      “That does nothing to relieve my nervousness over meeting your loved ones,” I muttered.

      “You are my loved one, mo chroí.” He brushed his lips over my brow. “Will your family like me?”

      I pressed my lips together, no longer nervous about meeting his family—not when the real battle would be introducing him to my own. “Um, I’m sure I can utilize Nova’s help and get them on board in no time.”

      His laugh filled me with warmth. “I don’t care if they like me or not. As long as you love me, nothing else matters.”

      My heart jumped into my throat. “I do love you, Torin,” I whispered.

      A shuddery breath left him, and I thought I felt his entire body tremble, but then he kissed me. All I could think about was how good he tasted and how good he felt pressed into me the way he was. “Thank you,” he groaned. “I’ve been aching to hear you say those words from the moment I set eyes on you. The reality of it is so damn sweet, it unmans me.”

      I cupped one side of his face, urging him to lift his head to meet my gaze. His hazel eyes were glazed with unshed tears. My own tears spilled over at seeing how emotional he was about something as simple as me confessing that I loved him. “Hasn’t anyone ever told you they love you before, Torin?”

      He clenched his eyes closed. “My da a few times.”

      “N-no one else?” The way he didn’t hesitate to shake his head tore at my heartstrings. “I promise to tell you I love you every day,” I vowed, stroking my fingers over his hard jaw. “Starting now. I love you. It’s crazy fast, but it’s real. I love you, and I don’t want us to be apart.”

      “We won’t. Ever.” Reaching between us, he notched himself at my already dripping entrance. “Fuck, I would live in this pussy twenty-four seven if you would allow me.”

      “I-I’m not stopping you,” I panted. He wasn’t even halfway inside me yet, and my orgasm was already building. “I love it when you’re deep inside me, Torin. You feel so good. So…right.”

      He stiffened above me for a moment, but then he began to thrust into me harder. “You never use endearments with me. Why?”

      “You want to talk about this…now?” I laughed, then moaned when he began playing with my clit.

      “I want one that you will only ever use with me. I want it on your lips, not Torin.”

      The intensity in his voice and on his face as he looked down at me was sufficient to clear my head just enough to realize he was legitimately upset about it. I wasn’t good at giving people nicknames or endearments. But if he wanted one…

      Licking my lips, I waited for something to come to me, and I smiled up at him as soon as it entered my head. “Okay, moye solntse,” I murmured.

      He stopped mid-thrust in confusion. “What does that mean?”

      “It’s Russian for ‘my sun,’” I translated for him. “Because my life now revolves around you.” Inwardly, I cringed and mentally face-palmed. That was so freaking cheesy…yet completely true. In no time, my life had begun to revolve around this man to the point it hurt to imagine him not being with me every day.

      “I’ve never heard you speak Russian before.” He lowered his head until he was nipping at my neck. “It’s sexy as fuck, mo chroí.”

      “It’s your turn to translate. What does that mean?” He hadn’t translated his endearment for me yet, and I wanted to know what he’d been calling me. I could have done an internet search on my phone for the translation, but I wanted him to tell me.

      He kissed up to my ear. “My heart.”

      My nails sliced into his back through his shirt as my pussy walls clamped around him so hard he made a growling sound deep in his chest. I liked that—a lot, actually. Oddly enough, that was what Ryan called Nova in English…

      Except he only ever used that—or any endearment, really—with her. Jealousy began to eat at me, and I angrily pushed at Torin’s chest. Rolling us, he landed on his back, and I sat up. He grasped my hips in his hands when I would have climbed off.

      “Where do you think you are going, mo chroí?”

      “How often do you use that endearment?” I gritted out, glaring down at him. His brow knitted in confusion. “That first night on the balconies, you said you use endearments with everyone. I want to know who else you call your heart, Torin Kennedy.”

      His forehead instantly smoothed out, and he had the audacity to smile. “Are you jealous, my beauty?”

      “Yes,” I seethed. “And while we’re at it, who else do you call ‘my beauty’? I want names.”

      His laugh was so deep it vibrated through my entire body, making me clench around him involuntarily. “It’s a very short list.”

      “I still want to know everyone on it.”

      Gently cupping the back of my head, he pulled me down until our lips were almost touching. “Ciana Donati,” he breathed against my mouth.

      “Don’t make fun of me,” I slapped at his chest, trying to put some distance between us. “Who else?”

      “That’s all,” he said, turning serious when he realized just how upset I was. “You and only you. I swear it. That night, when I said I use endearments with everyone, I lied. You seemed upset with me for using them, and I didn’t want to make things worse, so I fibbed.”

      All the jealousy and anger drained out of me at his confession. “Really?”

      “I don’t toss around words I don’t mean, mo chroí.” He stroked my hair back from my face. “There has only ever been one woman to own my heart, and that is you.”

      I melted into him, but I wasn’t completely satisfied yet. “What about one of your mistresses? You never claimed to love one of them just to get what you wanted?”

      His snort was derisive. “I’m not the type of man who has to lie to get what I want. Before you, love was like a dirty word to me. If the woman warming my bed so much as hinted that she loved me, our agreement ended.” He trailed his fingers down my neck before settling directly over my wildly beating heart. “Then I saw you, and love didn’t seem like such a forbidden word any longer. You opened my heart, Ciana. It belongs to you just as surely as I do.”

      “Torin—”

      “No.” He stopped me with a firm shake of his head. “Call me your sun again. Only that from now on.”

      I shifted on top of him, his hard cock still buried deep inside me. “I love you, moye solntse.”

      His shaft thickened even more, causing me to moan. “I love you, mo chroí. So fucking much.”

      There was something in his voice when he said it that pulled at my heart. A hint of desperation, perhaps, that made me want to pull him close and shield him from the world. It made me think that I was the only one lucky enough to see this vulnerable side of him, and I couldn’t help loving him more.
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      From where I was sitting, I could see that every eye on the beach was trained on Ciana. The bikini she was wearing left nothing to the imagination. Fuck, barely three pieces of cloth covered her nipples and her bare pussy, held in place by the thinnest strings I’d ever seen.

      It took every ounce of willpower I possessed to stay on my lounger, pretending to enjoy the sun and not planning how I would kill every motherfucker eye-fucking what was mine.

      Even with the distance separating us, I heard Ciana sigh as she pushed her sunglasses up on top of her head before turning over. Showing the world her perfect ass. That damn bikini didn’t even cover anything back there. Just a fucking string between her ass cheeks. From several feet away, I heard not one but a handful of groans as my beauty shifted to get comfortable, her ass jiggling ever so slightly.

      The sound of something cracking reminded me that I had my phone in my hand. I’d been texting Declan about a situation that had popped up the night before, but for the past ten minutes, I’d been so consumed by watching Ciana that I’d clocked out on him. My second wasn’t the most patient of men, so it wasn’t surprising when my phone vibrated.

      Seeing his name—and the crack now around the edges of my screen—I swallowed a curse and lifted the phone to my ear while keeping my eyes glued to Ciana. “Yeah?”

      At the sound of my voice, she turned her head, her gaze narrowing when she noticed I was on my phone.

      “Don’t shoot me, but…” I clenched my jaw as I listened. I’d known since the first call the night before that I was going to have to cut my trip short, but I was hoping to be proven wrong for once.

      “I’ll let you know when to be at the airport. Don’t let anyone know I’m coming.” I was already on my feet.

      “Cori has also demanded I ask you if you prefer a red or a white rosebud boutonniere,” he said with a muffled laugh.

      “Feck off, mate,” I grumbled as I passed Ciana.

      “Figured you would say that,” my best friend and second-in-command chuckled.

      In response, I hung up, irritated by his amusement. Upstairs, I started tossing a few things into my case. This would only take a few days. I’d deal with the issue and then be back right before the end of Ciana’s stay.

      Finding one of her hair ties on the nightstand, I used it to pull my hair out of my face just as I heard her on the balcony. Turning, I found her with her favorite kimono-style wrap covering the barely there bikini.

      “Is something wrong?” she asked quietly.

      I grimaced. “Something came up at work that only I can handle,” I explained. “I have to fly back to deal with it.”

      “Oh,” she muttered, wrapping her arms around herself as she stood there looking at my open suitcase.

      The uncertainty on her face stopped me as I was about to toss in a folded shirt. “I will be back in time for us to go home together, mo chroí.”

      Some of the clouds left her eyes, and she smiled up at me. “Or I could come with you now.”

      “No,” I said with a shake of my head, walking over to pull her into my arms. She melted against me, making me want to eat my next words, but I couldn’t take her with me yet. “I want you to enjoy the rest of your holiday.” I stroked my hands down her back before slapping them against her ass. “But promise not to wear this bikini while I’m away.”

      A mischievous smile teased at her lips. “Oh, I don’t know. I think it will make you want to come back to me sooner if you imagine me wearing my favorite bathing suit.”

      With a growl, I lifted her, and she instantly wrapped her legs around my waist. “Ciana.”

      “Yes, moye solntse?” she asked innocently.

      “Please,” I gritted out, the word foreign to me.

      Her eyes softened as she stroked her fingers down the back of my neck. “I promise not to wear it while you are away.” Leaning in, she skimmed her nose over mine playfully. “Don’t be gone long.”

      I clenched my hands on her ass. “Will you miss me, my beauty?”

      “Yes,” she said with sincerity, her eyes glazing over with emotion. “I want to go with you.”

      I tightened my hold on her. “I don’t want to bore you. I just need to take care of something very quickly, and then I will be right back here. Stay, enjoy the last of your fun in the sun, and when I return, we will fly straight to Dublin.”

      Her bottom lip pouted out, making me want to suck it into my mouth. “But I won’t be able to have any fun without you. I just want to be with you, Torin. I promise not to get in the way.”

      I gritted my teeth, wanting to take her with me now but knowing it wasn’t wise. If Sheena found out too soon that I had plans of my own, she would ruin them before I could convince Ciana of the truth. “How will you explain it to your bodyguards? Weren’t you the one who said we had to play this carefully so your parents didn’t cause trouble for us?”

      Her teeth sank into her bottom lip, but after a moment, she gave a resigned nod. “Yeah. I have to get Nova to help me convince Ryan I haven’t lost my mind. If Ryan is on board with us, then it will be easy to get everyone to accept our relationship as well.” Releasing a heavy sigh, she wiggled free. Reluctantly, I placed her on her feet, and she gave me a tiny smile. “Okay, I’ll stay. But don’t be long. It would be so embarrassing if the man I love ditched me.”

      I cupped both sides of her face. “Never,” I rasped, brushing my lips over hers. “I swear, mo chroí. I will be back as soon as I can. Just the thought of leaving without you is making my skin feel too tight. I want to take you with me, desperately, but it will be better all around if you finish your holiday.”

      Swallowing hard, she gave me another forced smile. “Yeah, okay.”

      Groaning, I kissed her. I couldn’t take that sad look in her pretty brown eyes. Fuck it. Whatever happened, I would deal with it. I couldn’t leave her behind when she was obviously upset. “Go back to your room and pack. We have time. The helicopter that’s taking me to the mainland can wait.” My jet was on the mainland since the airport on the island was so small. It was just quicker for me to go by helicopter while my pilot got my jet ready than to wait for him.

      “No,” she said with a shake of her head, her smile a little more genuine. “You’re right. I’ll soak up the sun for a few more days and figure out what I’m going to say to Nova to get her to use her magic on Ryan.”

      “Don’t be sad,” I pleaded, hugging her to me. “I’ll bring you a present when I come back.”

      She slapped a hand against my chest, but her fingers bunched in the material of my shirt, clutching me to her. “Shut up. I don’t want any more presents. You’ve already given me so many things that I’m going to need an extra suitcase to take them home with us.”

      “But I like to spoil you,” I murmured, skimming my lips down her neck. “I want to see you dripping in diamonds and silk, knowing I provided them for you.”

      Her nostrils flared with irritation. “I have plenty of diamonds and silk, thank you very much. All I want is you.”

      “And all I want is to spoil you,” I countered, nipping at her soft skin. “Scratch that. I also want you to be good while I’m gone.”

      Her amused snort made me laugh. “I’ll try my best.”

      “Be a good girl now, and let me have a taste before I leave.” I lifted her and placed her on the bed, but before I could follow her down, she rolled and jumped to her feet on the other side, wagging her finger at me.

      “No, no, no, Mr. Kennedy. I think you will be more productive if you have to wait for a taste until you return.” Winking, she walked toward the door. “See you soon.”

      With a grunt, I grabbed her before she reached the door. Squealing, she wrapped her legs around my waist as I pressed her back against the wall. With just that small piece of cloth covering her, I could easily feel how hot and wet her pussy was for me. It wouldn’t take much to push down my board shorts and nudge that little piece of material out of my way with my cockhead.

      “That is not how you tell your love goodbye, mo chroí.”

      She tilted her head to the side in consideration. “I’ve never had to tell my love goodbye, so excuse me for not knowing the proper etiquette.”

      “I like that I get to teach you how, then.” Lowering my head, I brushed my lips over hers, teasing her mouth open until I was licking hungrily at her plump bottom lip. “There will be times when I can’t take you with me for work, Ciana. They will be few and far between, I promise. But when I do have to leave you, I want you to be able to feel me inside you the entire time we are apart.”

      “Torin,” she whined, wiggling against my rock-hard cock.

      “No.” I nipped her lip just hard enough to sting, punishing her for using that name. “What do you call me?”

      “Moye solntse,” she breathed, and even though I’d just had her that morning, I nearly erupted in my shorts then and there. “Please. I-I want to feel you while you’re gone. Imprint yourself inside me. Maybe the ache in my pussy will distract me from the ache in my heart while we are apart.”

      My knees nearly buckled at her words. If just the thought of us being away from each other for a short time hurt her, did that mean she finally felt for me what I felt for her? Fuck, I could only hope that was true.

      “Shh, my beautiful Ciana. I’ll take care of you.” Pushing down my shorts until my cock sprang free, I shifted her bikini bottoms aside and plowed into her, causing her to release a loud whine that had my balls drawing up, threatening to spill within seconds. “The door is open,” I growled close to her ear. “Don’t cry out and give those bastards below a show. I don’t want them to know what you sound like when you cream on my cock.”
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      Not two hours after Torin left, I was already missing him. Even when we went our separate ways for the afternoon, I knew he was nearby. He would find a lounger on the beach close to my cabana and plant himself there until I was ready to go back to my room. Then he would follow me up after giving me a head start, and I would climb across the two balconies so we could spend the rest of the evening together.

      With him gone, I felt…lost. It wasn’t something I was used to experiencing. I had too many good things in my life to feel adrift over something like not getting to see my boyfriend for a few days. There was plenty to do to keep distracted, but no matter what I did, my heart felt heavy and I couldn’t stop missing him.

      Anxiously, I went down to the restaurant for dinner for the first time since arriving on the island. Milo and Ralph didn’t comment on it, just told the hostess to give us two tables.

      “No,” I told her as I stepped around Ralph. “One is fine. Maybe a back corner table?”

      She gave me a bright smile. “Of course. Right this way, please.”

      Once we were seated, she promised our waiter would be with us shortly and handed us each a menu. I didn’t even open mine, already knowing what I wanted. The black truffle Parmesan spaghetti was my favorite. Torin had ordered it for me almost every night from room service, and I still hadn’t gotten tired of it. If anything, I seemed to be addicted to it.

      Just as I was to the man.

      I shifted restlessly, missing him so badly my heart literally felt like it had a ten-ton weight pressing on it. Ralph gave me a weird look, but it was Milo who commented on my inability to sit still. “Are you feeling all right, Ciana?”

      “I’m fine,” I lied, picking up my water glass to have something to do. The two guards both gave me a skeptical look, and I grimaced. “Maybe I’m a little homesick.” Not exactly a lie. A person could be homesick for another person. Nova and Ryan alone were proof of that. When those two weren’t together, they made it seem like nothing was right with the world.

      I was starting to understand that feeling.

      A glance at my phone showed me that it had only been a handful of hours since Torin had left the island. If I was already feeling so lost without him, how was I going to survive the next few days?

      “We can cut the trip short,” Ralph said. “A few calls and we can be in the air within an hour.”

      “No!” I took a drink of my water to cover my sharp tone before giving him a tight smile. “No,” I repeated in a softer voice. “I’m not ready to go back to New York. It’s fine—I’m fine. After dinner, I’m just going to call it a day. I need an early night.”

      “You’ve had an early night every day we’ve been here,” Ralph reminded me. “You spend more time in your room than on the beach. I swear you’ve slept more these past two weeks than you have your entire life.”

      I  clenched my fingers around the water goblet. These two thought I’d been vegging out in my room for most of the day, but I’d really been with Torin ninety-five percent of that time. Sleep was the last thing we tended to do. “Work has been exhausting,” I excused. “I’ve just been trying to recharge my batteries so I’m ready to get back to work next week.”

      Milo’s eyes narrowed on me. “You don’t look recharged. You might have a nice glow going on from the afternoons in the sun, but you have darker circles under your eyes than when we first got here.”

      “Are you dreading going back to work?” Ralph’s jaw hardened. “Is it that damn doctor? Has he been hitting on you?”

      I frowned at the guard. Since when did he ask such personal questions? Milo had been my guard since I was ten, but Ralph had been put on my security detail when I was twenty-one. Like Milo, he’d stayed professional, only concerning himself with my well-being so he could report anything amiss to my parents or Ryan. But lately, things had felt different with him, and honestly, I wasn’t completely sure I was comfortable with it.

      “Hitting on me?” I scoffed. With how I was feeling over Torin being gone, I wanted to put it down to my mind playing tricks on me. No way had Ralph sounded possessive just then. It was so absurd it was almost as funny as what he’d actually said. “Alan?”

      Just the thought of Alan Berman hitting on me was hilarious. Not only was he a good thirty-two years older than me, he’d delivered my brothers, for goodness’ sake. I doubted the man even thought of me that way since he’d seen my mother’s lady parts up close and personal. On top of that, Alan was definitely not my type, even if he were to start trying to flirt with me or make a pass. Sure, he was rich, and I figured, as the leading ob-gyn in New York, he no doubt knew his way around female anatomy, but I didn’t go for the sugar daddy type.

      “I’ve noticed the way that old perv looks at you,” Ralph said, his jaw popping as he glared at me. “If he’s giving you problems and you don’t feel comfortable going back to work, you don’t have to.”

      Rolling my eyes, I took another drink of my water just as the waiter arrived. “Thank God,” I muttered under my breath, already regretting asking the guards to join me. “Hi,” I greeted with a beaming smile. “A bottle of Burgundy for the table, and I’ll have the black truffle Parmesan spaghetti.”

      “Of course,” the waiter said with a returned smile. “And for you gentlemen?”

      They both ordered steak, but while Milo said he was just sticking to water, Ralph asked for a double bourbon. From under the table, I felt Milo hook his foot around the leg of my chair and pull me a few inches closer to him, something that helped me feel a little more at ease when Ralph tossed back the bourbon like a shot when it was placed in front of him.

      Milo and I shared a quick look where he gave me a firm shake of his head, alerting me he would take care of letting my father know that Ralph needed to be replaced. Not that it really mattered. Torin had told me he was getting me new security, some of his own men, which I assumed would be from the security company who handled his own detail. I didn’t know of a single billionaire who didn’t have at least one bodyguard.

      When he got back, I’d let him know I wanted to bring Milo with us, but Ralph would definitely need to return to New York. Keeping Milo on would make my parents feel more at ease and hopefully stop them from freaking out as much when they found out I was going to be staying in Ireland for a while. It wasn’t that they disliked the country or all of the citizens who lived there. Just a small—albeit powerful—portion of them.

      Still, Ralph had kind of reminded me about work and the fact that I wouldn’t be returning to New Hope since I was going to be with Torin. Despite how drained my job had made me, I was going to miss it. I loved working with people, helping and getting to know them. It was why I’d become a nurse. Of course, I’d always wanted to work in a hospital setting, but working with the patients at New Hope had been rewarding in its own way.

      I wasn’t sorry I was giving it up, though. Being with Torin, that fulfilled me in a way I’d never imagined a relationship could. I’d dreamed of having what my parents had together, but it was Ryan and Nova’s relationship that had been something I’d thought I would never have. And Torin proved me wrong. I’d found my one, the person I was supposed to spend the rest of my life with. My best friend, my soul mate. The man who made my heart ache just from being apart from him for a few hours.

      I needed to thank those two for setting such impossible goals—and thank Torin for fulfilling them for me.

      After dinner, I went straight back to my room. With how Ralph had been tossing back drinks while alternately frowning and glaring at me, I was glad to be away from him. Milo had been shooting him disgusted glances while we ate, but I doubted the other man had noticed. I was half tempted to call Ryan and let him know, but that was a big risk. My cousin might decide I needed to come home sooner than anticipated because of how my guard was acting so he could handle the man, but I wanted to wait for Torin to return.

      Kicking off my heels, I walked out onto my balcony. I had the weird urge to go next door and crawl into Torin’s bed, wanting his scent to surround me so I could have the illusion that he was beside me. As I stood there debating, my phone rang. When I looked at it, my heart did a little leap seeing “Moye Solntse” on the screen.

      “I thought you would still be in the air,” I said in greeting when I lifted the phone to my ear.

      His sharp inhale made me smile. “The joys of Wi-Fi,” he murmured in that deep Irish brogue. “Miss me yet?”

      “So much. I was actually about to go next door and crawl into your bed so that I could at least smell you while I sleep.”

      “Do it,” he commanded. “But be careful climbing across.”

      “Hold on a minute.” It took me no time to get across, and I lifted the phone back to my ear once I was on the other side. “There. Safe and sound.”

      “Don’t get sassy with me, mo chroí,” he grumbled. “Worrying about your safety is second nature. I would die if anything happened to you.”

      I just stood there, missing him even more. “When will you be back?”

      “I can’t be sure, but it won’t be long, I promise. Now go inside, hug my pillow, and pretend like you are lying with your head on my chest.”

      Pouting because I wanted a definitive answer on his return, I did as he instructed. Unzipping my dress, I put the phone on speaker and grabbed one of the shirts he’d left behind in his closet. I tossed my bra aside and then slipped on the shirt before pulling back the covers and crawling into the middle of the bed. His pillow was cool against my cheek and far too soft to remind me of his chest, but when I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply, I could smell him, and some of the tension eased from my shoulders.

      “Better?” he asked quietly.

      “Mm-hm,” I mumbled, keeping the phone on the pillow close to my mouth.

      “How was your evening?”

      I sighed and lifted my lashes, staring at the wall. “It was meh,” I said after a moment, deciding to wait for his return to tell him about Ralph’s behavior. “Missing you makes everything kind of lackluster. The island doesn’t feel the same. Even dinner didn’t taste as good.”

      “Fuck,” he groaned. “As soon as my feet are on the ground, I’ll make sure no one sleeps until everything is dealt with.”

      “If you rush, then things could get blundered more,” I argued. “Take the time you need so it’s done right. That way, you don’t waste time or risk having to fly back to take care of it again.”

      “Beautiful and reasonable,” he murmured.

      “I’m just trying to be smart about this,” I told him with a roll of my eyes. “Plus, I’m greedy for your time. I don’t want you giving more than absolutely needed to anyone but me.”

      “Even when we’re apart, you have all of my time,” Torin said earnestly. “You are on my mind every minute of the day, mo chroí.”

      Smiling, I cuddled into his pillow a little deeper. “I’m not going to lie. That makes me ridiculously happy.”

      “Your happiness is the only thing that matters to me, Ciana.”

      “What would make me the happiest right now is if you stay on the phone until I fall asleep,” I told him with a yawn. “I’m so tired, it won’t take long, and the sound of your voice is so soothing.”

      “Sleep, my beauty. I’m here as long as you need me.”

      I sighed contentedly. “Keep talking. It will help me pretend you’re here.”

      “Close your eyes. I am right there beside you. My fingers stroking up your bare back, drawing little circles on your shoulder blades. I can see the goose bumps already pebbling your petal-soft skin.”

      His voice was pulling me toward sleep. My lashes lowered, too heavy to stay open any longer. “I love you.”

      When he spoke again, his voice was raspier than usual, but I was almost asleep and missed the way it broke ever so slightly. “I love you, mo chroí.”
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      Annoyed, I wiped my hands on the rag Declan offered, getting rid of the blood as I stared down at the dead body disdainfully. The smell of bile and human excrement was thick in the air, but other than the sniveling piece of shit on the table beside the now-dead arms dealer, everyone in the room was long used to the stench.

      These motherfuckers thought they could cheat me, selling my men faulty guns, thinking as long as a few of them worked when the shipments were picked up and tested that they would be in the clear. But these bastards should have known better. No one cheated me and lived to tell about it.

      As my second-in-command, Declan could have just as easily dealt with these two scum arms dealers, but we’d lost five men because of them. It was my responsibility to make sure these fuckers paid with blood and flesh, and then I needed to personally pay my condolences to my men’s families so I could assure them they had nothing to worry about now that their breadwinner was gone.

      “Gun.” One was immediately placed in my hand. I chambered a bullet and pressed the barrel to the middle of the arms dealer’s forehead. But when I squeezed the trigger, it dry fired, just like so many of the other guns this scum sold me. That defect had been the reason why five good men had been unable to protect themselves and had been killed by one of our enemies.

      A whimper left the man, while the sound of piss running over the side of the table he was strapped to reached my ears.

      “Give me another one.” I tossed away the gun in my hand and took the next one Declan offered. Again, a dry fire. Over and over again, I demanded another gun, squeezing the trigger, only for it not to release the bullet I’d chambered. Each time, the arms dealer would release a pathetic, pitiful sound that only pissed me off more.

      We went through an entire case of guns, and then Conor opened another. As he loaded a magazine into the newest one, my phone rang. Muttering a curse, I pulled my phone from my pocket, ready to silence it until I saw the name on the screen.

      “Everyone quiet,” I growled, lifting the phone to my ear. “Is everything okay, mo chroí?”

      “Hi!” Ciana greeted, her voice like a balm to my frayed nerves. “No, everything is fine here. I just miss you and wanted to hear your voice.”

      A whine left the arms dealer.

      “What was that?” Ciana asked with concern. “It sounds like a sick cat.”

      “It is a sick cat, my love. Give me two seconds. We are saying goodbye to the poor thing before it’s put to sleep.”

      “Oh no!” she whispered, emotion thickening her sweet voice. “Torin, I’m so sorry. Of course. Take your time. Call me back when you can. I love you.”

      “I love you too, my beauty,” I murmured. “Hold on for just a moment. Don’t hang up.”

      “But—”

      “Two seconds,” I repeated quietly. “I promise.”

      “Okay,” she said in that soft voice that brought light to even my darkest parts.

      I made sure the phone was on mute and then took the latest gun Conor had loaded. Chambering yet another bullet, I put the gun back to the arms dealer’s head. He whimpered again, but his fear made it impossible for him to beg one last time for his life. It wouldn’t have mattered anyway. His miserable life had been over the moment he and his partner decided to steal from me. They not only took my money, but good men as well. I pulled the trigger. The bullet pierced his brain, and the smell of the man releasing his bowels added to that of his partner who lay on the table across from him.

      Brain matter and blood sprayed across my chest, but I pulled off my shirt and tossed it to Declan as I grabbed my phone and took it off mute. “Are you there, my love?”

      “I’m so sorry I interrupted.” I could hear the tears in her voice, and I swallowed a curse. A woman’s tears had never affected me before, but hers—fuck, they made my knees weak. “I-is that why you had to leave? Your family pet died?”

      “No, mo chroí. I had business that needed my attention. It was imperative that I see to it myself, out of respect for some of my workers.” I grabbed the rag from earlier, wiping blood from my face. “There was an accident, and we lost a few valuable employees. Once I’ve visited with their families, I will be back. Expect me no later than tomorrow night.”

      “That’s awful, Torin. Please give the families my condolences.”

      “I will.”

      A sigh left her, but there was something in it that set my nerves on edge. I knew her every smile and the meaning behind them. If she was sad, happy, tired, annoyed, hungry. It was all right there in her smiles, no matter how hard she tried to conceal it. The sounds of her different laughs were stored in my brain under all things Ciana. Every noise or facial expression she’d ever made, I had memorized. They were like a symphony in my head. That sigh, it wasn’t a good one. “Is everything all right, my love?”

      Declan and Conor both shot me raised brows, surprised at my gentle tone. But while Conor’s scowl remained, Declan’s eased into a knowing grin. I flipped him off and turned my back to him so I could focus only on Ciana.

      “What? Oh, yeah. I’m good. Don’t worry about me. You have enough to deal with right now.” I waited, hoping she would say more, tell me what had put that heaviness in her exhale and that fake cheerfulness in her tone. “I won’t keep you. I’m sure you have enough on your plate at the moment. I wish I were there to help you, but this probably isn’t the time to spring our relationship on everyone.”

      “There will be a memorial next week for them,” I informed her. “You will go with me and offer your condolences in person.”

      “I don’t know. That seems really private, and I don’t want to draw the focus onto us. It wouldn’t be right.”

      “Right or wrong, I want you with me.” I tossed the rag on top of the newest dead body and crossed to where I’d left my suit jacket. Pulling it on, I opened the door to the storage facility and walked out into the cold Dublin air. “I’m not good at consoling people, Ciana. But you’re different. With your kind, beautiful heart, you will know what to say and do to put everyone at ease. I need you.”

      “I don’t believe you wouldn’t know how to comfort those in pain. I’ve seen how gentle you can be. How loving and affectionate you are.”

      I grimaced as I walked toward my car, where two of my men were waiting for me. “You would be surprised, mo chroí. I am a different man when I’m with you. A better man. And it’s because of you.”

      “Stop,” she whispered. “You’re going to make me cry.”

      “No,” I gritted out when I heard her sniffle. “No, don’t cry, sweetheart. I can’t take it.”

      “Sorry,” she mumbled. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I’ve been kind of emotional since you left. Missing you seems to have tossed my emotions all over the place. I’m super sensitive about everything apparently.”

      “What else has upset you?” I asked as I got into the back of the car.

      The way she hesitated made me hold my breath until she finally spoke. “It’s nothing. Like I said, I’m just being extra sensitive. Maybe I’m about to start my period. It wouldn’t be the first time I started a week or so early.”

      “Did something happen to upset you?” I persisted. Something was off. I could sense it, and it pissed me off that I wasn’t there to fix it for her.

      “Torin, you’re busy. Stop worrying about me.”

      “Tell me what’s wrong, or I’m going to do nothing but worry,” I argued.

      A frustrated huff left her. “Fine, I’ll tell you, but this doesn’t mean you should be rushing around or anything. I’ve got it handled, okay?”

      “Ciana,” I growled.

      “One of my guards has been acting differently around me. He’s been…”

      “It was the thicker one, right?” I cut in when she paused, already thinking of ways to kill the bodyguard.

      “H-how did you know?”

      “I’ve got eyes, damn it. I’ve seen the way he looks at you.” The cracking sound alerted me to the fact that I was wrecking my phone, and I forced myself to relax my hold on it enough to keep from breaking it. It had already sustained some damage from a few days before when Ciana had worn that tiny bikini and every eye on the island had been glued to her.

      Fucking hell, I knew that sonofabitch was watching her too closely, and I should have ended him before I left. It had set me off every time his eyes would so much as glance her way. Now he was growing a pair and getting bolder. But I would cut his dick off before I let him get that close to what was mine. “How has he been acting differently? Making you uncomfortable?”

      “A little,” she said with a heavy sigh, the same that I’d heard earlier. “It’s weird, Torin. Like, he’s suddenly all possessive or something. I don’t know. He hasn’t done anything except make comments, and a few times, I’ve caught him looking at me weird today. Ugh! I don’t know. I’m just overanalyzing this. He’s been my guard for a few years now, and this is the first time he’s done anything to make me uncomfortable.”

      “The other one…”

      “Milo,” she supplied, although I already knew both men’s names. I knew everything about them, all the way down to their social security numbers.

      “Stay close to Milo.” I trusted him a hell of a lot more than the other one. Ralph was a dead man as soon as I got back to the island. “Don’t allow the other one to get you alone. We will deal with him when I return.”

      “Maybe I should tell my dad. I don’t want Papa to be angry. He’s already going to be growly about us as it is.”

      “I don’t want you to worry about your father.” I tried to calm her growing anxiety. “Stop worrying altogether. It’s my job to worry for the both of us now.”

      “It doesn’t work like that,” she said with a tiny laugh. “You don’t take on everything all by yourself. This is a partnership. We handle everything together.”

      I made a grunting noise deep in my throat. “I don’t want you to be upset by things. I don’t like it.”

      “I don’t like when you’re upset either,” she soothed. “But I don’t want to hide behind you. That’s not who I am. We have to work side by side through anything that gets thrown at us, or our relationship isn’t going to work. And I really want us to work, Torin. I love you so much.”

      It took a moment to swallow the lump that filled my throat. I was never not going to be emotional when she said those words to me. They were a miracle I’d never thought was possible. “I love you too, Ciana,” I told her, keeping my voice low so the two men in the front seat didn’t hear how close to the surface my emotions were. Unlike with Declan and Conor, I didn’t want my other men to know just how lost I was for this girl. Not yet. All too soon, they would see what she was to me.

      She was my weakness when I’d never had a weak spot before.

      “I should let you go so you can finish up and visit with those families. Please keep what I said in mind about us being partners. And please, more than anything, please be careful. I don’t think I can live without you now that I’ve found you, moye solntse.”
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      “I just need a moment to myself,” I hissed to Milo as we walked into the hotel restaurant.

      “Ciana, if anything happened to you…” He trailed off, but we both knew what he’d left unsaid. Papa would kill him and Ralph without hesitation, and it probably wouldn’t be a quick death. It would be slow and excruciatingly painful.

      The thought of Ralph’s demise at my father’s hands didn’t sound so terrible to me, but I liked Milo. If it weren’t for him, who knew what would have happened over the past three days while Torin was away? Ralph had grown bolder each day, and now he was trying to stay so close to me, he brushed up against me every few minutes. I was an affectionate person. Touching and hugging people I cared about was second nature to me. But that didn’t extend to Ralph. He was invading my personal space, and I was about to claw his fucking eyes out of his head if he touched me one more time.

      “Please,” I told Milo. “Just let me enjoy a glass of wine for twenty minutes. I need to calm my nerves before I stab Ralph in the eye with a fork.”

      His lips twitched with amusement for all of two seconds before going back to that stoic expression I was used to. “Fine. You can have a half hour. If you’re not outside by then, I will be coming to look for you.”

      I gave him a thankful smile and started to skip into the restaurant’s bar, but he caught my elbow.

      “Ciro or Ryan?” I gave him a blank look, and he sighed. “Who do you want me to tell about Ralph’s behavior first?”

      I glanced at the entrance and caught sight of the other guard lingering there, his eyes trained on me. A shudder went down my spine. “Mama,” I said after a moment. “Tell Mama first.”

      This time, Milo gave me a full-blown grin. It was gone just as quickly as it had formed, but there had been something dangerous in it that made me relax ever so slightly. “Perfect. Scarlett will make it hurt more.”

      I winked before turning to walk into the bar. Finding a table in the back corner where no one was around to bother me, I dropped down into the chair and waved the waiter over. After requesting the biggest glass of wine he could find, I looked to see if I’d missed a text from Torin.

      When I’d talked to him the night before, he’d said he would be on his way first thing. He hadn’t texted or called me since then, and I was hoping it was because he hadn’t wanted to wake me and was still in the air. Blowing out a long breath, I pulled up my other contacts and shot texts to both Nova and Zariah. My sister knew about Torin, but she thought we were only a vacation hookup. We hadn’t talked since we’d first discussed Torin because she was working so much.

      Nova was so busy with school, tutoring, and working at some of her family’s businesses in their small town that every time I called her, I felt bad about taking up so much of her time. But with my vacation officially over the following day, I just needed to spit it out already.

      Me: Call me when you get a minute. Loves you!

      I got a heart emoji back almost immediately, Nova’s way of letting me know she’d seen the text and would make it happen as soon as possible. My next message went to Zariah, exactly the same thing I’d sent Nova, but I got a thumbs-up from her and couldn’t help making a face. My sister knew that stupid thumbs-up emoji annoyed me. In response, I shot her the middle finger and got a laughing face back moments later.

      My glass of wine was placed on the table in front of me, but as I lifted my head to thank the waiter, it was to find someone other than the young man who had taken my order standing there. Every fine hair on my body suddenly stood up, as if the woman before me was so powerful even the peach fuzz had no choice but to stand at attention and pay respect to her.

      But I knew who she was. Ryan had drilled into my head who the enemies were and had shown me pictures daily for weeks until I could recite every small detail about each and every one of them. This woman, she was the most dangerous of them all. And the most vile.

      I instantly pushed my glass of wine away. If she’d touched it, then it was most likely laced with some kind of poison that would have me frothing at the mouth and seizing within seconds.

      Sheena O’Brion smirked down at me. “Smart lass,” she said, taking the chair across from mine.

      Sitting, she crossed one leg over the other and folded her hands on top of her lap. Her long, manicured nails were painted crimson, matching the lipstick she was wearing. She was the picture of elegance and pure evil with her long salt-and-pepper hair falling down her back. Dressed in all black, huge diamond earrings in each lobe, and her stiletto heels, she obviously belonged on the exclusive island. It was her smile that screamed for me to get up and run, run, run as fast as I could.

      Instead, I sat up a little straighter and lifted my chin to stare her down. My heart was about to explode, it was beating so hard, but I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of showing her I was nervous.

      We were both quiet for a long moment, each of us sizing the other up. Sheena surprised me by breaking our staredown first. Laughing, she picked up my wineglass and took a hearty swallow before replacing it. “You really are quite beautiful,” she said, but there was no hiding the sneer in her voice. “I can see why he was so taken with you.”

      “You really are quite a bitch,” I countered. “What the fuck do you want, hag?”

      She tossed her head back, laughing delightedly. “Now I truly see it. That fire. So like your grandmother. Aslinn and my daughter-in-law were as close as sisters. Cormac should have married her instead of Sheena’s mother.”

      “I’m sure he picked the right psycho to procreate with,” I snipped. “What do you want?”

      “Right to it then, eh?” She opened her purse and pulled out a stack of what looked like pictures and a ring box. Placing both of them in front of me, with the pictures facedown, she leaned back once again, looking relaxed…in control of everything, including me.

      I sat there, refusing to give her that kind of power, never taking my eyes off the snake sitting in front of me. She was too deadly, and if I looked away even for a second, she would strike without remorse.

      “Tell me, lass,” she said when I didn’t move to pick up the pictures as I was sure she wanted me to. “How much do you love Torin Kennedy?”

      It was impossible not to react when she said his name with that sly smile on her face. I flinched, then lifted my chin higher. “Leave him alone. If you touch him, I swear to God, I’ll—”

      Sheena cackled, actually honest-to-God cackled, cutting me off. I’d never heard a sound like that before. It was full of mirth and so sinister that it made me sick to my stomach. “You are damn amusing, I’ll give you that. I almost want to keep you around just to have a good laugh from time to time.”

      “I mean it. Torin has nothing to do with your feud with my family. Leave him alone, or I will kill you myself.” The thought of her going after the man I loved was enough to make me shake, but I clenched my hands in my lap, refusing to allow her to see how close to the surface my emotions were.

      Something similar to respect flashed in her eyes for all of a second before she leaned forward and tapped a long blood-red nail on the stack of photos. “Let’s see if you feel that way after seeing these.”

      Rolling my eyes at her, I snatched them up and turned them over. The first picture made my stomach cramp. It was Torin, dressed in a suit, stepping out of a town car outside a huge estate. The look on his face was blank, yet oddly fierce. Oh God, how did she know that he and I had gotten so close? Was she watching me the entire time I was on the island and then followed him when he left?

      The next picture was of Torin, same suit, same blank yet fierce look, outside the same location. But there was a woman standing in front of him, and the way she looked up at him with hearts in her eyes made my fingers clench reflexively on the photos. She was beautiful, with her dark hair cut into a chic bob, her porcelain skin giving her an almost ethereal glow in the afternoon sun. She was maybe a few inches taller than me, but I couldn’t be sure if that was natural height or if she was wearing heels. Forcing myself to relax, I flipped to the next picture to find the beautiful woman had thrown herself into Torin’s arms.

      The picture was snapped from behind, so all I saw was his back, but the woman’s face was in focus and the sheer happiness there made me queasy. No. No one was allowed to look—fucking be—that happy when hugging my man. He was mine. Not whoever this woman was.

      Picture number three was of the woman holding Torin’s hand, tugging him toward the huge mansion. The way she looked up at him was sultry, and from how comfortable she seemed holding on to him, I knew they had been intimate. Jealousy like I’d never felt before rushed through me, giving the world a red haze around the edges of my peripheral. I knew Torin had other partners before me. He’d called them mistresses and said they all knew the score before their relationships even started. He promised none of them had mattered. No one had ever mattered until me.

      But with the way this mysterious, beautiful woman was looking up at him, I had to wonder if he’d just been bullshitting me…

      I flipped through the photos quicker. They were all of Torin and the mystery woman, all of them close, her always touching him in some way that suggested their intimate relationship was still burning strong. In a few, Torin was actually touching her back, and each time I saw it, that red haze only darkened more and more.

      When I reached the last photo, it was of a local newspaper article in Ireland. Torin Kennedy to wed Cori O’Brion in May.

      I frowned at the name. Of all the names Ryan had had me memorize that were related or associated with the O’Brion family, I couldn’t remember a Cori being on there.

      “Cori was adopted,” Sheena informed me, almost as if she could read my mind. “Her mother married one of my sons a few years ago, and she was welcomed into the family with open arms. I’ve always liked her. Honestly, she could possibly even take the place in my heart of my dear, sweet namesake, Sheena.”

      “She and Torin are together?” I choked out through numb lips.

      “Have been for well over a year, in fact,” she said with that evil smile. “But Cori knows him better by a different name.”

      I was going to be sick, and from the way Sheena’s eyes sparkled, she knew it too. But that didn’t stop her from delivering the death blow.

      “The world knows him as Torin Kennedy. But within my family, he’s Bain O’Farrell.”

      I swallowed the bile that threatened to choke me. “I don’t believe you.” There was no way this was true. Sheena was just trying to cause trouble. Those pictures could have been taken at any time. This Cori woman could have been a mistress in the past. He wouldn’t marry her when he’d been with me the past two weeks. He’d asked me to be with him, move in with him, stay with him always. A man about to marry someone else didn’t do things like that.

      Right?

      She could so easily say anyone was Bain. The head of the O’Brion family was an enigma. No one, not even Ryan, knew what Bain O’Farrell looked like. He could have been a seventy-year-old man for all the world knew. Sheena was more than aware of the fact that I had no clue what Bain looked like and was using that in her favor.

      “No?”

      I shook my head, unable to speak without spraying the table with puke.

      “He’s such a good boy, my Bain. When we learned that you would be here all on your own, he didn’t hesitate to do as I asked. Poor Cori, she’s been beside herself, eaten up with jealousy over what I had the boy do, but she understands. Planning the wedding has taken her mind off the fact that her groom was here in paradise fucking your brains out.”

      The world began to spin. “Shut up. Torin wouldn’t…”

      “No, I’m sure Torin wouldn’t. But Bain is a different matter completely, lass.” She gave me a sympathetic shake of her head. “And whatever I ask of him, he follows through beautifully, without hesitation or questioning his dear granny. This time was no different.”

      I couldn’t believe it or anything else she was saying. It was all lies. Every word. I knew Torin. He loved me. I’d seen it in his eyes as we’d lain side by side in bed, still a part of each other after making love for hours.

      “You are special to Ryan.” The way she spat my beloved cousin’s name made me stiffen my spine. “And hurting anyone that idiot boy loves, in turn, hurts him. Seducing you, making you fall in love with Ryan’s enemy, tempting you into running away to Ireland? Then watching you fall apart with a broken heart?” She pressed her palms together, pure delight radiating from her face. “Priceless.”

      I stood, putting steel into my spine and knees so I didn’t fall on my face in front of her. “It might have been priceless if you hadn’t come here to gloat. But now you’ve shown your cards.”

      She grinned. “Admit it. Your heart is broken.”

      “Is it, though?” I smiled down at her, making sure it reached my eyes, while inside, part of me was dying. “Huh, maybe you should have had Bain try just a little harder. Don’t get me wrong. He was definitely fun in bed. You couldn’t possibly know, but he’s got a huge cock. Who wouldn’t want to spend a little time playing with him? I mean, really, the orgasms alone were worth all the money my parents threw down for this trip. But that was all it was. Orgasms. My heart didn’t even flutter once. Sorry, but you missed the target this time. I’m not stupid enough to fall for a guy after just a few sweet words, meaningless gifts, and a couple random ‘I love yous.’ I mean, honestly, my parents would freak if I actually moved to Ireland with a man I barely knew. I wouldn’t have actually done it. That’s hilarious.”

      Sheena snatched up the ring box from the table and flipped it open. Inside was the biggest, most beautiful vintage ring I’d ever set eyes on. The oval diamond in the middle was radiant cut, with smaller round cut diamonds surrounding it like a halo and around the delicate band. The way the bigger center diamond caught the light was nearly blinding, but it was so gorgeous, it nearly took my breath away. “Then it won’t bother you to see Cori’s ring. It was Bain’s paternal grandmother’s. He always did like the O’Farrell side more than the O’Brion. He said he would only give this ring to the woman he intended to spend the rest of his life with.”

      I forced my gaze from the ring and grinned down at her. “Well, I hope Cori can bear to put up with him for that long. I mean, the ring will definitely get her a nice brownstone in New York City if she comes to her senses and gets away from you psychos. Good talk, Sheena.”

      She slowly got to her feet, taking her time just to play with me. Once she was standing, she took a single step into my space and smirked at me. I was scared, but I would have eaten a bullet before I let her see just how much. “Give Ryan my love, won’t you?”

      I didn’t answer, and she laughed once again before turning on her heel and walking away. Not toward the exit where Milo and Ralph were waiting, but in the direction of the kitchen, which must have been how she’d come in without alerting my guards.

      Once she was out of sight, I finally released the breath I was holding. Reaction was trying to set in, and I felt shaky as I picked up the pictures and left the bar. Part of me still held out hope that everything Sheena had just spewed was lies, and I wanted to show Torin how far that crazy bitch had gone to tear us apart.

      Ralph was already waiting by the door, and I nearly sagged against him when he put his hand on my arm. I didn’t want him to touch me, but right then, anything was better—safer—than Sheena.

      “What’s wrong?” Milo demanded, his eyes scanning my face.

      “Just a headache,” I excused, waving him off and finally taking a step away from Ralph. “Change of plans. Get the jet ready.”

      “I’ll tell them to get us a takeoff time first thing in the morning,” Ralph said, pulling out his phone.

      “No,” I snapped, forcing the last of my strength into my knees. “Now. As soon as possible. I want to go home.”
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      I was throwing everything into my cases, not even bothering to fold anything when my phone got a text.

      Milo: Pilot said that takeoff will have to wait until morning. He explained the reason, but I’m still confused by all of the technical BS. If you really want to leave so badly, we can take a helicopter to the bigger island and catch a commercial flight. Just you and me. I’ll make Ralph stay behind and accompany the pilot.

      Of course there was an issue. It seemed like just my luck after what had already happened with Sheena. I gritted my teeth and sent him a quick reply.

      Me: First thing tomorrow, then.

      Milo: Let me know if you change your mind. If not, I’ll see you bright and early in the morning.

      I told him goodnight, even though it was still only the middle of the afternoon, and dropped my phone onto the nightstand. My knees felt like they were finally giving out on me, and I fell on my ass on the edge of the bed, burying my face in my hands. I felt like I was being pulled in every direction. My mind and my heart were so confused, and it seemed like I was wading through a thick fog all of a sudden.

      My heart told me that Torin loved me, that he wouldn’t hurt me like Sheena was suggesting. I’d seen it in his eyes, damn it. My brain wanted to believe my heart, but I had those pictures to consider, that wedding announcement, and the pure evil glee in Sheena’s eyes.

      Had I really been so naïve that I’d allowed a guy to play me so easily? Had I been blind to Torin’s real self and fallen for my enemy?

      I sat there, replaying every moment between the two of us over and over again, trying to pick apart and reanalyze every touch, smile, and promise he’d ever made me. Maybe I was losing my mind, but I couldn’t remember a single time when he hadn’t seemed sincere.

      But then I had a flash of the first time I saw him.

      “It isn’t any of your business where I go or with whom I spend my time… If you aren’t bleeding or close to death, don’t fucking call me again during the next few weeks, Cori.”

      He’d been talking to Cori, but he’d been all growly with her. Annoyed because his ex wouldn’t leave him alone? You didn’t talk to someone you cared about the way he’d spoken to her that night. Sheena definitely had to have been talking out of her ass.

      When I stood, it was to realize that more time had passed than I realized. My muscles were stiff, and the sun had set. Needing some fresh air, I walked out onto the balcony, hoping to clear my mind. But the smell of the tropical air did nothing to dissipate the fog.

      Without thinking about it, I crossed to the balcony next door and entered Torin’s room. As soon as I walked in, I knew I wasn’t alone, but I didn’t hear the shower running at first. Heart lifting, I rushed into the bathroom, needing to see him, have him confirm that Sheena was just trying to cause trouble. He wouldn’t let me down. He wouldn’t…

      The bathroom was full of steam, so it took a second for me to realize what I was seeing. Torin stood in front of the sink, toothbrush in hand, his hair wet and slicked back from his face. He had a towel wrapped around his waist, but I barely took in any of those details.

      It was the tattoo on his back that caught me off guard. I froze, my gaze raking across it as nausea rolled around in my stomach, unable to breathe in utter shock of what I was seeing as a memory played through my head.

      “Memorize it, Ciana,” Ryan commanded, his voice bordering on urgent as he pointed at the photo he’d shoved in front of me. Nova sat beside me, her gaze intent on every word out of my cousin’s mouth. “Learn the family crest. Know every detail about it. The O’Brion family all have it somewhere on their body. If you ever see someone with it, you have to tell me.”

      I looked down at the picture of the gray shield with two fighting lions, a fisted, armored hand holding a lizard, and beneath the shield, the red banner with the words “We Are the Conquerors” in Latin written in gold. The lions represented deathless courage, the lizard in the fisted hand domination over the enemy. And the motto…there was no reason to decipher it when it spoke volumes all its own. The O’Brion family conquered all who got in their way. It was why they were so powerful in Ireland.

      I began to sway, knowing then and there that everything Sheena had said earlier was true. Torin really was Bain O’Farrell, head of the O’Farrell family—but more importantly, head of the O’Brion family. According to Ryan, Cormac O’Brion had turned over everything before his death, not trusting the family businesses or the power that came with them in the hands of anyone with the last name O’Brion, least of all his own mother.

      No wonder Torin never wanted me to see his back. My heart had ached for him, thinking he had scars he wasn’t ready to share with me. But the truth was, he’d hidden that part of himself because he’d known I would realize immediately who he was—or at least who he worked for.

      A whimper left me before I could call it back. Torin—no, Bain—turned, toothbrush still in his mouth. A smile started to lift his lips, but then he saw my face and remembered that he wasn’t wearing a shirt. All the color drained from his face.

      “Ciana,” he groaned, tossing the toothbrush into the sink and taking a step toward me. “I can explain.”

      “There’s no need,” I choked out, instinctively taking a step back. I wrapped my arms around myself protectively, but it was too late. There was nothing more to be protected from. He’d already taken it all from me. My heart, my trust, the joy I’d once had at just being in the same room with him. All of it was gone, crushed into dust so effortlessly in Sheena O’Brion’s hand. “Sheena already told me everything.”

      “She was here?” he demanded, his jaw turning to stone. When I didn’t answer, he grabbed my arms, jerking me toward him. There was desperation on his face, in the way he held on to me as if he were afraid I would slip through his fingers if he didn’t hold me tightly enough. “Tell me, mo chroí. Was she here? Did she do something to harm you in any way?”

      A pathetically weak laugh escaped me. “All she did was tell the truth. I-I almost didn’t believe her. I argued with myself over it all day, convinced she was only tossing out one lie after another about you. But it was all true. You’re Bain.”

      Something darkened in his eyes, but his lashes lowered before I could decipher it. “Yes,” he confirmed, and stupidly, my heart broke all over again. “I am Bain.”

      “Oh God.” The world began to spin out of control. What the fuck had I done?

      “But that doesn’t change anything.” He tightened his hold on me, digging his fingers into my arms just below my elbows as if he were clutching at the last string that held his life together. “I’m still the man who loves you. We’re meant to be together, Ciana. I’ve always known that.” His gaze met mine, and I saw the plea in their hazel depths. “From the first moment I saw you, I knew you were mine.”

      The certainty in his voice was hard to dismiss, but it only left me with more questions. Swallowing the lump in my throat, I tried to put strength into my voice. “When was the first time you saw me?”

      “Months ago,” he admitted, and the world actually blurred around the edges. Holy fuck. “I saw a picture of you, with Ryan. I was intrigued, so I started following you.”

      “Oh God,” I whispered, fighting against the dizziness. “You stalked me?”

      He shrugged. “Yes. But I got to know you. I discovered the real you, and I fell hard. You wanted to know why I donated so much to that children’s wing your sister told you about? It was for you. I saw you take the children those toys, and you stayed and played with them, made them feel important. For a few hours, they all forgot about the fight going on within their poor, helpless little bodies. They were happy and could pretend to be normal kids, even for a short amount of time. Because of you. I knew I loved you that day, Ciana.”

      “You loved me then?” I asked in disbelief. Somehow, that made all of this so much worse. That kind of love was incomprehensible to me. Was it even love? “You loved me, but you still agreed to do Sheena’s bidding? To seduce me, make me fall for you, and then what?” He didn’t speak, and that only pissed me off more. “Tell me, damn it!”

      “Yes, fine. That was her plan, but I was never going to follow through with it. I let her think I was being compliant so she wouldn’t interfere. I wanted you to love me as I love you.” An anguished sound left him that pulled at my heart, but I quickly threw up a wall, blocking the sound from touching me. “Love me as the real me. Then I would have told you the truth, about everything.”

      “And just when were you going to do that?” I scoffed in disbelief. “On the plane to Ireland? Would you have told me I was about to meet Sheena-fucking-O’Brion moments before the fact, or would you have waited until I was face-to-face with her?”

      “I was going to tell you tonight,” he said with conviction, his eyes pleading with me to believe him. But it was far too late for that now. My trust in him was gone. I didn’t believe a single word out of his mouth. “I was going to explain everything. Sheena, my real name, all of it.”

      I jerked out of his hold, remembering the pictures—that fucking wedding announcement. “What about Cori?” I asked quietly, hating myself for still feeling jealous. “When were you going to tell me about her?”

      His brows pulled together in obvious confusion. “Cori? She has nothing to do with any of this.”

      “Sheena told me everything, Bain.” I spat out his name, the taste of it vile on my tongue. “Including you marrying Cori O’Brion in May.”

      “I am not marrying Cori,” he exploded, reaching for me again. I quickly stepped out of his reach, making him flinch. As if I were the one to hurt him. If I weren’t in such disbelief—so much fucking pain—I might have laughed at the audacity of it. “I swear to you, Ciana, I am not marrying her.”

      A thought suddenly hit me, but it pissed me off more than the possibility actually hurt. Why did I even care so much? “Did she go with you to see the families while you were gone?”

      “Of course not,” he snapped. “I didn’t even see her when I was there. She means nothing to me other than being an adopted member of the O’Brion family.”

      “Sheena showed me pictures of you with her. You looked like you two knew each other intimately.”

      He grimaced. “She was my mistress, but that was over before you and I ever met.”

      “We only met two weeks ago!”

      “Months before this,” he amended, his tone trying to calm me—appease me. “After I saw you for the first time, I ended our arrangement.”

      “Then why is she planning your fucking wedding?” I yelled. Realizing I was getting too emotional over this bullshit, I pressed my lips together and inhaled slowly through my nose.

      He blew out a frustrated sigh, combing his fingers through his wet hair. “Sheena got it into her head that it would be the perfect way to take back control of the family. She thinks Cori can steer me however the old woman commands. And I’ve allowed them to maintain that assumption so that I could keep a closer eye on them both. But I won’t marry Cori.”

      It was insane, but part of me wanted to believe him. Even though I knew—fucking knew—that I couldn’t trust a single word out of his mouth, I ached to believe him.

      The dizziness was only getting worse. Squeezing the bridge of my nose, I closed my eyes and tried to gather myself. My head was one big throb. Migraines weren’t something I’d ever been affected by, unlike my sister, but this was pretty damn close to the debilitation of one. The world spinning out of control, my stomach tossing all over the place, bile rising into my esophagus, the throbbing pressure that made it seem as if my eyes were about to pop out of my skull.

      I felt myself sway.

      “Ciana!” He caught me before I could fall, lifting me into his arms and placing me on the bed. I was too busy trying not to vomit to fight him. “It’s okay, mo chroí. I’ve got you.”

      When my head hit the pillow, everything in my mind seemed to calm down a tiny bit. Slowly, I opened my eyes just as he appeared over me with a damp washcloth. Folding it, he placed it on my forehead before sitting on the edge of the bed and grasping my hand.

      “How are you feeling now?” His voice was barely above a whisper. There was genuine distress and concern on his handsome face, which promptly caused me to burst into tears.

      Nothing made sense anymore. Not how I felt about him. Not his feelings for me. It was all a tornado of chaos. Sheena. Cori. Ryan. Oh God, Ryan! Everything was swirling around inside me, making it impossible to comprehend what I was feeling other than the total, incapacitating heartbreak that Torin—no, I had to remind myself yet again, Bain—had inflicted on me.

      His groan was full of misery, his fingers trembling as he stroked my hair back from my face. “Don’t cry,” he pleaded in a ravaged voice. “I’ll make it up to you. I’ll do whatever you want me to if it will prove to you that I love you. Tell me what you need, mo chroí. I will make it happen.”

      He made it sound so easy. As if a few words or actions could make everything he’d destroyed all better. There was nothing he could say or do to make me trust him again. The line between right and wrong didn’t exist for him. Otherwise, none of this would have happened to begin with.

      All of it just made me cry harder, until I couldn’t breathe I was sobbing so hard. Every inch of my body seemed to hurt from the force of my breakdown. How could anyone live through this kind of pain and come out the other side the same?

      And the worst part of all?

      I knew this was exactly what Sheena had wanted all along. To break me.

      My heart.

      My spirit.

      My soul.

      She’d shattered it all.

      But as I lay there, with Bain begging me not to cry, I vowed that I would be the only one they broke. I wouldn’t take this home with me. My brokenness would stay on the island. I wouldn’t let what I was going through touch Ryan.

      If nothing else, I would protect him.
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      From the moment my father passed, I became the head of the O’Farrell family. Right before Cormac O’Brion died, I’d been handed the reins of the O’Brion family as well. With the responsibility for both family dynasties in my hands, I woke every morning having to decide between democracy and violence.

      Most days, I chose democracy, knowing that I would make more allies and better business choices if I had the trust and respect of those I worked with. My father had been a hard but just man when it came to ruling with the O’Farrell power at his fingertips. I’d wanted to make him proud and follow in his footsteps. But there were times I’d witnessed him have to step out of the political role and turn into a killing machine to prove why he was the right man to hold such power.

      As I walked into my home office, Declan and Conor stood. “You look like shit beaten up in a bucket, mate,” Declan said, his brows pulled together in concern.

      I stabbed my fingers through my hair in agitation. I had no idea how I looked, but from the way my old friend was staring at me, I didn’t doubt his observation. I hadn’t slept in over thirty-six hours. My reason for living was on her way back to New York City without me. Angry, hating me, still crying the last time I’d set eyes on her. I hadn’t wanted to let her go, but she’d begged me to leave her alone. A part of me went with her when she left, but I knew I had to play this smart so I could earn back her trust and love.

      I would give her a little time—not long, though. I couldn’t give her more than a few days before I started losing what was left of my mind without her. But the pain in her eyes and her voice as she’d pleaded for me to let her go had been my undoing, and I’d given her the space she seemed so desperate to put between us. I was already climbing my mental walls, looking for any escape from the hell that was partially of my own making. But the majority of this nightmare sat on someone else’s shoulders.

      “Where is Sheena?” I snarled.

      “She and Cori are in Paris,” Conor informed me, pulling my focus on to him. Something in his voice was off, but I was too lost in my own misery to pinpoint what it was. “Wedding dress shopping, they said.”

      Seething, I stomped over to my desk and picked up the phone there. Angrily, I punched in the number and waited for someone to answer. Two minutes later, I had all of Sheena’s and Cori’s cards cut off except for their personal ones. For Sheena, that still left her with an unlimited source of funds. She had her own money that she rarely spent since she thought the O’Brion cash was her personal bank. But for Cori, that left her more or less penniless.

      “Harsh,” Declan said with a smirk, but he didn’t question why I’d just cut off my great-grandmother. The rage that was practically rolling off me was enough to let him know not to push me.

      Ignoring him, I turned my gaze on Conor, gritting out, “Did you do what I told you?”

      “We’ve had eyes on her since she landed. Both guards were with her, but I told our men to keep watch for the one named Ralph leaving suddenly,” he confirmed. “We don’t have anyone inside the Vitucci compound, but we could bribe a maid or gardener if you feel like it’s needed.”

      “I have someone in the office where she works. But if I can’t make contact with her in the next few days, I’ll take care of getting eyes inside the compound.” Scrubbing a hand over the scruff on my face, I took my seat behind the desk. I needed to wrap things up here as fast as I could so I could get in the air. “I will be in New York until further notice.”

      “What about the memorial next week?” Conor cut in, his face twisted with disgust and anger.

      “Declan will stand in for me,” I snapped, not in the mood for his tantrum. Neither he nor Declan was scared to tell me how they felt when they thought I was crossing a line or not doing enough, but I had other things—more important priorities—to handle, and I wasn’t about to let anyone get in my way. “Until this is sorted with Ciana, don’t bother me with any bullshit. If the two of you can’t deal with it personally, then what the feck are you doing as my second and third?”

      “All right, mate. All right,” Declan said, lifting his hands in an attempt to calm my rising anger. “Obviously, something happened, and you’ve got shite to tend to personally. We got yer back.”

      “You fucking better,” I growled. “There are about to be some changes around here. If you two can’t step up and do your jobs, I won’t hesitate to replace anyone, including you.”

      Conor flinched, but Declan only laughed. “You’re a right eejit, mate. Get your arse to America so you can get yer head on straight again.”

      

      When my jet touched down in New York, I was finally able to breathe a little easier. Twenty of my men were waiting when I stepped off the plane, and I started barking orders before my feet even touched the tarmac.

      I was starved for the sight of Ciana, but other things needed my attention before I could alleviate that gnawing hunger. Sheena had called me while I was in the air, screeching at me for cutting off her cards. Cori had been sobbing in the background, but by then, I’d been in too much of a rage to deal with either conniving bitch.

      They had started this game, but I’d be damned if I played by their rules. When they’d hurt the woman I loved, they had crossed a line that would get them both a one-way trip to hell if they weren’t careful from here on out. If they left Ciana alone, I might allow them to continue to breathe, but if they continued as they had, I wouldn’t hesitate to stop their shenanigans permanently.

      Being on the island without a small army of men at my side had spoiled me. I’d enjoyed the privacy almost as much as I’d enjoyed my time with Ciana. But now, I had to be careful again, which meant being surrounded by guards at all times. These men weren’t part of my crew but from a security firm that only knew me as Torin Kennedy, billionaire philanthropist.

      From the hourly reports I was getting from my actual men, I knew every move Ciana had made outside the Vitucci compound walls from the moment her own plane touched down. Right then, she was home. But the next day, she was supposed to return to work for the first time since her vacation started.

      On the way to my penthouse apartment on Park Avenue, I called the contact I had at New Hope. “She was feeling unwell two days ago,” I told the woman as soon as she picked up. “She nearly passed out.”

      “I’ll tell her we need to do some blood work,” the nurse practitioner suggested. I’d chosen the woman because she worked so closely with Ciana every day. Between the NP’s heavy student loans and her ex-husband leaving her with his debt as well as her own, I’d easily been able to bribe her to get what I wanted. “It’s almost time for her yearly anyway, and I’ll convince her that it’s part of the checkup. As soon as I have the lab work back, I’ll let you know.”

      “The moment you have it,” I growled.

      “I promise, sir.”

      “As soon as you see her tomorrow, send me a picture. I want to know how she’s feeling. If she’s still unwell, encourage her to go home after the labs.” I raked a hand through my hair. “I don’t want her working if she’s—”

      “Yes, sir,” she rushed to assure me. “I will take care of everything.”

      Grunting, I ended the call and tried to text Ciana. The message, like the thousands of others I’d sent over the past two days, went unanswered. I took comfort in the fact that she hadn’t blocked my number. She was still upset, hurting, but she still cared about me. Otherwise, she would have already stopped my messages from getting through.

      After another sleepless night, I spent the next morning pacing my living room while I waited for the NP to text me a picture of Ciana. When it finally came through, my heart stopped for a few beats when I got a good look at her.

      She was dressed in a pair of baby-pink scrubs, her hair up in a sleek ponytail. Her makeup was perfect as always, and she had a small smile on her lips as she posed for the picture her friend had taken. But the smile didn’t reach her eyes, and those brown orbs told me loud and clear that she was hurting.

      I traced my thumb over her sun-kissed cheek. She was so fucking beautiful she robbed me of my next breath.

      Another text came in, and I quickly clicked on it.

      NP: C says she is feeling fine today. She is acting a little tired, but I can’t tell if that is from traveling or if she’s unwell. I will watch her closely to see how she does throughout the rest of the day. We just did her labs, and as soon as the results are back, you will get the full report in your email. Expect them by the end of the day.

      Blowing out a frustrated breath, I tried to focus on something else, but by five that afternoon, I was about to pull out my hair in anticipation.

      The moment the medical file dropped into my email, my hands started to tremble. Forcing myself to sit down before I read it, I clicked on the file and waited for it to load.

      As soon as my gaze landed on what I was expecting, a lump filled my throat. There, in black-and-white, was the proof that Ciana was pregnant. A part of me was growing inside her. We had created life together.

      If she found out I’d planned for her to get pregnant on her vacation, she would only hate me more, but I couldn’t bring myself to feel even an ounce of regret. From the instant I’d learned of her trip, I’d upped the money to the NP. She was the one who gave Ciana her birth control shots, but the last one had only been a saline injection. When I’d promised a bonus to the nurse practitioner if Ciana got pregnant, she’d suggested one of the medications New Hope prescribed to some of the patients who struggled conceiving to make them more fertile. Ciana took daily vitamins, and since she trusted the NP so much, she hadn’t hesitated when the woman added a little something else to her morning supplements.

      It was underhanded, but there was nothing I wouldn’t do to ensure that Ciana was tied to me for life.
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      Ryan was waiting for me at the airport when the jet landed. As soon as I was on the ground, I ran and hugged him. The moment his arms wrapped around me, it took everything in me not to burst into tears.

      Normally, I would have told him everything that was going on in my life, but this time, I couldn’t. Not if I wanted to protect him. Just because my heart was nothing but powdered dust lying in the center of my chest didn’t mean I was going to let Sheena hurt him too.

      On the ride home, I told him the bare minimum about my vacation. The beauty of the island, how good the food was, the shopping I’d done. I embellished a lot of it, not feeling quite as enchanted with that island as I’d once been. After having my heart broken, I was remembering everything through different eyes, and it wasn’t nearly as pretty as I’d first thought.

      Ryan was all smiles the entire time, and I knew that I was doing the right thing keeping Sheena and Bain to myself.

      That didn’t stop Milo from telling him and my parents about Ralph, however. And when I got up for my first day back to work, Milo had a new partner. They drove me to work, and while the new guy—Gino, who had worked my sister’s detail for a while in the past—stayed on the first floor with the building’s security guards, Milo had his own room in the New Hope office on the third floor. My boss, Alan, had assured my parents when I’d first started working for him that having my guards around wouldn’t ever be an issue, and he’d always been accommodating.

      Milo kept the door to his “office” open and periodically checked on me and the front lobby to make sure there were no threats, while his partner would keep his eyes glued to the security camera monitors downstairs. A camera was at every entrance and emergency exit in the building, as well as in the stairwells and on the elevators. As long as Gino stayed vigilant, he wouldn’t get any surprises.

      By ten thirty, I was exhausted, but I hadn’t gotten a full night’s sleep in days, so I wasn’t worried about it. Yawning, I picked up the next patient file waiting on me and opened the door to the lobby. Once the new mommy-to-be was in the exam room waiting for Darcy, I walked behind the nurses station and flopped inelegantly into one of the rolly chairs.

      “I didn’t take that much blood, did I?” Darcy joked as she tucked her phone into one of the pockets of her dark-blue scrubs.

      “Nah,” I said with a small smile. “I think I need a vacation from my vacation, though.”

      “That’s why I take a few days for a staycation instead of spending the whole time away,” she said with a shake of her dark head. “Or at least, I used to. Now all I can afford is a staycation.”

      I grimaced. When Darcy divorced her cheating ex, he left her with so much debt that she’d almost lost her apartment. For nearly a year, she’d had to take extra shifts in the ER just to keep a roof over her head. But for the past few months, she’d seemed more relaxed. I was glad my friend’s stress levels were going down. I’d tried to give her some money to help her out, and when she turned it down, offered it as a loan, but she’d been adamant she wanted to reach financial stability all on her own. Kind of a fuck-you to her ex.

      “I’m going to order lunch soon so it will arrive on time,” Joyce, the tiny little woman who ran the office for Alan, said as she stuck her head out of her office. “Let me know what you two kids want.”

      My stomach rumbled, but not in hunger. “I brought a salad.”

      “Is that all?” Joyce tsked. “I’ll order you some grilled chicken to go with it.”

      “Yeah,” I muttered, giving her a tight smile. “Thanks.”

      When I turned around, it was to find Darcy giving me a searching look, and I quickly put a brighter smile on my face. “You should get into Exam 4 before our newest mommy-to-be freezes her coochie off. She was a mixture of excitement and nerves. I think she has about a thousand questions for you.”

      The rest of the day dragged by, and I had to fight to keep my eyes open until I got home. On the ride home, Milo kept shooting me concerned glances over his shoulder while Gino drove. Sleep had eluded me since finding out that the man I loved wasn’t who I thought he was. When I did manage to close my eyes, I was haunted by how naïve and utterly stupid I’d been in trusting Torin…Bain.

      As soon as Gino pulled up in front of the house, I jumped out of the SUV before Milo could even get out to open my door. Rushing inside, I passed Vito and Bennie as I practically sprinted upstairs.

      “What’s the rush?” Bennie called after me. “Someone light your ass on fire?”

      “Just need a shower,” I told him as I kept going. “It was one of those messy kinds of days at the office.”

      “Gross,” I heard Vito grumble, and his twin snickered.

      In my room, I started stripping as soon as the door closed behind me. Tearing off the bandage in the crook of my arm, I tossed it in the trash and stepped into the stall the second the water got warm enough. Only when the water was cascading over me did I give myself permission to cry. Showering was the only time I allowed the tears to fall. All day long they built until the pressure was too much for me to withstand.

      I just stood there, letting the water hide my pain, thankful the walls were so thick that no one could hear my sobs as I fell apart all over again.

      When I was all cried out—for the moment—and my head was throbbing, I finally turned off the water and toweled off. By the time I was in my pajamas and my hair was no longer dripping, I could barely lift my head. But no sooner had I climbed under the covers than the memories of every moment I’d shared with Bain flashed through my head, as if my brain hit rewind and played it all in slow motion.

      My eyes snapped open, trying to stop the replay, but that did nothing.

      Groaning, I sat up in bed and grabbed my phone, hoping to distract myself. As I texted Nova, my lashes fell closed and I slowly drifted off.

      Only to jerk awake an hour later. Heart pounding, I sat upright in bed, cold sweat dripping off my body. The only thing I remembered from the dream was Sheena’s cackling laugh.

      Bile rose into the back of my throat. With a whine, I made a run for the bathroom, but I was too late. I made it to the door before I emptied the small amount of food I’d consumed earlier in the day onto the tiled floor. Sobbing, I dropped to my knees and let my body take over. My stomach heaved until there was nothing left, and I just curled up into a ball right there.

      It was a long while before I gathered the strength to clean myself and then the bathroom floor. I was weak by the time I was done and slowly made my way back to bed after changing my clothes. A glance at the clock told me it was barely nine o’clock at night.

      With shaking fingers, I texted Darcy to let her know I thought I had a stomach bug and that I wouldn’t be at work the next day. She didn’t text me back, but I didn’t think much about it.

      The rest of the night was miserable, and I spent most of it curled into a ball beside the toilet. Eventually, I fell into a restless sleep on the bathroom floor, a towel folded under my head as a makeshift pillow.

      Chilled fingers touching my brow woke me. Blinking, I realized that the sun was up. Mama and Darcy were both crouched over me. My friend and colleague gave me a grim smile. “I didn’t get your message until this morning, but I thought I would come check on you before heading to work.” She held up a small bag. “I brought some meds to help with the nausea.”

      “Ciana.” Mama’s voice was thick with concern. “You look like hell. You should have woken me. We could have gone to the ER last night.”

      “It’s okay,” I assured her in a raspy voice. After all the vomiting I’d done throughout the night, my throat was on fire. “I’m feeling a little better now. It’s just a bug.” I took the washcloth she offered with a small smile in appreciation. “Really, Mama. I’m fine. You should go. I don’t want you to catch this.”

      “Don’t worry about me,” she grumbled. “Come on. Let us help you to bed.”

      Once I was in bed, Darcy asked my mom if she would grab me a few bottles of water. If I couldn’t keep the water down, she was going to have to take me to the emergency room for IV fluids.

      The door had barely closed behind her when Darcy sat on the edge of my bed. My lashes felt like they had weights tied to each one, making it an effort to keep my lids open. “Ciana.” Darcy took my hand and gave it a firm squeeze.

      Something in her lowered voice caught my attention. Forcing my eyes to stay open, I looked at her. “What?”

      She licked her lips, as if she were nervous. “I don’t think you have a stomach bug,” she whispered. “I got your blood work back.”

      My heart literally stopped. “And?”

      Sighing, she pulled out her phone and opened the New Hope patient app. My lab results were up on the screen. Hands shaking, I took the phone from her and scanned the document. If there had been anything left in my stomach, it would have been all over my bed immediately.

      “H-how is this possible?” I whisper-shouted. “I-I’m on the shot. You…you just administered one not a week before my vacation!”

      Darcy pressed her lips into a hard line. “I don’t know what happened. How often are you sexually active?”

      “I’ve had sex with a total of two people in my entire life,” I admitted. “A friend’s brother in high school, and then…” I clenched my eyes closed. “I hooked up with someone while on vacation.”

      “Well, you’ve been on the shot for a few years. If you haven’t been sexually active during that time, it could be that this form of birth control wasn’t effective for you all along.” She shrugged. “I can’t say for sure. But obviously, something went wrong or you wouldn’t be pregnant.”

      The world began to spin out of control around me, and I clenched my eyes shut. “Oh God. What am I going to do?”

      I didn’t know what to feel or think. A baby…who shared DNA with Bain O’Farrell. My family would flip out. Ryan would go ballistic. No! I couldn’t think about any of that. If I thought about who helped me make this baby—and how everyone I loved would react—I would lose it.

      One step at a time.

      “Do you not want the baby?” Darcy asked in a quiet voice.

      I gasped, my hands covering my belly as if to cover the baby’s ears. “That’s not what I meant. My parents are going to flip out. You know how overprotective they are. And it’s not like I’m ever going to see this baby’s father again.”

      “Oh,” she muttered, seeming relieved. “Well, first things first. Once you feel better, let’s do your prenatal exam. We can get you an ultrasound as well. Make sure everything is growing as it should in there and get you an official due date. Then we can take things from there.” She gave my hand a reassuring squeeze. “You don’t have to say anything right away. You could probably keep your pregnancy a secret for a good three or four months if you really want to.”

      “Yeah.” I tried to nod, but I didn’t have any strength left to do even that. “Um, Darcy, thanks for stopping by. But I really think I need some time to absorb this right now.”

      She gave me a grim smile. “I completely understand. I’m going to leave these meds right here. If you start feeling worse, just give me a call and we can get you in for fluids.”

      “Thanks,” I choked out and watched her walk to the door.

      Mama came in no sooner than my friend left. “Here is the water, sweetheart.” She set two bottles on my nightstand. “Can I get you anything else?”

      “No. I think I’m good now,” I lied.

      “Ciana, you’re so pale,” she observed. “I have never seen you so ill before. You were always the one who gave me the least cause to worry when it came to your health.”

      “It’s just a bug. Give me another twenty-four hours, and I’ll be back to normal.” But I couldn’t help wondering if I was telling the truth.

      If this was morning sickness, how long would it last? I knew it was different for every woman, so it wasn’t like I had a set of rules or a timetable I could follow. All I could do was take this one day at a time and figure it out as I went.
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      Even though I felt like shit, I got up and went to work the next morning. To avoid my mother’s scrutinizing gaze, I didn’t even pause for breakfast. She’d been worried about me the entire day before, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if her mom-senses had started going off and she would have guessed that I was pregnant.

      I knew I would have to be extra careful around her until I figured out how to tell everyone I was expecting. Scarlett Donati was too astute. When I was growing up, it had been next to impossible trying to keep something major from her. I’d actually believed that she had eyes in the back of her head until I was twelve.

      From the moment I got to work, I felt like a zombie. I’d slept most of the previous day, but I didn’t feel like I’d actually rested. Everyone asked how I was feeling when they greeted me first thing that morning, and I lied, hoping I’d gotten good enough at hiding my emotions that they couldn’t see the mental maelstrom swirling within me.

      Darcy gave my arm a squeeze as she passed me on the way in to see her first patient, quietly reminding me that we needed to do my prenatal exam before I left that day. As long as she and I were the only ones who knew about this pregnancy for the time being, I could breathe a little easier.

      Thankfully, we were busy, and the morning flew by. As I was grabbing the lunch I’d ordered from the staff break room, I noticed a huge bouquet of flowers in a beautiful glass vase. Curious, I bent to sniff the purple hyacinths while I looked for a card to tell me who they belonged to.

      Grabbing the little envelope, I pulled out the note inside. At the top of the card, it said that purple hyacinths were given to say I’m sorry/please forgive me/sorrow. My fingers shook as I read the message below.

      
        
        From the one who loves you most.

        I can’t begin to explain how much I miss you, my Ciana.

        We will be together again soon.

      

      

      It wasn’t signed, but I knew they had to be from Bain. Angry, I tore the card in half and tossed it into the trash just as Darcy walked in to grab her own lunch.

      “How pretty,” she said with a smile. “Who is the lucky recipient?”

      “Me, apparently,” I muttered, taking the seat farthest away from the flowers. “I’m going to send them over to the nursing home a few blocks over. I’m sure those old ladies will enjoy them.”

      My friend took the seat beside me. “Who are they from?” She glanced over her shoulder to make sure we were still alone before lowering her voice. “Are they from the baby’s father?”

      I shrugged and picked up a fry. “The card wasn’t signed, but I’m sure they are.” I stuffed my mouth full, chewing angrily.

      Darcy patted my arm, but she didn’t ask more questions or press me further. We ate in silence until our receptionist Melissa came in for her own lunch, humming happily to herself. “Looks like someone has a secret admirer,” she singsonged as she sat beside the vase with her own takeout container.

      “No,” I said with a disgusted shake of my head. “Just a creeper.”

      The perky little blonde’s face fell. “Oh. Well, dang. They’re a dime a dozen, huh?”

      “Unfortunately,” I agreed. “Could you send these over to the nursing home? Tell them to give the flowers to a woman who doesn’t get many visitors. Maybe they will make her smile.”

      Melissa’s face lit up once again. “Ahh, that’s so sweet. I’ll take care of it right after lunch.”

      They were gone by the end of the workday, but I wasn’t ready to go home yet. Telling Milo I had to help Darcy with a few things before we could leave, I walked back to one of the exam rooms and got ready for my prenatal exam. It wasn’t my first experience having a pap smear, but I was still nervous. Darcy was good about keeping her patients calm and distracting them from what she was doing, but I couldn’t stop trembling as she did what she needed to.

      Once that torture was over, she took me to the ultrasound room. Our tech was gone already, but that was the point. The more people who knew my secret, the more likely the news would get back to my family. Minutes later, Darcy put in the vaginal probe and started typing away, taking measurements and snapping a few pictures while I watched.

      “Wait…” She muttered to herself and shifted the probe a little roughly.

      “What?” I cried, my eyes glued to the screen as I tried not to flinch when she shifted again.

      “I know twins are common in your family,” she said. “But…”

      “But what?” I demanded, still not really seeing what was going on.

      “I’m seeing three fetuses, Ciana,” Darcy whispered. “It’s still too early to detect a heartbeat, but there are for sure three babies.”

      “What? No!” She had to be joking. With how many times I’d seen our patients pregnant with multiples struggle to safely deliver their babies, having more than one baby at a time had become my own personal nightmare. My eyes scanned the screen, trying to make sense of what I was seeing. Usually, I could read the thing with ease, but I was too nervous and emotional to determine what was what all of a sudden. But after a few minutes, my brain finally started working again.

      Fingers trembling, I skimmed them over the three babies. “Triplets.” A half-hysterical laugh, half-agonized sob escaped me. “Of course it would be triplets.”

      How could I hate someone so much but love the pieces he’d left me with so damn much? I couldn’t even hear their heartbeats yet, but something called to me as I looked at them on the ultrasound screen. To love and protect them until my last breath.

      That feeling was so fierce, it took my breath away.

      But it was the fear that I could lose one of them before they were even placed in my arms that had me on the brink of a panic attack for the rest of the day.

      

      My phone rang, startling me awake. Groaning, I reached out blindly for where I’d left it on the bed before falling asleep. Without looking at the screen, I swiped my fingers over the surface and lifted it to my ear. “’lo?” I mumbled sleepily.

      “Who the fuck sent you flowers?”

      His voice had my eyes snapping open as my entire body reacted to the sound of that Irish brogue. Sitting up in bed, I refused to acknowledge the fact that my nipples were already rock hard and my vagina was letting me know loud and clear just how much she missed Torin/Bain’s happy stick.

      “That’s what you have to say to me?” I huffed. “After everything that’s happened, the first time we talk, those are the words that leave your mouth?”

      I heard his sharp inhale. “Who sent them, Ciana?”

      “I thought they were from you!” I hissed before letting out a pathetic laugh. “The card said, ‘From the one who loves you most.’ Stupidly, I thought that meant they were from you. But I should have known better. Your love was only a sick joke.”

      “I am the one who loves you most,” he growled. “But I wouldn’t send you useless flowers. I know you, mo chroí. The way to win you back isn’t with a few weeds that will wilt and die in a matter of days.”

      I ignored the way his calling me his heart again made my chest all tight and my stomach flip, instead focusing on something that suddenly hit me. “How did you even know someone sent me flowers?”

      “I know everything that goes on in your life.”

      “No,” I denied in a strangled voice, my free hand going to my belly protectively. “You couldn’t possibly know anything.”

      “So little faith,” he murmured, sounding slightly amused. “I have eyes everywhere, Ciana. I always have.”

      “Oh, I don’t doubt that for a second.” Exhausted, I flopped back against the pillows. A glance at my bedside clock showed me the time, and I nearly groaned. I’d thought it was the middle of the night, yet it was barely nine thirty. Growing humans was exhausting work. “If you know so much about my day-to-day, who sent the flowers?”

      I could practically feel the tension that filled him once again. “Don’t worry,” he said in a deceptively soft tone that sent a shiver down my spine. “I’ll find out.”

      “Is that a threat or a promise?” I snipped. “It’s not even your business if someone sends me flowers. I don’t belong to you.”

      “Don’t say that!” he exploded. “You are mine, Ciana.”

      The blast of anger and jealousy mixed with what sounded like hurt in his voice made me want to smile for a moment. It was a sick kind of thrill, but I liked that I could cause him pain. That he was jealous suggested he might actually feel something for me, but then I remembered Sheena’s cruel smile and evil laugh.

      No.

      Bain O’Farrell didn’t love or even care about me.

      He just wanted to own me.
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      Sweat trickled down my back as I listened to the report from the man who had been watching over Ciana all day. Because of all the cameras inside the medical center, he and three other men had been stationed outside and across the street, watching everyone who came and went from the facility.

      Until Darcy had called with her daily check-in on Ciana, I’d had no idea someone had sent my woman flowers. Neither had my men. After I’d gotten off the phone with the NP, I’d sent my people on a quest to find me answers. The flowers had come from a shop twenty blocks from New Hope, but they were closed by the time the men arrived.

      One of my men was a skilled hacker and easily found the order receipt.

      Jealousy was gnawing at me, making it impossible to think past the death of whoever had dared even to look Ciana’s way, let alone send her fucking flowers. That the sender had claimed to be the one who loved her most only made me sweat more. The guy was a dead man.

      “The bodyguard?” I growled when my man finished his report.

      “Ralph—”

      “I know who he is,” I snapped. “Why isn’t he dead already?”

      “The guys we had watching the house as Conor instructed must have missed him leaving,” Brody hurriedly explained. “There has been a new guard with her this week when she went to work. No one thought anything about it until she received the flowers.”

      “Find out where that fucker Ralph is. When you find him, you know where to take him.” Hanging up, I went through the pictures Darcy sent me after our earlier conversation. I hadn’t had a chance to look at them yet because I’d been focused on finding out who had sent Ciana the flowers.

      There were a few random pictures caught while Ciana was working, but what really grabbed my attention was the ultrasound picture at the end. Darcy had written on it with a silver Sharpie, circling three little spots and labeling them Baby A, Baby B, and Baby C.

      The air felt as if it was being forced from my lungs, and I stumbled to the sofa where I dropped like dead weight onto the cushions. Three babies? That was… Fuck. Emotions tried to overwhelm me. I’d only planned for one baby, not three, but I couldn’t say I was disappointed. The more to tie Ciana to me, the better.

      But I also knew she must have been scared out of her mind. During our time together on the island, she’d confessed to me that she was terrified of having more than one baby at a time. Because her mother was a twin herself and had a history of birthing twins, the possibility had always existed that Ciana or her sister would end up having twins of their own.

      She hadn’t mentioned her pregnancy when we’d spoken earlier, but I knew she wouldn’t. Ciana was still too angry with me and, no doubt, still digesting all these surprises. I wished she would share everything with me, but I had to be patient. As quickly as we’d come together in the past, now I had to take things considerably slower to win her back.

      The waiting might kill me, but I would withstand the torture if it meant having her willingly with me once again.

      I sat there staring at the ultrasound picture long into the night. I was still in the same spot as the sun came up, and I finally texted the NP with all the questions running through my head. Was Ciana okay? Would this put her at risk? Were the babies healthy? What special care would they all need?

      I had a hundred more questions I needed answers to, but those were the most pressing. Thankfully, Ciana’s boss was one of the most experienced ob-gyns in the country, so I knew she would be in good hands with the doctor. That didn’t mean there couldn’t be complications, however.

      Fuck. I had to make plans, ensure that all bases were covered so that Ciana and the babies were safe. Not only from complications that might arise in the pregnancy, but from those who would harm them all. I couldn’t let Sheena’s vendetta against the Vitucci family touch the four most important people in my life.

      

      That evening, Darcy sent me her usual report, including the pictures that were my only way of seeing Ciana for the moment. With the pictures was one of another bouquet of flowers.

      This time, they were pink camellias, and according to the picture Darcy sent of the message on the card with the flowers, they expressed longing for the recipient. At the bottom of the card was a personalized message.

      
        
        I have waited for the day we could be together.

        Our time draws nearer with each passing hour, my Ciana.

        Soon.

      

      

      “Soon, you will be dead, motherfucker,” I snarled at the picture. Hitting connect on the most recent contact in my call list, I waited impatiently for Brody to answer. “Tell me you found him.”

      “We’re on it, boss,” Brody rushed to assure me. “Our hacker has his location narrowed down, but he isn’t currently in the country.”

      “Then where the fuck is he?” I demanded.

      “Canada,” he muttered hesitantly.

      Clenching my hand around my phone, I bit back a curse. “Drag his ass back here.”

      “That might not be so easy, boss. We’ve been going through his personal emails, and with the information the hacker got from that, he dug into the guard’s finances. It took some work, but—”

      “Spit it out!” I yelled into the receiver, fed up.

      “Sheena has been in constant contact with the guard for the past year, and according to his financials, has been regularly depositing money into his account from her personal funds.” He spoke so fast that the words were jumbled together, but I still understood him.

      “Ralph was her inside man,” I muttered to myself. I should have known she had every base covered, but I hadn’t figured she would have someone quite that close to Ciana. But if Sheena had suspected the guard’s feelings for Ciana, then she would have been able to easily use him for her own gain, no doubt promising the man he could have Ciana when it was all over.

      But that didn’t mean shit in the long run. None of it did. Because I was in charge.

      “What about any of this would make it harder for you to get that fucker back here?” I seethed. “You work for me, not Sheena. I run this family. Me and no one else. If you want to continue breathing, you will do as I tell you. Now, get it done. You have forty-eight hours. If he’s not in front of me by then—”

      “Yes, sir,” Brody cut in, his voice unnaturally higher than usual in his panic. “I’ll bring him to you personally, boss.”

      After I hung up on him, I realized something needed to change. I’d allowed Sheena to think she had control for a while just to keep a closer eye on her. But in allowing her to believe she held some semblance of power, she’d actually wielded it with some of my men.

      And now I didn’t know which ones thought she was the one in charge or how far up the chain of command it went.

      Which was more dangerous than I ever could have imagined.

      

      Ralph was delivered forty-two hours later. I stared down at the broken, bloody mess of a man on the metal table. He had bruises on his cheekbones, one eye swollen closed, and a deep gash on his forehead that would need stitching if he lived.

      It wasn’t a possibility.

      It was obvious he hadn’t come willingly with Brody and the two other men who had dragged him into the old factory where I liked to tend to business of this nature. His left arm was at an awkward angle, suggesting it was broken in more than one place, and his leg definitely shouldn’t have been bent the way it was unless it had been snapped in half.

      I had plans for how I was going to kill him, but first, I wanted answers. The moment Ralph saw me, he began to quiver, his body unable to hide his fear. But his eyes were filled with a hatred I knew all too well. I felt the same for him. This man coveted what was mine, and I was about to show him exactly what happened to anyone who got too close to my Ciana.

      “I hear you have been working with my granny,” I said casually as I stepped closer to the table he was strapped to. “When did she first approach you?”

      “Go fuck yourself,” Ralph spat before shifting his eyes toward the ceiling.

      A smaller table was beside the metal one he was laid out on, a number of toys spread across the surface. Without looking, I grabbed the first thing my hands touched, an ice pick, and stabbed it into his right thigh. His scream echoed off the rafters overhead, making the man beside Brody flinch. He was newer to the crew, younger than the other men in the room, but he didn’t look away as I pulled the pick from Ralph’s leg and slammed it back in again.

      “Ouch, that must have hurt,” I said with a sympathetic shake of my head. “When did Sheena first approach you?”

      “Fuck,” Ralph groaned. “A-about eighteen months ago.”

      For the next few minutes, he told me everything about his agreement with Sheena. I stood there, listening, taking it all in, and I realized just how close to real danger Ciana had been with this idiot’s strings being pulled by Sheena. And the fucking Vituccis hadn’t known about the enemy who was watching over their most precious member.

      “But she’s your enemy,” I tutted at him when he drifted into silence after spilling his guts. “Why would you work with her when you’re so in love with Ciana Donati?”

      Despite the pain glazing his eyes, rage filled his face. “Ciro made it clear before I could become her bodyguard that there was zero chance of a relationship with his daughter. I didn’t have a problem with it back then. She wasn’t on my radar. But have you seen her in action at work?” His pain level had to have been off the charts, yet there was pure awe in his voice as he spoke of Ciana. “How could anyone possibly not fall for her?”

      I gritted my teeth, because I had to agree with him. It was impossible for anyone not to love her. Even I had been too weak of a man not to fall under her spell. And I didn’t regret it. She had changed something in me the moment I’d allowed her into my heart.

      But even if she had taught me how to love, I couldn’t share her affections. I was too greedy for her.

      “You made an enemy out of the strongest Cosa Nostra family in the country so you could have a chance to be with her?”

      “I will do whatever I have to just to be with her,” he rasped. “Even work with Sheena O’Brion.”

      “What did she promise you in return for all the secrets you told her about the Vitucci security?”

      He actually smirked when he looked at me again. The bastard was bleeding all over the fucking place, but he actually thought he had one up on me? “Sheena promised I could pick up the pieces when you broke Ciana’s heart. But I guess she wasn’t all that brokenhearted over you. Other than wanting to leave that island earlier than expected, she didn’t shed a single tear over you. And when she saw Ryan at the airport? The girl was all smiles and practically dancing, she was so happy to see him.”

      He hadn’t seen her break down because she hadn’t allowed anyone to see her tears. I’d held her as she sobbed, her heart broken so badly, my own felt as if it were being torn from my chest. Ciana was strong and refused to allow Sheena to win by letting Ryan see how badly she was hurting. But even now, I could feel her pain. It festered like an infection inside me and would slowly kill me. The only cure was getting her back.

      Ignoring the jab Ralph tried to throw at me—even if just picturing how happy Ciana had been seeing Ryan had hit a mark or two—I leaned closer. “Who else have you relayed your information to for Sheena?”

      His smirk only grew. “Ah, I see. You’ve been losing ground and want to know how far up the ladder Sheena has gotten.”

      I grinned down at him. “No,” I said in a low voice. “I want to know who you have personally spoken to so I can put a bullet in their heads like I’m about to do to you.”

      “Go ahead, kill me. But don’t lie to yourself about why you’re doing it,” he said with a skeptical chuckle. “Getting rid of me won’t make Ciana love you, though. You might have been able to win her heart at one point, but when you lost her trust, you lost all hope of getting the real treasure. You can’t have one without the other when it comes to her. She’s an all-or-nothing kind of girl. Special.”

      “You don’t tell me how special she is,” I snarled, bending so my face was closer to his, while Brody and the others tried not to gulp in fear. “I know exactly how amazing she is. And she is mine. Even if she never comes back to me—” I forced myself not to flinch at the words while silently praying Please, Christ, let her come back to me “—she never would have loved you. No matter what Sheena promised you, Ciana was never yours.”

      “She might not be mine,” he said, no longer able to hide the pain in his voice. “But she won’t ever be yours either.”

      “She will be.” I bent so I was right at his ear, knowing whatever I told him now wouldn’t leave this room. “She’s pregnant with my babies.”

      His body jerked as if I’d stabbed him again, but when I lifted my head to see his face, his eyes were clenched closed. “And how do you know that?” he asked, his breathing labored. “Did she tell you?”

      “I have my ways of finding out what I want to know.”

      Ralph’s eyes jerked open. “But you don’t see the most important things right in front of you. Like that your biggest enemy isn’t even the Vitucci family.”

      “I know who my enemies are.” Sheena was the biggest of them all.

      “I don’t think you do.” The dying man said with an almost sad shake of his head. “The worst part is, you’ve only put Ciana in more danger, and I won’t be here to protect her.”
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      What the fuck was I thinking?

      That thought had been going through my head as soon as I’d told my sister I would go with her on a double date the night before. We’d been eating with the family, and Zariah had mentioned she was going on her second date with some guy she’d recently met. His college roommate was in town, and she’d told this new guy that she would bring me along so that the friend didn’t have to stay home alone.

      Honestly, I’d barely been paying attention to her or anyone else at the dinner table, so when she’d put me on the spot, I’d agreed without hesitation—not even realizing what I’d agreed to until she’d called me at work earlier that day to let me know we were having dinner and then going clubbing with the new guy and his friend.

      By the end of the workday, I was already exhausted, despite having slept for over ten hours the night before. It wasn’t even that I’d had an overly busy day. No, it was because I was growing three humans, and that shit took a lot out of a woman. Not that I could exactly tell my sister that. She might have only ever confided in me about her pro-ball–player ex, but I knew better than to do the same with her and the secrets I was keeping. Zariah would flip out, and then Mama and Papa would know less than two minutes later.

      What the fuck was I thinking?

      That question only grew louder in the back of my head from the moment Zariah introduced me to the stuffed-shirt asshole. One look at Patrick and I knew he wasn’t going to make it to date number three. The preppy-boy types with the boring but well-paying jobs and snide smirks that suggested they were God’s gift to women all thought they won the lottery when my sister happened to look twice at them, but they rarely made it to the third date before Zariah got tired of them and moved on.

      Patrick worked on Wall Street, drove a hundred-thousand-dollar car, and dressed like the rich douchebag he was. I didn’t get the irony of it, because my brothers all drove expensive cars and dressed well, too—not to mention were richer than Patrick would ever hope to be. But the difference was that if our mother ever saw any of my brothers acting like Patrick did, they would be limping for the rest of their lives.

      The douche took my hand the moment Zariah made the introduction, holding on to it for way too long so his thumb could caress my palm, his eyes undressing me in the simple navy-blue dress I’d thrown on in a rush when I’d gotten home from work. The whole time his eyes were on my chest, Zariah was on her phone, which was all I really needed to know about her feelings for him. She was so bored with him she didn’t want to be here any more than I did.

      I was about to jerk my hand out of Patrick’s, say screw meeting his friend, who I was certain was just as much of a sleaze as he was, and walk out without another word to my sister, when a familiar tingle went down my spine. I shifted my head just enough to scan the area around us and had to lock my knees the moment my gaze landed on Bain.

      He and several well-dressed men had just entered the restaurant. From the looks of the men, they were professional bodyguards, wearing earpieces like the Secret Service. That alone told me these were Torin Kennedy’s personal guards and not the goons who would have been protecting Bain. Torin needed to show the world he had high-class security, whereas Bain would only have used his thugs, I was sure.

      Hazel eyes locked with mine. In that moment, everything inside me craved to have his arms around me. I wanted him to hold me, tell me everything was going to be okay. I’d been so scared since finding out I was pregnant with triplets, but I’d had to carry the fear of all the “what-ifs” and possible complications on my own. My heart had been begging me to call him, tell him about the babies, and, stupidly enough, maybe even forgive him.

      But thankfully, my brain shut that shit down in a hurry every time my gullible heart tried to make those idiotic demands.

      I saw longing in his eyes, hunger, need, and though I questioned my sanity, I recognized the love shining out of those camo orbs. He could have been an Oscar-winning actor if he’d ever pursued that particular career, because if I hadn’t known the truth, I would have believed that love was real.

      He took a single step in my direction before his gaze dropped to where Patrick was still holding my hand. The douche was still drooling over the hint of cleavage my dress gave. Even from the distance that separated us, I could see the brown overtake the green in Bain’s irises. His jealousy became a living, breathing entity in the restaurant, and I was surprised no one else could feel it flooding the room along with his growing rage.

      “He’s such an ass,” Zariah muttered to herself as she finally pulled her attention from her phone. Whatever she’d been reading on the screen had obviously annoyed her, and it amused me a little when she turned her ire on her date. “Patrick, where is your friend?”

      He dropped my hand and slid his arm around her waist. “Daniel is making sure our table is ready, babe.”

      Rolling her eyes, she pushed against his chest, taking a step back. “Didn’t I tell you I wasn’t a fan of your cologne? Fuck, you smell like you bathe in it. That’s such a turn-off. Isn’t it, Ciana?”

      “Less is definitely more with that scent,” I agreed, forcing myself to keep my attention on them and not turn my head to clock Bain’s every move. Not that it mattered. My body was like some weird tracking mechanism where he was concerned, and I could sense where he was even with my back turned to him.

      Heat filled Patrick’s face. “I’ll be sure to wear another fragrance next time, babe.”

      Zariah’s phone vibrated in her hand, and she glanced at it but didn’t answer. “Asshole,” she muttered to herself before turning her annoyance back on her date. “Yeah, I don’t think there will be a next time, Patrick. You’re just not what I’m looking for. I thought by bringing my little sister tonight, I would be able to stomach another meal with you, but honestly, you aren’t worth either of our time.”

      She linked her arm through mine before signaling Milo and one of her own guards that we were leaving. The other guard gave a nod, letting me know he was getting our vehicle. But while I was distracted, Patrick had stepped into Zariah’s personal space—and mine by default.

      “Not worth your time?” he seethed. He was so pissed he was practically vibrating. Everyone around us was watching like we were some reality TV show they couldn’t look away from. “Who the fuck do you think you are, you spoiled little bitch?”

      Zariah grimaced as spittle hit her cheek. “Do you really want to cause a scene right now?” she asked, her voice bored, but it only masked her growing anger. I could feel it boiling in her and unlinked our arms, taking a step back to get out of the line of danger.

      The moment I stepped away from my sister, my back hit a wall of solid muscle, and I knew without looking who it was. My entire body felt as if it had been lit from the inside with a match, catching every nerve ending aflame. “Are you okay, mo chroí?” Bain husked at my ear as his arm wrapped around my waist.

      His fingers caressed just below my navel, his touch possessive and protective in a way that made me want to turn and bury my face in his chest. Why did I miss him so much? His voice, his touch, the way he’d held me at night? As stressed as I’d been, having him touch me right then brought tears to my eyes. How could I want him so damn much when he’d destroyed me so effortlessly?

      I didn’t move except to give a single nod, before he tugged me back a few extra feet. As he did, Milo jerked Patrick back, putting him in a headlock.

      Patrick immediately started to struggle, calling my sister vile names that had some of the patrons gasping. Zariah was outwardly unfazed, rolling her eyes before turning and flipping her hair over her shoulder. “Like I said, not even worth my time.”

      My sister’s voice broke me out of the spell I’d fallen under at Bain’s first touch. I jerked away from him and was surprised when he actually released me.

      Zariah didn’t even notice him as she grasped my elbow and pulled me toward the front door. “I’m sorry I put you through that,” she said with sincerity as we stepped out onto the street. “I thought I was just being overly sensitive the other night and decided to give him one more chance tonight, thinking maybe I’d overlooked the good qualities on the first date. But, of course, I should have known better. There isn’t a single good guy outside of our family in this entire city.”

      Her guard was already standing with our SUV’s door opened, Gino behind the wheel. Zariah told her guard what was going on, and he went in to help Milo before she climbed into the back seat. I waited for her to scoot over before joining her. As I started to close the door, Bain stepped out onto the street.

      I jerked the door closed before my sister could see him. It was a small miracle that she hadn’t realized who he was inside. She knew I’d hooked up with Torin Kennedy on my vacation, but because I hadn’t mentioned him since my return, she hadn’t brought him up either. I wasn’t sure if it was because she was so busy she’d forgotten about him or if she was just waiting for me to bring it up, but either way, I was glad not to have to lie to her about him.

      Zariah’s phone went off again, and she gave it a quick glance before shoving it into her purse.

      “Who keeps texting you?” I asked curiously. Zariah never let a text go unanswered. That she’d just ignored two messages was a new record for her.

      “Did you know I once thought about being a sports agent?” she muttered, keeping her voice low. “I was going to use my law degree to be the best agent in baseball history. But I would have only had one client.”

      “Oh God,” I hissed back. “Is he bothering you?”

      She shrugged like it didn’t matter as she looked out the side window. She was good at hiding her emotions, but when it came to him, I knew she struggled. “He’s run into some trouble. He needs a new agent, someone he says he can trust.” She muttered a curse under her breath before looking at me. “I told him, if that was the case, then he definitely didn’t want to ask for my help because if I ever saw him face-to-face again, I would beat him unconscious with his own baseball bat.”

      Despite the chaotic emotions swirling around inside me over seeing Bain and the scene with Patrick, I found myself bursting out laughing. “Ah, Z, I would pay good money to see that.”

      Her lips twitched as she tried to fight her own amusement. “I really am sorry I pulled you into this double date. I didn’t even meet Daniel, but he was probably just like Patrick, and that is an awful thing for a loving big sister to do to her favorite baby sis.”

      “I’m your only sister, but it was definitely entertaining,” I said with a smile. “And now I’m starving.”

      “Me too.” She leaned forward. “Hey, Gino. I think the boys are going to be in there for a while. How about we grab some dinner before coming back for them?”

      “Pizza?” he suggested, pulling out his phone to call in an order for us.

      “Perfect,” we said in unison.

      Over thirty minutes later, he pulled back up to the restaurant, a pizza box open between us as we stuffed our faces with our third slice each. The two guards were standing on the sidewalk, waiting for us. Zariah’s guard got in the front with Gino, but I put the pizza box on my lap and scooted over so Milo could sit in the back with us.

      I offered him a slice, and as he took it, I saw the scrapes on his knuckles. “Ouch. Did it get that intense?”

      “Would have been worse if Kennedy’s men hadn’t stepped in,” he grumbled before taking a bite. “Surprised the hell out of me when the man himself helped us drag the fucker out back. Delivered a few punches himself before disappearing back inside.” Milo glared over my head at my sister. “Your taste in men sucks.”

      She sighed. “Yeah, I’m aware.” Then she seemed to jolt. “Wait, did you say Kennedy?” Her blue eyes, so like our father’s, met mine. “As in Torin Kennedy?”

      “One and the same,” Milo confirmed, taking another bite of pizza.

      I shook my head at her, silently telling her to leave it alone. Her forehead scrunched up, but she just gave my arm a squeeze, honoring my request not to talk about it. Releasing the breath I hadn’t realized I was holding, I relaxed back into the seat.

      Exhaustion once again pressed down on me, and it was a struggle just to keep my eyes open. On the ride home, Zariah’s phone went off a dozen more times, but she didn’t even take it from her purse. As Gino pulled into the compound, I checked my own phone in an attempt to stay awake. Unlike my sister, I didn’t leave my phone on vibrate. If the ringer was off, it was completely silent. When I glanced at the screen, I had to quickly turn it off again before either Milo or Zariah saw the numerous missed texts waiting for my attention.

      Zariah shot me a curious look but thankfully didn’t question me as the vehicle stopped and Milo got out to assist me. “I’m going to bed,” I called to her as I rushed into the house. “See you later.”

      “Bye. Love you!” she said with a wave before Milo closed the door, and Gino drove her up to her recently finished house.

      I didn’t look at my phone again until I was behind my locked bedroom door.

      Torin: Tell me you are safe, mo chroí.

      I grimaced, knowing I should change his name in my phone, but it was the only one that wouldn’t cause too many questions if anyone in my family saw it. Really, I should have blocked him, but apparently, I was a glutton for punishment because no matter how many texts or calls I got from him, I never once thought about blocking his number.

      Torin: Did you eat dinner? I don’t want you to be hungry.

      Torin: Answer me, Ciana!

      Torin: You felt so good against me. I need to hold you again.

      Torin: Please.

      Even as I was reading the last text, another came through.

      Torin: I miss you so fucking much.

      My legs had just enough strength to carry me to my bed, where I dropped carefully down on the end. Tears stung my eyes, and I tossed my phone toward the pillows so I wouldn’t reply to his messages. A sob bubbled up in my throat, and I struggled to swallow it as the memory of the way he’d touched my belly earlier came back to haunt me.

      Unable to stop myself, I touched where his fingers had been, trying to recreate the sensation. But it only made me feel his absence more. I longed to curl up beside him in bed, feel his breath on my neck as he wrapped his arms around me from behind. He would kiss my bare shoulder, tell me how much he loved me, and I would fall asleep with a smile, knowing that I was safe and cared for.

      Only, it wasn’t real. Not even when it had actually happened was any of it real. Not the feeling of being safe. Not his love. It had just been a game he’d played for Sheena.

      Why he continued to torment me with those texts, telling me he missed me, pretending like he cared, I didn’t know, but it hurt. Because no matter how many times I told myself I hated him, that he’d ruined my life, I knew it wasn’t a complete lie.

      I did hate him.

      But I loved him, too.
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      She was driving me out of my mind. Day after day, I followed her as I’d done before the island. If she sensed my presence when she was anywhere but at home, she never let on that she knew I was near. Not even by so much as a flicker of her thick lashes did she acknowledge that I was so close to her. Each hour, the many texts I sent went unanswered.

      This no contact with her, being so close yet so far away, was pushing me to my limits. She was punishing me for every sin I’d ever committed, not only against her but every other person who’d dared to get in my way over the years. And while I would readily admit I deserved it, I wanted to beg her for mercy.

      If she would only speak to me.

      The walls of my apartment seemed to grow closer and closer, making the distance I paced from one side of my living room to the other seem smaller by the minute. The air in my lungs came faster, my breathing choppy as I raked my fingers through my hair. When I reached the wall where her pictures were hung, my shrine to Ciana that I added to nearly every day with a new picture I was able to take from a distance, I stopped in an attempt to calm myself.

      In the newest addition to the wall, she was wearing black sweatpants with a matching hoodie. The PINK logo down her left leg told me she must have ordered them from the Victoria’s Secret website, because I’d never seen her wear them before, nor had she ventured to the mall since her return from the island back in February. It was now the beginning of June, the weather much too warm for sweats and thick sweaters, but if she wasn’t in her work scrubs, then baggy clothes were her go-to attire these days.

      To hide the growing evidence of our babies.

      The sweats hung off her, seeming a size too big, while the top spilled over one shoulder, showcasing the thick strap of a hot-pink sports bra. The typical heels she would have worn were absent, in their place, a simple pair of white athletic shoes. With her hair tossed up into a messy yet stylish bun, she looked like she was going for a run. But I knew that was the last thing she would have done.

      She was too scared to do more than walk at a steady pace these days for fear of something happening to one of our babies. Ciana still hadn’t told me of her pregnancy, but to do that, she would have had to actually speak to me. And despite the millions of texts and voice mails I left for her, she had yet to answer her phone or return any of my desperate messages.

      That didn’t matter, though. Darcy the NP kept me updated daily on everything Ciana. From how she was feeling, to how much she’d eaten at lunch, to any lab results or ultrasound pictures there might be to share with me. When Ciana was out of my sight, Darcy was there to fill in any blanks of what went on during my beauty’s waking hours while she was at work.

      The downside to that was Darcy didn’t know what happened with Ciana on the weekends. But since she rarely even left the grounds of her family’s compound, I knew she was safe.

      I was losing control. The tightly held leash I normally had on my emotions was growing frayed, and soon, I knew it would break completely. Work wasn’t even an afterthought at this point. Sheena, my men, the people expecting me to guide and lead them. None of them mattered. There was nothing but Ciana. If only she would speak to me. Put me out of my misery and allow me to hold her, touch her, show her all the love that needed to be released before I exploded and took her and the rest of the world down with me.

      Groaning, I pressed my forehead against the wall beside the newest picture. I deftly stroked my fingers over the glass-covered photo, tracing her image from head to toe while I banged my head on the wall in an attempt to contain my desperation.

      She was trying to hide her pregnancy, but what would she do once her stomach was too large to hide? Would she finally tell her family about me? Would she ever tell me herself that she was carrying the three most precious gifts I could ever be given?

      I ached to be with her through every step of her pregnancy with our children, to feed her cravings, rub her aching muscles, maybe even feel the life growing inside her kick against my hand. But I understood that her lack of trust in me was standing in our way. Other than giving her time and space—or as much as I could without losing my damn mind—I didn’t know what else I could do to win back her trust.

      The sound of my phone forced me to stop pounding my head against the wall. With a curse, I fished it out of my pocket and glanced at the screen to see it was Brody. “Yeah?” I snapped into the receiver.

      “Boss, I think you should know, I’ve heard something that suggests Sheena is working with Manuel Ramirez. From what little I’ve been told so far, I think the two of them are planning something major.”

      Frustrated, I ran a hand over my face. When I felt wetness on my forehead, I pulled my hand away to find it smeared in blood. A look at the wall showed a huge streak of blood across where I’d been pounding my head beside Ciana’s picture. I hadn’t even felt my flesh split open.

      “Find out everything you can,” I instructed. Whatever it was, if it didn’t involve Ciana, then I didn’t care. Sheena’s time was running out anyway. “Keep me informed.”

      “Will do, boss,” he assured me. “Also, I just got word that one of the Vitucci jets just left the airport.” I tensed at this new development. I knew Ciana was going to California that weekend for her cousin’s graduation, but that was still days away. “Miss Donati wasn’t on board. I believe it was Volkov with his wife and children.”

      My free hand, still covered in my blood, balled into a fist. “Get back to me as soon as possible about any intel on either Sheena or Ramirez. Put someone on the Colombian if you have to.”

      “On it, boss.”

      With a groan, I walked through the penthouse to my en suite bathroom to clean up my face, leaving the blood on the wall. Once I had the gash on my forehead bandaged, I tried to call Ciana again.

      I held my breath until I heard it ring. Each day I feared that it was the one when she finally blocked me so that I couldn’t even have that small contact with her. Even if I didn’t get to hear her voice or read her replies, I could at least talk to her. Maybe that was why I hadn’t already gone off the deep end and taken back what was mine. For the moment, I was allowing Ciana to have her freedom in hopes of earning back her trust, but I didn’t know how much longer I could give her space.

      As the phone continued to ring, I began to pace once again, from one end of my bedroom to the other, until her voice mail finally kicked in. I paused, my eyes directed out my bedroom window, but all I could see was her, dressed in nothing but a smile as she walked toward me. A lump filled my throat, and I quickly tried to clear it before speaking.

      “I love you, mo chroí,” I choked out before ending the connection.

      Blowing out a heavy breath, I checked in with Declan for the first time in weeks—months? I wasn’t sure when the last time I’d spoken to him was, but I trusted him and Conor to handle anything business-related. They were both back in Ireland, but that didn’t mean they knew Sheena’s comings and goings. Even though I’d cut off her family funds, she still had limitless accounts of her own that, luckily for her, I couldn’t touch, or I would have frozen them as well.

      Our conversation was brief, but he didn’t know where Sheena was. Cori was around, although she was no longer planning a wedding. I was surprised the little hoor wasn’t chasing after Sheena like the lapdog she was.

      

      Creswell Springs, California, was a small town, mostly run by the local Angel’s Halo MC. Even the sheriff was in deep with them, so much so that he was married to the MC president’s daughter. It wasn’t a secret that the Vituccis spent a lot of time there, and it wasn’t unusual for the residents to see a couple limos driving casually through the town.

      But any newcomer stuck out like a neon sign. It was the kind of place where everyone knew everyone and their business. I didn’t make it a mile past the city limits before I knew I wasn’t going to be able to follow Ciana while she was there for her cousin’s graduation.

      Pissed that I would have to wait days to see her again, I found a place just outside of the county so that I was at least close to her. With the tracking app I’d had Darcy put on Ciana’s phone, I knew where she was at all times throughout the agonizingly long weekend.

      Once she was on her way to the airport, I told my pilot we could take off so that I would be on the ground waiting when she returned. While I was away, Brody had kept me apprised of what Sheena was up to. Apparently she and the Colombian had tried to make a move on the Vituccis’ warehouse by the docks. It wasn’t a secret that was where they stored their cocaine shipments when they first arrived in the city. The security for it was close to impenetrable, but that hadn’t stopped Sheena from trying.

      I figured it was just a ploy to play with Ryan, because he was rumored to be over the blow supply. His father had been stepping back, turning over more and more responsibilities to him, and enjoying his new free time with his wife and daughter. Ryan and I might not look like we were related, but I had to admit we were very similar in other aspects. The way he was quick to contain any problem reminded me of myself.

      Or rather, the me I had been before meeting Ciana.

      After instructing Brody to keep both Sheena and Ramirez under surveillance, I didn’t give the incident another thought. I didn’t care what she did to Ryan or anyone else in the Vitucci family. As long as she left Ciana alone, I didn’t give a fuck what she did anymore.

      Maybe if I had, it would have saved everyone a lot of misery.

      Instead, it was one more major mistake that would haunt me.
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      ***This chapter may be considered too graphic for some readers.***

      I didn’t realize how much I needed a girls’ night out until I was on the dance floor at Medusa’s with Nova and Cali. I’d had fun with my family the weekend of Nova’s graduation, but this was different. I didn’t have to hide how miserable I was or pretend like everything was okay. Nova might love Ryan more than anything or anyone, but if I confided in her, she would take my secrets to the grave.

      But as we danced, I could feel my energy draining. The babies sucked the life right out of me. Most days, it was an effort just to make it to and from work without falling asleep standing up. I tended to eat my lunch as quickly as possible and then spend the rest of my break taking a nap in one of the exam rooms so Milo didn’t see me sleeping.

      One minute, I was dancing with the girls. The next, Pietro was carrying me to the limo. I tried to keep my eyes open, but they wouldn’t cooperate. I felt myself being shifted, and just as my head touched Nova’s lap, I heard Milo asking, “Should we take her to the hospital?”

      My stomach lurched at the thought of ending up in the hospital. There would be no way to hide I was pregnant from a doctor in the ER—or Nova and the guards. “Don’t need a hospital. Just my bed. I’m just tired. Geesh,” I tried to play off my anxiety as annoyance.

      “You basically passed out on the dance floor.” The concern in Nova’s voice made me feel guilty, but not enough to reveal my secret in front of the guards and Cali. She might have been pissed at Garret at the moment, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t spill the beans to my cousin if and when they happened to make up. Garret could be just as bad as Ryan at times with the overprotectiveness, but he hadn’t learned to control his emotions very well yet. “You need to see a doctor, C.”

      “Just need a bed,” I argued, fighting a yawn. “Trust me, I’m a medical professional.”

      “She would know if something was wrong with her.” Cali backed me up, and I could have hugged her if I weren’t so damn tired.

      “Fine,” Nova muttered before throwing out instructions to the guards. “Let’s drop Cali off at home and then get back to the compound.” I started to relax until she threatened, “But I’m telling Zia about this, and if she insists you need to see a doctor, you are going.”

      “Whatever you say, Mom,” I snarked, but I was too exhausted to really argue about it. I’d worry about what I would tell my mom regarding my extreme tiredness later. But I knew that I wasn’t going to be able to hide my growing stomach for much longer. I was already showing more than I thought I would be at this stage of my pregnancy, even with three babies swimming around in there.

      So far, my fear of carrying multiples was for naught. Other than the fatigue, which was completely normal with triplets, I hadn’t had a single complication. Even my morning sickness had been short-lived. Then again, I was able to have a weekly ultrasound, and the smallest thing that didn’t feel right, Darcy was there to tell me what I needed to do to correct anything that might seem off. I was lucky to have a friend who could guide me through such a frightening time.

      I was asleep before the limo even pulled into traffic.

      The sounds of horns honking angrily was my only warning before I was being rolled onto the floor of the limo. Startled, I blinked up at Nova, who was on top of me. “What’s going on?” I asked, only to have the unmistakable sound of gunfire reach my ears.

      Nova was too busy pulling Cali down beside us to answer before using her body to shield us both. I gulped in fear as the limo sped up. I had no idea what was happening, but I was terrified. My family had a number of enemies that wanted each and every one of us dead, but I knew in my gut that this had to do with Sheena.

      For all of two seconds, I wondered if Bain was a part of this ambush, but the sound of bullets hitting the outside of the limo made bile lift into my throat, and I clutched at my belly protectively. All thoughts of my ex fled my head as I began to pray.

      But it wasn’t until Nova told Ryan to remember she loved him no matter what happened that my fear escalated. If she was preparing him for the possibility of losing her, then I knew this wasn’t going to end well.

      Suddenly, we were rammed from behind, tossing us forward with great force. I screamed, the sound echoed by Cali. Pietro tossed out orders, telling us to hold on because the driver was knocked out.

      He was out cold, but we were still speeding through the night? No, we should have at least been slowing down, not going faster.

      “Stop, stop, stop!” I screamed, my fear getting the better of me. “We have to stop. Why aren’t we stopping?”

      Nova sat upright, getting in my face in an attempt to soothe me. “C, calm down. It’s okay.”

      “Nova, the driver is knocked out. So why aren’t we stopping?” Tears spilled down my face. Oh God, we were going to die. This was it. I was going to die.

      And the babies…

      Bain wouldn’t even know he was going to be a father. Would he have cared? Or was this all his doing?

      I didn’t know, and that only made me sob harder.

      “Fuck,” Nova whispered, realization dawning along with a new flash of terror on her beautiful face before yelling at her bodyguard. “Pietro!”

      “His foot is trapped on the gas,” the guard called back to us. “I’m trying!” There was a pause, quickly followed by, “Motherfucker! Hold on!”

      I barely had time to brace myself before the world went completely dark.

      

      It was her cackle that pulled me from the darkness. I remembered it all too well from that single meeting back on the island. It’d haunted my nightmares, causing me to jerk awake on numerous occasions, sweat soaking my sheets. During her little visit to see me that time, all she’d done was talk. But it had been the evil shining like neon beacons out of her eyes that had scared me the most.

      My lids snapped upward, my eyes shifting around frantically in search of the owner of that cackle. The brightness of the light hanging overhead blinded me for a moment before I was able to see again, but I quickly took stock of the room. Sheena stood at the foot of the table I was lying on, a metal one, the kind a butcher might chop up fresh meat on.

      I shuddered.

      She was dressed all in black, her hair pulled back in a stylish bun that made her face look sharper. That evil grin was on her lips, showing her even, white teeth as she smirked down at me. Behind her, I could see shadows of others, but they were out of the range of the light glaring down on top of me to see more than the basic outline of their bodies. I could tell three of them were male, but one was smaller, making it hard to know if it was a fourth man or a woman until I heard their voice.

      “Her hair is too pretty.” The voice was feminine but had a natural huskiness to it that would have been a man’s wet dream. “I don’t like it, Granny.”

      She had a slight Irish accent, but I detected more of an American dialect than anything. My eyes strained to make out more of the woman, but it was no use.

      “We can’t have that, now can we?” Sheena said, her eyes softening on the smaller shadow before turning back to me. She picked up a pair of kitchen shears, the kind I’d seen our cook use to cut up chicken, the kind that could crack through bone like it was nothing or slice through the thickest, toughest meat like it was parchment paper.

      I gulped and tried to shift away from her as she walked along the table, but as I did, I realized my hands and feet were strapped to the table. “D-don’t,” I gritted out, trying to hide my fear but knowing I wasn’t successful when I heard the shadowed woman giggle. “Sheena, don’t do this. Don’t hurt me. It won’t get you what you want the most. Your granddaughter, she…” I gulped again when rage flamed high in her eyes. “It won’t bring her back if you hurt me.”

      “Don’t you mention my granddaughter!” she shouted. “She was too good for you even to dare speak about her to me.”

      Heart pounding, I tried to think fast, knowing if I didn’t get through to her, she would kill me. “You love your family. Why else would you be so distraught over losing your namesake?” I was able to move my hands enough to touch my stomach. “I-I’m your family now, Sheena. I’m pregnant. With Bain’s children.”

      “Liar!” the voice from the shadows screeched.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her shift, but one look from Sheena and she stopped in her tracks. The old woman’s glare only lasted a mere second before she turned her hard yet curious gaze back on me.

      “Pregnant?” Sheena lifted a brow along with the shears and started cutting my clothes off me.

      I began to shiver, in both fear and as the cool air touched my bare skin. She didn’t stop until I was in nothing but my bra and panties, but there was no mistaking the way my stomach was distended. The baby bump was just starting to really pop, but a few stretch marks already mapped my skin.

      “You said children.” Sheena skimmed the edge of the shears down the side of my belly, and I had to bite my lip to keep from whimpering in fear. “Twins?”

      “Triplets,” I whispered.

      She sighed heavily. “I was going to enjoy killing you, but if you really are carrying the next generation, I guess I’ll have to spare your pathetic life.” Her eyes were colder than the temperature of the room when they landed on me. “But if I find out that Bain isn’t the father, no one will be able to save you and your little bastards.”

      She turned her back to me, and I almost released a relieved breath, until she took a step toward the table a few feet away from mine. I hadn’t noticed it before as I had been looking for all the dangers in the room. But as she crossed to the other table, I caught sight of…

      “Nova!” I screamed, struggling against my bindings. “Nova, are you okay? Answer me!”

      Sheena cackled again. “She can’t hear you from where she’s at now, lass. I’m sure she’s burning in hell, waiting for Ryan to come join her.”

      “No!” I struggled harder and felt the skin on my wrists burn as the metal cut into my flesh. “Nova, please, look at me. Speak to me. Nova!”

      Even as I was screaming, Sheena picked up an ax and swung it. The sound of bone breaking made my stomach turn, but she did it again and again until my sweet, beautiful cousin was in pieces on the table.

      I screamed until my throat was raw. I wanted to look away, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t force my gaze from the horrific scene unfolding before me. When it was over, Sheena turned, blood splattered across her face, giving her a demented look. She was breathing heavily, her chest rising and falling as if she’d just run a mile uphill.

      An odd ringing filled my ears, and I wasn’t sure if it was from the echo of the ax on the metal table as she’d savaged Nova or if shock had set in. My heart was breaking, yet I felt oddly numb. All I could do was look at what had once been one of my dearest friends, the girl who had taken hold of everyone’s heart and turned Ryan into an actual human when we were kids.

      And now she’s gone?

      No. She couldn’t be.

      But even as my heart wanted to deny it, my brain knew the truth. That was Nova lying there. Her face smashed in, her long blond hair coated in blood. The white romper she’d worn to our girls’ night out and the necklace proclaiming her as Ryan’s Heart on her chest.

      Vaguely, I heard Sheena speaking to me, but it was as if she was in a tunnel, her voice echoing through the room, barely making sense to me. She laughed about how easy it was to kill Nova, flaunting her death in my face with her chilling cackle. But I couldn’t bear to look away from the other table, and that only pissed Sheena off.

      Nova had always been the equivalent of what I imagined an angel would look like. The first time I’d met her, even though she was only three years old, I’d known she couldn’t be anything other than a celestial being. How else could she have brought Ryan back to life at first glance? She’d turned him from a stoic little mini man into a fun-loving little boy whenever she was around.

      The evil old hag picked up the shears again, cutting my hair, making the shadowed woman start to giggle again. When that didn’t elicit a reaction from me, and I refused to shift my gaze from Nova, she moved on, wanting to break me. The sting of the burns barely registered. When I refused to shed a tear or even whimper, it enraged her that much more.

      But she didn’t realize I was already completely broken.

      She’d taken Nova from me, from all of us. And there was no harsher torture than that.

      This… It was all my fault.

      Maybe if I’d given Sheena what she’d wanted to begin with, gone home and let everyone see how heartbroken I was over what Bain had done, then this wouldn’t have happened. If hurting me to hurt Ryan was all she’d wanted, I should have just let her have her way. Upsetting Ryan over my beat-up heart was nothing to how he was going to hurt when he realized his reason for living was now gone.

      And I was to blame.

      I should have told him everything. Instead, I’d kept it all to myself. And now…

      I’d lost everything. Looking at the pieces of what was once one of the best people in the world, I knew, without a doubt, I no longer had anything good in my life. Nova was gone, and once Ryan found out I could have prevented all of this, I would lose him too.
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      I’d gotten so used to Ciana staying in once she got home that I’d fallen into a routine over the past week. Follow her to work. Wait outside the medical facility until the end of her shift. Follow her home. Once she was behind the gates of the compound, I would return to the penthouse and just stare at her pictures on the wall.

      The smear of blood was still there, but two more photos had been framed and added to the shrine. One from Monday, when she’d worn a cute pair of bunny scrubs to work, her hair pulled into a sleek ponytail, and a smile on her face as she greeted someone on her way into the office. The smile was small but genuine, reaching her eyes and making them glow. Fuck, but I’d missed that glow. When I’d seen that it was returning, I’d had hope that she might be ready to forgive me soon.

      The other photo was from the previous day, when she’d left the building on her lunch hour to meet her younger brothers for a sandwich at a deli a few blocks away. Her hair was floating around her shoulders, slightly messy and sexy as fuck, reminding me of mornings when she would wake with wild sex hair from my fingers tangling in it during our rougher lovemaking.

      The sound of my phone was an unwelcome interruption as I gazed at the newest addition to my wall dedicated to my love. Brody’s name flashed across the screen, and I nearly let it go to voice mail, figuring it was just more bullshit about Sheena and her latest shenanigans with the wannabe Colombian drug lord. Ramirez had lost his cocaine fields when his father died, leaving him with next to nothing from what I’d been told.

      “What?” I barked when the ringing began to irritate me.

      Brody was already breathing hard. “Boss, Sheena…she and the Colombian. They ambushed a Vitucci limo.”

      “And?” I asked, returning my gaze to the wall with all of Ciana’s pictures.

      “Miss Donati was in there, boss,” he said as if he were being strangled.

      My heart stopped, the world itself seeming to stand still. “What?” I bellowed. “Tell me everything.”

      “They destroyed several blocks. There are vehicles backed up for miles. It looks like a war zone.” Brody talked so fast it took all of my concentration to understand him. “After they wrecked the limo, they took the women from the back. I’m still working to figure out where.”

      I was already running for the elevator. “Find her,” I rasped out, unable to keep the emotion out of my voice.

      “I’m working on it,” he repeated. “But no one is cooperating with me.”

      I stepped onto the elevator, my vision narrowing as I tried to think clearly while fighting to remain calm. Fear for Ciana’s safety was making me quake. Not only had Sheena wrecked the vehicle she was in, putting my love’s life in jeopardy, but she could have harmed our babies as well. Who knew what the fuck she would do to Ciana if she survived the wreck.

      My knees nearly buckled as the elevator descended. No. She survived. Because if she didn’t, it would be the end of me too.

      I couldn’t live in a world where she didn’t exist.

      Inhaling slowly and deeply, I pushed back the thought of losing Ciana and focused on the issue at hand.

      The full weight of Brody’s words hit me. “What do you mean, no one is cooperating?” I gritted out.

      “The men who were supposed to be watching Miss Donati tonight aren’t answering their phones. The only reason I even found out about the accident is because it’s all over the traffic reports on the radio, and the news channels just started covering it.”

      The elevator stopped in the lobby, and I stepped out, my blood bubbling over with rage. “I’ll worry about locating Sheena,” I snarled into the phone as I walked out of the building. “You locate the men who should have been watching the Vitucci house tonight and find out why they didn’t intervene when the ambush happened. And I want to know why the fuck I wasn’t notified when she left the compound in the first fucking place.”

      She hadn’t gone out except for the trip to California the previous weekend since that night she was supposed to have dinner with her sister and that douche Patrick—who now had to drink all of his meals through a straw. Why had she decided to go out all of a sudden?

      I texted my security detail. Minutes later, two guards and a driver pulled up outside my building. As soon as the SUV stopped, I jumped in the back and started barking orders. I’d already sent a text to Declan and Conor, but the time difference meant it was the middle of the night in Ireland.

      Conor was quick to reply, however, letting me know he would track the GPS of every vehicle and device that Sheena had access to. Declan didn’t reply. Cursing under my breath, I called him.

      “Yeah?” he grumbled, sounding out of breath, and I figured I’d disturbed him in the middle of fucking his latest mistress.

      “Sheena took Ciana,” I growled into the phone.

      My friend groaned, and then I heard rustling around before he spoke again. “Fuck, mate. Give me five minutes, and I’ll call you right back.”

      “Hurry.”

      Before Declan could call me back, Conor had two hits on Sheena’s possible location. One was a place in Canada, and another was one of our vehicles, but it was headed south. I owned property in Montreal, Quebec, but Sheena wouldn’t dare go there with Ciana. Not only was the place surrounded by walls all the way around the perimeter, but I had men stationed there already, getting the house ready for when Ciana had the babies.

      From the GPS coordinates, I knew it wasn’t a property that I was aware we had connections to, but that didn’t mean anything. Sheena had friends and her own funds. She could do anything and go anywhere she wanted.

      Fuck, I should have put a stop to her months before, but I’d been so caught up in keeping close to Ciana that I hadn’t cared what she did as long as she left me alone.

      Now she’d crossed a line that she was going to regret. Making a move on Ryan was one thing. Going after Ciana was the final line I was going to allow her to cross.

      

      I was about to get on the helicopter when Conor called me.

      “The GPS suggests she’s on the move again,” he said with a strain in his voice. “One of our connections with the Canadian Mounties just reported that the house is registered to an LLC, and our tech guys are working on finding who it belongs to. They sent someone to check out the residence, and it’s been demolished. Vitucci was already there. From the number of dead bodies on-site, our guy is going to guess that was where Sheena was. But there’s no one alive there now.”

      My heart jumped into my throat. “Ciana?” His pause made me sick to my stomach. “Con, tell me she wasn’t there.”

      “No, mate,” he said heavily. “But that doesn’t mean she’s alive. Vitucci could have taken the body. They wouldn’t have just left her there.”

      I pressed my palm into one of my eye sockets, knowing he was right. “Find Sheena,” I told him.

      “The GPS indicates she’s in the air—not a helicopter this time, but a plane. I’m looking up all of her known associates to see which one has a plane she could be using.”

      It was midmorning before Conor got a hit, and I was finally in the air. When I got a text from Darcy, I nearly sobbed, not caring that Brody and fifteen of my men were sitting around me.

      NP: Alan is at Ciana’s house. He called me to chew me out for keeping her pregnancy from him. I don’t know what happened, but I do know that her secret is out.

      My eyes stung, reading her words.

      Me: She’s home? She’s okay? The babies?

      NP: She’s home. Alan said that the babies are doing well. I don’t know about anything else. I’m on my way there now to check on her.

      Me: I want pictures. And I need to hear her voice. Find a way to get me what I need.

      NP: I’ll do my best.

      Knowing she was home and the babies were okay, I was able to breathe a little easier. But an hour later when the video popped up in my text thread with the NP, my rage could no longer be contained.

      Darcy was carrying her phone in her hand, the camera on, recording everything as she walked into Ciana’s room. The moment my love came into view, my heart stopped. Her hair no longer floated around her shoulders in glossy waves. Now, it was barely an inch long, some places less so. It looked butchered, making her seem smaller, fragile.

      “How are you feeling?” Darcy asked quietly as she sat on the edge of Ciana’s bed.

      “Numb.” Her voice was barely above a whisper, and I focused on the dark circles under her eyes. “I…I lost someone important to me last night.”

      “I’m so sorry,” the NP said sympathetically, hugging her. “Do you…want to tell me about it? Maybe it will help.”

      “No,” she said with a hard shake of her head. “I-I can’t.”

      “Okay, I’m not going to make you.” Darcy’s voice turned soothing. “Alan said you have injuries. I’d like to check them out if that’s all right with you.”

      “Yeah, sure,” she said, but there was zero energy in the reply.

      Darcy shifted and pulled the covers off Ciana before lifting her nightgown. She wore a white bralette with little pink flowers on it. But then the camera shifted, and for the first time, I saw Ciana’s pregnant belly. It was adorably distended, a few lines stretching up under her navel…

      Then I saw the welts. Angry red burns on her stomach, chest, and arms. Each of them was nearly identical, round, about the size of a quarter. Some were blistered worse than others and were oozing. But Ciana didn’t so much as flinch as Darcy examined each one, applying medication as she went, before dressing the worst ones.

      “Are you ready for me to check the babies’ heartbeats?”

      Ciana touched her hand to the bottom of her belly. “They didn’t move for the longest time last night. I thought for sure I’d lost them. But then Alan touched something to my belly that must have woken them up, and they started dancing again. I haven’t been bleeding, and he said they were fine.”

      “I brought a Doppler just in case you wanted to listen,” Darcy told her gently.

      “Yes, please,” she whispered thickly.

      When the sound of my children’s heartbeats filled my phone, I clenched my eyes closed to contain my tears. “Christ,” I groaned.

      Seeing what Sheena had done to the mother of my children, how wrecked Ciana was not only physically but emotionally as well, I knew what I had to do. Despite how hot my blood was boiling right then, an odd calm settled over me as I accepted the inevitable.

      Sheena had just run out of time.
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      “There,” Mama said with a weak smile as she gently ran her fingers over my hair. “So much better, don’t you think?”

      All I could do was nod as she held up the mirror for me to examine my new haircut. Her stylist had come over and fixed my hair, turning the mangled mess into a cute pixie cut. It was definitely better than it had been, but it was just hair. In the wake of everything else that was going on, how could I be worried about something as trivial as that?

      Ryan was on the hunt for Sheena, but I was terrified of what would happen once he found her. I knew he would kill her if given the chance, but the evil bitch was cunning. She would know he was coming for her. No doubt, that was part of her plan. She’d be waiting.

      Not only were he and Garret in Ireland with Papa, but Nova’s parents had arrived. Auntie Flick was so distraught, I’d heard her sobs all the way in my room, but that was nothing compared to how upset Uncle Jet was over the loss of his daughter. But no matter how torn up they were over Nova’s death, they’d both still come to check on me. To tell me how glad they were that I was okay.

      And I hadn’t even been able to look them in the eye.

      How could I, when all of this was my fault?

      Their amazing little girl was gone because of me and the mistakes I’d made. Nova was dead because of me.

      “Ciana?”

      I lowered the mirror but couldn’t return even the small smile Mama was giving me. “I’m tired, Mama. May I take a nap?”

      “Sweetheart, you don’t have to ask. Of course. I’ll just clean everything up in here—” She broke off abruptly as a loud sound came from outside.

      She ran to my window, but I just squeezed my eyes closed, knowing before she even gasped what was happening. Sheena had come back. She was going to kill us all.

      I curled my arms around my waist, wondering if it would be the last time I ever got to hug my unborn babies.

      “Who the fuck is that?” Mama growled as my bedroom door burst open.

      Vito and Bennie were breathing hard as they started gathering things. “We have to get to the safe room, Ma,” Vito said. “Grab whatever you might need. I don’t know how long you’ll be there.”

      “You’ll be in there too,” she said.

      The twins didn’t answer as Bennie scooped me up. “Huh,” he muttered. “I thought you would weigh a lot more, C. What with you carrying three babies in your tummy.”

      “Sorry to disappoint,” I muttered.

      “Don’t get mad at me,” he whined. “I was just making an observation. I love you, sis.”

      “Fuck,” I heard Vito hiss just as Bennie turned with me in his arms.

      My gaze went straight to the man standing in the open door, and my heart stopped. I had a fleeting feeling of relief that Sheena hadn’t come to finish what she’d started in that cabin back in Canada, that Torin had come to save me. My heart filled with joy for the first time in months.

      Maybe I’d been wrong.

      Maybe he did love me…

      But then I heard the gunfire. It was coming from every direction, inside and outside the house. The wildness in his hazel eyes reminded me that this was Bain, not Torin, the man I’d fallen for so easily.

      My heart broke all over again.

      “Give her to me,” he commanded, taking a step into the bedroom, his arms raised to take me from Bennie.

      My brother’s arms tightened around me. “Fuck off.”

      Mama and Vito got between him and us. Vito pulled a gun and pointed it at Bain’s chest. The twins had been working with Papa since they were fifteen, but I couldn’t help wondering how much experience they had with this kind of thing. Regardless, I figured this was a hell of a long way from anything they’d ever had to deal with before. “Touch her and die.”

      “Don’t make me hurt you,” Bain said, his voice hard as he eyed the gun all too briefly. Something in his voice had even my mother taking a hesitant step back. “Mo chroí, I tried to give you time, but after the events of the past few days, I can no longer handle this distance bullshit.”

      “Bain—” Mama gasped when I spoke his name, her eyes shooting to me as realization filled her brown depths. I hadn’t told her who the babies’ father was, but she knew that it had happened while I was on vacation. Now there would be no hiding their daddy’s identity.

      I swallowed and quickly looked away before I could see her disappointment.

      Behind him, five more men filled the doorway, blood all over them with their guns pointed at both Mama and Vito. Oh God. Bain wasn’t there to play games. He wanted me to go with him, and he didn’t care who he had to kill to get me. I closed my eyes, realizing that Sheena must have told him about the babies. Why else would he be there now of all times?

      “O-okay,” I cried. “I-I’ll go with you. Just don’t hurt anyone else.”

      “No!” Mama shouted, taking the gun from my brother and lifting it so it was aimed right at Bain’s forehead. “You aren’t taking my daughter anywhere. Try to touch her, and you’ll be dead before you even lift your hand.”

      Bain’s face tightened with displeasure. “I don’t want to harm those Ciana cares about, but if you keep her from me, I won’t have any other choice.”

      “Please don’t,” I sobbed. “I-I said I’ll go with you.”

      He moved, disarming my mother before she could even react, and then pointed the gun in Bennie’s face. Mama’s scream sent a shudder through me, and I began to shiver as I realized this was definitely not the man I’d met on the island. This was the Bain the world collectively feared. This was the hard man who wouldn’t hesitate to kill anyone who got in his way or went against him. I hadn’t seen this side of him until right in that moment, but it was enough to make me quiver in fear when he switched his gaze back to me.

      “Give her to me,” Bain commanded in a cold voice. “Now.”

      “Fuck off,” my brother growled again. “You’ll have to kill me before I hand her over to you.”

      “I don’t want to, but if you insist.”

      “No, no, no!” But my screams were drowned out as he shot Bennie in the leg. “Bennie!”

      Everything suddenly felt as if it was moving at warp speed. Bain caught me as my brother went down, blood already pouring from the wound. Vito jumped in to help, trying to grab for me, but Bain didn’t hesitate to shoot him in the shoulder. Mama dropped down, her face pale, tears pouring down her face as she rushed to tie a tourniquet around her youngest son’s thigh.

      Bain’s men moved in like a shield as he left the bedroom, but as he carried me through the house, I realized there was no one left to try to stop him. Dead bodies, my family’s men, as well as those of my uncle Adrian, littered the ground.

      I glanced around, taking it all in through my tears, knowing it was going to be the last time I ever saw the only home I’d ever known. But this wasn’t the house I’d grown up in. Blood and destruction were everywhere. From upstairs, I heard someone shout my name, and I realized it was Uncle Jet.

      “Shh, it will all be over soon, mo chroí,” Bain soothed, and I realized I was sobbing. “You’re safe now.”

      “I was safe here!” I slapped my hands against his shoulders. “You killed my brothers. You—”

      “I didn’t kill them,” he said exasperatedly as he walked outside. Someone opened the door to a tank-like vehicle, and he climbed in with me still tucked against his chest, being careful so I didn’t bump my head. “Believe me, if I’d wanted them dead, I would have shot them in the head.”

      I slapped my hands against his chest. “You don’t know that. They could be dead right now! I-I think you got an artery in Bennie’s leg. There was so much blood.”

      “Your mother was quick to react. I’m confident he’s fine.” The tank began to move, and he tightened his arms around me as the driver sped away from the compound. Long minutes passed, each one of them putting more and more distance between me and the life I’d always known.

      Bain shifted me on his lap and cupped my face in both of his hands. I clenched my eyes closed, fighting to control my tears. “How are you feeling?” he asked gently, the coldness having faded from his voice.

      A strangled laugh left me, and my lashes lifted. “You just shot two of my brothers. How the fuck do you think I’m feeling right now, asshole?”

      He brushed away a few of the tears still rolling down my cheeks with his thumb, his hazel eyes intense. “Are you hurting anywhere? The burns?” He lifted one of his hands to my hair, stroking his fingers through the short locks. “You have to tell me if you’re uncomfortable or in pain.”

      I tried to pull back from his touch, but he wouldn’t allow it, tightening his hold and tucking me closer. As big as the tank-like vehicle was, there was very little room to move around inside it. I had to keep my head ducked slightly so I didn’t bump it against anything. “H-how do you know about the burns?”

      “I know everything that concerns you.” His fingers trailed down my neck, over my pajama top, and lifted the hem. I thought about stopping him from exposing my belly, but just as quickly, I realized there was no use.

      The moment his gaze fell on my baby bump, his eyes softened. “Are our girls okay?”

      I jerked in reaction to his softly asked question. He not only knew I was pregnant, but that the babies were all girls? I couldn’t remember telling Sheena that particular detail, but maybe I had without realizing it.

      When I didn’t answer, he rubbed the palm of his hand over the bump. Two of the three babies kicked against his palm. They were still tiny, their kicks barely a flutter, yet the look of wonder that filled Bain’s eyes told me he’d felt it too. “Amazing.”

      “Boss.” A man in the front passenger seat turned to look back at us. I quickly tried to scrub my tears away, not wanting anyone to see how vulnerable I was. It was bad enough that Bain was touching me. I couldn’t do anything about that, but I refused to let anyone else see how helpless I was now. “Expected ETA at the airport is twelve minutes. The pilot is already waiting for takeoff. As soon as we board, we can get in the air.”

      “And the house?” Bain asked without taking his eyes off where his hand was caressing. I’d lain in bed at night, secretly wishing for him to be beside me, anticipating our daughters’ arrival just as much as I did. He rubbed his thumb back and forth just under my navel…right beside one of the biggest of the blisters. When I flinched, his hand stopped, and his gaze snapped back to my face. “Does this hurt?” I shrugged, and his face tightened. He dropped his hand from my belly to rest on my thigh, his hold both gentle and possessive. “I’m sorry, mo chroí. I was so enchanted by the feel of our babies I forgot about your injuries.”

      “Everything is in order at the house, boss,” the man in the passenger seat said, cutting in. Bain nodded in acknowledgment, and the man turned back around without another word.

      “Brody got the cream you need for the burns,” he murmured, pressing his lips to the side of my head. “As soon as we get on the plane, I’ll put it on your blisters.”

      I didn’t know how to respond to that, so I just sat statue-still on his lap as the driver weaved through traffic like the highway was some kind of professional racetrack and he was about to win the grand prize. This was beyond bizarre.

      Earlier, Bain had been the bringer of death, leaving a river of blood in his wake to get to me. Now, he was the sweet, gentle guy I’d met on the island. The one I’d fallen so helplessly, hopelessly in love with back in February. It was as if he really was two different men. One moment, Bain, the killer who everyone feared. The next, Torin, the kindhearted man who tried to save the world.

      Which one—if either of them—was the real man?

      I mentally shook my head, dispelling the notion that he was anything but the monster Sheena had created.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            22

          

          
            Bain

          

        

      

    

    
      Carefully, I shifted Ciana as Brody opened the back of the SUV. She’d fallen asleep about two minutes after the plane was in the air and had been passed out ever since. One minute, she was wide awake, glancing around at my men and everything else on the plane with fear in her eyes. The next, she’d dropped her head onto my chest as if she didn’t have the strength to hold it up any longer.

      The feel of her breath against my neck had told me she was still alive, but when I’d tried to wake her, she wouldn’t respond. A text to Darcy had let me know this wasn’t uncommon for Ciana. With the babies growing steadily, they were draining her of every ounce of strength she had, so all she did was sleep. That, on top of the adrenaline rush of what had happened back at the Vitucci compound, added to the stress of being abducted by Sheena, and she was running on fumes once everything calmed down for her.

      Pressing a kiss to her forehead, I gently placed her on the seat before getting out of the car and then reached in for her. She whined pitifully, and I realized my hand must have been too rough on her burned skin. But instead of waking up, she buried her face in my neck and fell right back to sleep.

      I began to climb the steps leading up to the house. Halfway up, a shadow caught my attention, and I lifted my gaze from Ciana’s face to find both Conor and Declan waiting for me.

      “About fucking time,” I growled in a low voice so as not to disturb the sleeping beauty in my arms. “What took you two so long?”

      Declan smirked as I stepped onto the landing. “Figured you had everything under control, mate. Besides, getting the package you wanted was a little more difficult than we anticipated.”

      “Well?”

      Conor grimaced. “She’s in the library.”

      “Good,” I bit out, but the rumble of my voice made Ciana whimper, and I quickly touched my lips to her brow. “Shh, mo chroí. Sleep, my love.”

      But my stubborn beauty blinked her eyes open. When her lashes lifted and she met my gaze, she jerked. “Fuck. It wasn’t a dream.” Declan chuckled, pulling her attention to him. The moment her brown eyes landed on him and then Conor, she clutched at my shoulders. “Where the hell are we?” she whispered.

      “Home,” I assured her. “These two idiots are Declan—” he bowed his head to her “—and Conor.”

      She glanced at him, and he gave a firm nod, but he kept his own gaze on me. “Maybe you should get her settled first?”

      “No,” I said firmly. “Let’s get this shit over with now.”

      “G-get what over with?” Ciana muttered, turning her focus back to Declan. I heard her swallow hard, her nails biting into my skin through my shirt. Her reaction to my best friend bothered me.

      Declan was a good-looking man with his jet-black hair, blue-green eyes, and square jaw. He was an inch or so taller than me but a little leaner in the shoulders. His bed was never empty. All he had to do was wink, and women dropped to their knees to suck his cock. Jealousy ate at me, thinking that Ciana was attracted to him.

      With force, she turned her head so she could look up at me. “What do you need to ‘get over with’?” she demanded in a stronger voice.

      I brushed another kiss over the top of her head. “It’s not something you need to worry about. I’m going to take you to our room, and then I’ll bring you a present.”

      She wiggled in my arms. “I don’t want anything from you,” she seethed. “Put me down.”

      “You’re still too tired from traveling,” I argued, shifting her so she was more comfortable against me. I walked past my friends. “I’ll be down in half an hour.”

      “Take yer time,” Declan called after us. “You two lovebirds enjoy yourselves. No need to rush on our account.”

      Ciana was quiet as I climbed the stairs to the second floor and carried her to the east wing of the house. She glanced around, taking stock of everything we passed. I waited for her verdict of what she thought of her new home, but she kept her mouth pressed into a hard line until I pushed open our bedroom door with my foot.

      “I’ll give you a full tour later,” I promised. “For now, I want you to rest. You need your strength for our little ones.”

      “Your friend…” she said as I carried her to our bed. My fingers bit into her without meaning to.

      “Which one?” I asked cautiously as I gently laid her head on a pillow.

      “Declan,” she spat his name.

      I straightened, a frown pulling my brows together. “What about him?”

      “Keep him the fuck away from me.”

      My jealousy over her earlier reaction to him faded, only to be replaced by confusion over how she shivered and wrapped her arms around herself tightly. “If that is what you want, then he won’t come near you. But I’d like to know why.”

      She grabbed the blankets and pulled them up over herself, covering her pajama-clad body to her chest. “I…” She shook her head, her eyes going to the door as if she expected Declan to kick it down and come in shooting. “I don’t know. Just keep him away from me.”

      Sitting on the edge of the bed, I cupped her face in both of my hands. She jerked back, but I refused to let her move away from me. “Listen to me, Ciana. You are safe here. I promise you. If anyone makes you feel the least bit uncomfortable, all you have to do is let me know.”

      A derisive snort left her. “Safe? You expect me to feel safe around you?” She slapped my hands away, and I finally dropped them onto the bed on either side of her. “You stormed into my family home like some invading army. You killed people I’ve known my entire life. Then…” Her voice caught, and she clenched her eyes closed to hide the sheen of tears that filled them. “You shot my brothers. They could be dead right now, for all I know. And you expect me to trust you with my safety?”

      With a groan, I scrubbed a hand over my face. The stubble on my jaw reminded me I hadn’t shaved in days. I must have looked like a maniac to her. My clothes were wrinkled, my hair disheveled from where I’d run my fingers through it repeatedly from the moment I’d learned Sheena had taken her. Since then, my great-grandmother had led me on a merry chase around the globe. Finally, I’d gotten two steps ahead of her. Now I just needed to deliver justice for what she’d done.

      “I’ll prove to you that you’re safe here, mo chroí,” I vowed. “Nothing and no one will dare to harm so much as a hair on your lovely head.”

      A hiccup-sob escaped her. “Yeah, s-sure.” She fingered one of the locks of dark-red hair. It was so very short now, but she was still the most beautiful woman I’d ever set eyes on. “Because there isn’t much hair left for them to harm.” She scooted away, putting more space between us. “When Sheena found out I was pregnant, she decided not to kill me. But I wouldn’t give her the reaction she wanted when she k-killed Nova.”

      The catch in her voice, the way the tears spilled down her face at the mention of her cousin, tore at my heart. Her pain was enough to destroy me.

      “I fucked up. I never should have let her out of my sight.” Regret thickened my voice. “I was blind to everything but winning you back, and I nearly lost you forever because I let Sheena run wild. But I swear, that ends now. You don’t ever have to worry about her harming you.”

      “You think she’s the only one I’m scared of?” Ciana shook her head at me. “There were others there, Bain.”

      “I’ll deal with them.”

      “Why don’t I believe you?” she asked with a dry laugh. “Maybe because every word you’ve ever said to me has been a lie. You’re a selfish asshole who only cares about himself.”

      “Yes, I’m selfish, and I did lie to you about who I was,” I admitted. “But I love you and our babies. The four of you are all I care about. I know… I realize that, in your eyes, that makes me a bad man, but I’ve never had anyone to show me what it’s like to…”

      “To what?” she asked hesitantly, but the curiosity on her face was hard to hide.

      “To be compassionate,” I confessed. “I take what I want, and to hell with everyone else. But…I can change, Ciana. If you will only teach me with your kind heart.”

      She just sat there, staring at me, her brows lifted if she was trying to figure out if I was playing with her or not.

      I sighed heavily. “I’m sorry I shot your brothers. They were keeping you from me, and I couldn’t handle that. Once I learned what Sheena had done, I went crazy. I’ll apologize to them if that will make you happy.”

      “You’re so confusing,” she muttered. “I can’t figure you out, and that is giving me a major headache.”

      “You’re hurting?” She shrugged, tucking the covers tightly around herself. “Do you need anything? More cream for your burns? Pain medication?”

      “I think I need a minute to process all this. Could you just go?”

      I gritted my teeth but stood, not wanting to push her. Now that I had her with me, we had all the time in the world for me to win her heart once again. “I’ll let you get settled in. The bathroom is through there.” I motioned to the connecting door on the other side of the room. “The closet should be full of your clothes. I’ll be back shortly with something to drink and a snack for you.”

      “I-I’m not hungry.”

      “This isn’t up for debate,” I told her firmly. “Rest now. I’ll be back soon.”

      As I shut the door, I was rewarded with her annoyed huff. The sound caused me to smile until the weight of her hate hit me once again. Closing my eyes, I pressed my forehead against the hardwood of the door and released a heavy breath. She was finally within arm’s reach. I could protect her here, make sure her every want and need were met. Now, I just needed to be patient and win back her heart.

      Jaw clenched, I pushed away from the door and walked downstairs. Outside the library, I passed Brody, who gave me a grim nod before opening the door. Inside, I found Declan and Conor seated in front of the unlit fireplace, glasses of Irish whiskey in their hands. Across from them, Sheena sat drinking a cup of tea, as if she were some royal regarding her subjects with disdain.

      She’d never been a fan of Conor, but Declan, she treated more like a grandson than me. At times. But right then, the glare she shot both men suggested she’d been put out and wasn’t happy about it in the least.

      As I entered the room, she slowly shifted her head, pretending as if she didn’t sense my growing agitation. Sheena had always reminded me too much of my mother, so I’d never been able to connect with her as most of her grandchildren seemed to do. After the death of my da, my dislike for her had only grown tenfold. I might not have ever gotten the proof I needed, but I knew she’d been responsible for his death. Back then, she’d thought, with him out of the way and no longer able to influence me, she could steer me however she saw fit.

      But daring to touch Ciana was the last mistake she would ever make.

      “Ah, Bain. I was beginning to think you wouldn’t be joining us. And after the way these two eejits insisted I come all the way to the backwoods to have a meeting with you, mind you.” She took another sip of her tea, her lashes dipping to watch me as she pretended indifference to the growing tension rolling off me.

      “Didn’t I tell you to leave Ciana alone?” I asked in a voice that I struggled to keep neutral.

      She rolled her eyes. “You spent two weeks between her legs and fried your brain. I didn’t think you meant it.” Her gaze went to Declan. “He tells you lot everything. Was her pussy really that good?”

      I slapped my hand against a bookcase, the sound echoing like thunder through the library. She didn’t flinch at the sound, but her eyes gave away her nervousness. “Shut your filthy mouth, hag. Ciana will be my wife, my queen. Insulting her won’t win you any points with anyone in this room.”

      “Pfft, I guess it must be sweet as candy,” she sneered. “I can’t believe you picked that hoor over Cori. She has always been the perfect queen for you. Instead, you choose to sully our family by breeding with that trash? You’re not fit to rule this family. I’ve already picked your replacement.”

      Taking a slow, deep breath, I tried to calm the storm swirling inside me enough to see through my rage. Pulling my gun from the holster under my suit jacket, I flipped the safety and pointed it straight at her. Her mouth snapped shut, and her eyes widened as she realized her time was officially up.

      “You two should have put down a fucking tarp,” I said to Declan and Conor as I pulled the trigger.

      “Holy fucking Christ!” Declan bellowed, jumping to his feet. His reaction had both Conor and me lifting our brows at him. Death and torture were something the three of us had experienced together for decades. His freak-out was completely out of place, especially when I’d told him I was going to kill the old woman. “I didn’t think you would actually do it. You’ve always drawn the line at women and children, Bain.”

      “It was her or Ciana. I knew who he would choose,” Conor said calmly as he stood and placed his empty glass on a side table just as Brody entered the room, carrying a tarp.

      “Yeah, but…” Declan clamped his mouth shut, combing his fingers through his hair as he looked at the blood and gore sprayed across the floor and bookcases.

      I moved slowly, carefully flipping the safety back on and replacing the gun in my holster. Then and only then did I look at the woman who’d thought she could play games with the love of my life. The bullet had hit her dead center in the forehead, the look of realization and genuine fear immortalized on her face. For my entire life, she’d seemed to get off on producing that same emotion in every person she ever spoke to.

      Looking down at her, I felt more regret that I’d made such a mess than for the loss of a family member. Her reign of tyranny was now over. She might have tried to tear Ciana from me, but she wouldn’t get the same chance to harm my daughters or any other children we were blessed with. Sheena wouldn’t be able to poison them, turn them as evil as she herself had been.

      “Once this is cleaned up, bring me her head,” I told Conor and Brody. “Put it in a nice box. I want to gift it to Ciana.”
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      The moment the door shut behind Bain, I was out of bed and snooping.

      From what little I’d seen of the house, it was huge. And beautiful. So damn beautiful, under different circumstances, I might have even wanted to live there. When I’d thought he was Torin, Bain had told me he owned two castles, and I had to assume this was one of them. He’d carried me for a good five minutes through the place before even reaching what he’d called our bedroom.

      He was out of his mind if he thought I was willingly going to share anything but parenthood with him.

      The room was huge and I didn’t know how long he would be gone, so I figured I needed to check everything out in a hurry. I opened the nightstand drawers first. Inside one were two gun clips, full of bullets, but no gun. Of course he wouldn’t leave a weapon lying around. Smart of him, really, because I didn’t honestly know if I would have killed him or not.

      I wanted to. Fuck, I wanted to. The memory of Bennie falling to the floor, blood gushing out of his leg like a geyser, would haunt me forever. Then to see Vito take a bullet to the shoulder…

      But I also had three babies to worry about. What would I tell them once they were old enough to start asking questions about their father? How would I look them in the eyes and tell them I killed the man who had helped me create them?

      Along with the gun clips, I found a flashlight but nothing else, so I moved on to the closet.

      The thing was twice as big as my closet at home and could have easily been another bedroom. Only about a fourth of it held Bain’s clothes. Suit jackets, dress shirts, slacks, ties, and shoes. Even his underwear and socks were neatly folded on a shelf beside his where his ties were hung. The rest were all things I would have chosen for myself before I’d gotten pregnant. Designer dresses, shoes, and an assortment of other clothes that all still had the price tags on them. As I picked up one of the tags, I realized they were maternity clothes.

      What the fuck? It would have taken weeks to get these if they’d been ordered online, which was what I suspected. I couldn’t picture Bain or even one of his henchmen going into any of the shops these clothes were sold in to purchase them. Did that mean Sheena hadn’t told him? Had he actually known I was pregnant…?

      In the center of the room was an island of drawers, and one side was nothing but bras and panties, some of which were for a nursing mother. Another side was jewelry. Earrings, necklaces, and bracelets sat on beds of velvet, glittering under the glare of the overhead lighting. Diamonds, sapphires, emeralds, the selection was infinite and so exquisitely beautiful, I couldn’t help but touch a few of the pieces.

      On the other side of the island, I found handbags, a few of which I had at home. My heart did an odd little flip in my chest, because they were my favorite purses. Bain must have seen me carrying them often enough to realize how much I liked them and…

      I quickly stomped the brakes on that line of thinking. Bain wouldn’t have seen me with those bags personally. Maybe one of his henchmen had seen me with them, and when Bain told him to get me things I would like, the guy had picked them out. Yeah, that made so much more sense.

      A safe was built into the fourth side of the island. It had a keypad and a touch screen that looked like it needed a fingerprint to go with the code. I figured there were guns and cash in there, but I didn’t have the brainpower to try to break in to it.

      Sighing, I left the closet and walked into the bathroom. “Oh shit,” I muttered to myself as I crossed to the tub and touched the rim longingly. The damn thing could have fit six of Bain in it with ease. I could have swum in it if I wanted to. My aching muscles screamed for me to get in and take a soak, but Darcy had advised me not to do more than shower until the blisters healed.

      With a sad sigh, I walked over to the double sink and opened the medicine cabinet. I found tubes of the cream like the ones Darcy had given me for my burns, as well as multiple bottles of what looked like my prenatal vitamins. But that couldn’t be right. My prenatals had extra folic acid and iron in them, so they were prescription, not the typical over-the-counter ones. These were just bottles that looked similar, I told myself as I shifted my gaze to the rest of the shelves’ contents. Tylenol and a few other items that were normal to find in a bathroom were the only other items.

      The drawers and the towel cupboard didn’t reveal anything unusual either, but I kept going back to the medicine cabinet to look at the medication bottles. Muttering a curse, I finally picked up one of them, my curiosity getting the better of me.

      When I read the prescription details, I had to reach out to hold on to the side of the sink as the world grew dark around the edges. They really were my prenatal vitamins. Enough bottles to see me through the rest of my pregnancy since they each held a ninety-day supply.

      But the most disturbing part of it all was that the only way he could have gotten the prescription was if Darcy had given it to him. Bain could have easily gotten another doctor or nurse practitioner to prescribe what he needed for me. But the label had Darcy’s name on it. Unless he’d stolen her prescription pad, these had come directly from her.

      A feeling of betrayal like I’d never experienced before hit me in the chest, and I dropped the bottle as so many things began to make a sick kind of sense all of a sudden.

      My birth control shot being ineffective. Darcy’s financial situation seeming to change overnight. Bain knowing that the babies were girls.

      Of course.

      I’d been so blind. So stupidly trusting.

      I’d thought Darcy was my friend, but now I knew she’d just been Bain’s spy.

      “I know everything that concerns you.”

      His cryptic comment made sense. Of course he knew everything that concerned me. Darcy must have been feeding him every last detail. Until Sheena had abducted me, no one but Darcy knew anything about my pregnancy.

      Her money troubles had stopped weeks, maybe even months before my vacation. She could have sabotaged my birth control shot with ease because she’d always been the one to administer it to me.

      “Oh my God,” I whispered as I locked eyes with my reflection in the mirror, remembering the clothes in the closet. “Did he plan to get me pregnant all along?”

      With shaking fingers, I touched my belly and felt one of the babies kick against my hand. From the ultrasounds, we’d determined there were three different sacs, which meant three separate eggs had been fertilized. I hadn’t questioned it at the time, but I should have. Ovulating two eggs at the same time wasn’t unheard of—that was how fraternal twins were conceived, after all—but more than two would typically require help.

      Such as one of the fertility drugs that Alan prescribed many of his patients.

      Drugs Darcy could have easily gotten her hands on.

      But when Alan prescribed those medications, he always monitored them, and when more than one egg came into play, he normally advised patients not to try to conceive that month because of the risks that came with having multiples.

      The world around me began to spin as I remembered Darcy convincing me to add a new “vitamin” to my daily routine.

      I was a nurse, for fuck’s sake. I should have questioned the pill instead of taking her at her word that it was a vitamin. I should have…

      I slapped my hands against the top of the sink so hard they stung. “Idiot!” I raged at my reflection. “You stupid, idiotic girl! You know better than to trust anyone. Why did you trust her with what you put in your body?”

      Tears burned my eyes as the betrayal hit me again. How could Darcy do this to me? She, more than anyone, knew what we had to see day after day at work. The danger babies were put in when a mother was pregnant with multiples, the stress a woman had to go through during the months she carried more than one life within her.

      And yet, she’d still taken the chance, played roulette with my reproductive system and made sure I was fertile for the man footing the bill for all of her debt. How much had Bain paid her to make sure I was ripe in time for my vacation?

      I was beyond pissed at Bain as I saw everything with clear eyes. I was going to destroy him for what he’d done. But it was Darcy I wanted to kill. She knew the dangers, the risks my babies would be in with each passing week of my pregnancy. Not only was she a woman—and women should always protect one another, damn it—but she was a fellow medical professional. She had known what she was doing, and as long as the price was right—which apparently it had been—she hadn’t cared what happened to me or my potential children.

      Sucking in a few deep breaths, I waited for my vision to clear. I’d wanted to kill people before—Sheena was definitely at the top of that list—but at that moment, Darcy was tied for first place. “Greedy, despicable cunt,” I hissed as I turned away from my reflection.

      Picking up the vitamin bottle, I stormed through the bathroom, out of the bedroom, and down the hall in search of Bain. I’d deal with him first, and then when I was done, I’d find a way to get my hands on Darcy.

      No men were walking the halls like they did back at the Vitucci compound, but I’d seen the men on the wall as we’d driven up to the house. The place was like a fortress. No one was getting in without an invite. Which meant leaving wouldn’t be an easy feat either, but I’d worry about that later.

      I had no idea where Bain had gone. He’d mentioned bringing me something to drink and a snack, but from the way his two friends had spoken, I assumed he had some business that required his personal attention.

      A shudder went down my back at the memory of his one friend, Declan. I couldn’t explain my reaction to him, but I knew deep in my gut that he was…evil. The other guy, Conor, I didn’t get a good enough read on, but his vibes hadn’t been blaring a warning in my head to get as far away from him as possible, unlike with Declan.

      Pushing away thoughts of either man, I started opening doors as soon as I got to the first floor. My anger made me reckless, throwing doors open with enough force that they would sometimes slam against the wall. The loudness echoed through the castle, alerting anyone to my presence.

      Opening the next door, I stepped in and paused when I saw the baseball bat hanging on the wall over a classic mahogany desk. A few books about the Boston Red Sox, signed baseballs in glass display cases, and several jerseys were displayed to the left of the desk. As I walked closer, I saw a picture of an obvious teenage version of Bain with a man who couldn’t have been anyone but his father.

      Frowning, I picked up the framed photo. Father and son looked so much alike it almost brought a smile to my lips. The senior O’Farrell had darker blond hair than his son, but their eyes were nearly identical, and their smiles were infectious. Both of them wore Boston Red Sox jackets and ball caps. They each had an arm tossed around the other’s shoulder, and the obvious happiness shining out of their eyes made my heart give a little clench as I traced their similar facial features with my thumb.

      Dropping the photo back onto the desk, I took another look around the room. The jerseys were so old, they didn’t have names on the back, just numbers. One of them didn’t even have a number on it, which told me it must have been from before 1916, because according to my brothers, who didn’t know calculus but knew every single detail about baseball history, numbers weren’t added to jerseys until June of 1916.

      Another bat was on the bottom shelf of the display case, but unlike the one on the wall over the desk, it wasn’t protected by a glass case. Bending, I picked it up to examine it. No signature, but there must have been some reason that particular bat was included with the other memorabilia.

      Shrugging, I turned away from the display case, my fingers clenching around the end as I made a few practice swings. I might not know who Number 9’s jersey belonged to, but Ryan had taught me how to swing a bat just as he had how to punch someone without breaking my hand. It wasn’t a gun like I would have preferred, but it was still a weapon.
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      As I came out of the office, Bain and Declan exited a room at the end of the hall. Seeing me, Declan narrowed his eyes on me, his whole face clenching as he regarded me with dislike before quickly masking it with a smirk. He said something low to Bain, who turned his head and looked right at me.

      I stood there, the bottle of vitamins in one hand, the bat in the other, standing outside a room that had obviously been dedicated to Bain’s Red Sox-loving father. Maybe I shouldn’t have gone in and disturbed his dad’s things, but I wasn’t sorry I’d done it.

      Lifting my chin mutinously, I squared my shoulders and dared him to yell at me. Instead, to my surprise, his face softened as he practically jogged down the long corridor toward me.

      “You should be resting,” he gently scolded. “I don’t want you to overtire yourself.”

      Refusing to let his tone soften me, I threw the bottle at his head—hard. He had the reflexes of a cat, however, and caught it before it could nail him in the face. Brows pulled together, he frowned at the vitamins as if he’d never seen them before.

      Then realization dawned in his hazel eyes, and his head snapped up. “I can explain.”

      “How long?” I seethed, my anger flooding me like a tsunami all over again.

      His shoulders tensed. “How long, what?”

      “How long had you been planning to knock me up? Sheena was too shocked when she saw that I was pregnant, but I wouldn’t be surprised if that was part of her plan too.” My grip tightened even more on the bat. “How long did it take you to convince Darcy to violate me?”

      Bain jerked as if I’d hit him with the bat. “Violate you? Ciana, I would never—”

      “But you did!” I shouted, tears of frustration and hurt filling my eyes. “You must have thought I was too stupid to figure it out. And while I was slow to catch on, I finally put it together.”

      “I don’t think you’re stupid—”

      “She messed with my shot, didn’t she?” I demanded, cutting him off.

      Blowing out a heavy sigh, he looked over at Declan. “Give us a minute.”

      Declan lifted his hands as if in surrender, laughing. The sound grated down my spine like nails on a chalkboard, setting my already frayed nerves even more into disarray. “No problem. I don’t think I want to be in the line of fire when she starts swinging that old bat anyway.”

      I kept my gaze locked on Bain’s face, but neither of us spoke until the sound of Declan’s footsteps disappeared down the corridor.

      “Well?” I bit out between clenched teeth.

      “Yes,” he surprised me yet again when he admitted it. “I did have Darcy discontinue your shot without telling you.”

      “And the fertility drugs?” I was so pissed, I was shaking. “I’m going to assume they came into play at some point. Whose idea was that?”

      “I…” He grimaced. “I mentioned how desperately I wanted to get you pregnant. Darcy said that the best way to up the chances was to ensure you were extra fertile. When she brought up the drugs, she assured me they wouldn’t harm you in any way.”

      I gasped, feeling as if I’d physically been punched in the sternum. “And she didn’t mention the fact that we could conceive multiples? That it was dangerous for the babies and me?”

      “She said it was a possibility,” he confirmed and reached for me. But I quickly stepped back out of his reach. If he touched me right then, I wasn’t sure I could stop myself from swinging the bat at his head. “But it was a very low possibility, mo chroí. And I was so caught up in the idea of you carrying my child that I didn’t care. Then you confessed your biggest fear to me of conceiving twins because it was hereditary and you had seen so many horror stories come to life, that I did worry about the possibilities a little more.”

      “Not enough!” I touched my free hand to my belly, rubbing over our babies. “Do you realize what you’ve done? How dangerous it will be for the girls with each week that passes? The bigger they get, the less room they will have. The complications they could have are never-ending!” Tears spilled over my lashes as my fear began to overtake me. “And it could have been avoided. All of this could have been avoided if you’d only…”

      “Only what?” he whispered imploringly.

      I shook my head, refusing to answer. No way was I going to admit to what had run through my head every other day for months. While I’d fought against my continued love for him, I’d fantasized about what it could have been like if everything had been different.

      If Bain had really loved me. If we’d met on a busy New York street or at a club, anywhere but that damned island, really. Dating him. Loving him. Having him ask me to marry me. Starting a family together. If he’d truly cared about me, then it wouldn’t have mattered to me who he was. Ryan was just as much related to Sheena as Bain was, but I still loved my cousin unconditionally.

      But that was just a fairy tale.

      “Ciana, tell me,” he rasped, his eyes pleading with me to answer him.

      “No,” I choked out, dashing my tears away with the back of my hand. Sucking in a deep breath, I pointed the bat in his face. “If anything happens to these babies, I will never speak to you again.”

      He blanched. “Nothing will happen to either you or our precious babies.”

      “You have no clue what kind of nightmares you have unleashed,” I warned, ignoring the flutter in my stomach at how he called the babies precious. “Your selfishness has put our girls at risk. And I won’t forgive you for doing that to them.”

      “Nothing is going to happen to them!” he exploded. “I’ve arranged the best possible medical care for you during the next few months and even following their birth. You will have a nurse, a midwife, and a doctor here around the clock the closer your delivery date approaches.”

      “If the nurse is Darcy, then find someone else. Because if I ever see her again, I will kill her.” I stepped forward and snatched the bottle of vitamins out of his hand. “And that is a promise. You are just as responsible for putting the girls in danger as she is, but she knew the full extent of the consequences.”

      “Have you ever killed anyone before, mo chroí?” he asked softly.

      “There’s a first time for everything,” I snapped, turning on my heel to go back the way I’d just come. “And to clarify something for you, if I have to stay here, that means I have the right to say who can come and go in this house. And I say Declan isn’t welcome here.”

      “As you wish,” he said right behind me.

      I turned mid-step, causing him to nearly crash into me. His arms shot out, wrapping around me so I didn’t land on my ass. Every inch of my body from shoulder to thigh was pressed against his, making me all too aware of how hard his body was, some places more so than others. Caught off guard, I couldn’t hide how good it felt to be back in his arms for a moment.

      “Ciana,” he groaned as if he were in physical pain, lowering his head.

      I pushed against him before he could kiss me, putting much-needed distance between us. “D-did you just Princess Bride me?” I stuttered in disbelief.

      He frowned. “What’s a Princess Bride?”

      “Never mind,” I muttered, shaking my head at myself. “Why would I even expect you to understand a reference from one of my favorite movies?”

      “You never told me your favorite movie.” He caught my wrist in one of his hands and lifted my hand to press it against the middle of his chest. “I’ll figure out what this Princess Bride movie is, and we will watch it together.”

      I jerked away from him. “I don’t want to watch a fucking movie with you, Bain! I just want—”

      “Stop saying my name like that.”

      His raspy plea caught me by surprise. Fuck, all he’d done from the instant I’d awoken in his arms earlier was surprise me. “What?”

      He clenched his eyes closed for a few seconds before slowly lifting his lashes. “I’ve ached to hear you say my name, Ciana. Practically from the first moment I set eyes on your picture, I craved it. The entire time you knew me as Torin, it drove me half mad because all I could imagine was ‘Bain’ leaving your lips. So, please, I’m begging you. Stop spitting out my name like it tastes vile on your tongue.”

      It was hard to miss the pain that was not only in his voice, but in his eyes as well.

      “To me, Bain is Sheena’s minion,” I told him honestly, for some reason needing to explain why I reacted so harshly to his real name. I was so fucked in the head. This guy had done nothing but hurt me and those I loved repeatedly, yet for some reason, I didn’t like hurting his feelings? “He brought me nothing but pain and fear.”

      “I’m not Sheena’s minion,” he growled.

      “I’m not so sure,” I said with a shrug. “You are two different men to me. It’s hard for me to separate the two. The man I met and fell for was Torin Kennedy. He won my heart, and then Bain broke it. All I know about Bain is that he doesn’t care who he hurts to get what he wants.”

      “I care about you and the babies,” he argued, his handsome face tormented. “Doesn’t that count for something?”

      His question gave me pause. It was almost laughable that he considered his selfishness where I was concerned “caring.” Still… That he could feel anything for the babies did mean something to me, but what, I wasn’t sure.

      I had to accept that this was my life now. Bain was my children’s father, and no matter what happened, we would be spending the rest of our lives co-parenting together. Whether I loved him or hated him, we had to think of what was best for our daughters.

      “I-I don’t know,” I finally whispered. “I guess it’s too early to tell.”
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      Ciana finding the vitamins wasn’t something I’d anticipated. I was going to confess everything to her later that night before introducing her to her new medical team who would be watching over her throughout the rest of her pregnancy and after the babies’ birth.

      I should have known she would want to inspect her new surroundings, but I’d been so focused on dealing with Sheena that the possible discovery of Darcy’s part in everything had slipped my mind. Now I had to find someone to take the NP’s position of caring for Ciana for the next five months, because I didn’t doubt that if Ciana did come face-to-face with the other woman, she would take that bat to her without hesitation.

      That she didn’t take that damned bat to me gave me a little hope that she cared about my well-being. I hadn’t allowed myself to think too hard about the possible complications the babies might be faced with because of my own selfishness, but after Ciana vowed never to speak to me again if something happened to them, I was beginning to sweat. She wasn’t one to make idle threats. But it wasn’t just the fear of never being blessed with her sweet voice again.

      A knot of dread and anxiety was starting to twist in my gut at the thought of anything happening to any of my precious baby girls.

      Ciana was right. I was selfish. If anything happened to any of our children, it would be my fault and I would never forgive myself.

      Raking my hands through my hair, I walked into my office. My father’s old Red Sox memorabilia normally soothed me on sight, made me feel closer to him. But not even that could ease the tension mounting inside me.

      Ciana was finally under the same roof with me. I knew she was safe, that nothing would happen to her. Yet, I had this unsettled feeling deep in my bones, telling me something wasn’t right. That she wasn’t as safe as I knew she was.

      With a groan, I dropped into the leather chair behind the desk.

      The Vituccis.

      They would come for her. That was why I couldn’t feel at ease, I told myself. Ryan and her father would try to take her away from me. I couldn’t allow that, but if I wanted Ciana to be happy, I knew I had to figure out some way to put the animosity behind us. Whatever Sheena’s vendetta had been against Ryan, it wasn’t my war to fight.

      Maybe if I showed my cousin that our great-grandmother was no longer a threat to anyone, he would accept my relationship with Ciana.

      Or maybe he’d want war, given that I’d killed every man who’d tried to keep me from reaching Ciana back at the Vitucci compound the day before.

      Either way, I still had to try.

      For her.

      But I would make it clear that, no matter what Ryan’s feelings about the O’Brion side of the family, Ciana now belonged to me. I wasn’t letting her go. Not now. Not ever. If he wanted war, I’d give it to him.

      The office door opened without warning. Declan walked in, his usual cocky stride annoying the hell out of me for some reason. Conor was right behind him, carrying what appeared to be a hatbox with a ribbon on top.

      “Look,” Declan said with a chuckle. “He even fancied it up for her. How he knows how to tie a ribbon that pretty, though, is worrying me.”

      I kept my gaze on my best friend for a second, trying to see whatever it was that Ciana saw in him to make her dislike him on sight. She was a people person and tended to get along with just about everyone until they gave her a reason to dislike them. Yet she’d turned cold the moment she’d set eyes on Declan. I knew for a fact the two had never met before, so what was it that had put her off?

      Not that it really mattered. If she was uncomfortable, then Declan would stay away. Best friend or not, Ciana came first, before anyone else.

      Conor placed the hatbox on a trash bag on the floor in front of my desk. “We let the head drain completely before boxing it up, but it’s already turning gooey. I don’t know what Sheena was doing to look younger than she was, but she’s decomposing rapidly.”

      “She drank the blood of the innocent,” Declan snarked as he dropped down into one of the chairs in front of the desk. “Wouldn’t have been surprised if she was Lilith herself.”

      Conor remained stoic as he stood in front of my desk. It wasn’t the first time he’d tuned Declan out in the past several months, but it was the first time I actually took stock of it. The three of us, we’d always been thick as thieves, best friends since we were in primary school. Declan and I might have been closer, but Conor never had to question his value to me. “What else do you need?” he asked, his gaze intent on my face.

      “Add extra men to the wall. Vitucci won’t be far behind. They’ll come for her, and they won’t be alone.” I grimaced at the box. “But I don’t want war unless it comes to it. The head will be a peace offering. An olive branch.”

      “What?” Declan jumped to his feet. “Have you lost yer mind?”

      Conor took a step closer to my desk, but I lifted a hand to stop whatever he was about to do and just sat there, waiting to hear what the other man had to say.

      Declan glared down at me. “I didn’t say anything when you got confused about which head you should be thinking with where this hoor is concerned, but now you want to, what? Hug and be best mates with people who’ve been our enemies for decades?” He scoffed. “Take the balls outta yer eyes, Bain. This bealin’ bitch is going to get you killed, mate.”

      I had more willpower than I realized as I counted all the insults he’d tossed at Ciana. Slowly inhaling, I glanced at Conor. “Do you feel the same?”

      Conor was quiet for a moment, measuring his words before answering. “Sheena’s vendetta against Vitucci was something Cormac was against. If he thought there wasn’t a reason to pursue it, then we should have minded our own business and left them alone. But regardless of that, it’s your call. They are your blood, and she is your woman. My opinion doesn’t matter.”

      “How you two feel about this does actually matter,” I told him, somehow continuing to contain the rage vibrating through me. “And now that I know what you both think, I’m beginning to see a few things clearer.”

      “About time,” Conor said, meeting my gaze, that intensity back once again, and I wondered how long he’d been trying to tell me something but I just hadn’t wanted to listen.

      I tilted my head at him before shifting my eyes to Declan. Whatever he saw in my expression had the blood draining from his face. “Is he against me, Con?”

      “Ever wonder why Sheena liked him so much?” my third asked instead. “And did you notice that she didn’t throw too much of a fit after her wedding plans for you and Cori got terminated?”

      I hadn’t, because I didn’t care. Cori was nothing to me. I didn’t care who she was sleeping with or what she did as long as she stayed the hell away from me.

      “I was only fucking her for shits,” Declan dismissed with a strained laugh. “Bain don’t care, do ya, mate?”

      “That you were dicking Cori?” I shook my head. “Couldn’t have cared less, Dec. Calling my future wife a hoor and a bitch, that is another matter. Ciana is very perceptive. She disliked you on sight, which made me wonder why, when she tries to give everyone a chance.” I got to my feet, slowly, so as not to spook him. “You scared her.”

      “I scare lots of people. Comes with the territory when ya spend most of yer life killin’ people.” He folded his arms over his chest defensively, but now his hand was closer to the gun he always kept tucked into the top of his pants under his suit jacket. Since we were younger, he’d hated holsters, saying they were too much trouble. They wasted too much time for him to try to get his gun free when he really needed it. “I can’t help it if she’s sensitive.”

      “Did you know Sheena was going to take Ciana?” I asked, rounding the desk.

      “No,” he said, and I believed him, but something was off. The way he was standing was his tell. Only Conor and I knew that, though, because we knew him so well. Declan was like a brother to us both.

      “But you suspected she was up to something?”

      “No,” he answered, but this time, I could almost taste the lie. It was in the way his stance became more defensive, the fingers of his right hand inching closer to where his gun was hidden.

      “Did Cori give you reason to believe Sheena was planning something?”

      “Of course not,” he grunted. “It was just sex with Cori. We didn’t talk.”

      “Where was Cori when Sheena ambushed Ciana?” I directed the question at Declan, but it was Conor who answered.

      “Someone mentioned she was with Sheena at the time,” he told me. “She’s like Sheena’s pet, always following her around, yipping at her heels for attention. But I haven’t been able to confirm her location yet.”

      “And where was Dec at the time?” I murmured in a deceptively quiet voice, when I wanted to bellow the question. I’d called Declan’s cell, and he’d been out of breath. I’d been sure he was fucking someone at the time. If Cori was the one warming his bed, and it was possible Cori was with Sheena…

      “Were you in Ireland when I called you, mate?” I spat the word at him from between clenched teeth. “You and Conor came here while I was off searching for Sheena, but did you arrive together?”

      “I took a commercial flight with a few of my men,” Conor confirmed. “Declan was already here when I arrived.”

      Declan pulled his gun, pointing it first at me, then Conor, before quickly shifting it back to me again. “Who did you think Sheena was going to pick to take over once she got rid of you, Bain?” he taunted. “Not one of those half-wit cousins of yers, that’s for fucking sure.”

      The betrayal of my closest friend left a foul taste in my mouth, but that wasn’t what had me seeing red. “Were you there?” I gritted out, taking another step closer even though he had the gun pointed right at my head. “Did you watch Sheena torture Ciana?”

      “I was there,” he said with a smirk. “I watched as she lost a part of herself as Sheena chopped up the blonde. It made Cori so hot and wet, the way your little hoor withdrew into herself more and more. The smell of her burning flesh as Sheena touched the torch to her skin, strands of that red hair of hers flying all over the place. Cori dragged me out of the basement and fucked me on the stairs while Sheena finished up.”

      It was too much, the visual he put in my head of my beautiful Ciana being hurt while he sat back and watched. My best friend, who knew what she meant to me, should have protected her with his own life. The nightmare she’d gone through, and then I’d let him near her again today?

      With a roar, I charged him. His gun went off, but he was so shocked that I’d run at him, his hand shifted and the bullet hit the wall over my shoulder. I tackled Declan to the floor, and the gun went off again, right in my ear. The loudness of the blast had my ears ringing, the heat of the bullet firing from the end of the gun scalding the side of my face. I grabbed his wrist and twisted, causing the gun to go flying across the floor as I felt the bones snap beneath my fingers.

      “You filthy sonofabitch,” I snarled, feeling his front teeth snap with my first punch to his face. He kicked beneath me, trying to get free, but I only punched him harder. I couldn’t hear anything, but from the look on his face, he was screaming and cursing. My next blow connected with his temple, knocking him out.

      Behind me, more men came running into the room. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Conor motion for them to stay back, and I shifted my gaze back to the man who’d once been my best friend. But all I could see was Ciana’s face, the fear she must have felt shining out of her pretty eyes, and it turned me into a beast. The need to kill Declan with my bare hands was too strong.

      Getting to my knees, I looked down at the man who’d been by my side through literal hell, but who had betrayed me in the worst way by not protecting my woman when he could have. He was unconscious—the fucker always did have a glass jaw. Reaching down, I snapped his neck and stood, spitting on his dead body.

      Breathing hard, I glanced around at all of the men standing around gaping at what they’d just witnessed. “Conor,” I panted. Some of the ringing in one of my ears was fading, but I suspected the eardrum of the one the gun had gone off beside was ruptured. “Question all of his men. If they were with him, kill them all. I don’t care what their excuses are. No one who was there will continue to breathe the same air as my wife.”

      Conor glanced down dispassionately at the man who was once like a brother to us both. What had happened to him over the years? Was it greed, a power trip, or had Cori corrupted him?

      Whatever caused Declan to turn on me, his death would serve to show everyone that no one could go against me without facing the consequences.

      And if anyone tried to harm my Ciana, I would break their fucking necks as well.

      “You want me to box up his head too?” Conor asked with a lifted brow.

      “No.” I started to comb my fingers through my hair to get it out of my face, only to realize my knuckles were busted open, part of one of Declan’s front teeth sticking out of one. Grimacing, I pulled it out. “Chop him up and have his body delivered to Cori one piece at a time. Save the head for last. Put it in a freezer. I plan on delivering the head personally.”

      Let the bitch sweat it out. Fear every sound in the dark. Imagine every shadow behind her was me. Then she would get what she deserved for what had happened to Ciana.
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      Heart pounding, I sat upright in bed, glancing around frantically. For Nova. For Sheena. For Ryan. But the room was dark. Gulping in one deep lungful of air after another, I reached out blindly for Bain, needing his arms around me.

      When I didn’t feel him beside me, I found the lamp on the nightstand and clicked it on. Seeing that his side of the bed was empty, my heart dropped and tears filled my eyes. Swallowing the lump that filled my throat, I curled up into a ball in the middle of the bed and pulled his pillow to my chest, letting the tears run free.

      “Nova,” I whimpered as the memory of what had happened to her mixed with my nightmare replaying through my head. “N-Nova,” I sobbed. “P-please forgive me.”

      One of the babies kicked me, as if trying to soothe me, remind me that I wasn’t alone, but my heart hurt too much for it to do more than make me cry harder. My girls would never know how fiercely their Auntie Nova would have loved them. How much she would have spoiled them, made their lives better for having had her be a part of it.

      The pain of Nova’s loss only seemed to get worse with each day that passed. Every time I fell asleep, it was to wake up to the realization that she was gone, and it was like watching her be torn apart right in front of me all over again. That feeling alone was enough to make me not want to sleep.

      The feel of Bain’s body molding to mine from behind made me jerk in surprise, but I only turned over and buried my face in his chest, needing the comfort of his arms around me. The smell of sweat and something metallic filled my nose, but I didn’t pause to think about what it could be as I clung to him.

      “Don’t cry,” he pleaded, kissing the top of my head. “Whatever’s wrong, I’ll fix it. I promise.”

      “N-Nova,” I choked out her name. “Y-you can’t bring her back.”

      His arms tightened around me. “If I could, I would, mo chroí. I want to give you everything you need, but some things are out of my reach.”

      I wiped my nose on his shirt and started to get up. He reached out his hand to help me, and I caught sight of his bloody knuckles. “Bain!” I cried, touching my fingertips to the deepest of the gashes, all other thoughts leaving my head the moment I saw he was hurt. They were still bleeding, but at least they looked as if they had been cleaned. “What happened?”

      He pulled his hand free to fix the pillows so they were cushioned behind my back before helping me lean against them. “I had to take care of a problem concerning Declan.”

      I couldn’t help shuddering at just the mention of his name. “So, he won’t be coming around anymore?” He clenched his jaw, not answering me, and that only made me angry. “You promised he wouldn’t be in the house anymore. I guess I should have expected you to lie about that, given you’ve done nothing but lie to me.”

      Hazel eyes locked with mine. “I have never and will never break any promise I make to you, Ciana. Declan won’t come near you again, because I broke his fucking neck less than an hour ago.”

      “You broke…his neck?” He shrugged, and I grabbed his hand again, offering him comfort for the loss of his friend. Even if he was the one who had taken his life. “But… I didn’t mean for you to kill him. I just didn’t want him around me or the babies once they were born.”

      Bain turned his hand over in mine, rubbing his thumb over my palm in a way that was oddly soothing. “He confessed that he was there when Sheena hurt you,” he gritted out.

      His face was blank, but he couldn’t quite hide the pain and betrayal swirling around like storm clouds in his camo eyes. Without second-guessing myself, I cupped his scruffy jaw, the need to comfort him only growing. He closed his eyes, leaning into my touch as if it was all that was keeping him tethered to the world.

      “I might have let him live for going against me, but he was there. He let Sheena burn you, kill your little Nova right in front of you.” He turned his head and kissed my palm. “I couldn’t let him live after that.”

      “I’m sorry he betrayed you,” I whispered as I tried to comprehend the full magnitude of what Bain had done because of me. He’d actually killed his friend for no other reason than Declan was there when someone else harmed me. It was crazy, but for some reason, it made me think he might actually love me after all.

      Maybe.

      Damn it, I was losing my mind. It had to be pregnancy hormones turning me inside out because I was actually touched that Bain had killed someone for me.

      Needing to get my mind on something else, I pointed at his knuckles. “These two need stitches. Especially this one.” I pulled his hand closer for a better look. “What happened here? It looks like you were stabbed.”

      “His teeth broke off when I punched him,” he said, letting me examine his injuries without flinching. If I’d done this to one of my brothers, they would have complained about me nagging them until Mama told them to shut up before she took them to the hospital. The threat of a hospital—or, worse, a shot—had always worked like magic on those three.

      Guilt swamped me as I thought of Vito and Bennie, and I pushed Bain’s hand away. Disappointment flashed in his eyes for a moment, but I ignored the puppy-dog eyes as I got out of bed and waddled into the bathroom to get the first aid kit I’d seen earlier. My stomach got bigger by the day—at times, it felt as if it grew by the freaking hour—and it would only get less comfortable with each passing week.

      I washed my hands then returned to the bed where Bain was sitting on the edge, watching me hungrily. Dressed in one of his T-shirts that fit me like a tent and sleep pants, my hair in tangles, and my face completely devoid of makeup, I knew I looked like a hot mess. Yet he was looking at me like he was starving.

      I rolled my eyes as I set the kit on the bed beside him. “Stop it.”

      “Stop what, mo chroí?” he asked innocently.

      “Stop looking at me like I’m your last meal,” I snipped as I opened an alcohol swab. The gashes appeared to have been cleaned already, but I’d bet just about anything it hadn’t been done right. Maybe I shouldn’t have cared, though. He’d shot my brothers the day before, so no one would blame me if I let him get an infection. Who would care if he lost his hand or, worse…died?

      I would.

      Not just our daughters, but me.

      Sighing, I picked up his hand and started cleaning it.

      “I can’t,” he muttered after a moment, confusing me.

      “Can’t what?” I asked, distracted. If these were really from Declan’s teeth breaking off, then he must have shattered the guy’s mouth.

      “I can’t stop looking at you like that. You are, without a doubt, the most beautiful woman I’ve ever set eyes on. The day I don’t look at you like I want to devour you is the day they put me in the ground.” He grasped my waist with his free hand, pulling me between his spread thighs. Carefully, he guided me down to sit on his leg and buried his face in my neck. My body instantly reacted to his touch, the feel of his nose skimming up to my ear, his lips brushing over my sensitive flesh. It had been an eternity since we were last together, and I ached for him. “From the first moment I saw your picture, I wanted you. I went back to my penthouse and jacked off until my cock was raw to that picture. But it didn’t help. I only craved you more.”

      “And you didn’t think for even two seconds to approach me like a normal person?” I huffed. “Like maybe bumping into me somewhere and starting up a conversation? Asking me on a date?”

      He lifted his head and met my gaze. “Would you have gone to dinner with me, my beauty? Even if I’d come up to you and told you point-blank who I really was, not Torin Kennedy, but Bain O’Farrell. Would you have given me a chance?”

      “No,” I answered honestly, not even bothering to pretend to think about it. “Because I was taught to fear that name.”

      “Exactly,” he muttered unhappily.

      “But I would have wanted to,” I admitted. “I would have thought about you nonstop, just as I did when I met you on the island. That first night, after I left you on the balcony, I couldn’t get you out of my head. Even the next morning, you were still on my mind. It drove me crazy, because I’ve never had a reaction like that to anyone. So, no, I wouldn’t have accepted a date with you if you’d asked me out. But if you’d been persistent, shown me that you wanted me and not to hurt those I care about, then I would have eventually given in.”

      “Did you learn nothing about me during our time on the island, mo chroí?” he asked with a grim smile. “I am not a patient man. Working to wear you down would have taken way too long.”

      A snort escaped me before I could stop myself. “I like to think I learned a lot about you, but it turned out that it was all an illusion.”

      “No,” he denied vehemently. Cupping my chin, he tilted my head back until our gazes locked. “No, Ciana. You saw the real me like no one else ever has. With you, I can be myself. The me that not a single other person has ever been privileged enough to even glimpse. Not even my da.”

      My heart did that flutter thing, and I knew I was weakening even more where he was concerned. “You didn’t want to take the time to work for me, so you lied and betrayed me? And what about Cori?” Just saying her name pissed me off. That was good, because I needed to remember my anger. It was safer. “How long were you with her? When did you stop fucking her and decided I was all you wanted, or did you ever stop?”

      “You think I would be with anyone else once I’d experienced perfection?” he asked incredulously. “I ended things with Cori after I saw your picture. All I wanted then, all I will ever want until the day I take my last breath, is you. My heart is yours, and so is my cock.”

      “I-I don’t believe you.”

      He dropped his hand from my face to my belly. “Liar,” he teased, lifting my nightshirt to caress the taut flesh just under my navel. Like they had earlier, two of the babies kicked against his hand, making him smile. “Even the babies don’t believe you, mo chroí.”

      “Whatever,” I huffed, grasping his hand none too gently as I started cleaning it once again.

      I could feel his gaze on my face, but I couldn’t look at him. My emotions were all over the place, and I didn’t know if I could actually blame it all on pregnancy hormones. I had been this fucked up over this man before I even found out I was going to have his children. If I was completely honest, even if it was with no one but myself, I would admit that I had been fucked up the moment I’d set eyes on him.

      The pure vulnerability I’d witnessed as he’d stood on the balcony thinking he was all alone was something I would never forget. The way his shoulders had hunched and he’d dropped his head, as if he needed a break from holding the world up all on his own… Yeah, that twisted at something deep in my heart every time I remembered it.

      “I was impatient to win your heart,” he murmured after nearly a full minute had elapsed, pulling my gaze back to his face. “But that doesn’t mean I thought you weren’t worth the work. If I could do it all over again, I would change everything. Not just how we met, but…” He blew out a heavy sigh. “Everything.”

      I picked up a few of the butterfly bandages from the first aid kit and placed one on the worst of the gashes. “Thank you,” I whispered, putting my full attention into closing his wound with the sticking strips. “If nothing else, thank you for that much, at least.”

      His grunt was self-deprecating. “You shouldn’t thank me for something I can’t give you.”

      “Maybe it’s the thought that counts,” I muttered, finishing up bandaging his hand. Once the last butterfly bandage was in place, I stood and began gathering the trash and the kit.

      “Thoughts don’t count, though,” he argued, grabbing my elbow when I would have turned away. “Because if they did, you would have already forgiven me, and we both know you haven’t.”

      “No,” I agreed. “I haven’t, and I doubt I ever will.”

      His face twisted with pain. “Why?” he rasped. “What do I have to do to earn your forgiveness?”

      “I don’t trust you. I could never fully trust you because I’ll always be questioning if your loyalty is to Sheena or me.” I tugged my arm free, and he released me, albeit reluctantly. “I want our girls to grow up knowing their father, so I know we will always have to work together for their sake, but I’ll always be wondering what she will try to do next. To hurt Ryan. To hurt me. To hurt our babies. And frankly, I don’t trust you to have our children’s best interests at heart when it comes to her and anyone I care about.”

      His eyes darkened. “You think I would choose Sheena over you or our daughters?”

      I just stood there, staring down at him, letting my eyes answer for me.

      Bain muttered a curse under his breath before holding his hand out, almost imploringly. “And if I proved that you are the most important person in my life? That Sheena is nothing you will ever have to worry about again?”

      I lifted my shoulder in a half shrug. “I can’t see how you could make that happen.”

      “We’ll see, mo chroí.”
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      “When you said Sheena wouldn’t ever be an issue again, I didn’t imagine you had this in mind,” I whisper-shouted as I gazed down at the open hatbox in…

      Disgust?

      Fear?

      Fascination?

      I couldn’t decide what I was feeling as I picked up a pen from Bain’s desk and used it to poke at Sheena’s head. The odor coming from it was something a person never would forget, no matter how long it was since the last time they’d smelled it. I remembered it well from nursing school and the few times a dead body had been brought into the ER during my emergency room clinical rotation.

      The level of decomposition suggested Sheena had been dead for several days, not less than eighteen hours, but Bain had confessed that he’d put that bullet hole in his great-grandmother’s head himself right after we’d arrived at the castle. Given that he’d been so confident that I would trust him about never worrying about Sheena again, I kind of did believe he was telling the truth about shooting his dear old granny.

      “Well?”

      I had to force my eyes away from the pure horror of the old woman’s face to look at Bain. “Well, what?”

      He took the pen from my hand and tossed it into the wastebasket beside the desk. “Do you believe me now?”

      “It’s kind of hard not to trust you regarding Sheena, given that she’s burning in hell right now.”

      “I wanted to gift you her head for what she put you through, but it’s also my vow of loyalty.” He gently grasped my upper arms, pulling me into his big body. His brow softened as he touched one hand to my thick waist. “To you and the babies. The four of you will always come first to me.”

      Unconsciously, I leaned into his touch. “The next time you decide to gift me a dead body, I think pictures will be sufficient.”

      He grinned. “I will definitely keep that in mind, mo chroí.”

      “I’m beginning to see you have an overly dramatic flair to you, Mr. O’Farrell,” I said dryly. “You enjoy surprising people with the extremely unexpected.”

      “Only when it comes to you, my beauty,” he murmured, lowering his head to touch his lips to the top of my head.

      I savored his affection for a moment before pulling away, feeling guilty all over again for wanting his embrace, his warmth, his love when he very well could have killed my brothers. As I turned away, I heard his heavy exhale and knew I’d disappointed him.

      “You said the doctor and his staff were coming today?” I reminded him.

      “Yes, Brody should have already shown them into the great room.” He touched the small of my back as we left the office. “Do you like the house?” he asked when he saw me glancing up at a painting as we passed it.

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “That doesn’t tell me if you like it or not.”

      I shrugged. “Under different circumstances, I’m sure I would have loved living here.”

      Bain clenched his jaw but remained silent. By the tension in his shoulders, I could tell he was angry, but I’d only given him the truth. There had already been enough lies between us for me to add more now. If we were going to pull off the whole co-parenting thing without killing each other, we had to be one-hundred-percent honest with each other, even about the little things.

      For the next two hours, we sat in the great room discussing the care plan for the rest of my pregnancy. My doctor was a woman, just like the midwife and the NP were, which didn’t surprise me with how possessive Bain tended to be. They were all surprised by my extensive knowledge until I explained my career choice and where I’d worked the last few years.

      Dr. Rose considered that I knew both the good and bad things to expect, a blessing and a curse at the same time. Just how complicated the situation was with any or all of the babies was something I worried about on an hourly basis, not just randomly throughout the day. At times, I’d sat in the darkness of my room back at the compound, silently freaking out about what could go wrong. Which could only lead to complications of its own. Something I was all too aware of as well but was helpless to stop myself from doing.

      After a full exam, Dr. Rose and her staff left, assuring me I was doing beautifully and that they would be back the following week. She wanted me to come in for an ultrasound soon, but for now, everything was going better than she thought it would be, considering how adamant Bain had been about taking the utmost care of the babies and me.

      She’d laughed as she and her staff stood to go. “With how desperate Mr. Kennedy’s associate made everything sound, I was expecting to find you barely able to move for risk of miscarrying. I’m glad to see it was just a typical man overreacting.”

      Throughout the entire visit, Bain had been very vocal, asking question upon question, making sure every base was covered. Including if we could have sex or not. But when Dr. Rose had said she thought it would be safest if we forwent penetrative intercourse, I’d expected him to have been disappointed. Instead, he’d been understanding, maybe even relieved.

      I was more disappointed than he was, and that pissed me off.

      It wasn’t like I was going to sleep with him. No way. He shot my brothers, damn it.

      And I was disappointed—no, I assured myself, I was mad—because apparently, he didn’t want to have sex with me. The way he looked at me must be all for show, to make me think he wanted me, but really, he probably couldn’t stomach the thought of seeing me naked. With my big belly, wider hips, and the burns that were going to leave scars, I was anything but sexy to him. The relief that flashed in his eyes had been hard to miss.

      I wasn’t disappointed.

      Or hurt.

      I was so mad, I excused myself and went to our room, wanting away from him before I did something I would regret. Like smack him.

      Or cry.

      For the rest of that day and the next, I steered clear of him, avoiding him as much as possible. When he asked if something was wrong, I only told him I was tired, which was true. I was exhausted. But every time I closed my eyes to try to sleep, I was jerked awake by the nightmares.

      Even though I knew Sheena could no longer hurt me, her laughter as she did what she’d done to Nova haunted my dreams. The lack of sleep was making me nauseated, and I woke up on the third day and had to quickly stumble to the bathroom. But I didn’t make it to the toilet before being violently sick. I wasn’t sure if it was from how tired I was, or if it was because I couldn’t stomach the sound of Sheena’s cackling in my head anymore.

      Sobbing, I bent in half, retching. My knees felt weak—from lack of sleep or the violence of being ill, I wasn’t sure—but I felt myself falling and cried out in distress, knowing I didn’t have the energy to stop myself.

      Bain’s arms caught me. “I have you, mo chroí,” he panted, scooping me up.

      I couldn’t answer because I was too busy throwing up…all over him. The sight and smell normally wouldn’t have bothered me. I was a nurse, for fuck’s sake. I’d handled far worse when I’d done my clinicals during nursing school and hadn’t gagged once. But I was so embarrassed that I’d just puked all over him, my stomach heaved again in protest.

      He didn’t even seem fazed by it as he carried me into the shower. There was a bench against one wall, and he carefully sat me down. “What can I do to help you?” he asked, sounding almost helpless. I didn’t think he’d ever taken care of a sick person before in his life.

      “Washcloth,” I gasped, leaning my head against the cool, tiled wall. “Dampened with cold water.”

      He straightened and pulled his shirt over his head, tossing it aside, not seeming to notice the smell as he rushed to do as I’d instructed. Moments later, he touched the cool cloth to my cheek, and I took it from him, cleaning myself off while he crouched in front of me. When he touched my leg, I noticed his hands were trembling.

      “Should I call Dr. Rose?” His voice was almost as shaky as his hands. I shook my head, and he only seemed to get more upset. “Are you sure? You’re so pale, and these dark shadows under your eyes look like someone has beaten you. Did you get any sleep at all last night?”

      “Where were you last night?” I asked, my voice hoarse from all the vomiting. Except for that first night when he’d shown up with bloody knuckles, he hadn’t even tried to sleep in the same bed once since we’d arrived, and I didn’t know how I felt about that. I wanted to say I would have screamed and kicked him out of the master bedroom, but honestly, I wasn’t sure I would have. Other than to check on me before I fell asleep or first thing the next morning, he’d kept his distance from the bedroom.

      I didn’t want to admit that I wanted his arms around me. I didn’t think I could sleep peacefully without him holding me. But I feared that was the only way the nightmares would leave me alone so I could get some rest. The last time I’d actually slept was when I’d fallen asleep in his arms on the trip from New York to Montreal. That felt like eons ago rather than mere days.

      He grimaced. “We’re about to have company. I’ve been preparing for our guests.”

      “Guests?” I squeaked, sitting up a little straighter despite how nauseated I still felt.

      His face tightened. “My sources tell me your family is only a few hours away. We have a few things to discuss before their arrival.” When I just sat there staring at him in bewilderment, he took the washcloth from me and started wiping me off again. “Do you want a shower? I can help you…” His jaw turned to granite. “At least I’ll try.”

      I didn’t know which I was more stunned to hear. That my family was on their way, or that he actually wanted to help me shower. Needing a moment to prepare myself for what the arrival of my family might mean, I shook my head. “I-I think I can take it from here.”

      Conflicting emotions crossed his face, but he gave a nod and straightened once again. “If you need anything, I’ll just be in the bedroom.”

      I waited until the door shut behind him before moving. Which members of my family were coming? Of course Papa would come for me, but would…Ryan?

      My stomach heaved again, and I didn’t think I had the strength to see my honorary twin yet. He’d been so busy since Nova’s death that we hadn’t had time to talk, so he didn’t know my part in everything. But if he came, and realized exactly who Bain was to me, then there would be no keeping the truth from him any longer.

      Oh God, he would know it was my fault Nova was dead.

      She’d been everything to him. His life revolved around her. And if it weren’t for me, she might still be alive.

      Tears poured down my face as I showered, my nausea and exhaustion only escalating as I struggled to do the smallest tasks. I barely had any hair left now, but my arms felt like they weighed fifty pounds each as I washed it.

      By the time I dried off, I was stumbling around. My robe was hanging on the back of the bathroom door, and I fumbled with the belt as I walked into the bathroom, my hair still dripping because I had no strength left even to towel-dry it.

      “When will they be here?” I asked as I waddled to the bed and sat down.

      Bain stood by the window, looking out over the courtyard, his hands thrust deep into his pockets. He hadn’t put on a clean shirt yet, so he was just in his shoes and slacks. He looked like a statue standing there, his shoulders so tight with tension they could have been carved from rock. Seeing the tattoo on his back, I was reminded of the moment when I realized who he was, and a tear spilled from my eye. I quickly dashed it away before he could turn to see me crying.

      “They are about three hours out,” he said after a moment, turning to face me. “Are you feeling better?”

      “It’s just lack of sleep,” I said with a shrug. Even that felt like it took too much effort, wasting what little strength I still possessed. “I need all the rest I can get because the babies suck all my energy, but I can’t sleep.”

      His face darkened with concern. “Should we ask Dr. Rose to prescribe you something to help you sleep?”

      “Getting to sleep isn’t the issue. It’s what happens when I close my eyes.” When he just stood there looking confused, I got frustrated with him. “The nightmares, Bain. I can’t sleep because every time I drift off, I’m haunted by what happened.”

      Understanding dawned in his eyes. “But you have nothing to fear from Sheena now, mo chroí. I’ve eliminated the evil she wanted to infect you with.”

      “It doesn’t matter that she’s dead. What she did is still locked in my head. It’s not just what she did to me physically, damn it. She took Nova from me… From Ryan.”

      My voice caught on his name, causing Bain’s already stiff posture to harden even more. “Why does it hurt you more that he lost her, than you did?” he gritted out.

      I looked up at him for a long moment, trying to figure out if he was upset or if he just didn’t comprehend why Ryan hurting was more painful for me than my own pain alone. Something in his voice threw me off, made me unable to decipher which it was, so I tried to explain it to him. “Because his pain is mine. That’s what happens when you really love and care about someone. When they hurt, so do you. Their loss is your own. I’m mourning the death of my loved one, but I’m also feeling the agony the person I love the most is experiencing.”

      “The person you…love…the most.” He repeated it slowly, enunciating each word, and I knew. It wasn’t that he hadn’t comprehended why it hurt me more that Ryan had lost Nova than my own loss of my beloved cousin. He wasn’t just upset. Now he was practically vibrating with rage. “Ryan Vitucci is the person you love most?”

      Bain’s obvious anger only spiked my own. “Yes, of course he is. Ryan is my best friend. I would do anything for him.”

      “But the same can’t be said for me? You wouldn’t do anything for me?” He lifted a brow at me, taunting me to answer. “You no longer love me?”

      “No,” I snapped. “The same cannot be said for you. Ryan has done nothing but show me how much I mean to him our entire lives. I know that he loves me. That he would put his own life on the line to protect me. Just as I would for him.”

      “He’s coming here to take you away from me,” he growled. “You’re not going with him. You’re mine now. He can’t have you.”

      “Okay, one—I’ll go wherever the fuck I please. And two—you are making this sound incredibly disgusting.” I touched my stomach as it started to roil again. “Ryan is my cousin, my honorary twin. I consider him just as much my brother as Zayne, Vito, or Bennie. You’re making it seem like…like…” I gagged.

      “I didn’t mean it that way,” he muttered, rubbing his hands over his jaw in frustration. The scruff had only gotten thicker the last few days. I kind of liked it, not that I was going to tell him that. But it was definitely unlike Bain to go without shaving for more than a day. “He’s going to try to take you from me, Ciana.”

      When I continued to sit there, unspeaking, unmoving, just staring up at him, he exploded. “You won’t go with him. Do I make myself clear? If you even think about it—”

      “What?” I demanded. “You’ll what?”

      “I’ll kill him.”

      Everything inside me went cold. “No, you won’t,” I denied. “Killing him would only start a war. If they really are all coming for me, then you must know it would only lead to a free-for-all. If anything happens to Ryan, Anya will kill everyone.”

      “That’s a risk I’m willing to take to keep you with me,” he said in a cold tone. “But are you willing to take it?”

      “I-I…”

      “This place is impenetrable. No one comes or goes unless I give the word. Ryan will be the only one allowed inside when they get here. And I will put a sniper on him from the moment he steps inside the property walls.” He crossed his arms over his chest and cocked his head slightly to the right, almost smirking at me. Because the asshole knew he had me right where he wanted me. “You even suggest that you’re going to leave with him, and it’s over. He will have a bullet in his head the minute you take a single step in his direction.”

      “No, please,” I whispered, blinking back tears. “Bain, don’t do this. Don’t threaten him. Don’t… Don’t make me hate you more than I already do.”

      He flinched. “I don’t want your hate, mo chroí. Only your love. But if I can’t have that, then at least I will still have you.”

      I closed my eyes. “Ryan will never just leave me here.”

      “He will if you convince him we’re madly in love and want to live our lives in peace.” I lifted my lashes to find him staring down at me intently. “Make him believe that we are playing happy family, Ciana. I think I’ve proven to you by now that I don’t like games. When I say I will do something, I do it. War means nothing to me. Keeping you with me, that is all that matters. I’ll kill anyone who tries to take you from me. Including your precious Ryan.”

      “You’re a monster,” I whispered, losing the battle against my tears. “You wonder why I hate you? You’re nothing but a sick monster just like Sheena.”

      His face drained of color. “Mo chroí—”

      “Stop calling me that!” I screamed. If I’d had the energy, I would have jumped to my feet and punched him in the face. But as it was, it was all I could do not to pass out while sitting down. “You lost the right to call me that a long time ago, but to threaten Ryan like this… I hate you!”

      “No,” he denied, desperation thick in his voice, making it even harsher than it had been only moments ago when he was threatening my loved one. “You just hate that you love me.”

      “I hate you.” It came out like a vow, my voice clear and cold as I glared up at him. “If it weren’t for Ryan, I would—”

      “Say his name again, mo chroí,” he dared, bending so we were closer. Jealous possessiveness flashed in his eyes. “Say it, and I promise his head will be in the next box I bring to you before I have it delivered to his mother.”

      “Bastard,” I spat at him, my heart breaking all over again. Why did I continue to let him have the power to hurt me? “And you wonder why I hate you? You’re nothing but a sick monster, just like Sheena.”

      “I’m the monster she made me.” He turned away from me. “But this monster loves you.”

      “Someone once told me there is a fine line between love and obsession. Both had the potential to consume a person. But while love is selfless, obsession is nothing but selfish. What you feel for me, that’s not love, Bain. You don’t do these things to someone you claim to love.” I watched his head lower, his chin nearly touching his chest. “All you care about is yourself. Even the health of these babies and me, it’s all for your own sake, not ours. What I want, or need, that doesn’t even cross your mind, does it?”

      He was quiet for a long moment before lifting his head and turning to face me. “Believe what you want, mo chroí. I don’t wish to argue with you about it. Get dressed and come downstairs. We have to be prepared to show a united front when your family arrives.”
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      With each tick of the clock, I knew Vitucci got closer, and my need to lock Ciana away so that she could never leave me only escalated. Somehow, I controlled myself enough not to cuff her to our bed, but fuck, it was hard.

      Two hours after I left her in our room, she finally graced me with her presence. Dressed in one of the designer maternity dresses I’d purchased for her online, and her hair styled as much as the length permitted, she looked achingly beautiful. My cock turned rock hard as soon as she entered the room. The only way I’d been able to keep from constantly touching her over the past few days was by avoiding her.

      But even though I knew she was under the same roof as me, the distance was becoming too much for me. I felt as if I would start climbing the walls at any time if she was even in the next room.

      Was that love or obsession?

      What she’d said earlier came back to me, and I gritted my teeth. It was true. I was obsessed with her, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t in love with her.

      I just didn’t know how to show her my love. No one had taken the time to show me how a man loved a woman. My own parents, what little I could remember of them being together, had not had a good marriage. My mother had constantly voiced how much she hated my father. Why they got married in the first place was beyond me. No doubt it had been a power move, the O’Brion family wanting to strengthen their control.

      The shadows under Ciana’s eyes were a testament to how poor of a job I’d done taking care of her. When we’d met with Dr. Rose, I’d been hit all over again with just how much danger I’d put her and the babies in. My need to tie her to me with a child had been so selfish that now the four beings who owned my fucking soul were at risk. Dr. Rose’s assurance that everything was going even better than she would have hoped for had been such a relief, I’d nearly wept.

      But since then, it seemed Ciana’s health had only gone downhill. She’d been violently ill that morning, and she walked so slowly, it was painfully obvious she was struggling with her energy level. The anger flashing out of her eyes like twin pyres, however, told me to tread carefully.

      I regretted everything I’d said to her earlier. I never should have threatened Ryan, no matter how jealous I was of him. But apparently I had no restraint where anyone else was concerned when it came to Ciana’s heart. Hearing her say he was the one she loved most, even knowing that she only meant as a family member and not as a lover, was too much for me.

      She was correct in saying I was selfish. I wanted all of her love for myself. The mere thought of any part of her heart belonging to anyone but me and our babies was unbearable. Fuck, the only reason I could deal with her loving our children was because they were equal parts of the both of us, which meant she was loving an extension of me.

      “Any word on how much longer before they arrive?” were the first words out of her mouth as she eased herself into one of the chairs in front of my desk.

      “Conor said they had an ETA of twenty minutes,” I informed her.

      Wrapping her arms around her extended belly, she gave a nod. “Okay, then.”

      I grabbed the ring box off the desk and walked over to her. Pulling out the ring, I took her left hand and slid it onto her third finger. Seeing my paternal grandmother’s ring on her finger eased something deep inside me, and I nearly smiled until I saw the expression on her face.

      She looked down at her hand like I’d just wrapped a snake around her finger instead of an engagement ring. Her brown eyes were wide, a mixture of hurt and disgust shining out of them as she held out her hand like she was afraid it would bite her if she weren’t careful.

      Then she looked up at me, and those flaming pyres only flashed hotter. “You dare to put this ring on my hand?” she demanded between clenched teeth. Suddenly, tears filled her eyes, gutting me. “H-how could you disrespect me like this? Fuck, how can you still have the power to hurt me even after everything else you’ve put me through?”

      I didn’t understand anything she was saying. I got that I’d hurt her earlier by threatening Ryan, but how was I hurting her now? “You don’t like it?” I’d wanted to put that ring on her hand practically from day one. This ring was special, or so my da had always said. It was meant for soul mates, and no one else. It was why he had never given it to my mother. His parents had supposedly been madly in love, and his greatest wish was that I found someone I loved as much as his own da had loved his ma.

      “Do you think I’m stupid?” she hissed, pulling the ring off her hand and tossing it at my chest as her tears spilled over her lashes.

      My hand fisted around it. “Of course I don’t think you are stupid!”

      “Then why the fuck would you give me someone else’s ring?” she cried.

      “I thought you liked family heirlooms,” I tried to explain.

      “You really do think I’m stupid,” she seethed. “There is no way in hell I’m wearing the ring you were going to give to Cori!”

      “What?” I bellowed. “You think I would have given this to that cunt?”

      “I know you were going to,” she shot back, scrubbing a hand over her damp cheeks. “Sheena showed it to me and told me you were planning on giving it to Cori, when she showed up on the island to let me in on your little game.”

      I opened my hand to look down at the ring. “This ring? You’re sure?”

      “It’s hard to forget seeing the most beautiful ring I’d ever set eyes on, Bain,” she huffed. “Sheena told me how it was your paternal grandmother’s and that you always wanted to give it to the woman you loved. She was particularly gleeful as she flashed it at me, making sure the overhead lighting caught all the diamonds just right. She said you were going to give it to Cori.”

      “I have wanted to give it to the woman I love,” I confirmed. “But it was always meant for you, mo chroí. Never for Cori. I would have melted this ring down to nothing before I ever allowed it to touch that bitch’s hand. This ring was in my own personal safe back in Ireland. No one knew the combination except… Declan.” I cursed his name. That motherfucker really had done nothing but screw me over. “He must have gotten it out of the safe for her.”

      Hearing his name, she stiffened. “You…really wouldn’t have given it to her?” she asked hesitantly, her gaze locked on my open hand and the ring glittering in the light.

      “No, my beauty.” I picked up her left hand. “See?” I murmured softly as I slid it into place once again. “A perfect fit. It’s never been altered or resized. It was meant for you.”

      Ciana licked her bottom lip nervously. “What does this mean exactly? Do you…want to get married?”

      “Did you actually think we wouldn’t get married?” I asked with a laugh. “I’ve done nothing but try to find ways to tie you to me for eternity, mo chroí. Of course I want to marry you. I love you.”

      “You love me, but you don’t want me,” she muttered under her breath.

      “What?” I tightened my hand around her fingers. “Why would you say such a thing? Of course I want you.”

      She tugged her hand free and leaned back in her chair. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll marry you for the sake of the babies.”

      Pain sliced through me like a hot knife through butter, a lump filling my throat. I should have been glad she wasn’t refusing to marry me, but I wanted her as my wife because she loved me and couldn’t live without me, needed me just as desperately as I did her.

      “I wonder, though,” she said, rubbing both of her palms over her belly. “What will their last names be? Will we give them the O’Farrell name, or will they be Kennedys?”

      I cleared my throat. “It will be safer for them to use the Kennedy name. They will still have to have a security detail, but it won’t be nearly as dangerous for them as it would be for the world to know them as Bain O’Farrell’s children.”

      She grimaced. “I’ve lived that life. The security guards who change every year or so. You try not to get attached to them because they are only doing a job, but it’s kind of hard not to when you spend more time with your guards than your own family at times. Worrying about who is watching you, taking your picture. Which tabloid you’ll end up in this week or whose hit list you’ve landed on for no other reason than who your parents are.”

      “The guards are a necessary evil to keep them safe, mo chroí.”

      “Yeah,” she said with a dry, humorless laugh. “I get it. Really, I do. I just wish I could give them a life of not having to look over their shoulder constantly. One where they get a little more privacy than I had. A chance to grow up without worry or fear of the shadows that will surround them just because they were misfortunate enough to be born into such an ugly world.”

      I crouched down in front of her. Taking her left hand, I lifted it to my lips, kissing the ring on her finger. “You’re only thinking of the darker side. We can give them more of the beauty than the ugly.”

      “How?” she choked out. “No matter if they are Kennedy or O’Farrell or Donati, the world will always be watching, judging, making their lives miserable. There will always be some nutcase who either has a vendetta or wants to extort money or—”

      I pressed my thumb to her lips to stop her flow of words. “I will protect them and you. I just need you to trust me. By this time next year, everything will be in place, and you won’t have to worry about their safety or their happiness.”

      Her brows pulled together, but just as she started to speak, there was a hard tap on my office door. “Boss,” Brody called. “They’re about a mile out.”

      “Oh God,” she whispered as tears filled her eyes. “I-I don’t know if I can do this.”

      “You’re not leaving me!” I snapped, scared that I was about to lose her. “Remember what I said.”

      Anger replaced her tears. “That wasn’t what I meant, asshole. But yeah, I remember exactly what you said. Don’t worry. I’ll make Ryan think you’re the love of my life.”

      “I am the love of your life,” I told her as I straightened and then helped her to her feet. “You’re just too pissed at me right now to admit it.”

      “Do you want to argue with me, or do you want to go out there and convince my cousin that we’re a blissfully happy couple?” she snipped. “I want to get this over with so I can go back to bed.”

      I grasped her elbow as she started to turn away from me. “Are you sure we shouldn’t call Dr. Rose?”

      “If I thought there was a reason to call her, I would say so.” She pulled away. “I’m fine. Now, do you mind? I don’t want your sniper getting trigger-happy.”

      As she walked away, I wanted to tell her that I hadn’t done what I’d threatened. There would be no sniper trained on Ryan. I didn’t want her to hate me more than she already did. But my fear that she would actually decide to leave with Ryan if there was no threat to his life kept my mouth shut.
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      I tried to prevent myself from trembling as Ryan stood at the bottom of the steps, making sure to keep my gaze locked on him and not look around for any sign of the sniper who could end my cousin’s life at any moment. Every person inside these walls had been brainwashed for decades by Sheena to hate Ryan Vitucci, so they probably were begging for a chance to be the one to kill him.

      I couldn’t let that happen.

      Ryan looked terrible. The dark circles under his eyes were worse than my own. In just a few days, he’d noticeably lost weight, his face looking gaunt and gray. I wanted to hug him, tell him how sorry I was, and beg him to forgive me.

      Beside me, Bain rubbed his hand over my belly, and I nearly rolled my eyes at the way he was staking his claim. He couldn’t wait two minutes before throwing it in Ryan’s face that he basically owned me now.

      “How are my brothers?” I asked as soon as I trusted my voice not to crack.

      “Vito is fine. He was released from the hospital the same day. Bennie…”

      My heart stopped, and I took a single step away from Bain, unable to be so close to him if I was about to find out he’d actually killed my brother. But he grabbed me before I could get far, and I remembered his threat that he would have Ryan shot if I made so much as a move in his direction. “No, please,” I half sobbed, not sure if I was begging more for Bennie to be alive or for Bain not to kill Ryan.

      “He lost a lot of blood,” Ryan rushed to assure me. “He had to have surgery, and it was touch and go for the first twenty-four hours, but he finally came around yesterday. He should make a full recovery.”

      My relief was so intense, I sagged against Bain. “Thank God.”

      “I told you I didn’t kill him,” Bain muttered, sounding almost annoyed that we were even talking about this. “The idiot shouldn’t have gotten in my way. I wouldn’t have had to shoot him if he had just let me have you.”

      “Shut up!” I yelled, slapping my hands against his chest. He might not have killed Bennie, but he very easily could have. “Just shut up.”

      Bain caught my hands, pulling them behind my back as he grinned down at me. “We’ve already had this conversation, mo chroí. Sheathe those claws before your beloved cousin thinks you don’t want to be here.”

      The gleam in his eyes reminded me of the present danger to Ryan, and I instantly went still, fear making my muscles tighten.

      “Has he hurt you?” Ryan demanded.

      I closed my eyes for a brief moment at the look that filled Bain’s hazel eyes. “I would never harm her,” he growled in offense.

      “Bullshit,” I muttered under my breath before forcing my expression to go neutral and turning to face Ryan. “He hasn’t physically hurt me in any shape or form.” I sucked in a steadying breath, knowing that what was about to happen next would cost me Ryan forever. “Ryan, I’ve decided to stay. After what happened to Nova…” Just saying her name made tears fill my eyes. “I keep seeing her, Ry. Lying on that table… I can hear Sheena cackling like a hyena as she did those horrible, horrible things. I can’t sleep because of it.”

      Beside me, Bain touched his hand to the small of my back, rubbing soothingly before wrapping his arms around me and pressing his lips to my temple. “It’s okay, mo chroí. You’re safe now, I swear it.”

      Needing the comfort, I clung to him, wishing that everything was so much different from the reality of the entire situation.

      “You want to stay here?” Ryan demanded incredulously. “Ciana, he’s just as bad as Sheena. He—”

      Sensing Bain’s growing tension, I quickly cut my cousin off. “Ryan, please. I want to be here. It’s better for everyone.”

      “Who is it better for?” he yelled, finally releasing his frustration. He took a step forward, but two guards grabbed his arms, stopping him before he could get to the first step.

      “For me. And for the babies.”

      “My babies.” Bain butted in, staking his claim yet again. “Ciana and I will raise our children here. Where they will be safe.”

      Ryan struggled against the guards’ hold. “How the fuck do you think any of them will be safe here?” he threw at Bain. “Sheena won’t allow anyone I care about to have a moment of peace. She won’t rest until she’s driven me just as crazy as she is.”

      “I doubt she will bother you or my Ciana ever again.” Bain tucked me closer before giving a nod to Brody to bring the hatbox forward. I shuddered at the sight of it, knowing exactly what was inside. The smell as Brody passed us was so disgusting I nearly gagged, the level of decomp only having escalated since Sheena’s death.

      “This is my gift to you, Vitucci,” Bain said with what sounded like regret in his voice. “One I hope will give you some of the peace our great-grandmother stole from you. Consider it an olive branch, if you will.”

      An olive branch? I nearly looked up at Bain, curious if he was speaking the truth or not. Did that mean…he wanted us all to get along? Would he really put aside the past animosity? Fuck, could I possibly have my family…and him?

      “I don’t want shit from you,” Ryan snarled. “Let Ciana go. Allow her to come with me, and there won’t be a war.”

      “Ryan, please,” I begged, not completely trusting the supposed “olive branch.” I needed more time to digest it, test the theory, make sure that my family wasn’t at risk by accepting an offer of peace if it was just a ruse to get them to drop their guard. “Take the gift and go home.”

      “Not without you.”

      “You have to.” My voice broke, and I quickly cleared my throat before he realized something was off. He was the one person who knew me better than anyone. It wouldn’t take much for him to realize I was scared. “I’m where I want to be. I-I love Bain. He’s the father of my babies, and we’re going to get married. I know my parents won’t understand, but I hoped you would. Even though Nova…is gone.” My tears spilled down my cheeks, blinding me. “You still love her more than anything or anyone. Well, that’s how I feel about Bain.”

      The words rang of truth, because I still loved him. Despite everything, I loved him. So what did that say about me?

      That I was a masochist.

      A fool.

      Ryan flinched, then frowned in confusion. “None of this makes sense, Ciana. For fuck’s sake, how did you even meet him?”

      Oh God. Here it was. The moment I had to come clean and confess everything. The nausea that had plagued me all morning doubled, and I had to swallow several times to keep from puking all over the front steps. “It’s a long story. But we met while I was on vacation. We fell in love, but there was a huge misunderstanding, and I came home convinced I would never see him again. Then I found out I was pregnant…” I shrugged, as if the rest was history. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. If I could go back and do it all over again, I would have told you everything. But I can’t. Now, all either of us can do is move forward.”

      “You knew who he was?” I knew the instant it all clicked for him, and the look of betrayal in his brown eyes nearly brought me to my knees. “Ciana, if you knew who he was, then you knew who he was related to. I’ve told you how much Sheena hates me and our family. You knew what my mother did to me, but the old woman still blamed me for what happened. How could you trust anyone from that family? Fuck, how could you put not only yourself in danger, but Nova?”

      I couldn’t keep from trembling any longer.

      “If you had told me they had gotten so close to you, I could have protected you both better. I never would have let Nova out of my sight!”

      “I-I’m sorry,” I sobbed.

      “You might as well have handed Nova over to Sheena yourself.”

      Something detonated inside me, causing excruciating pain to shoot through my entire body. “Stop,” I pleaded. No longer strong enough to hold myself up, I sagged against Bain. “Ryan, I’m sorry. I know I messed up. I can never tell you how sorry I am. I didn’t know how to—”

      “You helped them take her from me,” he seethed, and I flinched at the pure venom in his voice. The hate he couldn’t mask that was directed at me. And he was justified. “You have no right to cry for her when you’re just as responsible for her death as they are.”

      “Enough!” Bain bellowed when I started sobbing uncontrollably. His arms were like gentle vises around me, rocking me against him…lovingly? “You will not speak to her like that. She knows she made a mistake. Do not torment her more.”

      I cried so hard, I started to strangle on the tears and snot. Ryan was right. I was just as responsible. I could have saved Nova if only I’d told him everything. Instead, I’d cost my precious cousin her life.

      “Come with me now, and I’ll forgive you.”

      I couldn’t trust my own ears, but hope blossomed in my chest, causing my sobs to pause as I turned my head to look at him. “Wh-what did you say?”

      Ryan’s jaw was rock hard, his hands balled into fists. “If you come with me now, I will forgive you. We don’t even have to tell anyone about your relationship with Bain. You know Zia would lose her mind if she found out you hooked up with him.”

      His offer to forgive me was more than I’d ever hoped to have, but I couldn’t do what he wanted. If I let him talk me into going home with him, then Bain would signal the sniper…

      “I-I can’t go with you, Ryan. I belong h-here.”

      “Ciana, if you don’t come with me, I’ll never forgive you. Your deceit has cost me the one thing in the world I can’t live without. If you had been loyal to me, to Nova, she would still be here. That’s on you. All you had to do was speak up, damn it!”

      My tears started flowing again, but I swallowed my sobs this time. I had to be strong. If I wasn’t, I would be responsible for yet another person I loved dying. “I know. And that makes what I have to do now even more important. You are the person in the world I love most, Ryan.”

      Bain made a noise that sounded like a wounded bear that everyone in the vicinity must have heard, but I kept my gaze locked on Ryan, praying Bain didn’t get so pissed off that he ordered Ryan be taken out. “You’re my best friend, my twin by choice. I won’t have your death on my conscience too.”

      Unable to hold on any longer without losing it completely, I jerked away from Bain and sprinted into the house. Needing to be alone, I raced up to my room and locked the door before collapsing on the bed. “G-goodbye, Ryan,” I sobbed into my pillow.
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      I waited until the car taking Ryan back to the gate was out of sight before following Ciana into the house. One of my men told me where she’d gone, and I started climbing the stairs, Vitucci’s warning echoing in my ears.

      “Ciana will find a way to leave you, and when she does, we will be waiting for her. All she has to do is say the word, and her family will be here, ready to fight for her. Every last one of us would willingly die for her.”

      Balling my hands into fists, I pressed them to each side of my head, fighting the sound of his voice.

      “She might love you, but she will never trust you. And for Ciana, once you’ve lost her trust, you’ve lost her too. It’s only a matter of time before she comes to her senses. Once she does, you should probably sleep with one eye open.”

      The latter part of his warning was laughable. If my beauty wanted to kill me, I would give her the loaded gun so she could put a bullet through my skull. The rest, however…

      Those were my own fears being verbalized by a man who’d been my enemy for decades. By his own admission, he knew Ciana best, and she herself had said much the same thing.

      She might still love me deep down, but she didn’t trust me.

      How soon before she wanted to leave me? How long did I have before the threat to Ryan wasn’t enough to keep her at my side? Would the babies be enough for us to bond and mend what I’d broken?

      I didn’t know, and that was eating me alive.

      Reaching the master bedroom, I turned the knob, only to find it locked. The faint sound of her sobs on the other side of the door reached me, and my knees went weak. When Ryan had made her cry so hard outside, blaming Ciana for Nova’s death, I’d nearly followed through with my threat and shot him in the head myself. If she hadn’t been so distraught and clung to me as she had, needing my comfort, I probably would have.

      That fucker didn’t know it, but she had saved his miserable life down there.

      “Mo chroí,” I called out. “Open the door.”

      “G-go a-away!” she yelled through her sobs. “L-leave me alone!”

      Groaning, I pressed my forehead to the door. “Not while you are hurting like this. Please, Ciana. I need to make sure you are okay.”

      “Well, I’m not!” she cried. “I-I think I’m having contractions. Bain! Help!”

      Fear choked me, and I didn’t pause to think. It took two hard kicks to get the door open, and then I was calling Dr. Rose even as I ran toward the bed. Ciana was lying on her back on the far side of the bed, her hands rubbing her stomach agitatedly as she wept. Her brow was dotted with sweat, and her entire body shook—with pain or fear, I wasn’t sure.

      Dr. Rose picked up on the second ring. “Mr. Kennedy,” she greeted. “What can I do for you?”

      “She says she thinks she’s having contractions,” I relayed, my voice quavering as I fell to my knees beside the bed. “What do I do?”

      “Okay, stay calm.” Her voice was crisp and direct, but that did jack shit for my anxiety. “Has anything out of the ordinary happened today to cause her or the babies stress?”

      “She hasn’t been getting much sleep. And this morning, she was ill. Then we had a family issue that upset her.”

      “She was ill? Did she vomit?”

      “Yes.” I stroked my hand over Ciana’s cheek, wiping away a few of her tears. Her brown eyes pleaded with me to help her, protect her and the babies, but I was helpless to do anything more than speak to the fucking doctor.

      “Has she been able to eat or drink anything since?”

      My mind went blank as I tried to remember. “Ciana, my love, have you drunk anything since this morning?”

      Pain clouded her face as she shook her head. “N-no. I was too nauseated.”

      “Okay, she may just be dehydrated. I’m going to bring her some fluids and something for the nausea. Cramps from dehydration can feel like contractions. I’ll be with you in about thirty minutes. Call me if she gets worse.”

      After she disconnected, I dropped the phone on the floor and then crawled into the bed beside her. “I’m so scared,” she said, shaking so badly her teeth chattered as she pressed her head to my chest. “I can’t lose them. They’re all I have left now.”

      I kissed her sweat-dampened brow. “We aren’t going to lose them,” I promised. “Everything is going to be just fine, mo chroí. Y-you are just dehydrated, like the doctor said.”

      “Oh God,” she sobbed. “I hope so.”

      “Shh, don’t cry anymore. You will only dehydrate yourself more.” I pulled her closer, kissing her brow over and over again as I stroked my hand over her belly. If I could absorb this pain for her so she didn’t have to feel it, I would. “Don’t be upset, my beauty. I’m sorry I put you through that today. I won’t do it again.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” she gritted out as another pain made her middle tighten. I could actually feel it, and it scared the living hell out of me.

      Closing my eyes, I said a silent prayer, begging for mercy for her and our babies. When her stomach muscles relaxed, she released a heavy sigh.

      “I didn’t put a sniper on Ryan,” I confessed, hoping to comfort her. “I regretted saying I would as soon as the words left my mouth and I saw how badly it upset you.”

      “Really?” she asked hopefully.

      “Really.”

      “Then why didn’t you say something earlier?” she demanded, slapping a hand against my upper arm. “Do you know how scared I was of making even one wrong step out there? Huh, asshole?”

      “I was the one who was scared,” I muttered, lowering my head in shame. “I thought as long as there was a possible threat to Ryan, you wouldn’t be tempted to leave with him, regardless of what he promised you.”

      “Idiot,” she grumbled. “Why are you always doing things the hard way?”

      “I’m sorry,” I choked out. “I’ve done nothing but fuck up from day one. Can’t you see how desperately I need you?”

      Another cramp hit her, and she whimpered. “I swear, these babies are just like you,” she complained when the cramp eased. “All you want to do is scare and hurt me.”

      “I’m sorry, my beauty. I don’t like hurting you.” I stroked my hand over her belly, the black dress she wore stretched tight over her middle. “I vow to you, I will never hurt you again.”

      “Yeah, okay,” she said with a derisive snort. “Don’t complicate this relationship more than it already is by making promises we both know you can’t keep.”

      Not wanting to argue with her, I held my tongue and kissed her brow.

      It took Dr. Rose thirty-seven minutes to arrive. It was the longest thirty-seven minutes of my life. During that time, Ciana’s pain didn’t get worse, but it didn’t ease either. The doctor and midwife started working as soon as they entered the room. Checking vitals, pressing the Doppler thing to her stomach to listen to all three babies’ heartbeats.

      Once they were satisfied that the babies weren’t in any real distress, they hooked up an IV to Ciana’s arm and gave her a shot to help with the nausea.

      “Even a little dehydration is risky, Mrs. Kennedy,” Dr. Rose told her. “Don’t hesitate to call me if you feel even a tiny bit off.”

      Ciana nodded, not bothering to correct the woman about being my wife. After everything that had happened earlier, I was going to count that as a victory.

      “The babies don’t seem to have experienced any issues, but I would still like for you to take it easy for the next week. Stay off your feet and try to avoid stress as much as possible. I think we should get you in for that ultrasound sometime next week, so we can get some measurements of each baby. I have all of the reports from your last doctor, but I like to take a look at things myself just to double-check there isn’t anything someone else may have overlooked.”

      “Name the date and time,” I told her. “We will be there.”

      “I’ll text you the appointment time once we have it scheduled,” she assured me. “Until then, I want you to do nothing but pamper your wife. Keep her stress levels down as much as you possibly can.” She looked down at Ciana and winked. “All the back rubs and foot massages on demand.”

      Ciana gave her a weak smile. “I’d settle for a little cuddling.”

      “You want to cuddle, mo chroí?” I asked, surprised. She shrugged without looking at me.

      “I trust you know how to take the IV out when the fluids are finished,” Dr. Rose said as she packed up her things. “I’ve left a few extra supplies in case you need more later on.”

      “Thank you. I can take care of it myself if there’s a next time.” Ciana grasped hold of the doctor’s hand and squeezed. “Thank you.”

      “My pleasure, Mrs. Kennedy.” The doctor patted the back of her hand. “You get some rest, and we will see you soon.”

      I walked the doctor and midwife to the door, where Brody was waiting to escort them out. Closing the door behind them, I went back to Ciana’s side and sat down on the bed. “How are you feeling now?”

      “No more cramps and the nausea is gone now, thanks to the meds. But now I’m so sleepy, I can’t seem to keep my eyes open.” She nervously twisted her fingers together.

      “Then sleep, my beauty,” I urged.

      She shook her head. “I-I can’t. She’ll be waiting for me when I close my eyes.” The stark fear in her eyes was like a gut punch. My inability to protect her as I should have was why she was afraid to fall asleep. I should have killed Sheena the moment she interfered by showing up on the island to confront Ciana. If I had, instead of just cutting off the O’Brion funds for her and Cori, none of this shit ever would have happened.

      “What can I do to help you, mo chroí?” I asked helplessly.

      She sucked her bottom lip between her teeth for a second before blowing out a heavy sigh. “I know it’s a lot to ask, but would you mind…holding me while I sleep?”

      “A lot to ask?” I repeated. “Ciana, I would love nothing more than to hold you. I’ve ached to do so for so damn long.”

      Her bottom lip pouted out. “Then why haven’t you?”

      I cupped her beautiful face. “Because I didn’t want to push you. I’m trying to prove that you can trust me. And while I’m aware I’m doing a fuck-all job of it, I’m still trying.”

      “Just an FYI, you suck at it,” she muttered grumpily.

      My lips tilted up in a sad smile. “See, that’s why I need you so much, Ciana. You aren’t scared to tell me when I’ve fucked up. You can correct me, help me fix my mistakes, teach me how to do the right things where you and our girls are concerned.”

      “I don’t know what’s more exhausting,” she said with a deep frown marring her brow. “Being pregnant with these babies of yours, or trying to figure you out.”

      Taking her hand, I lifted it to my lips, kissing the finger with my ring on it. “There’s nothing for you to have to figure out when it comes to me. As long as you remember that I love you, everything else is inconsequential.”

      “You’re so full of shit,” she said with a huff. “Please, will you hold me while I sleep?”

      Standing, I kicked off my shoes and tossed everything out of my pockets before I crawled into bed behind her. Being careful not to disturb the IV in her arm, I settled her against my chest. The sweet scent of her hair filled my nose, and all the tension that had locked my muscles earlier slowly began to ease.

      Ciana inhaled deeply and slowly released it, pillowing her head on my chest. I watched in fascination as her lashes lowered and a soft sigh escaped her perfect mouth.

      “This doesn’t mean I’m not still mad at you, asshole,” she mumbled. “I’m just really tired, and I need you to sleep.”

      “Be angry all you want, mo chroí,” I told her softly, pressing my lips to the top of her head. “I’m just thankful you need me for something.”
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      My phone made an annoying buzz on the nightstand, and I grabbed it, turning the damn thing off vibrate. Seeing it was Conor, I muttered a curse and answered.

      “Yeah, Con?”

      “There is a lot of activity going on in Colombia,” he informed me. “Didn’t know if you were interested in that or not.”

      I glanced at the partially closed bathroom door. The sound of the shower told me that Ciana would be a little longer. Even though she was feeling better, she was still taking it easy, as Dr. Rose had suggested. The only time she got out of bed was to use the bathroom and for a daily shower right before bed.

      “What kind of activity?”

      “For one, Manuel Ramirez is dead.”

      I shifted my neck left and right, trying to ease some of my growing tension from just thinking of that bastard. I didn’t know how deep he had been into Sheena’s scheme to hurt Ciana, but he’d been involved somehow. His death was something to celebrate, not mourn.

      “How?”

      “Our source says it was a broken neck. Don’t know who is responsible, though. Those motorcycle boys Vitucci is so fond of went down there and brought the fucker’s body back to the States.”

      I rubbed a hand over my scruffy jaw. “Who inherits the Ramirez fortune, or whatever is left of it anyway? I don’t imagine there’s much left after Manuel snorted it up his nose.”

      “Damnedest thing,” Conor said with a grunt. “Manuel didn’t inherit after the old man died. The stepdaughter did. Calista.”

      “Yeah, I heard rumors about that.”

      “Well, the guards are saying that Calista is dead too. Guess Manuel finally beat the girl to death. But no one seems concerned with who will be in charge of things now. From what intel we’ve gathered, everything is running smoothly. Maybe even more so than when Matias was alive.”

      “Maybe whoever took out Manuel is handling the business. Find out who it is so we can keep an eye on things down there. I don’t want any surprises. Whoever it is might want to cause trouble for Vitucci.”

      “You care if they do?” Conor asked skeptically.

      My gaze went back to the bathroom door. “If they try to mess with my cousin, I want to know about it. I wasn’t joking when I said I wanted peace between our families.”

      “You know, Cormac wanted his daughter to marry Cristiano Vitucci because he believed the two families would be unstoppable if they were aligned.” Conor made a humming noise. “Maybe if you and Ryan Vitucci get your heads out of your arses, his vision will be realized.”

      “Fuck off,” I muttered, but I had to fight a smile when I heard him laugh. “You got this under control?”

      “I’m not Declan. You don’t have to worry about my loyalty.”

      “I know that.” I did know it. Now that I looked back over the last few years, Declan had been off for a while. I should have questioned it sooner. That was my mistake, though.

      “Good.” He cleared his throat then went on as if we hadn’t just had a weird moment. “Cori received the first body part. I’m told she screamed for a solid hour and only stopped because she lost her voice.”

      “Good. Make the next one something she will never get out of her head. Let it rot in the sun for a day or two before she gets it.”

      “You’re sick, Bain.” He laughed heartily. “Guess that’s why I like you so much.”

      “Learned from the best, mate,” I said with a grin. Hearing the water turn off in the bathroom, I quickly ended the call, reminding my new second-in-command that I wanted to know of any movement from Colombia against Ryan or anyone else in the Vitucci family.

      If I had to personally wipe out every enemy my cousin had to make sure he was safe—to make Ciana happy—I would do it.

      The bathroom door opened, and Ciana came out dressed in one of my T-shirts and a pair of the cotton sleep pants I’d ordered for her online. Everything in her closet, I’d purchased myself, not wanting anyone else to touch her clothes. Her hair was slightly spiked on top, as if she’d been combing her fingers through the still-damp strands.

      My tongue felt glued to the roof of my mouth as I watched her slowly walk toward me—or, as she called it, waddle. Whatever she was doing, it was sexy as fuck, and my cock was rock hard in my sweatpants. Groaning, I grabbed a pillow and covered my lap, willing the pressure in my balls to ease so I didn’t cause myself permanent damage.

      On the island, I should have taken things slower and not rushed her into bed. Maybe then her love for me would have been stronger. Now I had no choice but to take things at a more leisurely pace since the doctor had advised no sex. It was going to be hard as hell to make it through the next months without getting irreversible blue balls, but as long as she and the babies were safe, I didn’t care about the state of my cock.

      “What’s this?” she asked as she crossed to the bed and carefully climbed in beside me.

      I offered her a bowl of popcorn and a bottle of water. “I had a new flat-screen delivered for our bedroom. While you were showering, I installed it and found The Princess Bride on one of the streaming options.”

      She gasped as the opening title showed up on the screen. “You did this…for me?”

      Grasping her around the waist, I lifted her so she was sitting in front of me and lounging back against my chest, the pillow cushioning her back and protecting her from my throbbing cock. “You said this was your favorite movie.”

      She turned her head to look at me over her shoulder. “So, I just mention I like something, and you’ll make it appear in our bedroom?”

      “I want to say yes, but I feel like this is a test and that the next thing you mention is your favorite will make me homicidal.”

      Her soft giggle reached my ears, and my heart felt as if it had been caressed by the hands of an angel. “Damn, and I was going to say that Theo James is my favor—”

      I covered her mouth with one hand and pressed play on the remote with the other. “Hush up and watch your movie, my beauty. Or this Theo James fucker will be spending the rest of his life dickless.”

      Snickering against my hand, she turned her head back around to watch the movie. I wrapped my arms around her once again, loving the feel of her so close to me. A few minutes into the movie, she started to shift restlessly, trying to find a more comfortable position.

      I repositioned the pillow then started stroking my hands across her shoulders, down her arms, and over her stomach. Down and back up again, making her moan contentedly. Every few minutes, she would eat a couple kernels of popcorn and feed me a little as well.

      Between rubbing her and getting drawn into the movie, I didn’t realize when she fell asleep. Careful not to wake her, I shifted her to her side of the bed and then tucked the covers around her. Turning the volume down, I snuggled in beside her and finished the movie.

      As Buttercup was falling out of the castle window into Fezzik’s arms, Ciana’s laughter graced my ears once again. Turning my head, I saw her watching me through her lashes.

      “What’s so funny, mo chroí?”

      “You totally just watched an entire chick flick. By yourself.” She giggled harder. “If I had a phone, I would have recorded your reaction when Westley died.”

      “I have a lot to say about that.” I rolled so that I was on top of her, making sure to keep my weight off her abdomen. “One, this is not a chick flick movie, as you called it. It is a masterpiece. I see why it is your favorite movie. Two, I will get you a phone first thing tomorrow. I don’t like you not having a way to communicate with me in case you need me and I’m not in the same room with you. And three. Westley died. He. Died. How did that little piece of candy bring him back? Huh? Explain that to me.”

      Her giggles were my reward for my ridiculousness. It was, without a doubt, my favorite sound in the world. I wanted to record it, so I could listen to it whenever I wasn’t near her.
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      Licking a smear of strawberry jam off my thumb, I found another name I liked in the huge book of baby names that had arrived the day before when I’d casually mentioned I was struggling with what to name the girls. It was a pretty name, one that had caught my attention as I’d skimmed the page, but as I tried it out, I realized it wasn’t the name I wanted for one of my daughters.

      “Ugh,” I huffed in frustration, tossing the book aside just as the bedroom door opened.

      Bain walked in carrying a tray loaded with food and drinks and a few other items. Seeing me sitting up in bed, the lunch tray he’d brought to me earlier still beside me but now empty, he smiled. “You enjoyed the toast?”

      “It was delicious. Thank you.” I licked my lips, trying to get every last trace of the strawberry jam from earlier as I could. The last few weeks, I’d been on a strawberry kick. Fresh strawberries, strawberry cake, strawberry Pop-Tarts, strawberry ice cream. If it had freaking strawberries, then I wanted to eat it. I even dreamed of the damned things when I slept.

      “I brought you a dish of fresh strawberries with whipped cream,” he tempted as he crossed the room and set the new tray at the foot of the bed. Picking up the one that had held my toast and strawberry milk, he placed it on the floor by the door before coming back to climb into bed beside me.

      The past few weeks, he’d spent more time in this room, and in bed with me, than anywhere else in the house. If I was awake, he wasn’t far from me, and as much as I didn’t want to admit it, it was hard to hide that I liked having all of his time and attention. I told myself I was just making the best of the situation. Now that Ryan hated me, and I’d let him think I’d picked this life over the rest of my family, Bain and the babies were all I had.

      Lifting the dish of berries, he picked up a fork and fed me one covered in the fresh whipped cream the cook made for me every morning. Moaning, I leaned back against the pillows, my taste buds in heaven as I licked a dollop of cream off the corner of my mouth.

      “Fuck,” he groaned, taking a pillow from behind him to cover his lap. “Have mercy on me, mo chroí. Those noises you make are enough to break a man.”

      I hid my smirk by picking up the thick book of baby names once again. “Help me pick names for the girls.”

      “I told you I will be happy with whatever you decide,” he said, feeding me another berry.

      I shot him a glare. “I’m asking you to help me name our children, Bain O’Farrell.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said with a laugh, before quickly getting a serious expression on his handsome face. He’d shaved the day before, and I missed the beard he’d had going on, but he was the kind of man who pulled off either look deliciously. “You don’t want to name them after family members?”

      “Maybe middle names,” I said with a half shrug. “But I want them to have something that is only theirs.”

      “Well, you already said Buttercup was out,” he said, taking a berry for himself.

      I rolled my eyes. “I don’t know if I should be happy you watched The Princess Bride with me every night this week, or worried that now you are obsessed with Buttercup. We need to find a show to binge to get your attention off her.”

      “I like Buttercup. She reminds me of you. All sassy and feisty. I really liked when she pushed Westley down the mountain before she realized who he was.”

      “There are times I want to push you down a mountain,” I muttered, waving the book at him. “Stop deflecting and assist me in finding the perfect names for our girls, please.”

      “I have never named anything in my life,” he grumbled. “I don’t want to fuck it up.”

      “Me either,” I assured him. “Maybe if we do it together, we can figure it out without scarring our kids with stupid names.”

      He set down the bowl of fruit and plucked the book from my hand. “There are like a billion names in this book, my beauty. Where do we even begin?”

      I scooted across the bed until I was leaning against him. He lifted his arm and wrapped it around me, kissing the top of my head as he read over the names on the first page. “Well, I know a set of triplets. Maverick, Mila, and Monroe. Mila has two sets of twins, and she kept all of her kids with the same first initial as well. She went with ‘I.’ Ian, Isaac, Israel, and Ireland. Her husband is a twin, and all of his siblings have an ‘L’ initial. Lucy, Lyric, Luca.”

      “I’m fond of the letter ‘C,’” he murmured thoughtfully.

      “I bet you are.”

      He frowned at the ice in my tone. “What’s wrong?”

      “How many women have you slept with whose name starts with a ‘C’?” I hissed up at him.

      Bain pressed his lips into a hard line. “If I say I can’t remember, will that lose me points?”

      A growl left my throat, surprising us both.

      He blew out a heavy exhale. “I’ve only ever loved you, Ciana.”

      I leaned away from him. “Let’s use the letter ‘B,’” I suggested slyly. “I once slept with a guy named Brendon. I really like ‘B’ names.”

      His own growl sounded feral. “What’s his last name? I’ll kill the motherfucker,” he snarled. “And we’re not using ‘B’ names.”

      My own jealousy forgotten, I snickered as I cuddled back against him. “I’m just messing with you. I don’t even know anyone named Brendon.”

      “Doesn’t matter. The Bs are now tainted.”

      “But I really like Briana, Brooklyn, and Bianca,” I teased.

      “Do you really?” he asked, sounding unsure.

      Tossing my head back, I laughed at the crestfallen look on his face. When he realized I was only playing with him, he grabbed the back of my head and pulled me in for a quick, hard kiss. It was over so fast, I didn’t have time to enjoy it. Our first real kiss in forever, and he didn’t give me time to savor it.

      “Be good,” he warned when he lifted his head, the heat in his hazel eyes telling me he was starving for more than the little taste he’d stolen. I wanted to beg him for more, but he was trying to be good and not rush things this time around. I had to respect that. We’d jumped into bed so fast the first time that we didn’t have a chance to really get to know each other. Now, we were moving slower, getting to know each other first before we took things in that direction.

      That, and Dr. Rose was adamant that we not have sex of any kind after the ultrasound we’d had two weeks ago. She’d also extended her week-long request for me to take things easy indefinitely. Which was why I was still lazing around in bed most of the day. But if I had to spend the rest of this pregnancy lying on my back, I was perfectly fine with that. Anything, as long as the babies were safe and healthy.

      “I do like those names, but I don’t think they are the right names for our girls. And we don’t have to pick an initial and stay with it. I want something that fits them, that they won’t groan about when they get older, or get made fun of because it’s hard to pronounce or spell.”

      “Luckily for us, we still have a while to go before they arrive. I think this is going to take some time to figure out.”

      “But I want to decide as soon as possible,” I whined. “It will be nice to have a name to grumble when one of them kicks me in the bladder and makes me pee a little.”

      “Did that happen again?” he asked with concern.

      “Maybe,” I muttered, ducking my head to pretend to read a few more names and their meanings. It was beyond embarrassing to admit that I’d literally peed myself earlier that morning when one of the babies had played soccer with my bladder.

      “You are definitely a fighter, and I think our babies will be just as fierce as you are. Let’s give them strong names.”

      I looked up at him through my lashes, trying to figure out if he was for real or if he was making fun of me. I didn’t feel like a fighter. At times, I felt helpless.

      “Yes,” he said, nodding at his own musings. “I like that. Names that are strong, that will embody the warrior princesses we will raise.”

      “Do a search on your phone, then,” I advised. “I’m sure it will be easier and definitely quicker than if we look through this entire book.”

      Thirty minutes later, after looking through a dozen different baby name sites, we’d finally found the three names I loved.

      Bain cleared the bed of all the dishes, and when he came back to me, he lay on his stomach beside me. Pulling up my shirt, which was really just one of his old T-shirts, he kissed my belly, causing goose bumps to pop up along my entire body.

      “Hello in there, Kella,” he murmured, kissing where Baby One was. “Elda,” he said with a smile as he kissed the spot where Baby Two always liked to kick. “And sweet Alessia.” Baby three’s foot fluttered against him as he touched his lips to her spot.

      Tears stung my eyes, and I quickly blinked them away. When he did thoughtful things like that, it was hard to remember what he’d done to get me there. But I was starting to see just how starved Bain was for love and affection. An actual emotional connection. He hadn’t had that with his mother or Sheena. And while he worshiped his father’s memory, I wondered if his dad had been any better when it came to showing his son how to love and care for others.

      Maybe he really did need me as much as he claimed.

      With one more kiss just under my navel, which was already starting to push out, he took my left hand. He rubbed his thumb over the backs of my fingers. “When are you going to marry me, mo chroí?”

      I froze, caught off guard by his question. I hadn’t thought about actually marrying him. “Um…d-did you have something in mind?”

      “I thought since you aren’t supposed to be out of bed for long periods of time, we could get a minister to come here. We could have a small ceremony in the library.”

      It was a far cry from how I’d always imagined myself getting married. I’d hoped to have a huge wedding. With a dress that took six people to help me wrangle, Papa walking me down the aisle, Zariah, Nova, and Samara as my bridesmaids. A million flowers. Perhaps some fireworks at the reception to signal it was time to leave for my honeymoon.

      But given the circumstances, I knew that was a pipe dream. There was no way I could ever have those things now.

      Forcing a smile, I nodded. “Okay.”

      His face pulled into a huge grin. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah,” I confirmed, my smile a little less forced at the sight of his happiness. Reminding myself that this was my life now, I pushed down the disappointment and tried to make the best of what I was given. If I couldn’t have my family with me, at least I was marrying the man I loved. Even if I wasn’t one-hundred-percent sure it was the smart thing to allow myself to love him. “I think I even have a white dress in the closet.”

      He jumped up with a whoop. “I’m going to go make a few calls, mo chroí.” Bending, he kissed me, hard. “Fuck,” he breathed when he pulled back. “I can’t wait for you to be my wife.”
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      My heart was in my throat as Ciana walked into the library. Her short hair was styled, her makeup flawless, and that white dress… The way it molded to her breasts, over her ever-growing belly, and her hips.

      Fuck.

      No one had ever looked more beautiful than my bride.

      My grandmother’s ring glittered on her hand, an unneeded beacon because every eye was already drawn to her. Beside me, the priest sucked in a shuddery breath, and I had to restrain myself from pulling my gun and popping a bullet in his head. He was a man of God. He wouldn’t touch her. That didn’t matter, though. He was looking at her, seeing her true beauty, and part of him wanted her almost as desperately as I needed her.

      Swallowing hard, I stepped forward, meeting her halfway. “You look exquisite,” I murmured as I bent to kiss her softly on the lips.

      She fisted her hands in my suit jacket, urging me closer, to deepen the kiss. Resisting the temptation—barely—I broke the kiss and pressed my forehead to hers. “Are you ready to be my wife, mo chroí?”

      She hesitated, making my heart stop. Lifting my head, I saw the uncertainty in her brown eyes. But then she gave me a small smile and nodded. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      This was, no doubt, a far cry from how she’d imagined getting married. Her family meant a lot to her, so I knew she would have wanted them here to celebrate with her. Adding this to the never-ending list of things I promised to one day make up to her, I lifted her hand to my lips. “I love you.”

      Her smile grew a little bigger. Every time I said those three words, she seemed to melt a bit more, but she hadn’t returned them once. I had a hell of a long way to go before she trusted me with her heart again, but I prayed I was getting closer every day.

      The priest cleared his throat, reminding me we had company. After I tucked her hand through my arm, we walked over to where he stood with Brody. The ceremony was over quickly, and then I was sliding a wedding band on to her finger. When the priest told me I could kiss my bride, I cupped the back of her head and put everything I couldn’t voice into our first kiss as husband and wife.

      When I lifted my head, we were both breathing heavily.

      Licking her lips, she stared up at me, dazed. “If you think you’re not wearing a ring, you’re crazy,” she grumbled.

      “You want me to wear one?” Her glower made me laugh. “I’ll have one delivered.”

      “No,” she snipped and held out her hand. “I’ll have one delivered. I’ll take one of your credit cards, please.”

      Pulling my wallet from my inner jacket pocket, I took out one of my black Amex cards and placed it in her hand. “Your own cards will arrive in the next few days with your new name on them.”

      “Hmm,” she muttered as Brody showed the priest out. “I just married Torin Kennedy. Will we have another ceremony for me to marry Bain O’Farrell?”

      I scooped her up and buried my nose in her neck. “Legally, you married Torin, but you are very much Bain’s wife.”

      She ran her fingers through my hair. The feel of her nails over my scalp made me groan in contentment. But then she tugged on the strands hard enough to jerk my head back. “Does she know you’re a married man now?”

      “Who?”

      Her eyes narrowed on me. “Cori.”

      “You don’t need to worry about her,” I assured her as I carried her out of the library.

      “Maybe I want to worry about her,” she argued.

      I paused at the bottom of the stairs, giving her my full attention. “Why? She’s nothing to us.”

      “You killed Declan for no other reason than he was there. You said Cori was there too, and if it was her voice in the shadows during…” She shuddered. “If she means nothing to you, then why haven’t you dealt with her yet?”

      “You heard her voice?” I rasped. “What did she say?”

      “That’s not the point!” She squirmed to get down, but I tightened my arms around her and began climbing the stairs two at a time. “Bain! Put me down.”

      Ignoring her, I didn’t stop until I got to our room and placed her carefully on the bed. Caging her in with my arms on either side of her, I leaned into her. “What did she say, mo chroí?”

      Gulping, she leaned away from me as far as she could. “She told Sheena to cut my hair because it was too pretty and she hated it. When Sheena was burning me… She… She…” Tears spilled over her lashes. “I-I thought you would destroy everyone who hurt me that night. Was I wrong?”

      “No!” I groaned. Sitting beside her, I pulled her onto my lap. “I am going to deal with her. I promise, she will suffer for everything she did that night.”

      “Do you still care about her?” Ciana whispered, her eyes glued to my face. “Is that why you’re hesitating?”

      “I’m not hesitating. I’m already dealing with her.”

      Her lashes lowered. “You are?”

      “Yes. And by the time I’m done with her, she will be begging me to finish her.” I cradled my bride against me. “I need you to trust me on this. No one who was there that night will escape retribution.”

      She was quiet for a long moment, and I held my breath, waiting to see if she would give me her trust in this. Finally, she lifted her lashes. “Okay.”

      “Thank you,” I breathed, relieved that she was going to have faith in me.

      She lifted the credit card I’d given her downstairs. “I need to know your ring size so I can order your wedding band, husband. Maybe I’ll have it engraved with ‘Property of Ciana’ while I’m at it.”

      My cock turned to steel. Her gasp told me she felt my reaction to her teasing and how much I liked it. I kissed just below her ear. “Do you want to brand me, mo chroí?”

      With a whimper, she arched her neck, silently asking me to continue. “M-maybe.”

      “I will tattoo your name on every inch of my skin if that is what you want, my beauty. I’ll buy a tattoo gun and let you ink my cock with your signature.” I pressed my lips to the shell of her ear, causing her to shiver. “My body, my heart, my fucking soul belongs to you, Ciana.”

      “Bain,” she moaned. “I need you.”

      “Shh, I know. If you ache even half as badly as I do right now, I know.” My teeth nipped at her earlobe. “But we can’t.”

      “I just want to come,” she whined. “Just a little orgasm. W-would it really hurt anything?”

      Groaning, I kissed her temple. “I don’t know. Dr. Rose said not even non-penetrative sex for the rest of your pregnancy.”

      “You’re not going to want me when my stomach is nothing but a stretched-out, deflated beach ball. I’m already covered in stretch marks. No matter which or how much moisturizer I use, they just keep getting worse every week. By the time the girls arrive, I’m going to be hideous, and you’ll never want to touch me, not even with the lights off.”

      “Are you trying to break me, Ciana?” I growled, lifting my head to meet her gaze. “Do not insult either of us by thinking such bullshit. You could gain two hundred pounds, be covered head to toe in stretch marks, and I will still want only you. I love you. Every part of you, not just your body. I will want you when I’m ninety and don’t remember my own name.”

      Her bottom lip trembled. “Do you mean that?”

      Muttering a curse, I shifted her so she was straddling my lap. Her belly pressed into my abdomen, but there was still a good distance separating us. Supporting her with one hand at the small of her back, I grasped her chin between my thumb and forefinger. “I will never lie to you. There may be things I can’t tell you at times, but I will never speak anything but the truth to you.”

      “I want to believe you,” she whispered. “So, I’m going to.”

      Happiness exploded in my chest. “Mo chroí—”

      “But if I ever find out you have lied to me about something, big or small, that’s it. I won’t ever trust another word out of your mouth,” she warned.

      “Then you will always trust me.”

      “I better.”
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      A loud curse caused me to jerk awake. Groaning, I attempted to turn over, only to have my excruciatingly large belly to stop me. “Bain?” I mumbled sleepily, because I knew the voice I’d heard was his.

      From the way the early October sun was streaming through the window, I could see that the bed beside me was empty. My husband had rubbed my back until I’d fallen asleep right after breakfast, just as he tended to do every day. With how far into my pregnancy I was, my belly was so big, it was hard to even go to the bathroom on my own, so he was never far from my side.

      Pushing the multiple body pillows out of my way that I needed just to sleep comfortably, I slowly maneuvered myself to the edge of the bed and used the bedpost to stand. As soon as I was on my feet, I nearly groaned again as the full weight of the babies settled painfully on my hips. I’d gained over fifty pounds in the last several months according to the last time I’d seen Dr. Rose just the day before, and at least ninety percent of that was in my belly.

      Another loud curse had me walking out of the master bedroom and across the hall to the guest room. We had decided a few weeks before that this was going to be the nursery, and together, we’d picked out all the furniture online. But I’d been procrastinating when it came to setting up the room.

      Mostly, because every time I thought about doing it, I wished my mom were there to help me, and it made me cry. Between her, Zia Victoria, and Tetka, I knew they would have thrown me a hell of a baby shower. Any time I happened to have a question about something baby-related, I immediately wanted to call her and ask her about her three pregnancy experiences. But I would stop myself before I could wrap my fingers around my phone.

      What could I possibly say if she actually answered? How could I face her, even over the phone, when I’d picked the enemy over my family?

      The door to the nursery was open, and when I entered the room, my mouth nearly dropped to the floor.

      All three cribs had been set up, side by side by side, just as I’d told Bain I wanted them. A changing table and diaper station had been put together and organized with all the supplies we’d purchased from an everything-baby website. The rocking chair I’d ordered with the comfy ottoman was by the window, a soft pink throw decoratively draped across the back of the chair.

      Movement to my right pulled my gaze, and I covered my mouth at the sight before me.

      Bain, dressed in nothing but a pair of sweatpants, his hair pulled back in a ponytail to keep it out of his way, was on his knees, putting together one of the cradle-swing combos that I’d been told by at least a hundred different new moms was their lifesaver when I’d worked at New Hope.

      “Why won’t you go into place?” he snarled at the piece of baby furniture, so focused on what he was doing he hadn’t even seen his gigantic, pregnant wife waddle into the room. “The other two went fucking together just fine, damn it.”

      The other two went fooking together just fine, damn it.

      His frustration made his accent even thicker and, by default, sexier. I loved the sound of his voice and could happily sit just listening to him talk.

      Fighting a giggle, I waddled closer.

      “Is it defective?” he muttered to himself, wiping the sweat off his brow with the back of his hand. “No way I’m letting my girls in something that is goddamn defective.”

      “We can send it back,” I said.

      Bain’s head snapped up. When he saw me, the frustration cleared from his face, and his eyes softened. “You should be resting, mo chroí.”

      “I was, but someone kept shouting curses, and I got curious what was going on.”

      “I didn’t mean to wake you. I guess I didn’t realize I was being so loud.” He shoved at the cradle-swing, and I heard a distinct click. “Sonofabitch. Did it just…” Bending over it, he started cursing again. “It fucking did!”

      “What?” I asked, no longer able to contain my laughter.

      He grabbed the screwdriver on the floor. “It finally went into place. This damn thing has been giving me trouble for over half an hour.” When he was done, he lifted his head and winked at me. “I knew my wife was my good luck charm.”

      Blushing, I glanced around at the room again. “You did a great job. Thank you for putting everything together.”

      “With your C-section only two weeks away, I was feeling the urgency to get it done.” Standing, he dusted off his hands and walked over to kiss me. “You like the way I arranged the cribs? If you want to move them, I can.”

      “No, no, I love everything just the way it is.” I leaned into his side. “Are you done now?”

      He grunted. “Except for putting away the many, many clothes, yes.”

      “Could you…help me…”

      I didn’t know why I was still so embarrassed to ask for help when it came to using the bathroom. He’d seen and done things that I’d nearly died of mortification from. Being a nurse, I knew they were basic bodily functions, but it was still embarrassing to have someone who looked like him seeing me be anything but perfect. But he hadn’t even hesitated to help. Not once had there been any disgust on his face, or annoyance that he had to assist me with such intimate tasks.

      “Absolutely, mo chroí.” Bain’s eyes filled with adoration as he scooped me into his arms, lifting me as if I didn’t weigh the equivalent of a cow, making me feel like I wasn’t as big as a house with how huge my stomach and ass were.

      Once I was back in bed, he grabbed one of my feet and started squeezing the slightly swollen toes. “How are you feeling? Are you hungry?”

      “I feel like if you stop what you’re doing, I’m going to find that old bat and hit you with it,” I said with a blissful moan.

      He used his thumb in the arch of my foot the way he knew made my eyes roll back in my head. “I am your faithful servant, my beautiful wife.”

      “Oh God,” I whimpered, closing my eyes in contentment. “I love when you do that.”

      “This?” he purred in that sexy Irish brogue, digging just a little deeper and hitting the spot that felt so good, it was almost orgasmic. “What about this?”

      “That’s amazing. Fuck, I love you, moye solntse.”

      His hands instantly stilled on my foot, making my eyes pop open as I realized what I’d just blurted out. Bain sat there, his eyes glittering with emotion, his breathing heavy. “Ciana?” he rasped.

      I licked my suddenly dry lips, but I didn’t recant the words. What was the use? I did love him, and it was exhausting trying to pretend I didn’t.

      He’d done things I probably shouldn’t forgive, but I guess I’d forgotten that my family weren’t saints. How could I condemn Bain but forgive anything my papa or even Ryan did? Bain hadn’t been a part of what had happened to Nova, and while it was difficult for me to move past him shooting my brothers, I knew if anyone ever stood between my papa getting to Mama, he would shoot first and deal with the consequences later.

      Bain grasped both my hands. I felt the trembling in his fingers as they clutched at mine. “Please.” His voice cracked. “Say it again.”

      “I love you,” I whispered.

      He made a strangled sound, the glitter in his eyes turning to tears. “You love me?”

      “I… Yes,” I admitted softly. “I love—” A sharp pain twisting across my entire abdomen made me cry out. Two sharp kicks followed it, one on each side of my belly, and then I felt the gush of something hot and sticky between my legs.
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      Bain jumped to his feet as the bed was suddenly flooded with the rush of fluid, his face full of horror. “Your water broke?” he asked incredulously.

      All I could do was nod as I tried to breathe through the lingering pain. Dr. Rose had come out to examine me just the day before. She’d said everything was looking great and that she didn’t foresee any issues keeping me from making it to the thirty-three–week goal that we thought would be the safest time to deliver the babies.

      But I’d worked at New Hope long enough to know that surprises always popped up. Even when everything was moving smoothly, there was always the possibility of something happening.

      “Shit,” Bain groaned, running his fingers through his hair and dislodging his ponytail, making him look like a deranged maniac. “Okay. We shouldn’t panic. We have to stay calm. Everything is going to be okay.”

      The contraction finally eased, and I stared up at my husband. Obviously, he was the one panicking. Fighting a smile, I grabbed his hand and jerked him down onto the bed beside me again. “Hey, you need to take a deep breath, okay?”

      Tears filled his eyes once again. “I can’t lose you,” he choked out.

      “You’re not going to lose me,” I promised. “We’re not going to lose anyone today. Understand? Deep breaths, moye solntse, and then call Dr. Rose. Tell her what happened and that we are on our way.”

      He sucked in a deep breath and slowly released it. Grabbing my face, he kissed me hard then pulled out his phone.

      Less than two hours later, I was strapped to an operating table with Bain sitting beside me. The scrubs they’d given him looked like they would split at the seams if he breathed too hard. Once we’d gotten to the hospital, things had moved relatively fast after Dr. Rose decided I didn’t need an emergency C-section that would mean I would have to be put under and Bain wouldn’t be allowed in the room with me. As freaked out as he was, I was thankful that he’d be able to stay with me every step of the way until the girls were born just so I could keep him sane.

      Dr. Rose and her team were amazing, keeping me informed of everything she was doing, so I was at ease while I tried to distract Bain.

      “Kella is already the problem child,” I teased. “And incredibly dramatic. I think she’s going to be just like Zariah.”

      “I think she’s just like her mother,” he gritted out, clutching at my left hand. I’d had to stop wearing my rings a few weeks before because all the weight I’d gained had made them too tight. He was rubbing his index finger over where the rings should have been, keeping his eyes trained on my face so he wasn’t tempted to look over the tent that separated my head from the rest of my body.

      “Yeah?” I laughed, then whimpered when Dr. Rose pressed against me.

      “Sorry, Ciana,” she called from the other side of the tent. “Just another minute and Kella will be here.”

      “O-okay.” I tried to keep my voice upbeat, but it was hard when I could barely breathe, even with oxygen tubes in my nose.

      Bain’s fingers trembled as he stroked them up my arm soothingly. “Ciana, look at me,” he commanded. “Tell me what to do. I…I’m lost, mo chroí.”

      “Kiss me,” I told him as a tear spilled from the corner of my eye. “I need you to kiss me.”

      He rolled his chair closer and pressed his lips to mine, just barely brushing them together. Then he moved to my cheek, my eyes, my forehead, leaving no spot unkissed until the room was suddenly filled with the sound of Kella’s cry.

      The first team was already waiting to take her from Dr. Rose, rushing to examine her. I was only a few days past thirty-one weeks, but I’d been given meds already to make sure their lungs were developed in anticipation of my scheduled C-section. Beside me, Bain was clutching at my hand, whispering a prayer.

      While I listened to Kella crying and tried to hear what the nurses and neonatologist were saying about her, I barely noticed the pressure as Dr. Rose continued to move things around inside me. Then another squall announced the arrival of Elda, and I began to shiver. Whether in reaction to what was going on in the bottom half of my body or fear of what could go wrong with the girls, I wasn’t sure.

      “Baby One looks great,” the neonatologist announced. “She’s 1.38 kilograms and 40.64 centimeters. We’re going to give her a little oxygen, but she’s doing great, Mom and Dad.”

      “Ciana, we’re nearly there,” Dr. Rose said. “Just a little longer. Are you doing okay over there?”

      “As good as can be expected,” I snarked through chattering teeth, making her laugh.

      “You’re doing amazing,” she assured me. “And here comes baby Alessia.”

      I felt the pressure just as I had when Kella and Elda were delivered, but there was no cry to announce her arrival. The third team grabbed her and rushed to get to work on her, the doctor calling orders to his nurses that made me tremble because I understood everything that was going on, and I was helpless to do anything.

      “What’s going on?” Bain demanded. “Why wasn’t she crying?”

      “She’s not breathing,” I whispered, fighting back a sob.

      His hazel eyes trapped mine, pleading with me to be wrong.

      “Baby Two is 1.3 kilograms,” the second neonatologist announced, hesitantly given what was going on with the third baby. “She’s 40.31 centimeters. Her color is great, but we’re giving her a little oxygen. But she’s doing well, Mom and Dad.”

      It was hard to be excited that Kella and Elda were doing so well when Alessia still hadn’t cried.

      Bain closed his eyes, his mouth moving in silent prayer as I listened to the third team doing their best to get our baby to breathe. The entire operating room was quiet except for the third neonatologist periodically giving orders to his nurses. Not even Dr. Rose and her team, who were still working on getting me put back together, said a word. My heart broke more and more with every second that ticked by in which Alessia didn’t cry.

      “I want to see her,” I called out. “Please, let me see her. Sh-she just needs her mama.”

      A tiny whimper reached my ears.

      “Keep talking over there, Mom,” the doctor urged. “Baby wants to hear your voice.”

      “Alessia, I’m right here.” Tears spilled from my eyes down into my hair net. “Y-you’re doing so good, angel. Please, baby girl, breathe for Mama. Please breathe.”

      The whimper turned into a full-fledged cry. Beside me, Bain couldn’t contain his sobs. He bent to kiss me, his tears streaming unashamedly down his face. “Keep talking to her, mo chroí,” he rasped.

      “As soon as I can move again, I will be able to hold you and your sisters,” I promised. “Just give me a little time. Once I have you in my arms, I won’t let you go. Your papa says that Kella is like me, but I think you are just like him. That’s okay, though. I won’t let you make the mistakes he’s made.”

      Someone was already placing three bands on both Bain’s and my arms, one for each of the girls. One of the nurses from Kella’s medical team brought her over. The woman had tears in her eyes as she arranged the baby so I could see her face. She was a good weight and size for a triplet born at thirty-one weeks, but that was still tiny. “We just wanted to say hello before going up to the NICU.”

      Bain bent to kiss her on top of her head, being so gentle that it brought fresh tears to my eyes. “See you soon, my precious Kella.”

      Soon after, Elda’s nurse brought her over so we could have a moment with her. She was bundled up, so I couldn’t see more than her face, but she was just as beautiful as Kella. By the time they were taking her up to the NICU, the third team was finishing up with Alessia.

      “Baby Three is 1.07 kilograms,” her doctor informed us. “And 38.63 centimeters long. This little princess is a fighter and doing much better now, Mom and Dad. But we need to get her up to the NICU right away.”

      “Bain, go with her,” I told him.

      He shook his head. “I’m not leaving you. Where you go, I go. We will see her together.”

      My arm was strapped down, but I pulled it free and grabbed his scrub top, jerking him toward me. “You’re not hearing me.” His eyes nearly bulged out of his head at the strength it had taken not only to free my arm from the strap, but to pull him down to my eye level. If I weren’t so upset that he wasn’t already moving to do as I’d said, I might have been just as surprised as he was. “Go with her. If I was able, I would be off this table right now.”

      “I would listen to your wife, Mr. Kennedy,” Dr. Rose advised. “It will put Ciana at ease. Her blood pressure is up at the moment.”

      He carefully unclenched my fingers from his top and kissed my hand. “Okay, mo chroí. Okay. I’m going. Don’t worry. I won’t allow her out of my sight, I promise.”

      Relief made me weak. “Thank you. I-if you get to hold her, or the others, give them kisses for me. T-tell them how much I love them.”

      He brushed a soft kiss over my lips. “I’ll see you soon, my beauty. I love you.”

      “I love you,” I whispered. “Take good care of our girls.”

      As soon as the door closed behind him and Alessia’s medical team, I heard Dr. Rose release a relieved breath. “No offense, but that man is so intense, a person can’t help but be extra aware of everything he’s doing at any one moment. It’s like a sixth sense as soon as he enters a room. Something telling you to keep him in your sights at all times because your life might depend on it.”

      A half sob, half laugh left me. “Yeah,” I agreed. “I’m sure there are plenty of other people who would agree with you.”

      “I’ve noticed you don’t have that same issue, although you do seem extra aware of his presence whenever he’s in the same room.” Even though I couldn’t feel what she was doing, I could picture it when I felt pressure on occasion. She kept talking, though, distracting me not only from what was happening to my own body, but from worrying about the girls who were so far away from me at the moment.

      I knew their daddy would protect them with his life, but I needed to see them, hold them. Wrap them in the love only their mama could.
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      Both Kella and Elda spent fifteen days in the NICU, but Alessia required a little extra time. Leaving her behind when we got to take the older two home was one of the hardest things I’d ever had to do. Even though I knew I would get to see her every day like I’d done for the previous two weeks, it was agony to take only two of the three babies home.

      Brody drove me to the hospital every day for a few hours, while Bain stayed behind with Kella and Elda. Every time I got home, the first thing I would see was him with at least one of the girls strapped to his chest in a wrap carrier. The sight of my burly husband with a tiny baby swaddled to his chest was the most heart-melting experience of my life. No matter what he was doing, he kept one of them with him at all times, even if he had to have a meeting in his office with some of the men. If they both weren’t attached to his chest, one would usually be in a bassinet beside his desk, content just to listen to Bain talk.

      If he continued to take them with him to his meetings, I knew those two girls would end up just as dangerous as their father. But I’d grown up with Scarlett Donati for a mother, and more people feared her than my papa, so it didn’t bother me that my girls had the potential to become scary mob princesses.

      Eight weeks after her birth, we finally got to bring Alessia home.

      From the moment we walked through the door with her, I put her in one of the wrap carriers and strapped her to my chest. She was happiest when she was in my arms, and I was calmer when I could touch her. After spending the first two months of her life unable to hold her whenever I wanted, I wasn’t about to waste another minute not doing just that.

      With all three of my girls home, and Bain so attentive to us all, I was so happy that when the bubble burst, I felt like I was drowning.

      Two weeks after New Year’s, I was getting ready for bed when I heard Bain’s voice. Walking out of the bathroom, I expected him to be sitting on our bed with his phone to his ear, but the room was empty.

      “You’re sure?” His voice filled the room again, and I realized I was hearing him on the baby monitor from the nursery. “Don’t bring me that kind of news unless you can back it up with irrefutable proof, Conor.”

      Grabbing my bottle of lotion off my nightstand, I climbed into bed to get comfortable. Bain had always had nannies to take care of him, but my parents had refused to allow others to raise my siblings and me. I didn’t want strangers around our babies, so it was just the two of us taking care of three babies. Which was exhausting when they were still incredibly tiny and had yet to sleep through a full night.

      Bain was a very hands-on father, getting up in the middle of the night to help me feed the girls without a single complaint. When I’d praised him for it one time, he’d gotten a little grumpy, complaining that it wasn’t something I should even have to acknowledge. We were partners—a team. That meant we shared everything, including the work it took to raise our beautiful baby girls.

      But this time of night was our downtime. Just the two of us having an hour or so to ourselves to unwind and cuddle while the girls were sound asleep after their baths.

      Cuddle was all we did, though. Bain might kiss me every now and then, but so far, he hadn’t tried to touch me even in a suggestively sexual manner. Dr. Rose had given me the all clear weeks before, something he knew all too well since he’d been at the appointment with me. Yet, he didn’t seem interested in making love to me at all.

      I’d been so busy with the girls, and Alessia’s many doctors’ appointments to make sure she was continuing to gain weight, that I hadn’t had time to think much of it. But if he didn’t fuck me soon, I was going to jump my husband’s bones.

      And if he turned me down, I would know he’d lied about always wanting me no matter what I looked like. Between the stress of taking care of three babies at once—even with his help—and breastfeeding, I’d lost all but about five pounds of the weight I’d gained during my pregnancy. My stomach was still all stretched out, but I was working on getting it tighter. There wasn’t much I could do about all the stretch marks, though. My abdomen looked like a road map. I’d thought I would be embarrassed by how I looked now, but when I looked in the mirror these days, all I saw was the body of a warrior. Maybe I hadn’t been to battle, but I’d fought hard to protect my daughters throughout my pregnancy. The stretch marks and my C-section scar were visual proof of just how much I loved my babies.

      “Fuck!” Bain’s voice was full of excitement all of a sudden, and I sat up a little straighter, curious what had caused it. “Yeah, mate. This is perfect. I fucking need this. I’ll be in Ireland in two days. We’ll make it happen…” There was a short pause, and then he snorted. “Do you think Cori would actually care if I have to delay my visit by a day or a month? The longer it takes, the more time she has.”

      My entire body turned to ice at the mention of that name. Cori was still alive? Even though he’d promised he would deal with her?

      That was the first time I’d heard of him going to Ireland anytime soon. While I was pregnant, and then when Alessia was in the NICU, he wouldn’t leave Montreal for any reason. But now that all three girls were home, I figured he did have to focus on things that needed his personal, hands-on experience.

      But what did that have to do with Cori, damn it?

      Had he kept her alive all this time…to warm his bed? Was that why he hadn’t even tried to make love to me?

      Had he…lied to me?

      “No, Con. I haven’t told Ciana yet. I didn’t want to complicate things or disappoint…” He paused, listening. “Right. Yeah. Get me all the details. I want them before I leave.”

      When I didn’t hear his voice again, I assumed he’d ended the call. Five minutes later, he walked into our room. Seeing I was already in bed, he smiled on his way to the closet. “Give me ten minutes to shower, mo chroí.”

      I just sat there, watching as he came out with what he normally wore to bed, sweats and a T-shirt. He didn’t even pause to kiss me on his way to the bathroom. The door shut behind him, and I felt like someone had sliced my chest open.

      Pressing my hand over my heart, I fought back the tears. He was going to Ireland. To see Cori.

      To fuck her?

      I didn’t know if I wanted to know the answer to that particular question. Would I even believe him if I did ask and he denied it? It was obvious from the sheer excitement in his voice while he spoke to Conor that he was happy about something, and whatever it was didn’t appear to have anything to do with me and everything to do with Cori.

      Quickly, I placed the bottle of lotion back on the nightstand and turned off my light. Lying down, I pulled the covers up to my neck and closed my eyes, willing myself to fall asleep before he returned.

      I thought we were happy. That everything was more or less perfect, the only downside being that I missed my family back in New York. But I could live with that. I had a new life now, one that revolved around my husband and children.

      Had he stopped loving me? Was whatever obsession he’d had for me gone now, and he was tired of playing happy family with the girls and me? Or would he keep up the pretense and still keep Cori around for when he made convenient trips to Ireland? She’d been his mistress once. Would she accept that role again, knowing he had a wife and children waiting for him at home?

      A tear spilled from the corner of my eye, and I quickly dashed it away when I heard the shower turn off in the bathroom. Turning on my side, I forced my breathing to even out so he would at least think I was asleep. As tired as we both stayed, it was easy to believe that I had fallen asleep early.

      The bathroom door opened, casting a soft glow over our bed. When he saw the lights were off and I was snuggled under the covers, I heard him sigh before making his way to the bed. Quietly, he climbed in on his side of the bed and slid under the covers beside me.

      I heard him mess with his phone for a few minutes, typing out a few texts or emails before he put it on charge, and then spooned up against me. He wrapped one of his arms around my middle, pulling my back to his front. I felt his lips against the back of my head, his deep inhale and contented exhale as he breathed in the scent of my shampoo.

      Another tear escaped when his breathing evened out, telling me he was asleep.

      Maybe I’d gotten it wrong, I tried to excuse. Maybe I didn’t know the full story.

      And maybe I was just a fool, trying to bury my head in the sand. I was not that person. If he wanted Cori, he couldn’t have me too.

      

      I felt like a zombie as I went through my normal routine the next day. Not even Alessia cooing as she snuggled against my chest could bring a smile to my face. I avoided Bain all day as I tried to figure out what I wanted to say to him.

      At dinner, my time was up, and we sat down to have our evening meal together while the girls took their last nap of the day.

      I was already at the table, the steak and salad I’d requested already sitting in front of me. Bain came in, dropped a kiss on my brow, and took his place across from me. All while never once looking up from his phone.

      Not having an appetite, I sat with my hands folded in my lap, waiting for him to put his phone away so I could confront him. But the longer it took, the angrier I got—and the hurt grew. He still hadn’t mentioned going to Ireland, and according to what I’d overheard the night before, he was leaving the next day.

      Finally, he placed his phone with the screen side down on the table. He picked up his knife and fork and started cutting into his steak, but his eyes kept going to his phone. Waiting for Cori to reply?

      I didn’t trust myself to speak without bursting into tears, so I followed his example and picked up my utensils, eating because I needed the nutrients for the girls. When his phone vibrated, he picked it up in a flash, dropping his fork on the plate with a loud clatter.

      Whatever he read on the screen had him grinning, and I had to take a drink of my water to swallow the lump that filled my throat.

      “G-good news?” I asked in a choked voice.

      “Mm,” he muttered without taking his gaze off the phone. “The best.”

      “Care to share?” I gritted out.

      “Sorry, mo chroí. It’s a surprise.” His grin only grew bigger, if that was even possible, considering how it was already splitting his face. I’d only ever seen him this happy about something a handful of times in the entire time I’d known him. “But I promise to tell you all about it when I get back from Ireland.”

      His promises meant jack shit to me, but at least he’d finally brought up his trip.

      “You’re going to Ireland?” I tried to keep my tone casual, but it still came out cold. Not that he noticed. He was too busy texting back whomever. Probably Cori. “When?”

      “I leave tomorrow and should be back in a few days. Maybe longer. Depends how fast I can wrap everything up.”

      He couldn’t even bother to look at me when he spoke, and that was just another slap in the face. Was I that unimportant to him now? Had I ever been important to him?

      The rest of the meal was spent in silence, and I was thankful when I shoved the last bite of steak into my mouth. Pushing my chair back, I stood without bothering to speak to him. Leaving my dishes on the table for the cook to deal with, I left the dining room and went up to check on the girls.

      Elda was wide awake when I walked in, and I tried to hold back my tears, not wanting to upset her or her sisters as I went about my evening routine of feeding, bathing, and then cuddling with each girl before bed. It was hard to divide my time between all three so they got equal parts of me, and there were moments when one of them—usually Alessia—needed me more than the others. But I hoped they understood I was doing my best.

      When I went into my bedroom, Bain’s carry-on was out and open. His clothes were already neatly inside, and he came out of the bathroom with his toiletries case and his phone to his ear. From what little I heard, he was talking to the pilot, and they were discussing his early morning takeoff.

      Once he ended the call, he finished packing while I climbed into bed, too tired to even shower the day off me.

      Leaning back against the headboard, I watched him double-check that he had everything.

      “Bain…”

      “Mm?” He had his phone in his hand yet again, texting away like his life depended on it. Didn’t he realize that his life was here? That I was right in front of him, and he was losing me? “What is it, mo chroí?”

      “Don’t go,” I whispered, giving him one last chance to pick me. Us.

      The hand holding the phone dropped to his side as he turned to face me, his brows pulled together in surprise. “What?”

      I swallowed hard and cleared my throat. “Don’t go to Ireland tomorrow. S-stay. I…need you here.”

      He crossed to the bed and sat beside me. “I know you’re nervous about being alone with the girls for a few days, but you’re going to be just fine. You are an amazing mother. So much so that I feel pretty useless at times.” He leaned forward and kissed my forehead. “You’ll be so busy, you won’t even have time to miss me.”

      When he moved to stand, I grasped his hand, stopping him. “I’m asking you not to go.”

      For the first time ever, I saw annoyance flash in his eyes. “I have to go, Ciana. I’ve let some things go long enough. This needs to happen now before I lose my mind.”

      I pulled my hand back. “Right,” I said with a weak nod. “Okay. I-I won’t ask again.”

      Another kiss was placed on top of my head when he got to his feet. As if I were one of the girls and not his wife. “I won’t be gone long. Once I’m back, we have a lot to discuss.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “We should definitely talk when you return.”
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      I was still wide awake when Bain left before dawn the next morning. I hadn’t even tried to sleep all night, knowing there was no use. My heart was more broken now than it had been when I’d realized who he really was back on the island all those months ago.

      When Kella had started crying in the middle of the night, he’d gotten up without even checking to see if I was asleep. Through the baby monitor, I’d heard him change her then feed her a bottle of the breast milk I pumped every day while he rocked her back to sleep. By that time, Elda had started to whine, and he’d done the same for her.

      She was always a little more difficult to get down again, and she loved the sound of her father’s voice, so he’d spent over an hour murmuring softly to her. Telling her that he was going to be away for a few days, but that “Da-da loves his little princess” and he’d see her soon. The way Elda would coo at him had broken my heart that much more. All three of the girls adored him, but Elda and Kella got all googly-eyed whenever they saw him. Alessia loved him just as much as they did, but she would rather be with me than him.

      Something he liked to joke about, because she really was just like him. Not only did they both need me so desperately, but Alessia looked more like him, while Kella and Elda had more of my features.

      At least, he’d used to need me desperately. Maybe that had all just been part of some kind of sickness he’d had for a little while, though. Because, obviously, that was no longer the case.

      He hadn’t even kissed me goodbye before leaving. Fighting tears, I waited until I heard the helicopter take off at the back of the property, transporting him to the airport, before I got up to start my day.

      As if they could sense how broken I was, all three girls were super whiny all morning, and I just gave up and cried right along with them until I had no more tears left. The day dragged on, and eventually the lack of sleep caught up to me. I fell asleep on the daybed in the nursery where I sometimes napped with one of the babies while breastfeeding.

      The sound of something exploding in the distance jerked me awake. Heart racing, I looked around, as if I expected the source of the noise to materialize in front of me. Shaking my head to clear it of the remaining sleep fog, I stood, only to hear the distinct sound of gunfire.

      It was close. A lot closer than the explosion, which, until right then, I’d thought maybe I’d dreamed.

      There was a safe room in the basement, something Bain had made sure I knew about. Luckily I was still wearing the double baby carrier, and I quickly put Elda and Alessia into it, cradling them to my chest, before picking up Kella just as I heard shouting downstairs.

      Fuck, whoever had come was moving fast, and I didn’t even have time to comprehend the full magnitude of what was going on. Clutching my children to my chest, I just started running.

      As I rounded the corner to get to the back stairs that would take me straight down to the safe room, a small figure dressed in all black appeared on the landing in front of me. Wishing I had a gun—fuck, even the old bat I’d once found in Bain’s office—I stumbled to a standstill.

      “Don’t hurt my babies,” I pleaded with the person in black. Whoever it was, they were small, a hell of a lot shorter than I would ever expect someone to be to make it through the army of guards that stood between the house and the gate.

      The person in black took two steps closer to me before Brody appeared behind them. He didn’t have a gun like I hoped, but a steel pipe. He swung, catching the person off guard when it connected with their thigh.

      Cursing, they turned and pulled a gun from somewhere, shooting Brody in the shoulder. He dropped, but he’d been hit in the right shoulder, so I knew he wasn’t dead. Still cursing, the person in black pulled the ski mask off their head, and my knees nearly gave out when I saw their face.

      No, this was a dream. Or a nightmare. But it sure as fuck wasn’t reality.

      How else could Nova be standing in front of me, breathing hard as she kept her gun raised for a moment before dropping it to her side and running toward me? “Ciana, snap out of it,” she commanded when she reached me, taking hold of my elbows. “You’re not seeing a ghost. I’m real. Now get your ass in gear.”

      “N-Nova?” I whispered, still not convinced this was real. “H-how?”

      “Long story, C. One I really don’t have time to tell you right now.” She glanced down at my girls, her green eyes softening. “Oh wow, they are gorgeous.” She dropped a kiss on Kella’s cheek. “But we have to get out of here. Now.”

      Everything was a blur after that. Somehow we made it out of the house and into the back of a military-grade SUV. I wasn’t really surprised to see Tetka behind the wheel, but I couldn’t tear my gaze off Nova until we got to a small airstrip about fifty miles away.

      Once we were on one of the Vitucci jets, going who knew where, I was finally able to process what was going on.

      Oh fuck. I’d left.

      I’d actually left Bain.

      It was something I’d been contemplating doing the last two days, but I hadn’t even imagined how I would accomplish it. Not only because I had nowhere else to go, but because I didn’t think Bain would let me take his daughters away from him. No matter that he didn’t want me any longer, he loved his girls.

      I began to shake, knowing I’d just made an enemy of my husband. He would come for us. For the girls, at least, and because I would never leave them, I would have to go back to him.

      “He had one of his men put a sniper on Ryan when he came to get me,” I whispered, wanting them to understand. “He said if I didn’t do what he wanted, he’d kill Ryan and send Anya his head. He showed me Sheena’s, so of course, I believed him.”

      “No one is blaming you, myshka,” Tetka said soothingly, rocking Elda in her arms while Nova cuddled Kella. “I knew there was a reason you wouldn’t come with Ryan.”

      “Don’t worry about anything,” Nova assured me. “You just concentrate on taking care of these beautiful girls and yourself. We’ve got everything else handled.”

      Not worry? How did she expect me not to worry? Bain wouldn’t hesitate to kill anyone who got in his way to get the girls back. And Tetka wouldn’t hesitate to kill anyone who threatened her family. I didn’t want anyone else to lose their lives, not even the man who had broken my heart yet again.

      The thought of Bain dying made it hard to breathe. Fool that I was, even knowing he’d left me for his mistress, I still loved him.

      Pushing those thoughts away, I looked between my cousin and Tetka. “He won’t just let me go,” I warned. “If he’d been home, things would have gone a lot differently when you two burst in like that.”

      Nova smirked at me. “Good thing we knew he wasn’t home, then.”

      “How?” I asked, surprised.

      “Everyone has a price,” Tetka muttered. “And I can be very persuasive when I need to be.”

      She’d lived in the same house as me since I was four, so I was well aware of her forms of persuasion. And they had little to do with her charm or money. “How many people did you have to kill?”

      “As many as I had to,” she replied in a gentle voice, rubbing her nose against Elda’s, making her coo happily. “And I will kill many, many more to keep you and these angels safe.”

      “What will you do when Bain comes for us?”

      Meeting my gaze, she slowly released a heavy breath. “As Nova said, don’t worry about anything. He can come for you all he wants, but he won’t ever find you.”

      The flight to Russia was long, but Nova kept me distracted by telling me all about what had happened to her following Sheena’s ambush back in June. How she’d been taken to Colombia with Calista. Cali had delivered a baby girl as well, but she’d been so early and so tiny, she was still in the NICU back in Bogotá. Baby Justice was doing much better these days and hopefully would be home where she belonged soon.

      After Nova told me about her adventure, I thought it was only fair I told her about life with Bain.

      “He…he really isn’t as bad as everyone thinks,” I admitted. “He threatened me with the sniper on Ryan, but afterward, when I was so sick I was having cramps from dehydration, he confessed he hadn’t actually done it. I…” I swallowed, closing my eyes against the pain of what a fool I’d been. “I gave him a chance. He was so good to me, and we were happy. Until…”

      “Until?” Nova asked, her eyes full of sympathy when my tears began to fall again.

      “Until I heard him on the phone a few days ago. He went back to Ireland this morning. Back to his mistress.” I nearly choked on the last word, my sob wrenched from my soul.

      My cousin wrapped her arms around me lovingly. “Shh, it’s okay. You don’t ever have to see that bastard again. Unless you want to.”

      I nodded, soaking that in.

      Unless I wanted to.

      But the trouble was, I didn’t know if I ever wanted to see him again or not.
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      Two Days Before

      My phone vibrated in my pants pocket, but I ignored it as I finished changing Elda’s diaper and fixed her sleeper. Her little legs kicked at me, and she was full of smiles. The way she lit up whenever she saw me would never get old. That she looked just like her mother only made the way she looked at me even more magical. She and Kella were little daddy’s girls, and I was their willing slave for life.

      Alessia was just as much so, but she was so attached to Ciana that I begrudgingly had to admit that I was slightly jealous of my youngest daughter. I loved and adored her just as much as I did her sisters, but our connection wasn’t nearly as strong as hers to her mother, or mine with the older two girls.

      Picking up Elda off the changing table, I kissed her cheek, making her turn her head and try to kiss me back. She did that so often, I made sure to shave twice a day so my scruff didn’t scratch her. Laughing, my heart so full I thought it might explode with happiness, I placed her in her crib.

      My phone went off again as I checked on Kella and Alessia one more time. Both of them were still wide awake but content just to gaze around. The three of them got to sleep on their own fairly well, but they woke up at least once each night. Crazily enough, I enjoyed getting up with Ciana to help. It felt like our bond grew deeper with each three-a.m. feeding we shared.

      Pulling out my phone, I saw it was Conor and debated sending it to voice mail. Ciana was in the shower, and I wanted as much cuddle time with her as I could get. Since the doctor had cleared her for all activities, I’d been taking things slow with her. Letting her set the pace for when we were intimate again. After all the fuckups I’d made in the past, I wasn’t about to make any more. She was in full control this time around.

      But goddamn, I was losing my mind. Wanting her, but keeping my hands to myself, was killing me. My self-control was stronger than even I’d given myself credit for, because I was a walking case of blue balls twenty-four seven. My wife had only gotten sexier, her body a wonderland that showed her courage in birthing all three of our precious miracles safely.

      When Alessia had struggled in the beginning, I’d been terrified that Ciana would hold true to her threat to never speak to me again, never forgive me for my role in putting them all in danger to begin with. But she’d only leaned on me more as we watched Alessia grow bigger with each passing day in the NICU. It had been an agonizing two months with her and the other two separated, but thankfully, she was finally home with us and thriving.

      The phone went silent, only for a text to pop up immediately after.

      Conor: You’re going to want to hear what I have to say. I’ve got news about Vitucci.

      Equal parts curious and concerned, I called him back. He’d been in New York the last few weeks, keeping an eye on Ryan for me. Christmas hadn’t been as magical as I’d hoped it would be, and I knew it was because Ciana had been missing her family. That she was so tired from all she did for the girls all day long had been a small factor, I knew that, but it was mostly because she was used to having a huge family event with her parents, siblings, and cousins.

      I was hoping the next Christmas would be markedly brighter and more magical for her.

      “Ryan Vitucci is a married man,” were the first words out of my friend’s mouth as soon as he answered.

      “Yeah, okay,” I said with a snort. “Ciana said he was devoted to his Nova. No way he got married to anyone but her, and she’s dead.”

      “Remember the noise I’d heard coming from Colombia? You told me to make sure nothing touched Vitucci, so I kept my eye on him rather than what was going on down there. Well, turned out, Nova was there all along.”

      I stood there, my jaw on the floor as I listened to Conor tell me how Nova Hannigan had been in Colombia the whole time. As it all began to click into place, my heart started pounding, and a grin split my face. If what he was saying was true, then this would make Ciana ecstatic.

      But I didn’t want to tell her that her beloved cousin was alive and well, only to have to leave for Ireland in the next few days. Deciding I would make it a surprise for her on my return and include the proof she would undoubtedly insist on in order to believe me, I told Conor what I needed.

      The fact that I finally had to go to Ireland and deal with Cori was not on my list of things I wanted to do, but I’d promised Ciana I would deal with the bitch, and it was past time to finish her off. With each box that arrived for her with another one of Declan’s body parts, she’d gotten more and more hysterical. The men who were watching her had told Conor that she was a nervous wreck these days. The slightest sound made her scream like she was being attacked. It was a wonder her neighbors in the run-down apartment she had been able to find hadn’t had her committed yet.

      Just thinking of having to be away from my wife and daughters for any length of time made me antsy. But I had so many surprises to bring back with me that I was excited to get it over with so I could see the look on my beauty’s face once I returned.

      When she asked me not to go the night before I left, I nearly gave in, and I was annoyed with myself over it. I wanted to give this woman the world, and to do that, to give her the happiness she deserved for making me the happiest I’d ever been in my life, I had to go. But the temptation to stay was too much, and I had to leave without kissing her goodbye or I would have done as she’d asked and stayed home.

      Even as I was getting on the helicopter, a voice in the back of my head was shouting at me to go back. Climb into bed beside my wife and tell her how much I loved her. But I was determined to finish this thing with Cori and bring back Ciana the surprises that I knew would make her just as happy as she made me.

      My time in Ireland was only a quick stop before going on to the real destination of this working trip. I was on the ground in Dublin for less than an hour before I was on the plane again. Once we were back in the air, I took a shower to wash away the filth that felt like it was covering my skin after dealing with Cori.

      The Wi-Fi on the jet wasn’t working, so other than talking to Brody when I’d first landed in Dublin for an update, when he’d assured me everything was fine and that Ciana was napping with the girls in the nursery, I couldn’t stay in direct contact with him or my wife while I was in the air.

      It was late evening when the plane touched down. I was tired, grumpy because I was missing my beauty and our babies, and just wanted this meeting over with so I could get home. As soon as the plane was on the ground, I turned my phone’s airplane mode off and was about to call Ciana, even knowing the time difference would make it late as fuck her time. But before I could so much as swipe my thumb over her name, my phone started going crazy.

      Text after text blew up the screen, and then the voice mails hit.

      Trepidation began to knot my stomach, and I was sweating by the time I hit connect on Conor’s name.

      “What happened?” I choked out.

      “They’re gone, Bain,” he got out in a rush. “Anya Vitucci and her new daughter-in-law, they came and tore this place apart. They took her and the babies.”

      “No,” I denied. My knees were too weak to keep me standing, and I dropped onto the nearest seat before I fell on my ass. “Fuck, no. She…”

      She what? Wouldn’t go with them? They were her fucking family, and I knew she’d missed them. But I was trying to give them back to her. I’d just needed a little longer. A little more time to get it all perfect so I could hand her everything she wanted on a silver platter.

      The previous night replayed in my head, and suddenly I was seeing it with clearer eyes.

      “Don’t go,” she’d whispered. There had been a catch in her voice, but I’d thought it was because she was just nervous to be left alone with the girls for a few days. I’d been surprised as hell that she’d even said it to begin with, because she was a superhero when it came to being a mother, so I’d thought maybe I’d misheard her.

      “What?”

      She’d cleared her throat and spoken again. “Don’t go to Ireland tomorrow. S-stay. I…need you here.”

      Had she been trying to tell me something other than just asking me to stay? Fuck, I’d been so tempted to stay. When I’d told her I had to go, she’d shut down on me, and I’d thought she was just…

      What? I inwardly growled at myself. What the fuck did I think she was doing? She rarely asked for anything, and when she did voice that she didn’t want me to leave her, I’d blown her off. Looking back, I’d sensed something was bothering her, but I’d been so caught up in how happy I would make her with my surprises, I’d ignored my gut instinct.

      “Right,” she’d said with a nod, and I’d had a moment of panic right then for some reason. “Okay. I-I won’t ask again.”

      It all came back to haunt me now. Whatever was going on with her, she’d obviously been trying to give me one last chance to fix whatever fuckup I’d inadvertently made. But I’d been a blind fool.

      “Wh-where is she now?” I choked out.

      “I don’t know, Bain. I don’t fucking know. Brody was shot, and the security feed hasn’t given me any details. I’ve had a team working on finding the CCTV from here to the US border, but there’s nothing. Anya Vitucci is a ghost when she wants to be. They could be halfway to Australia by now.”

      “Did you check the New York compound?” I croaked, pressing the heel of my palm to my forehead.

      “My contacts say that nothing unusual has happened at the compound. Ryan, his da, and Ciro Donati are all in Colombia on business. Scarlett Donati is absent from the compound, but no one seemed to consider that worth noting, so I’m not sure it is either.”

      “Her phone? Have you tracked her phone?” I asked hopefully.

      “She left it behind. When I got here, I found it still on the charger in the master bedroom.” He released a heavy breath. “Listen, from the security footage, she was just as surprised that they came for her as anyone else. But she didn’t hesitate to go with them. From the time the shit hit the fan until their vehicle sped out of here with Ciana and the babies, it was less than ten minutes.”

      “And it was just the two Vitucci women?”

      “Yeah,” he said, his voice full of unmistakable awe. “I’ve never seen two people cause so much destruction on their own, let alone two women. There are dead bodies all over the place. Brody’s lucky to be alive.”

      “I have to find them. They are my entire world, Con.”

      “I know, mate. I’m doing everything I can. I’ve been calling in favors I’ve been holding on to for decades. No one knows anything.”

      The world was already turning gray, my life feeling more meaningless by the second knowing Ciana wasn’t waiting for me at home. How did she expect me to survive without her? I was transported back to the hell I’d had to live through when she first left me on the island. Only this time, I couldn’t stalk her every move to ensure she was safe.

      First things first. I had to get back in the air. But the jet needed to be refueled, and I needed a fresh pilot because my current one had been flying for almost twenty hours. This was supposed to be an overnight stop, but when I went in to tell the man I had business with what I needed, he jumped through hoops to get me everything and more.

      Since I was already there, and I just needed to put my signature on a bunch of papers, I did so hastily while the plane was being fueled. Tucking the documents into my jacket pocket so that I wouldn’t be completely empty-handed once I found Ciana, I climbed the steps back onto my jet and prayed that my wife and daughters were safe.
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      With all options exhausted, I stood outside the Vitucci compound. Moments earlier, I’d seen the limo that held Anya and Nova Vitucci inside enter the gates. I’d watched as Anya had gotten out at the mansion, the main house on the compound. She’d said something teasing to her daughter-in-law that I hadn’t been close enough to hear before shutting the door.

      Anya had entered the mansion, and the driver had continued on with Nova in the back. She and Ryan had one of the newer houses on the compound grounds, according to Conor’s inside contacts. Wherever they had hidden Ciana, they were only now returning, which told me nothing. Ciana could have been in Siberia for all I knew, damn it. Now that Anya and Nova were back, I just needed to get them to talk to me.

      Whatever they wanted me to do, I would do it. If all they could offer me was one last look at my wife in person—so I could tell her how much I loved her, that I was sorry for whatever I’d done to make her want to leave me—I would take it.

      The last time I’d come there, I’d been prepared for war. But this time, I couldn’t use that same tactic. It would only hurt my beauty more, and I’d already promised her I would never hurt her again. Moving out of my hiding spot, I made myself known to the guards at the gate.

      As soon as they recognized me, they pulled their guns. “Stop right there, O’Farrell,” someone snarled.

      I lifted my hands, showing them I was unarmed. “I need to speak to Anya and Nova Vitucci,” I announced. “Strip me and put me in shackles, I don’t care what you do to me, just let me talk with them.”

      My command seemed to confuse them, and given the state I was in physically, it was obvious I was no threat to anyone but myself. Someone grabbed me, patting me down to ensure I wasn’t hiding a weapon. I didn’t struggle, not even when someone punched me in the kidney and then knocked my feet out from under me. Another guard tried to render me unconscious by hitting me with the butt of their gun, but all that did was make me bleed.

      I sighed from where I was on my knees. “Are you done yet? You’re wasting time.”

      One of the other men spoke into his communication device, telling whoever that I was at the gate and what I wanted. Several minutes later, Anya Vitucci appeared in front of me herself.

      “Well, this is a lot faster than I anticipated,” she muttered, staring down at me dispassionately with her cold blue eyes. “You look half dead.”

      “I am half dead without her,” I rasped. “She’s the only soul I have. I need her to be human.”

      She pressed her lips into a hard line, but after a long moment of silently observing me, she finally lifted her phone to her ear. It rang several times before someone finally answered. “We have company, l’vitsa. Bring Ryan so we can have a chat with him.” She didn’t wait for a reply before hanging up. Turning to the guards who were still standing behind me, she rolled her eyes at them. “Do you feel better now? Did making him bleed a little make you feel like you have bigger dicks?”

      They all lowered their gazes, heat filling their faces, their ears turning red.

      “Pick your brand-new ball sacs up off the ground and drag O’Farrell inside.” As she walked away, expecting them to do as she commanded, I heard her mutter, “Useless men.”

      My legs scraped across the asphalt through my pants as two of the guards dragged me inside the gates and then up the steps to the mansion, but they didn’t take me inside. “You’ll excuse my not inviting you into my home,” Anya said with a grimace. “My daughter is having a friend over, and I’d rather not embarrass her by getting blood everywhere if I have to shoot you in the head.”

      I shrugged. “At least I’d be put out of my misery.”

      She didn’t respond to that, but she gave me another long, searching look before turning away. Walking to the edge of the top step, she stood there waiting until Ryan and his wife finally appeared over ten minutes later.

      My cousin marched angrily toward me, the rage on his face contorting his features. But little Nova, so pretty with her long blond hair and green eyes, jumped in front of him. “Whatever you’re thinking right now, stop,” she commanded, making him take a step back. “I know you dislike him, but whatever else is going on with C right now, she has three beautiful little girls who love their father. And whether we like it or not, this bastard is their dad. Think of them, Ryan.”

      He muttered a curse and took several steps back. Thrusting his hands into his suit pockets, he glared down at me.

      Turning, Nova stepped toward me. She was even smaller than I remembered, but I was glad to see her alive and whole, even if she was responsible for taking my life away from me. Ciana loved her. The two of them weren’t just cousins—they were best friends.

      “How is she?” I asked, needing to know.

      “She’s…sad,” Nova answered honestly, making my chest tighten with pain. “How’s your Cori?”

      I frowned at the acid in her tone. “Dead,” I told her honestly, making her blink in surprise.

      “Dead?” she repeated. “But…”

      “But?” Ryan asked behind her when she trailed off.

      She grimaced and looked over at her husband. “Ciana said this Cori chick was Bain’s mistress. That he went to Ireland just to hook up with her. Seemed like he was really excited to be seeing her again after so long apart.”

      “What?” I bellowed, jumping to my feet. I grabbed for her arms, but before I could touch her, she dropped me on my ass. Stunned, I tried to catch my breath as the reality of what she’d just said continued to crash through me, even as I tried to figure out how that little girl got me on my ass so damn easily. “Why would she think such a thing?” I demanded when I could speak again.

      “Plenty of reasons,” Nova said with a shrug. “For one, you said you would take care of this Cori person, but it’s been months. According to Ciana, you don’t normally hesitate to take care of problems, unless you don’t want to do it. She seems to feel that your feelings for Cori were stronger than you let on. For another, C said you hadn’t seemed interested in touching her, and she figured you were desperate for a taste of pussy.”

      “She really thinks that?” I whispered in horror. I’d actually made my wife think I didn’t want her. This was one of the worst mistakes I’d ever made with her.

      “Apparently,” she confirmed.

      “Fuck,” I groaned. “Where did I fuck up this time? What have I done to make her think such nonsense?”

      Nova grunted. “I guess you’d have to ask her. That is, if she ever decides she wants to speak to you again. But that’s her decision.”

      I scrambled to my knees and clutched at her hands. “Please,” I begged, tears filling my eyes. I didn’t care who saw them. I just needed my reason for living back. “Ciana and our babies are the only good thing in my life. Without her, this life isn’t worth living. I just need five minutes with her. To make her see that she was mistaken about Cori and to fix what I didn’t mean to break.”

      “If she wants to speak to you, she’ll call you. Until then, you need to leave her alone.”

      “I can’t!” My tears fell freely as I tried to make her understand. “She’s all I have. There is no light unless she’s beside me. Without her, I’m constantly trapped in the darkness, with no way to claw my way out. She’s the only one who can save me.”

      “You should have thought of that before leaving her to go shack up with your whore for a few days.”

      “I wasn’t shacking up with anyone!” I exploded. “I was delivering the head of the man who was once my best friend, who she corrupted and convinced to betray me. I wasn’t hesitating because I cared about that evil cunt. I was torturing her by sending her a new body part every week.”

      “Oh, I like him,” Anya murmured for the first time since her son and daughter-in-law had arrived. “That’s so sick and twisted, I might have to use it sometime.”

      “Don’t pretend like you never have before, Mom,” Ryan said, seeming to fight the smile that teased at his lips.

      “That’s neither here nor there, l’venok.” She nodded in my direction. “I believe him.”

      Ryan released a drawn-out sigh. “Yeah, so do I.”

      “What?” Nova cried. “He shows up and produces a few tears, and you’re just going to accept that?”

      “No, my heart,” Ryan murmured, pulling her into his arms. “I’m looking at a man who reminds me of myself not long ago. That pain in his voice, the desperation. Look at him, baby. He’s completely shattered. Just like I was when I thought I’d lost you forever.”

      Her green gaze drifted over me, but she didn’t seem to believe me as the other two did. “Convince me,” she commanded, her tone taunting. “Make me believe that you love Ciana the way Ryan loves me. If you can, I’ll take you to her. But if you can’t, I’ll do what should have been done when you first broke her heart and put a bullet in your head.”

      “You promise?” I choked out, my hope so strong I nearly blacked out from it.

      “Promise to kill you?” She jerked ahold of one of the guards that stood nearby and disarmed him of his gun before anyone could react. Chambering a bullet and releasing the safety, she pressed the barrel to the middle of my forehead. Her plea to Ryan only moments ago seemed to be forgotten. “Yeah, I promise.”

      “Nova!” Ryan reached for her, but she lifted her other hand, causing him to stop before he would touch her. “What are you doing? Damn it, Ciana has enough shit to deal with on her plate. Don’t add more to it by killing this fucker!”

      “Why not?” she asked without looking at him.

      “Because she obviously loves him. Why else wouldn’t she tell me about him? If she didn’t love him, she would have told me what he’d done, and I would have put a bullet in him myself months ago.”

      “So what if she loves him?” Nova stepped closer to me, her eyes full of hate. “You broke her. Not once, but twice. She’s too good for you. You don’t deserve her.”

      “I know,” I told her without flinching as I met her gaze. “I don’t deserve any of her goodness, but it’s all that keeps me going. My heart hasn’t beat right since I left her in Montreal three days ago.”

      “Then you shouldn’t have left her. She asked you not to! When the woman you claim to love more than life itself asks you not to go, you don’t fucking go!”

      “I know,” I breathed. The pain of realizing I should have listened to the voice that told me not to leave Ciana that morning choked me.

      “Nova, baby, don’t kill him,” Ryan urged.

      “Why are you so concerned if I kill one of your enemies?” she demanded, exasperated. “It will be one fewer headache we have to deal with down the road.”

      “Ciana—”

      “Will get over it and move on.” His wife cut him off.

      Jealousy over some nameless, faceless prick helping my beauty move on from me was like a physical punch to the stomach, knocking the breath from my body once again.

      “I don’t want her to go through the pain of having to get over the person she loves,” Ryan told her in a rush. “I don’t want her to have to experience what I did. She acts tough and fierce, but really, she’s soft and she hurts so easily. Damn it, don’t make me have to tell her he’s dead, Nova!”

      She shifted her gaze from me to him, yet I could tell that if I so much as breathed wrong, she wouldn’t hesitate to pull the trigger. This girl might have been tiny, but she was perhaps the deadliest female I’d ever met.

      Then Anya stepped closer, and I realized, no, she was the deadliest female I’d ever met.

      “Admit it,” Nova commanded. “Stop fighting with yourself, and just say it. You forgive her.”

      “Yes,” Ryan snapped. “Okay, fine. I forgive her. I might have even forgiven her the moment you became my wife.”

      “But you were just too stubborn to admit it?” she suggested, her tone bordering on teasing.

      “Nova,” he growled. “Put the gun down.”

      “Only if you promise to go with me to take Bain to Ciana. So you can tell her yourself that you forgive her.”

      “I swear I’m turning your ass red later,” he muttered.

      “And on that note, I’m going to leave you to it,” Anya muttered as she walked into the mansion.

      “Still waiting,” Nova singsonged cheerfully, pressing the gun harder against my forehead, her finger playing with the trigger.

      “Fine! I’ll go with you and tell her I forgive her.”

      Nova flipped the safety on the gun and lowered it from my head, a beaming smile on her face. “Let’s go, then. I’m sure Bain is anxious to see his little family.”

      Ryan let out a long sigh as the two guards actually stepped forward to help me to my feet. “You believed this asshole all along, didn’t you?”

      Nova winked at him as she skipped past him. “Maybe, but I’ll never tell.”

      Muttering a curse under his breath, he shook his head as he watched her go. “Pack a few things for me,” he called, and she waved.

      “Love you!” she answered without looking back.

      Sighing, he turned to face me. “Well, don’t just stand there. Let’s get you cleaned up so you at least look alive when your wife sees you again, man.”

      I dusted off my hands as I glanced between him and Nova’s rapidly disappearing figure. “That little girl scares the fuck out of me,” I admitted.

      A choked laugh left him. “She’s a woman now, but yeah, I agree. She’s pretty terrifying.”
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      Growing up, I’d never once been nervous to face my mother when I’d gotten into trouble for any reason. She’d always been a strict but loving parent, and I’d never feared her reaction to any mistakes I made.

      But as I stared at the house that Nova had said would be my new home for however long I felt I needed it, I couldn’t help gulping as I pictured Scarlett Donati inside waiting for me. The mistakes I’d made over the past year weren’t minuscule like those from my childhood and teens. I’d put people I loved in danger, had turned my back on my family, and stupidly stayed with a man I thought loved me.

      How could my mother ever forgive me for any of those things?

      Wiping my sweat-dampened hands on my pants, I glanced down to make sure Alessia was still sound asleep against my chest before climbing the few steps to the front porch. It was a surprisingly mild day for Russia in January, but we were all still bundled up. The house was in the middle of nowhere, surrounded on either side by dense forests and mountains. Someone would have to know this place already existed with its exact coordinates, or they would never find it.

      As I got to the top step, the front door opened, and all I saw was a whirl of red hair before I was being wrapped in the world’s best hug. Tears filled my eyes as I hugged Mama back, breathing in the soothingly familiar scent of her shampoo and the light fragrance of her perfume.

      “My baby,” she cried in Italian as she stepped back just enough to run her hands over my hair, my face, the top half of my body. Her brown eyes, so like my own, taking in everything about my appearance. “Ciana, are you hurt?”

      Swallowing the lump in my throat, I shook my head. “No, Mama. I’m fine.”

      She released a heavy, pent-up breath. “Thank God,” she whispered. Then Alessia made a snuffling noise against my chest. As tiny as she still was, she always woke up hungry.

      Mama gasped, her hand covering her mouth as she looked down at her granddaughter for the first time.

      “Mama, this is Alessia.”

      “She’s beautiful,” she whispered. A tear spilled over her lashes as she touched Alessia’s back.

      My youngest daughter’s eyes finally opened, and she smiled up at me, as she always did, before realizing we weren’t alone. She turned her head, her eyes narrowing much like her father’s did when he was assessing any unknown situation. God, she looked and acted so much like Bain, it melted my heart even as it lay broken in my chest.

      Behind me, Nova and Anya were waiting patiently, each of them carrying one of the other two babies. Noticing them, Mama ran down the steps. Kella, who tended to be the more adventurous of the three, saw her and let out a squeal. Laughing, her grandmother took her from Nova’s arms.

      “Hello, precious girl. I’m your nonna,” she murmured, kissing Kella’s hand when she touched Mama’s face. “What is your name?”

      “That is Kella,” I introduced. “And Tetka has Elda.”

      “Hello, Elda,” Mama greeted the other baby, who was watching her with open curiosity from Anya’s arms. “You look just like your mama when she was a baby. I swear, Ciana,” she called over her shoulder, “I have pictures of you that would pass for Elda.”

      Alessia began to fuss, wanting her meal, and we took our reunion into the house. It was a two-story house, but it wasn’t very big, more like a cabin than anything. An open living room and kitchen combo took up the entire downstairs, while upstairs was just two small bedrooms and a single bathroom. It was well heated, though, so that was all that mattered.

      By the time Papa arrived, Anya and Nova were already on their way home. I wasn’t nearly as nervous to see him as I’d been to see Mama. Not two seconds after he walked through the front door, I was being wrapped in one of his bear hugs. No sooner were my feet on the floor than he was falling in love with all three of his granddaughters, just as Mama had.

      With the craziness of getting to the cabin, I hadn’t had much time to think about what Bain might be doing. Now that things had calmed down, and the girls were being smothered in love by their grandparents, all I could do was think about my husband.

      There was no way he didn’t know I was gone at this point. Someone would have alerted him to what had happened and that the girls and I were gone. He probably wouldn’t have cared about my absence, but he wouldn’t rest until his daughters were back with him.

      Papa was rocking Kella by the fire, and the other two babies were sound asleep in their bassinets nearby. Needing some air, I grabbed my coat and went to sit on the porch. The temperature was noticeably colder now, and I could smell the crispness of snow in the distance. Wrapping my arms around myself, I sat on the top step and looked up at the cloud-covered moon, wondering what Bain was doing right then.

      How pathetic was it that I missed him? The man had left me to go to his mistress, and I found myself wishing he were there beside me, enjoying the beauty of the Russian wilderness, the peacefulness of the quiet, our girls safely in the arms of their grandfather, and my mother cooking pancakes for dinner.

      It had been two days since Anya and Nova had left, and during that entire time, I’d been expecting one or both to call and say that Bain had torn the compound apart in search of the girls. That I hadn’t gotten that call made me wonder if he was so lost in Cori that he’d given up his babies as well as me. Ridiculously enough, it pissed me off that he hadn’t gone off the rails.

      Fuck, did we really mean nothing to him now? Was he relieved that he no longer had us to worry about?

      A tear spilled free without permission, and I curled into myself, wanting to hide from the pain in my heart.

      The sound of heavy-duty, four-wheel-drive vehicles in the distance caught my attention just as the front door opened behind me. Mama stepped out, her phone to her ear. “Fine, Anya. If you think this is best. Yes, I hear them in the distance now. No, no. The girls are all asleep. So is Ciro.” When I looked up at her, she had a small smile on her face. “Yes, I took pictures. He had a little drool on his mouth as he held Kella while they both slept in that rocking chair.”

      A smile teased at my own lips at the mental picture that filled my head. And then the rest of what Mama said made sense. The vehicles in the distance. Tetka was coming back? It had only been two days.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked Mama as she hung up.

      Sighing, she sat down beside me on the top step. “Let’s just trust Anya on this, okay?”

      I didn’t like how cryptic that answer was, but I trusted her and Tetka with not only my life, but those of my babies.

      Mama took one of my hands in hers, rubbing my fingers to warm them. I leaned my head against her shoulder. I’d missed her so damn much.

      When the two SUVs pulled up in front of the house, the huge snowflakes had started to fall. Smiling, I caught one in my free hand and watched as it melted while the driver of the first SUV got out and opened the back door.

      Ryan stepped out, and my smile dropped, my heart suddenly racing. His brown eyes went straight to me, and I sat up straighter, my teeth sinking into my bottom lip. Without a word, he reached inside and dragged someone out.

      “Fuck,” Mama muttered as her nephew pulled Bain from the vehicle.

      My eyes were glued to my husband as he stumbled out. His hands were tied behind his back, and he had a blindfold over his eyes. Between the porch lights and those of the vehicles, I could see every aspect of him easily, and what I saw made my heart stop.

      His face was as pale as death. It was obvious he hadn’t eaten in days, because in the short amount of time since I’d last seen him, he’d lost a considerable amount of weight, causing his clothes to practically hang off him. I jumped to my feet, not sure if I wanted to run away from or to him.

      The back door to the second vehicle opened, and Anya and Nova stepped out. Without wasting a single second, Anya pulled a gun from under her long trench coat and cocked it before pressing the barrel to the back of my husband’s head.

      My scream echoed off the mountains, causing Bain’s head to snap in my direction. “Wh-what are you doing?” I demanded, stumbling down the steps toward them.

      Ryan lifted a hand, stopping me in my tracks. “You are going to listen to what he has to say and then make a choice,” he instructed me in a hard voice. “If, when he’s finished, you decide you still want him, I’ll release him.” He lifted a shoulder in a casual half shrug. “But if you decide he’s not worth your time, Mom will kill him, and you will be free.”

      My heart was in my throat, making it impossible to speak. This was pure insanity, and it was making me dizzy. Gasping for air, I reached out blindly, and Mama was there to steady me.

      “Ciana, are you okay?” Bain demanded, his voice hoarse. I struggled to breathe. “Mo chroí, answer me!”

      Sucking in a deep breath, I tried to calm down enough to find my voice. “I-I…I’m very confused,” I finally whispered.

      “Ciana, Bain showed up at the compound when Anya and I got home,” Nova explained. “He looked like hell, and after a short chat, we all thought he should have the chance to speak to you. What you do with what he says, however, is completely your decision. You have two choices. Take him back, or watch him die.”

      I nearly fell to my knees, but I couldn’t contain my sobs.

      “Don’t cry, my beauty,” Bain soothed. “Just listen. Whatever you decide, everything will be fine, I promise.”

      “Your promises mean nothing,” I snapped through my tears. “What the fuck are they worth when you ran to Cori the moment you decided I was no longer worth your time.”

      “That’s bullshit,” he growled, his arms twisting against his restraints.

      “You couldn’t get to Ireland fast enough. Was it worth it?”

      Groaning, he turned his head in Ryan’s direction. “Untie me. I need my hands on her.”

      “Not happening,” he gritted out.

      Cursing, Bain shifted his head back in my direction. “I took Cori Declan’s head, and then I killed her. Conor has been sending her pieces of his body every week since I killed him. To scare her, remind her that her time was running out. I wanted it dragged out for as long as possible so that every shadow, every small noise, would make her afraid. It was what she deserved for her role in hurting you that night.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest, glaring down at him. “You were so excited to leave. I’ve never heard that kind of emotion in your voice.”

      “When and what did you hear, Ciana?” he asked, his brows pulled together in confusion.

      “A few days before you left. You were in the nursery and talking to Conor on the phone. I heard everything through the baby monitor.”

      He groaned. “Why didn’t you just ask me about it then, woman? I would have told you everything then and there. I was excited because Conor told me that Nova was alive, and I had him working on getting me evidence so that when I got back, I could tell you about it. Instead, you had to draw your own conclusions and destroy us both?”

      “I wasn’t about to ask my husband if he was going to go fuck his mistress!” I yelled. “I could barely find the strength to ask you not to leave the night before your trip. And then you got annoyed with me, and I realized Cori was who you really wanted. I won’t beg for your love, Bain. If you don’t want me, then fine. Go, live your life.”

      “What life?” he shouted back. “I have no life without you. I love you so much I can’t fucking breathe without you. As for wanting you, I’ve been walking around half bent over because I’ve been aching for you, mo chroí.”

      “Yeah, okay,” I said with a snort. “Obviously, you’ve wanted me so bad. You barely even kiss me.”

      “Because I didn’t want to rush you. I did that once, and I lost you. This time, it had to be your choice when we finally made love. I thought, by being patient, I was showing you that you mean more to me than anything. Not the sex, not even the babies. You, Ciana. Nothing and no one but you.”

      The conviction in his voice gave me pause. “But…you couldn’t get away fast enough for that stupid trip to Ireland.”

      “The trip wasn’t just to deal with Cori. That was a quick stop, and then I was on to the real reason.”

      “Which was?” I snipped when he left it at that.

      “Our island,” he murmured softly. “The place where we were the happiest until Sheena ruined everything. I bought it for us.”

      “What?” I yelped, my breath catching. “But… No. You were just joking, and I told you—”

      “That you would feel guilty for costing all those people their jobs,” he finished. “We can discuss all of that after you decide…if you still want to be with me.”

      “I want to kill you myself right now!” I snapped, frustrated with him. All he did was twist me inside out. I wanted to slap him—and kiss him. He had the ability to make me love him and want to murder him all in the same moment. “Why do you have to do everything the hard way? All I want is for you to love me, and you just…just…”

      “Because you are the first person I’ve ever loved. I fuck up. I make mistakes. But I’m trying. You’ve taught me so much, my beauty. About how to love you and our babies.” His voice cracked. “I just need you to have patience with me and continue to teach me how to be the man you need and deserve.”

      Tears spilling down my face, I turned away from him.

      “Is that your answer?” Tetka asked, and I heard the safety being flipped on the gun.

      My heart stopped. “Wh-what?”

      She cocked a brow at me. “You’re walking away. Does that mean you’re done with him?”

      “No!” I screamed. “I love him. Please, Tetka, please don’t kill him.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked, curious. “I mean, he shot your brothers. And he broke your heart. He will probably do it over and over again in the future. Obviously, he has no idea what he’s doing where you are concerned.”

      “I don’t care that he keeps messing up,” I cried. “He’s trying. I know he is. He just needs me to help him.”

      “Can’t say I wouldn’t have done the same if someone had been standing between Nova and me,” Ryan commented. “It wouldn’t matter who it was. Even you, Mom.”

      A heavy huff came from behind me. “As much as it pains me, I have to agree,” Papa muttered, and I realized he’d come outside. “Release him, Anya.”

      Ryan pulled a knife and sliced through Bain’s bindings, then did the same with the blindfold. The moment he could see again, Bain was on his feet, and suddenly, I was in his arms. As soon as I felt him against me, everything seemed to fall into place, and the world felt right again.

      Sobbing, I threw my arms around him. His hands shook as he cupped the back of my head, kissing me harder than he’d ever done before. When he finally lifted his head, we were both breathing heavily. “I’m never letting you go,” he vowed. “You will never be out of my sight again. I couldn’t take it, mo chroí.”

      “You’re such an idiot,” I sobbed. “I thought—”

      “Stop thinking,” he grumbled, kissing me again. “I love you, Ciana. My world starts and ends with you. That’s the only thing you ever need to remember. As long as you know that, then nothing else matters.”
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      Alessia gave a milk-drunk sigh as she cuddled into her mother’s chest. Bending my head, I kissed the top of her head then Ciana’s neck. I hadn’t let her more than an arm’s length away since we’d made up back in Russia the day before. Now, we were on our way to our real home.

      The island.

      Stretched out on one of the couches on the Vitucci jet, I held Ciana between my legs while she slept with Alessia in her arms. Across from us, her parents were happily cuddling Kella and Elda. From the looks of it, Kella was madly in love with her nonno. She couldn’t stop smiling at him. Even when she’d taken a short nap, she’d done nothing but smile and giggle in her sleep as he’d held her.

      Elda was just as entranced with Scarlett as her sister was with Ciro. And the Donatis were crazy over all three of their granddaughters. Which was why, when everyone was having breakfast together that morning and Ciana had said we were going to the island, they had asked to join us.

      To help with the girls, Scarlett had offered. So that the two of us could have a little bit of a break and some much-needed alone time.

      My wife had jumped at the offer, and I’d been just as happy to accept. Even though she was back in my arms and where I could watch every breath she took, I needed some uninterrupted time alone with her to show my beauty just how much I loved her.

      The night before, I hadn’t been sure how everything would play out. Not with Ciana—that much I’d known how it would go. She would either take me back, or I would have happily let Anya Vitucci put me out of my misery. It was my new in-laws I’d been concerned about. As much as I’d wanted to give Ciana her family back, I wasn’t sure if they would accept me as part of the package.

      I’d shot two of their children and basically kidnapped a third. What parents would just let that go? But when Ciro had held out his hand, I hadn’t hesitated to place mine in his. It wasn’t like we became a loving family then and there. We probably wouldn’t ever be close, but our relationship didn’t matter to me. As long as they were in Ciana’s life and she was happy, then I was happy.

      From the look on her father’s face, I had to believe that we were of the same mind when it came to that.

      He didn’t like me, didn’t want to like me, but his daughter loved me, and he was willing to accept me for her happiness.

      And that only made me respect him more.

      At the other end of the plane, Ryan was stretched out much like I was with Ciana, his wife between his legs as they talked quietly. Anya was beside them, listening with a smile on her face as she typed away on her phone.

      Ciana shifted in my arms, pressing her head deeper into my chest for a moment before opening her eyes. “Are we there yet?” she asked around a yawn.

      “Soon, mo chroí,” I assured her. “Less than an hour.”

      “Yay,” she cheered quietly so as not to wake Alessia. “I can’t wait to see it again.”

      “Me either,” I murmured, kissing her cheek.

      “You said no one will lose their job?”

      “I promise you, no one will have to lose their job. The hotel is going to be torn down. We don’t want tourists there ruining our paradise, do we?” She shook her head adamantly. “The contractor will arrive next week, and we can discuss the small hospital we will have built, along with the school.”

      Gasping, she turned in my arms. “Are you serious?”

      I cupped the side of her face. “I would never joke about your happiness, my beauty.”

      “This…” Tears filled her eyes. “You’re amazing. We won’t ever have to leave the island now.”

      “Hey!” Ryan called over. “You have to come home sometime. We miss you there.”

      Pleasure filled her eyes as she turned to look at him. From the moment Ryan had told her he forgave her the night before, Ciana hadn’t stopped glowing. I was still jealous as hell that they were so close, but if he had the ability to make her this happy, I could live with a little jealousy. “We will, I swear. And you can all come visit us whenever you want. Right, moye solntse?”

      The hopefulness in her eyes made it impossible for me to say no. “Of course they can. We can even build a few guest bungalows just for when any of your family wants to stay on the island.” That caught my in-laws’ attention, and I quickly added, “And we can even build your parents their own place as well. Right next to our own house. So they can come and spend as much time with the babies as they want.”

      Scarlett beamed at me, while Ciro gave an approving nod.

      “What about my brothers?” Ciana asked. “How will you make up for shooting them?”

      “I made up for it by not killing them,” I muttered, but she playfully slapped me against the chest. “Fine. We will figure out something to entice them to our island.”

      Her pleased smile returned. “Maybe we should build a baseball diamond and invite the Yankees to spend a week practicing here.”

      “You go too far, wife,” I growled, tickling her. Her giggles filled the entire plane, melting my heart into a puddle of goo in the middle of my chest.

      The island was already ours, and I’d made the previous owner stop accepting hotel reservations the month before. Which meant only staff was there when we arrived. Everyone was given their own rooms, and once the girls were settled in with their grandparents—with plenty of breast milk already pumped for the rest of the night—I whisked my wife away to our own suite.

      The moment we stepped off the elevator onto the same floor we’d been on back in February, Ciana started sniffling. Unlocking the door to the same room I’d used back then, I scooped her into my arms and carried her into the bedroom.

      “It feels like it’s been years since we were last here,” she whispered. “My heart hurt so badly that last night.”

      “And now?” I murmured, kissing her neck.

      “Now, I…” Tears spilled over her lashes, making my heart stop. “I can’t remember being this happy in my entire life, Bain.”

      I eased her onto the bed and followed her down. “We need to talk about that too, my beauty.”

      Wiping her eyes, she frowned. “About what?”

      “Bain O’Farrell is no more. There is only Torin Kennedy now.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      I dropped to my knees in front of her. “This island wasn’t cheap,” I admitted. “I used all of the O’Farrell fortune to buy it for us and to make any of the additions we want, as well as pay the salaries of the employees who wished to remain here.”

      Brown eyes grew as big as saucers. “That’s… Holy shit.”

      “I’ve been planning it since we were here last, when we talked about buying the island.”

      “I seriously thought you were just joking,” she muttered.

      “I don’t joke about what makes you happy,” I told her firmly. “Conor and I have been making plans. He is now fully in charge. Bain O’Farrell no longer exists. But Torin Kennedy still remains. So, I’m sorry to say, you will have to go back to calling me Torin.”

      “No.”

      It was my turn to direct wide eyes on her. “No?”

      “No. You can’t make me fall in love with Bain and then turn back into Torin. I refuse to call you anything but Bain…” She wrapped her arms around my neck. “Unless necessary. When we’re home or with family, you are my Bain.”

      “You love Bain? Not Torin, but Bain?” I rasped.

      “Of course I love Bain,” she growled. “Bain is a hundred times better than Torin could ever be. I’m kinda mad I have to be his wife and not Bain’s.”

      I cupped each side of her face. “You’re not fucking with me right now, are you, Ciana? You mean that?”

      Her hands covered mine, a soft smile pulling up her lips. “Why would I lie about loving you?”

      “I don’t know,” I groaned. “I’m just… This is important. All this time, I’ve been happy to accept your love of Torin. I didn’t dream of you loving Bain.”

      “You know you’re making it seem like you have split personalities, right? Torin and Bain are the same man.” She brushed her lips over mine. “But I get it. And the answer is simple. I love you, Bain. Only you. I would happily be Mrs. Bain O’Farrell, but I don’t care as long as I get to be your wife.”

      “Fuck, you’re everything I’ve ever wanted,” I told her, my voice thick with emotion. “I just have one last favor to ask.”

      “Anything.”

      “The charity,” I enticed. “I need a medical professional to lead the board so that I know the charitable donations are going to the right hospitals for the right reasons. Will you help me with that, my love?”

      “Y-you do know that I’ll be very stingy and give most of that money to my personally favorite charities, right?”

      “Mm-hm,” I grinned. “I’m okay with that. Spend every last dime I have, mo chroí. If you’re happy, I’m happy.”

      “The only thing that will make me happy right this minute is if my sexy-as-sin husband is naked.” She leaned back on her hands, staring up at me through her lashes. “Do you think you can make that happen, moye solntse?”
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      Ciana

      Four years later

      Happy giggles were music to my ears. From where I was dozing in the sun, I watched as Alessia jumped off the side of the pool into her zio Bennie’s arms. When he caught her, he fell back, dunking them both. Moments later, they resurfaced, making Elda clap her hands and jump around, begging for her turn. From the other end of the pool, Kella was happily lying on her favorite pink floaty that her zio Vito was pulling from one end of the pool to the next. Those two were slaves to their nieces’ happiness. I wasn’t sure who was sadder when my brothers had to leave, them or the girls.

      Beside me, Nova stuffed another slice of pineapple into her mouth, her slight baby bump adorably on display with the white bikini she was wearing. Meanwhile, I felt like a beached whale. I swore, I felt ten times bigger with this one boy than I ever did with three girls.

      I was due any day now, which was why my entire family was on the island. From the moment we’d announced I was pregnant again, my mother had started planning everything. It had been so much fun experiencing everything with her this time around, but I had to admit, it was exhausting too.

      Luckily, Mama knew not to overstep and always gave me breathing space when she sensed I was being overwhelmed.

      A sudden sprinkling of cold water hit me, and I screamed, not expecting it. Glaring up at Ryan, I picked up my empty plastic cup and tossed it at his head as he laughingly dropped down onto the lounger with Nova. His hand went automatically to her baby bump. “Hello in there, stranger,” he murmured. “Did you miss your papa?”

      “Yes,” Nova answered for the baby. “But not nearly as much as I did.”

      “He just took a dip in the ocean, Nova,” Vito complained as he pulled Kella past us. “You act like he was gone for hours and not mere minutes.”

      “Any minutes we’re away from each other are too long,” she grumbled.

      “I missed you too, my heart,” Ryan told her, dropping a kiss on her lips. “Are you comfortable? Hungry? Thirsty?”

      She popped another slice of pineapple into her mouth. “I’m good now that you’re back.”

      “Mo chroí?” Bain’s frantic voice drew my attention, and I looked up to find him sprinting toward me.

      “Shit,” I muttered, shooting Ryan another glare. “See what you did? Now he’s all worried again. I just got him to calm down after the Braxton-Hicks contractions last night.”

      My cousin only snickered as he buried his face in Nova’s neck.

      “Laugh it up, asshole,” I warned. “When it’s close to time for Nova to give birth, I’m going to torture the hell out of you for payback.”

      “Daddy!” Elda called as she surfaced with Bennie and saw Bain running toward the pool. “Come play.”

      He shot her a grim smile. “I’m sorry, princess. Daddy can’t play right now. Mama needs me.”

      “Oh,” she said, excitement filling her brown eyes. “Is my brother coming now?”

      Alessia ran around the side of the pool, reaching me before her father could. Her chilled hands touched my stomach, exposed by the dark-green bikini I wore. “Lewis, are you coming out today?” she asked, her hazel eyes hopeful as she spoke to her baby brother still in my belly. “Do you want to swim with us?”

      I covered her hand, pressing it to where Lewis was enjoying kicking the crap out of me. “I don’t think he’s ready to play yet, Alessia.”

      “Oh,” she said in disappointment. “Maybe tomorrow?”

      “Maybe, angel,” I murmured just as Bain reached us. As hard as he was breathing, I had to believe he’d run the entire way from my parents’ house, where he had spent the afternoon talking business with Papa and Zio Cristiano. He hadn’t been in the business since he’d turned everything over to Conor, but my father sometimes asked for his advice on some things. As did Ryan, more often than not these days.

      Mama and Papa’s house was a good distance from our own, as were the guest bungalows. Our house was separated to offer us all a little more privacy when the family was on the island, which had been at my request. I loved my crazy family, but at times, they could be a bit much, even for me. Bain wasn’t used to their way of showing love, and I didn’t want to overwhelm him.

      Picking up Alessia, he gave her a kiss on the cheek before tossing her into the pool. Bennie caught her, making her squeal in pure happiness as they hit the water yet again. Before they could surface, Bain had me in his arms, carrying me toward the open French doors into our home.

      “I’m fine,” I tried to assure him as he walked through our huge, single-story house. “Ryan just got water on me. I wasn’t expecting it and screamed in surprise.”

      “You should be resting in bed with your feet up,” he complained, kicking open our bedroom door.

      I lifted a brow at him. “Oh? And does my husband plan on keeping me company?”

      He placed me gently in the middle of the bed and followed me down. “If that’s what it takes to keep you there, then absolutely.” I wrapped my legs around him before he could move to lie beside me. “Mo chroí, have pity. I’m already aching for you, just seeing you in this sadistic thing you call a bikini.”

      I felt just how hard he was, and he was pressed right where I wanted him most. “Please, moye solntse,” I whined. “I need you. And the doctor said it might help put me in labor.”

      He trembled against me. “I know you want to try giving birth vaginally this time, but I’m still not sure if that is wise.”

      “But my doctor said it was perfectly safe,” I reminded him.

      “Yes, but what if something goes wrong and you have to have an emergency C-section? Wouldn’t it be better to just have a scheduled one so we don’t run into any unnecessary surprises?”

      Knowing he was only scared of something happening to me and, of course, his son, I stroked my fingers through his hair, trying to calm his fears. “I love you. Please don’t worry. Everything is going to work out exactly as it’s meant to. I promise.”

      “But what if it doesn’t?” he rasped, burying his face in my neck.

      “I guess you’ll just have to trust me on this,” I murmured. “Everything is going to be okay.”

      “If I lose you—” He broke off when his voice cracked.

      “You aren’t going to lose me. I’m going to be right here making your life crazy for another fifty years at the least.”

      “You fucking better,” he grumbled, pressing a kiss just below my ear.

      I mewled and arched into him, rubbing my damp core over his board shorts. I was so ready for him, it would only take a little friction, and I would…

      “Fuck!” he shouted, jumping to his feet.

      I sighed and looked down at yet another ruined mattress. “These kids are so damn impatient to be brought into the world. First Kella, now Lewis.”

      “Now is not the time to joke, wife.” Picking me up once again, he ran through the house.

      “Well, Alessia will be happy,” I teased as he stepped out onto the deck.

      “You always do like making her happy,” he muttered. “Ryan,” he called, and the other man’s head snapped up from where he’d been making out with Nova. “We’re on our way to the hospital. Let Scarlett know.”

      “I’m coming!” Nova cried, jumping up and running after us.

      Bain moved so fast, he was already at the hospital that was less than a mile away before Nova could catch up with us. Sweat poured off him as he walked in. “It’s go time!” he yelled at the few staff members on duty.

      As small as the island was, we still had a good bit of staff that might need medical attention at times. The hospital was fully equipped for any possible emergency, including an operating room. There were two doctors on staff, both of them able to handle any scenario, but one specialized in ob-gyn, something Bain had insisted on before he would even discuss us having another baby. After the adventure of having the girls, just getting him even to talk about more children was a small miracle all its own.

      My mother arrived, and by then, the doctor had examined me, letting us know I was already dilated to a five. I hadn’t even had a single contraction yet, so I was beyond surprised at how dilated I was. The doctor said everything was progressing beautifully and the baby was in the perfect position for me to deliver him vaginally.

      For the next few hours, Bain was a nervous wreck, but he wouldn’t leave me even when I told him to take a break and check on our girls.

      It was nearly midnight when I pushed our son into the world. Screaming through the pain of being torn all the way to my asshole—or so it felt—I felt his shoulders finally come free. The relief of it being over was so intense I moaned, dropping back against the bed as sweat poured off my brow.

      It was another hour before Lewis and I were both cleaned up and in a private room. Exhausted, I leaned back against my pillows while our son nursed. Bain sat beside me on the bed, stroking his hand over the soft tufts of hair on Lewis’s head.

      “You’re amazing,” he murmured, in awe.

      “It helps when I have an amazing man beside me.”

      “I love you so damn much, mo chroí.”

      “Enough to give me one more baby?” I asked hopefully. My parents had five kids, and I wanted just as many.

      His eyes darkened. “There is nothing I wouldn’t give you, Ciana. Nothing. You are my world. Say the word, and it’s yours.”

      I smiled, turning my gaze back on Lewis’s perfect face. He looked so much like Bain, making me fall even more in love with the precious little boy in my arms. “Not right away. Maybe in a few years?”

      “Whenever you want, my beauty. It’s yours.”
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